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This one's for my son, Peter,

With love.





ONE

They murdered him.

As he turned to take the ball, a dam burst

against the side of his head and a hand grenade

shattered his stomach. Engulfed by nausea, he

pitched toward the grass. His mouth encountered

gravel, and he spat frantically, afraid that some of

his teeth had been knocked out. Rising to his feet,

he saw the field through drifting gauze but held

on until everything settled into place, like a lens

focusing, making the world sharp again, with

edges.



The second play called for a pass. Fading

back, he picked up a decent block and cocked his

arm, searching for a receiver—maybe the tall kid

they called The Goober. Suddenly, he was caught

from behind and whirled violently, a toy boat

caught in a whirlpool. Landing on his knees, hug-

ging the ball, he urged himself to ignore the pain

that gripped his groin, knowing that it was impor-

tant to betray no sign of distress, remembering

The Goober's advice, "Coach is testing you, test-

ing, and he's looking for guts."

I've got guts, Jerry murmured, getting up by

degrees, careful not to displace any of his bones

or sinews. A telephone rang in his ears. Hello,

hello, I'm still here. When he moved his lips, he

tasted the acid of dirt and grass and gravel. He
was aware of the other players around him, hel-

meted and grotesque, creatures from an unknown
world. He had never felt so lonely in his life, aban-

doned, defenseless.

On the third play, he was hit simultaneously

by three of them: one, his knees; another, his

stomach; a third, his head—the helmet no protec-

tion at all. His body seemed to telescope into itself

but all the parts didn't fit, and he was stunned by

the knowledge that pain isn't just one thing—it is

cunning and various, sharp here and sickening

there, burning here and clawing there. He clutched

himself as he hit the ground. The ball squirted

away. His breath went away, like the ball—a ter-

rible stillness pervaded him—and then, at the on-

set of panic, his breath came back again. His lips

sprayed wetness and he was grateful for the sweet
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cool air that filled his lungs. But when he tried to

get up, his body mutinied against movement. He
decided the hell with it. He'd go to sleep right

here, right out on the fifty yard line, the hell with

trying out for the team, screw everything, he was

going to sleep, he didn't care anymore . . .

"Renault!"

Ridiculous, someone calling his name.

"Renault!"

The coach's voice scraped like sandpaper

against his ears. He opened his eyes flutteringly.

"I'm all right," he said to nobody in particular, or

to his father maybe. Or the coach. He was unwill-

ing to abandon this lovely lassitude but he had to,

of course. He was sorry to leave the earth, and he

was vaguely curious about hqwA\e was going to

get up, with both legs smashed and his skull bat-

tered in. He was astonished to find himself on his

feet, intact, bobbing like one of those toy novelties

dangling from car windows, but erect.

"For Christ's sake," the coach bellowed, his

voice juicy with contempt. A spurt of saliva hit

Jerry's cheek.

Hey, coach, you spit on me, Jerry protested.

Stop the spitting, coach. What he said aloud was,

"I'm all right, coach," because he was a coward

about stuff like that, thinking one thing and saying

another, planning one thing and doing another

—

he had been Peter a thousand times and a thousand

cocks had crowed in his lifetime.

"How tall are you, Renault?"

"Five nine," he gasped,

breath.

still fighting for



"Weight?"

"One forty-five," he said, looking the coach

straight in the eye.

"Soaking wet, I'll bet," the coach said sourly.

"What the hell you want to play football for? You
need more meat on those bones. What the hell

you trying to play quarterback for? You'd make a

better end. Maybe."

The coach looked like an old gangster: broken

nose, a scar on his cheek like a stitched shoestring.

He needed a shave, his stubble like slivers of ice.

He growled and swore and was merciless. But a

helluva coach, they said. The coach stared at him
now, the dark eyes probing, pondering. Jerry hung

in there, trying not to sway, trying not to faint.

"All right," the coach said in disgust. "Show
up tomorrow. Three o'clock sharp or you're

through before you start."

Inhaling the sweet sharp apple air through

his nostrils—he was afraid to open his mouth wide,

wary of any movement that was not absolutely es-

sential—he walked tentatively toward the side-

lines, listening to the coach barking at the other

guys. Suddenly, he loved that voice, "Show up

tomorrow."

He trudged away from the field, blinking

against the afternoon sun, toward the locker room

at the gym. His knees were liquid and his body

light as air, suddenly.

Know what? he asked himself, a game he

played sometimes.

What?
I'm going to make the team.
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Dreamer, dreamer.

Not a dream : it's the truth.

As Jerry took another deep breath, a pain ap-

peared, distant, small—a radar signal of distress.

Bleep, Pm here. Pain. His feet scuffled through

crazy cornflake leaves. A strange happiness in-

vaded him. He knew he'd been massacred by the

oncoming players, capsized and dumped humiliat-

ingly on the ground. But he'd survived—he'd got-

ten to his feet. "You'd make a better end." Was
the coach thinking he might try him at end? Any
position, as long as he made the team. The bleep

grew larger, localized now, between his ribs on

the right side. He thought of his mother and how
drugged she was at the end, not recognizing any-

one, neither Jerry nor his father. The exhilaration

of the moment vanished and he sought it in vain,

like seeking ecstasy's memory an instant after jack-

ing off and encountering only shame and guilt.

Nausea began to spread through his stomach,

warm and oozy and evil.

"Hey," he called weakly. To nobody. Nobody
there to listen.

He managed to make it back to the school. By
the time he had sprawled himself on the floor of

the lavatory, his head hanging over the lip of the

toilet bowl and the smell of disinfectant stinging

his eyeballs, the nausea had passed and the bleep

of pain had faded. Sweat moved like small moist

bugs on his forehead.

And then, without warning, he vomited.



TWO

Obie was bored. Worse than bored. He was

disgusted. He was also tired. It seemed he was al-

ways tired these days. He went to bed tired and

he woke up tired. He found himself yawning con-

stantly. Most of all, he was tired of Archie. Archie

the bastard. The bastard that Obie alternately

hated and admired. For instance, at this minute

he hated Archie with a special burning hate that

was part of the boredom and the weariness. Note-

book in hand, pencil poised, Obie looked at Archie

now with fierce anger, furious at the way Archie
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sat there in the bleachers, his blond hair tossing

lightly in the breeze, enjoying himself, for crying

out loud, even though he knew that Obie would

be late for work and yet keeping him here, stall-

ing, killing time.

"You're a real bastard," Obie said finally,

his frustration erupting, like a Coke exploding

from a bottle after you shake it. "You know that?"

Archie turned and smiled at him benevo-

lently, like a goddam king passing out favors.

"Jesus," Obie said, exasperated.

"Don't swear, Obie," Archie chided. "You'll

have to tell it in confession."

"Look who's talking. I don't know how you

had the nerve to receive communion at chapel this

morning."

"It doesn't take nerve, Obie. When you march

down to the rail, you're receiving The Body, man.

Me, I'm just chewing a wafer they buy by the

pound in Worcester."

Obie looked away in disgust.

"And when you say 'Jesus,' you're talking

about your leader. But when I say 'Jesus,' I'm talk-

ing about a guy who walked the earth for thirty-

three years like any other guy but caught the imag-

ination of some PR cats. PR for Public Relations,

in case you don't know, Obie."

Obie didn't bother to answer. You couldn't

ever win an argument with Archie. He was too

quick with the words. Especially when he fell

into one of his phony hip moods. Saying man and

cat, like he was a swinger, cool, instead of a senior

in a lousy little high school like Trinity.
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"Come on, Archie, it's getting late," Obie

said, trying to appeal to Archie's better nature.

"I'm going to get fired one of these days."

"Don't whine, Obie. Besides, you hate the job.

You have a subconscious wish to be fired. Then
you wouldn't have to stock the shelves any more or

take crap from customers or work late Saturday

night instead of going to the—what is it you go

to?—the Teen-Age Canteen to drool over all those

broads."

Archie was uncanny. How did he know Obie

hated the stupid job? How did he know that Obie

hated especially those Saturday nights stalking

the supermarket canyons while everybody else was

at the canteen?

"See? I'm doing you a favor. Enough of these

late afternoons and the boss'll say, 'You're all

done, Obie baby. Set free.' And you'll have one,

right in front of him."

"And where'll my money come from?" Obie

asked.

Archie waved his hand, signaling that he was

tired of the conversation. You could see him physi-

cally withdraw although he was only a foot or two

away from Obie on the bleacher bench. The shouts

of the fellows from the football field below echoed

feebly in the air. Archie's lower lip dropped. That

meant he was concentrating. Thinking. Obie

waited in anticipation, hating the thing in him

that made him look at Archie in admiration. The
way Archie could turn people on. Or off. The way
he could dazzle you with his brilliance—those

Vigil assignments that had made him practically
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a legend at Trinity—and the way he could disgust

you with his cruelties, those strange offbeat cruel-

ties of his, that had nothing to do with pain or

violence but were somehow even worse. It made
Obie uncomfortable to think of that stuff and he

shrugged the thoughts away, waiting for Archie

to talk, to say the name.

"Stanton," Archie said finally, whispering the

name, caressing the syllables. "I think his first

name is Norman."
"Right," Obie said, scrawling the name. Only

two more to go. Archie had to come up with ten

names by four o'clock and eight were now listed

on Obie's pad.

"The assignment?" Obie prodded.

"Sidewalk."

Obie grinned as he wrote the word. Sidewalk:

such an innocent word. But what Archie could

do with simple things like a sidewalk and a kid

like Norman Stanton whom Obie recalled as a

blustering bragging character with wild red hair

and eyelids matted with yellow crap.

"Hey, Obie," Archie said.

"Yeah?" Obie asked, on guard.

"You really going to be late for work? I mean
—would you really lose your job?" Archie's voice

was soft with concern, his eyes gentle with com-

passion. That's what baffled everyone about Archie

—his changes of mood, the way he could be a wise

bastard one minute and a great guy the next.

"I don't think they'd actually fire me. The
guy who owns the place, he's a friend of the fam-

ily. But I mean getting there late doesn't, like, help
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the cause. I'm overdue for a raise but he's holding

it back until I get on the ball."

Archie nodded, all businesslike. "All right,

we'll wrap it up. We'll get you on the ball. Maybe
I ought to assign someone to the store, and make
life interesting for your boss."

"Jeez, no," Obie said quickly. He shivered

with dread, realizing how awesome Archie's power

really was. Which is why you had to stay on the

good side of the bastard. Buy him Hersheys all

the time to satisfy his craving for chocolate. Thank
God Archie didn't go in for pot or that stuff

—

Obie would have had to become a pusher, for cry-

ing out loud, to supply him. Obie was officially the

secretary of The Vigils but he knew what the job

really demanded. Carter, the president who was

almost as big a bastard as Archie, said, "keep him
happy, when Archie's happy, we're all happy."

"Two more names," Archie mused now. He
rose and stretched. He was tall and not too heavy.

He moved with a subtle rhythm, languidly, the

walk of an athlete although he hated all sports and

had nothing but contempt for athletes. Particu-

larly football players and boxers, which happened

to be Trinity's two major sports. Usually, Archie

didn't pick athletes for assignments—he claimed

they were too stupid to absorb the delicate shad-

ings, the subtle intricacies involved. Archie dis-

liked violence—most of his assignments were

exercises in the psychological rather than the phys-

ical. That's why he got away with so much. The
Trinity brothers wanted peace at any price, quiet

on the campus, no broken bones. Otherwise, the
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sky was the limit. Which was right up Archie's

alley.

"The kid they call The Goober," Archie said

now.

Obie wrote down "Roland Goubert."

"Brother Eugene's room."

Obie smiled in delicious malice. He liked it

when Archie involved the brothers in the assign-

ments. Those were the most daring, of course. And
someday Archie would go too far and trip him-

self up. In the meantime, Brother Eugene would

do. He was a peaceful sort, made to order for

Archie, naturally.

The sun vanished behind floating clouds.

Archie brooded, isolating himself again. The wind

rose, kicking puffs of dust from the football field.

The field needed seeding. The bleachers also

needed attention—they sagged, peeling paint like

leprosy on the benches. The shadows of the goal

posts sprawled on the field like grotesque crosses.

Obie shivered.

"What the hell do they think I am?" Archie

asked.

Obie remained silent. The question didn't

seem to require an answer. It was as if Archie was

talking to himself.

"These goddam assignments," Archie said.

"Do they think it's easy?" His voice dripped sad-

ness. "And the black box . .
."

Obie yawned. He was tired. And uncomfor-

table. He always yawned and got tired and uncom-

fortable when he found himself in situations like

this, not knowing how to proceed, surprised at the
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anguish in Archie's voice. Or was Archie putting

him on? You never knew about Archie. Obie was

grateful when Archie finally shook his head as if

warding off an evil spell.

"You're not much help, Obie."

"I never thought you needed much help,

Archie."

"Don't you think I'm human, too?"

I'm not sure. That's what Obie almost said.

"All right, all right. Let's finish the damn
assignments. One more name."

Obie's pencil was poised.

"Who was that kid who left the field a few

minutes ago? The one they wiped out?"

"Kid named Jerry Renault. Freshman," Obie

said, flipping through his notebook. He searched

the R's for Renault. His notebook was more com-

plete than the school's files. It contained informa-

tion, carefully coded, about everyone at Trinity,

the kind of stuff that couldn't be found in official

records. "Here it is. Renault, Jerome E. Son of

James R. Pharmacist at Blake's. The kid's a fresh-

man, birthday—let's see, he just turned fourteen.

Oh—his mother died last spring. Cancer." There

was more information about courses and records

in grammar school and extracurricular activities

but Obie closed the notebook as if he were lower-

ing a coffin lid.

"Poor kid," Archie said. "Mother's dead."

Again that concern, that compassion in his

voice.

Obie nodded. One more name. Who else?

"Must be hard on the poor kid."



IS'

"Right," Obie agreed, impatient.

"Know what he needs, Obie?" His voice was

soft, dreamy, caressing.

"What?"
"Therapy."

The terrible word shattered the tenderness in

Archie's voice.

"Therapy?"

"Right. Put him down."

"For crying out loud, Archie. You saw him

out there. He's just a skinny kid trying to make
the Freshman team. Coach'll grind him up like

hamburger. And his mother's barely cold in the

grave. What the hell you putting him on the list

for?"

"Don't let him fool you, Obie. He's a tough

one. Didn't you see him get wiped out down there

and still get to his feet? Tough. And stubborn. He
should have stayed down on that turf, Obie. That
would have been the smart thing to do. Besides,

he probably needs something to keep his mind off

his poor dead mother."

"You're a bastard, Archie. I said it before and

I'll say it again."

"Put him down." Ice in the voice, cold as

polar regions.

Obie wrote down the name. Hell, it wasn't

his funeral. "Assignment?"

"I'll think of something."

"You've only got till four," Obie reminded.

"The assignment must fit the kid. That's the

beauty of it, Obie."

Obie waited a minute or two and couldn't
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resist asking, "You running out of ideas, Archie?"

The great Archie Costello running dry? The pos-

sibility was staggering to contemplate.

"Just being artistic, Obie. It's an art, you

know. Take a kid like this Renault. Special cir-

cumstances." He fell silent. "Put him down for

the chocolates."

Obie wrote down: Renault—Chocolates.

Archie would never run dry. The chocolates, for

instance, were good for a dozen assignments.

Obie looked down at the field where the guys

were skirmishing in the shadow of the goal posts.

Sadness seized him. I should have gone out for

football, he thought. He had wanted to—he'd been

hot stuff with Pop Warner at St. Joe's. Instead,

he had ended up as Secretary of The Vigils. Cool.

But, hell, he couldn't even tell his parents about it.

"Know what, Archie?"

"What?"
"Life is sad, sometimes."

That was one of the great things about Archie,

you could say things like that.

"Life is shit," Archie said.

The shadows of the goal posts definitely resem-

bled a network of crosses, empty crucifixes. That's

enough symbolism for one day, Obie told himself.

If he hurried he could make the four o'clock bus

to work.
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The girl was heart-wrenchingly, impossibly

beautiful. Desire weakened his stomach. A water-

fall of blond hair splashed on her bare shoulders.

He studied the photograph surreptitiously and

then closed the magazine and put it back where

it belonged, on the top shelf. He glanced around

to see if he'd been observed. The store owner posi-

tively prohibited the reading of magazines and a

sign said No Buy No Read. But the owner was

busy at the far end of the place.

Why did he always feel so guilty whenever
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he looked at Playboy and the other magazines? A
lot of guys bought them, passed them around at

school, hid them in the covers of notebooks, even

resold them. He sometimes saw copies scattered

casually on coffee tables in the homes of his friends.

He had once bought a girlie magazine, paying for

it with trembling fingers—a dollar and a quarter,

his finances shot down in flames until his next al-

lowance. And he didn't know what to do with the

damn thing once it was in his possession. Sneaking

it home on the bus, hiding it in the bottom drawer

of his room, he was terrified of discovery. Finally,

tired of smuggling it into the bathroom for swift

perusals, and weary of his deceit, and haunted by

the fear that his mother would find the magazine,

Jerry had sneaked it out of the house and dropped

it into a catchbasin. He listened to it splash dis-

mally below, bidding a wistful farewell to the

squandered buck and a quarter. A longing filled

him. Would a girl ever love him? The one devas-

tating sorrow he carried within him was the fear

that he would die before holding a girl's breast in

his hand.

Out at the bus stop, Jerry leaned against a

telephone pole, body weary, echoing the assault of

the football practices. For three days his body had

absorbed punishment. But he was still on the ros-

ter, luckily. Idly, he watched the people on the

Common across the street. He saw them every day.

They were now part of the scenery like the Civil

War Cannon and the World War Monuments, the

flagpole. Hippies. Flower Children. Street Peo-

ple. Drifters. Drop-Outs. Everybody had a differ-
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ent name for them. They came out in the spring

and stayed until October, hanging around, calling

taunts to passersby occasionally but most of the

time quiet, languid and peaceful. He was fasci-

nated by them and sometimes envied their old

clothes, their sloppiness, the way they didn't seem

to give a damn about anything. Trinity was one of

the last schools to retain a dress code—shirt and

tie. He watched a cloud of smoke swirl around a

girl in a floppy hat. Grass? He didn't know. A lot

of things he didn't know.

Absorbed in his thoughts, he didn't notice

that one of the street people had detached himself

from the others and was crossing the street, dodg-

ing cars deftly.

"Hey, man."

Startled, Jerry realized the guy was address-

ing him. "Me?"
The fellow stood in the street, on the other

side of a green Volkswagen, his chest resting on

the car's roof. "Yes, you." He was about nineteen,

long black hair brushing his shoulders, a curling

mustache, like a limp black snake draped on his

upper lip, the ends dangling near his chin. "You
been staring at us, man, like every day. Standing

here and staring."

They really say man, Jerry thought. He didn't

think anybody said man any more except as a joke.

But this guy wasn't joking.

"Hey, man, you think we're in a zoo? That
why you stare?"

"No. Look, I don't stare." But he did stare,

every day.
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"Yes, you do, man. You stand here and look

at us. With your homework books and your nice

shirt and your blue-and-white tie."

Jerry looked around uneasily. He confronted

only strangers, nobody from school.

"We're not sub-humans, man."

"I didn't say you were."

"But you look it."

"Look," Jerry said, "I've got to get my bus."

Which was ridiculous, of course, because the bus

wasn't in sight.

"You know who's sub-human, man? You. You
are. Going to school every day. And back home
on the bus. And do your homework." The guy's

voice was contemptuous. "Square boy. Middle-

aged at fourteen, fifteen. Already caught in a rou-

tine. Wow."
A hiss and the stench of exhaust announced

the arrival of the bus. Jerry swung away from the

guy-

"Go get your bus, square boy," he called.

"Don't miss the bus, boy. You're missing a lot of

things in the world, better not miss that bus."

Jerry walked to the bus like a sleepwalker.

He hated confrontations. His heart hammered. He
climbed aboard, dropped his token in the coin box

and lurched to his seat as the bus moved away from

the curb.

He sat down, breathed deeply, closed his eyes.

Go get your bus, square boy.

He opened his eyes and slitted them against

the invasion of the sun through the window.
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You re missing a lot of things in the world,

better not miss that bus.

A big put-on, of course. That was their spe-

cialty, people like that. Putting people on. Noth-

ing else to do with their lives, piddling away their

lives.

And yet . .

.

Yet, what?

He didn't know. He thought of his life

—

going to school and coming home. Even though

his tie was loose, dangling on his shirt, he yanked

it off. He looked up at the advertising placards

above the windows, wanting to turn his thoughts

away from the confrontation.

Why? someone had scrawled in a blank space

no advertiser had rented.

Why not? someone else had slashed in answer.

Jerry closed his eyes, exhausted suddenly, and

it seemed like too much of an effort even to think.
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"How many boxes?"

"Twenty thousand."

Archie whistled in astonishment. He usually

didn't blow his cool that easily, particularly with

someone like Brother Leon. But the image of

twenty thousand boxes of chocolates being deliv-

ered here to Trinity was ridiculous. Then he saw

the mustache of moistness on Brother Leon's up-

per lip, the watery eyes and the dampness on his

forehead. Something clicked. This wasn't the calm

and deadly Leon who could hold a class in the

palm of his hand. This was someone riddled with
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cracks and crevices. Archie became absolutely

still, afraid that the rapid beating of his heart

might betray his sudden knowledge, the proof of

what he'd always suspected, not only of Brother

Leon but most grownups, most adults: they were

vulnerable, running scared, open to invasion.

"I know that's a lot of chocolates," Brother

Leon admitted, managing to keep his voice casual,

for which Archie admired him. A smart one,

Leon, hard to pin down. Even though he was

sweating like a madman, his voice remained calm,

reasoned. "But we have tradition working in our

favor. The chocolate sale is an annual event. The
boys have come to expect it. If they can sell ten

thousand boxes of chocolates in other years, why
not twenty thousand this year? And these are spe-

cial chocolates, Archie. High profit. A special

deal."

"How is it special?" Archie asked, pressing

his advantage, none of that student-talking-to-

teacher crap in his voice. He was here in Leon's

office by special invitation. Let Leon talk to the

real Archie, not the kid who sat in his algebra

class.

"Actually, these are Mother's Day chocolates.

We were—that is, / was—able to pick them up
at a bargain price. Beautiful boxes, gift boxes,

and in perfect condition. They've been stored un-

der the best of conditions since last spring. All we
have to do is remove the purple ribbons that say

Mother and we're in business. We can sell them
for two dollars a box and make a profit of almost

a dollar on each one."
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"But twenty thousand boxes." Archie per-

formed some quick calculations although he wasn't

a whiz at math. "We're about four hundred guys

in the school. That means everybody's got to sell

fifty boxes. Usually, the guys have a quota of twen-

ty-five boxes each to sell and the price is a dollar."

He sighed. "Now, everything is doubled. That's

a lot of selling for this school, Brother Leon. For

any school."

"I know that, Archie. But Trinity is special,

isn't it? If I didn't think the boys of Trinity could

do it, do you think I would take a risk? Aren't

we capable of what others aren't?"

Bullshit, was what Archie thought.

"I know what you're wondering, Archie

—

why am I burdening you with this problem?"

Archie, in fact, was wondering why Brother

Leon had laid his plans before him. He had never

been particularly friendly with Leon or any other

Trinity teacher. And Leon was a special breed.

On the surface, he was one of those pale, ingrati-

ating kind of men who tiptoed through life on

small, quick feet. He looked like a henpecked hus-

band, a pushover, a sucker. He was the Assistant

Headmaster of the school but actually served as

a flunky for the Head. Like an errand boy. But

all this was deceptive. In the classroom, Leon was

another person altogether. Smirking, sarcastic. His

thin, high voice venomous. He could hold your

attention like a cobra. Instead of fangs, he used

his teacher's pointer, flicking out here, there, ev-

erywhere. He watched the class like a hawk, sus-

picious, searching out cheaters or daydreamers,
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probing for weaknesses in the students and then

exploiting those weaknesses. He had never taken

on Archie. Not yet.

"Let me paint you the picture," Leon said,

leaning forward in his chair. "All private schools,

Catholic or otherwise, are struggling these days.

Many are closing down. Prices are going up and

we have only so many sources of income. As you

know, Archie, we're not one of those exclusive

boarding schools. And we don't have any wealthy

alumni to draw on. We're a day school, dedicated

to preparing young men from middle class homes

for college. There are no rich men's sons here.

Take yourself, for instance. Your father operates

an insurance agency. He makes a good salary but

he's hardly wealthy, is he? Take Tommy Desjar-

dins. His father's a dentist—very well off, they

have two cars, a summer home—and that's about

tops for the parents of Trinity boys." He held up

his hand. "I'm not trying to put down the parents."

Archie winced. It irritated him when grownups

resorted to student language like put down. "What
I'm saying, Archie, is that the parents are mostly

in modest circumstances and can't absorb any

more tuition increases. We have to find revenue

wherever possible. Football barely pays for itself

—we haven't had a winning season for three years.

The interest in boxing has fallen off now that

television doesn't feature boxing anymore . .
."

Archie stifled a yawn—so what else was new?
"I'm putting my cards on the table, Archie,

to show you, to impress upon you, how we have

to tap every source of income, how even a choco-
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late sale can be vital and important to us . .
."

Silence fell. The school was hushed around

them, so hushed that Archie wondered whether

the office was soundproof. Classes were over for

the day, of course, but that was the time when a

lot of other action got started. Particularly Vigil

action.

"Another thing," Leon went on. "We've kept

this quiet but the Head is ill, perhaps seriously so.

He's scheduled to enter the hospital tomorrow.

Tests and things. The outlook isn't good . .
."

Archie waited for Leon to get to the point.

Was he going to make a ridiculous pitch for the

chocolate sale to be a success in honor of the sick

Headmaster? "Win one for The Gipper" like

some pukey late-night movie?

"He may be incapacitated for weeks."

"That's rough." So what?

"Which means—the school will be in my
charge. The school will be my responsibility."

The silence again. But this time Archie felt

a waiting in the silence. He had a feeling that

Leon was about to make his point.

"I need your help, Archie."

"My help?" Archie asked, feigning surprise,

trying to keep any trace of mockery out of his

voice. He knew now why he was here. Leon didn't

mean Archie's help—he meant the help of The
Vigils. And didn't dare put it into words. No one

was allowed to breathe a word about The Vigils.

Officially, The Vigils did not exist. How could a

school condone an organization like The Vigils?

The school allowed it to function by ignoring it



27*

completely, pretending it wasn't there. But it was

there, all right, Archie thought bitterly. It was

there because it served a purpose. The Vigils kept

things under control. Without The Vigils, Trinity

might have been torn apart like other schools had

been, by demonstrations, protests, all that crap.

Archie was surprised by Leon's audacity, knowing

his connection with The Vigils and bringing him

in here this way.

"But how can I help?" Archie asked, turn-

ing the screw, emphasizing the singular of him-

self and not the plural of The Vigils.

"By getting behind the sale. As you said,

Archie—twenty thousand boxes, that's a lot of

chocolates."

"The price is doubled, too," Archie reminded

him, enjoying himself now. "Two dollars a box,

instead of one."

"But we need that money desperately."

"How about the bonus? The school always

gives the boys a bonus."

"As usual, Archie. A day off from school

when every chocolate has been sold."

"No free trip this year? Last year we were

taken to Boston to a stage show." Archie didn't

care about the trip but he enjoyed this reverse po-

sition—himself asking the questions and Leon
squirming, so different from the classroom.

"I'll think of something as a substitute," Leon
said.

Archie let the silence stretch.

"Can I count on you, Archie?" Leon's fore-

head was damp again.
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Archie decided to plunge. To see how far he

could go. "But what can I do? Fm just one guy."

"You have influence, Archie."

"Influence?" Archie's voice was coming out

loud and clear. He was cool. In command. Let

Leon sweat. Archie was sweet and cool. "Pm not

a class officer. Fm not a member of the Student

Council." Christ, if only the guys were here to see

him. "I don't even make the Honor Roll . .
."

Suddenly, Leon wasn't sweating anymore. The
beads of perspiration still danced on his forehead

but he had become stiff and cold. Archie could

feel the coldness—more than cold, an icy hate

coming across the desk like a deadly ray from some

bleak and lethal planet. Have I gone too far, he

wondered. I've got this guy for algebra, my weak-

est subject.

"You know what I mean," Leon said, his voice

like a door slamming.

Their eyes met, held. A showdown now? At

this moment? Would that be the smart thing to do?

Archie believed in always doing the smart thing.

Not the thing you ached to do, not the impulsive

act, but the thing that would pay off later. That's

why he was The Assigner. That's why The Vigils

depended on him. Hell, The Vigils were the school.

And he, Archie Costello, was The Vigils. That's

why Leon had called him here, that's why Leon

was practically begging for his help. Archie sud-

denly had a terrific craving for a Hershey.

"I know what you mean," Archie said, post-

poning the showdown. Leon could be like money in

the bank, for future use.
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"You'll help, then?"

"I'll check with them," Archie said, letting

them hang in the air.

And it hung.

Leon didn't pick it up.

Neither did Archie.

They looked at each other for a long moment.

"The Vigils will help," Archie said, unable to

contain himself any longer. He had never been able

to use those words—The Vigils—aloud to a

teacher, had had to deny the existence of the or-

ganization for so long that it was beautiful to use

them, to see the surprise on Leon's pale perspiring

face.

Then he pushed back his chair and left the

office without waiting for the teacher's dismissal.
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"Your name is Goubert?"

"Yes."

"They call you The Goober?"

"Yes."

"Yes, what?"

Archie was disgusted with himself even as he

said it. Yes, what? like a scene from out of an

old World War Two movie. But the kid Goubert

stammered and then said, "Yes, sir.™ Like a raw

recruit.

"Know why you're here, Goober?"

The Goober hesitated. Despite his height, he
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was easily six-one, he reminded Archie of a child,

someone who didn't belong here, as if he'd been

caught sneaking into an Adults Only movie. He
was too skinny, of course. And he had the look of

a loser. Vigil bait.

"Yes, sir," The Goober finally said.

Archie was always puzzled about whatever

there was inside of him that enjoyed these perform-

ances—toying with kids, leading them on, humili-

ating them, finally. He'd earned the job of Assigner

because of his quick mind, his swift intelligence,

his fertile imagination, his ability to see two moves

ahead as if life were a giant checker or chess game.

But something more than that, something nobody

could find words to describe. Archie knew what it

was and recognized it, although it eluded a defini-

tion. One night while watching an old Marx
Brothers movie on the Late Show, he was held

entranced by a scene where the brothers were

searching for a missing painting. Groucho said,

"We'll search every room in the house." Chico

asked, "But what if it ain't in the house?" Groucho
replied, "Then we'll search the house next door."

"What if there ain't no house next door?" And
Groucho, "Then we'll build one." And they im-

mediately started to draw up plans for building the

house. That's what Archie did—built the house

nobody could anticipate a need for, except himself,

a house that was invisible to everyone else.

"If you know, then tell me why you're here,

Goober," Archie said now, his voice gentle. He
always treated them with tenderness, as if a bond
existed between them.
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Someone snickered. Archie stiffened, shot a

look at Carter, a withering look that said, tell them

to cut the crap. Carter snapped his fingers, which
sounded in the quiet storage room like the banging

of a gavel. The Vigils were grouped as usual in a

circle around Archie and the kid receiving the

assignment. The small room behind the gym was

windowless with only one door leading to the

gymnasium itself : a perfect spot for Vigil meetings

—private, the solitary entrance easily guarded, and

dim, lit by a single bulb dangling from the ceiling,

a 40-watt bulb that bestowed only a feeble light on

the proceedings. The silence was deafening after

the snap of Carter's fingers. Nobody fooled around

with Carter. Carter was the president of The
Vigils because the president was always a football

player—the muscle someone like Archie needed.

But everyone knew that the head of The Vigils

was The Assigner, Archie Costello, who was al-

ways one step ahead of them all.

The Goober looked frightened. He was one of

those kids who always wanted to please everybody.

The guy who never got the girl but worshipped her

in secret while the big shot hero rode off in the

sunset with her in the end.

"Tell me," Archie said, "why you're here."

He allowed a bit of impatience to appear in his

voice.

"For ... an assignment."

"Do you realize that there's nothing personal

in the assignment?"

The Goober nodded.

"That this is tradition here at Trinity?"
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"Yes."

"And that you must pledge silence ?"

"Yes," The Goober said, swallowing, his

Adam's apple doing a dance in that long thin neck.

Silence.

Archie let it gather. He could feel a heighten-

ing of interest in the room. It always happened this

way when an assignment was about to be given.

He knew what they were thinking—what's Archie

come up with this time? Sometimes Archie re-

sented them. The members of The Vigils did noth-

ing but enforce the rules. Carter was muscle and

Obie an errand boy. Archie alone was always under

pressure, devising the assignments, working them

out. As if he was some kind of machine. Press a

button : out comes an assignment. What did they

know about the agonies of it all? The nights he

tossed and turned? The times he felt used up,

empty? And yet he couldn't deny that he exulted

in moments like this, the guys leaning forward

in anticipation, the mystery that surrounded them

all, the kid Goober white-faced and frightened, the

place so quiet you could almost hear your own
heartbeat. And all eyes on him: Archie.

"Goober."

"Yes, yes sir." Swallow.

"Know what a screwdriver is?"

"Yes."

"Can you put your hands on one?"

"Yes, yes sir. My father. He has a tool chest."

"Fine. Know what they use screwdrivers for,

Goober?"

"Yes."
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"What for?"

"To screw things ... I mean, to put screws into

things."

Someone laughed. And Archie let it pass. A
relief to the tension.

"And also, Goober," Archie said, "a screw-

driver takes screws out of things. Right?"

"Yes, sir."

"A screwdriver, then, can loosen as well as

tighten, right?"

"Right," The Goober said, nodding his head,

eager, his attention fastened on the thought of the

screwdriver, almost as if he were hypnotized, and

Archie was carried on marvelous waves of power

and glory, leading The Goober toward the ulti-

mate destination, feeding him the information little

by little, the best part of the lousy job. Not really

lousy, though. Great, in fact. Beautiful, in fact.

Worth all the sweat.

"Now, do you know where Brother Eugene's

homeroom is located?"

The anticipation in the air was almost visible

at this moment, blazing, electric.

"Yes. Room nineteen. Second floor."

"Right!" Archie said, as if giving The Goober

an A for recitation. "Next Thursday afternoon,

you'll make arrangements to be free. Afternoon,

evening, all night, if necessary."

The Goober stood there, spellbound.

"The school will be deserted. The brothers,

most of them, the ones who count, will be off to a

conference at Provincial headquarters in Maine.

The janitor is taking a day off. There'll be no one
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in the building after three in the afternoon. No one

but you, Goober. You and your screwdriver."

Now, the final moment, the climax, almost like

coming

—

"And here's what you do, Goober." Pause.

"You loosen."

"Loosen?" The Adam's apple dancing.

"Loosen."

Archie waited a beat—in strict command of

the room, the silence almost unbearable—and said,

"Everything in Brother Eugene's room is held

together by screws. The chairs, the desks, the black-

boards. Now, with your little screwdriver—maybe
you'd better bring along various and assorted sizes,

just in case—you start to loosen. Don't take out the

screws. Just loosen them until they reach that point

where they're almost ready to fall out, everything

hanging there by a thread . .
."

A howl of delight came from the guys

—

probably Obie, who had gotten the picture, who
could see the house that Archie was building, the

house that didn't exist until he built it in their

minds. Then, others joined in the laughter as they

envisioned the result of the assignment. Archie let

himself be caressed by the laughter of admiration,

knowing that he'd scored again. They were always

waiting for him to fail, to fall flat on his face, but

he'd scored once more.

"Jeez," The Goober said. "That's going to take

a lot of work. There's a lot of desks and chairs in

there."

"You'll have all night. We guarantee you
won't be disturbed."
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"Jeez." The Adam's apple was positively con-

vulsive now.

"Thursday," Archie said, a command in his

voice, no nonsense, final, irrevocable.

The Goober nodded, accepting the assignment

like a sentence of doom, the way all the others did,

knowing there was no way out, no reprieve, no ap-

peal. The law of The Vigils was final, everyone at

Trinity knew that.

Somebody whispered, "Wow."
Carter snapped his fingers again and tension

quickly built up in the room once more. But a dif-

ferent kind of tension. Tension with teeth in it. For

Archie. He braced himself.

Reaching under the abandoned teacher's desk

he sat behind as presiding officer, Carter pulled out

a small black box. He shook it and the sound of

marbles could be heard clicking together inside.

Obie came forward, holding a key in his hand.

Was that a smile on Obie's face? Archie couldn't

be sure. He wondered, does Obie really hate me?
Do they all hate me? Not that it mattered. Not
while Archie held the power. He would conquer

all, even the black box.

Carter took the key from Obie and held it up.

"Ready?" he asked Archie.

"Ready," Archie said, keeping his face ex-

pressionless, inscrutable as usual, even though he

felt a bead of perspiration trace a cold path from

his armpit to his rib. The black box was his

nemesis. It contained six marbles: five of them

white and one of them black. It was an ingenious

idea thought up by someone long before Archie's
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time, someone who was wise enough—or a bastard

enough—to realize that an assigner could go off

the deep end if there wasn't some kind of control.

The box provided the control. After every assign-

ment, it was presented to Archie. If Archie drew

a white marble, the assignment stood as ordered.

If Archie drew the black marble, it would be

necessary for Archie himself to carry out the as-

signment, to perform the duty he had assigned for

others.

He had beaten the black box for three years

—

could he do it again? Or was his luck running out?

Would the law of averages catch up to him? A
tremor ran along his arm as he extended his hand

toward the box. He hoped no one had noticed.

Reaching inside, he grabbed a marble, concealed

it in the palm of his hand. He withdrew his hand,

held the arm straight out, calmly now, without

shiver or tremor. He opened his hand. The marble

was white.

The corner of Archie's mouth twitched as the

tension of his body relaxed. He had beaten them
again. He had won again. I am Archie. I cannot

lose.

Carter snapped his fingers and the meeting

began to break up. Suddenly, Archie felt empty,

used up, discarded. He looked at the kid Goober
who stood there in bewilderment, looking as if he

were going to cry. Archie almost felt sorry for the

kid. Almost. But not quite.
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Brother Leon was getting ready to put on his

show. Jerry knew the symptoms—all the guys

knew them. Most of them were freshmen and had

been in Leon's class only a month or so but the

teacher's pattern had already emerged. First, Leon

gave them a reading assignment. Then he'd pace

up and down, up and down, restless, sighing,

wandering through the aisles, the blackboard

pointer poised in his hand, the pointer he used

either like a conductor's baton or a musketeer's

sword. He'd use the tip to push around a book on
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a desk or to flick a kid's necktie, scratching gently

down some guy's back, poking the pointer as if he

were a rubbish collector picking his way through

the debris of the classroom. One day, the pointer

had rested on Jerry's head for a moment, and then

passed on. Unaccountably, Jerry had shivered, as

if he had just escaped some terrible fate.

Now, aware of Leon prowling ceaselessly

around the classroom, Jerry kept his eyes on paper

although he didn't feel like reading. Two more

periods. He looked forward to football practice.

After days of calisthenics, the coach had said that

probably he'd let them use the ball this afternoon.

"Enough of this crap."

That was Brother Leon—always trying to

shock. Using words like crap and bull and slipping

in a few damns and hells once in a while. Actually,

he did shock. Maybe because the words were so

startling as they issued from this pale and inoffen-

sive looking little man. Later on, you found out

that he wasn't inoffensive, of course. Now, every-

one looked up at Leon as that word crap echoed

in the room. Ten minutes left—time enough for

Leon to perform, to play one of his games. The
class looked at him in a kind of horrible fascina-

tion.

The brother's glance went slowly around the

room, like the ray of a lighthouse sweeping a

familiar coast, searching for hidden defects. Jerry

felt a sense of dread and anticipation, both at the

same time.

"Bailey," Leon said.

"Yes, Brother Leon." Leon would pick
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Bailey: one of the weak kids, high honor student,

but shy, introverted, always reading, his eyes red-

rimmed behind the glasses.

"Up here," Leon said, finger beckoning.

Bailey went quietly to the front of the room.

Jerry could see a vein throbbing in the boy's

temple.

"As you know, gentlemen," Brother Leon be-

gan, addressing the class directly and ignoring

Bailey completely although the boy was standing

beside him, "as you know, a certain discipline must

be maintained in a school. A line must be drawn

between teachers and students. We teachers would

love to be one of the boys, of course. But that line

of separation must remain. An invisible line, per-

haps, but still there." His moist eyes gleamed.

"After all, you can't see the wind but it's there. You
see its handiwork, bending the trees, stirring the

leaves . .
."

As he spoke, he gestured, his arm becoming

the wind, the pointer in his hand following the

direction of the wind and suddenly, without warn-

ing, striking Bailey on the cheek. The boy leaped

backward in pain and surprise.

"Bailey, I'm sorry," Leon said, but his voice

lacked apology. Had it been an accident? Or an-

other of Leon's little cruelties?

Now all eyes were on the stricken Bailey.

Brother Leon studied him, looking at him as if he

were a specimen under a microscope, as if the

specimen contained the germ of some deadly dis-

ease. You had to hand it to Leon—he was a superb

actor. He loved to read short stories aloud, taking
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all the parts, providing all the sound effects. No-

body yawned or fell asleep in Leon's class. You had

to be alert every minute, just as everyone was alert

now, looking at Bailey, wondering what Leon's

next move would be. Under Leon's steady gaze,

Bailey had stopped stroking his cheek, even though

a pink welt had appeared, like an evil stain spread-

ing on his flesh. Somehow, the tables were turned.

Now it seemed as if Bailey had been at fault all

along, that Bailey had committed an error, had

stood in the wrong place at the wrong time and had

caused his own misfortune. Jerry squirmed in his

chair. Leon gave him the creeps, the way he could

change the atmosphere in a room without even

speaking a word.

"Bailey," Leon said. But not looking at Bailey,

looking at the class as if they were all in on a joke

that Bailey knew nothing about. As if the class

and Leon were banded together in a secret con-

spiracy.

"Yes, Brother Leon?" Bailey asked, his eyes

magnified behind the glasses.

A pause.

"Bailey," Brother Leon said. "Why do you

find it necessary to cheat?"

They say the hydrogen bomb makes no noise:

there's only a blinding white flash that strikes cities

dead. The noise comes after the flash, after the

silence. That's the kind of silence that blazed in

the classroom now.

Bailey stood speechless, his mouth an open

wound.

"Is silence an admission of guilt, Bailey?"
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Brother Leon asked, turning to the boy at last.

Bailey shook his head frantically. Jerry felt

his own head shaking, joining Bailey in silent

denial.

"Ah, Bailey," Leon sighed, his voice flutter-

ing with sadness. "What are we going to do about

you?" Turning toward the class again, buddies

with them—him and the class against the cheat.

"I don't cheat, Brother Leon," Bailey said,

his voice a kind of squeak.

"But look at the evidence, Bailey. Your marks

—all A% no less. Every test, every paper, every

homework assignment. Only a genius is capable of

that sort of performance. Do you claim to be a

genius, Bailey?" Toying with him. "I'll admit you

look like one—those glasses, that pointed chin, that

wild hair . .
."

Leon leaned toward the class, tossing his own
chin, awaiting the approval of laughter, everything

in his manner suggesting the response of laughter

from the class. And it came. They laughed. Hey,

what's going on here, Jerry wondered even as he

laughed with them. Because Bailey did somehow
look like a genius or at least a caricature of the mad
scientists in old movies.

"Bailey," Brother Leon said, turning his full

attention to the boy again as the laughter subsided.

"Yes," Bailey replied miserably.

"You haven't answered my question." He
walked deliberately to the window and was sud-

denly absorbed in the street outside, the September

leaves turning brown and crisp.

Bailey stood alone at the front of the class, as
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if he was facing a firing squad. Jerry felt his cheeks

getting warm, throbbing with the warmth.

"Well, Bailey?" From Leon at the window,

still intent on the world outside.

"I don't cheat, Brother Leon," Bailey said, a

surge of strength in his voice, like he was taking

a last stand.

"Then how do you account for all those A's?"

"I don't know."

Brother Leon whirled around. "Are you per-

fect, Bailey? All those A's—that implies perfec-

tion. Is that the answer, Bailey?"

For the first time, Bailey looked at the class

itself, in mute appeal, like something wounded,

lost, abandoned.

"Only God is perfect, Bailey."

jerry's neck began to hurt. And his lungs

burned. He realized he'd been holding his breath.

He gulped air, carefully, not wanting to move a

muscle. He wished he was invisible. He wished he

wasn't here in the classroom. He wanted to be out

on the football field, fading back, looking for a

receiver.

"Do you compare yourself with God, Bailey?"

Cut it out, Brother, cut it out, Jerry cried

silently.

"If God is perfect and you are perfect, Bailey,

does that suggest something to you?"

Bailey didn't answer, eyes wide in disbelief.

The class was utterly silent. Jerry could hear the

hum of the electric clock—he'd never realized be-

fore that electric clocks hummed.
"The other alternative, Bailey, is that you are
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not perfect. And, of course, you're not." Leon's

voice softened. "I know you wouldn't consider any-

thing so sacrilegious."

"That's right, Brother Leon," Bailey said, re-

lieved.

"Which leaves us with only one conclusion,"

Leon said, his voice bright and triumphant, as if

he had made an important discovery. "You cheat!"

In that moment, Jerry hated Brother Leon.

He could taste the hate in his stomach—it was acid,

foul, burning.

"You're a cheat, Bailey. And a liar." The
words like whips.

You rat, Jerry thought. You bastard.

A voice boomed from the rear of the class-

room. "Aw, let the kid alone."

Leon whipped around. "Who said that?" His

moist eyes glistened.

The bell rang, ending the period. Feet scuffled

as the boys pushed back their chairs, preparing to

leave, to get out of that terrible place.

"Wait a minute," Brother Leon said. Softly

—

but heard by everyone. "Nobody moves."

The students settled in their chairs again.

Brother Leon regarded them pityingly, shak-

ing his head, a sad and dismal smile on his lips.

"You poor fools," he said. "You idiots. Do you

know who's the best one here? The bravest of all?"

He placed his hand on Bailey's shoulder. "Gregory

Bailey, that's who. He denied cheating. He stood

up to my accusations. He stood his ground! But

you, gentlemen, you sat there and enjoyed your-

selves. And those of you who didn't enjoy your-
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selves allowed it to happen, allowed me to proceed.

You turned this classroom into Nazi Germany for

a few moments. Yes, yes, someone finally protested.

Aw, let the kid alone." Mimicking the deep voice

perfectly. "A feeble protest, too little and too late."

There was scuffling in the corridors, students wait-

ing to enter. Leon ignored the noise. He turned to

Bailey, touched the top of his head with the pointer

as if he were bestowing knighthood. "You did well,

Bailey. I'm proud of you. You passed the biggest

test of all—you were true to yourself." Bailey's

chin was wobbling all over the place. "Of course

you don't cheat, Bailey," his voice tender and

paternal. He gestured toward the class—he was a

great one for gestures. "Your classmates out there.

They're the cheaters. They cheated you today.

They're the ones who doubted you—I never did."

Leon went to his desk. "Dismissed," he said,

his voice filled with contempt for all of them.



SEVEN

"What're you doing, Emile?" Archie asked,

amusement in his voice. The amusement was there

because it was obvious what Emile Janza was do-

ing—he was siphoning gas from a car, watching it

flow into a glass jug.

Emile giggled. He, too, was amused that

Archie should have discovered him performing

such an act.

"I'm getting my gas for the week," Emile said.

The car, parked at the far end of the school's

parking lot, belonged to a senior by the name of

Carlson.
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"What would you do, Emile, if Carlson came

along and saw you stealing his gas?" Archie asked,

although he knew the answer.

Emile didn't bother to reply. He grinned

knowingly at Archie. Carlson wouldn't do any-

thing about it at all. He was a thin, mild kid who
hated getting involved in messes. Not too many
people defied Emile Janza, anyway, whether they

were fat or skinny, mild or not. Emile was a brute

which was kind of funny because he didn't look

like a brute. He wasn't big or overly strong. In fact,

he was small for a tackle on the football team. But

he was an animal and he didn't play by the rules.

Not if he could help it. His small eyes were im-

bedded in pale flesh, eyes that seldom smiled de-

spite the giggle and the grin that sometimes flashed

across his face, especially when he knew he was

reaching people. That's what Emile Janza called

it—reaching people. Like whistling softly in class

so that it got on the teacher's nerves, a barely per-

ceptible whistle that could drive a teacher up the

wall. That's why Emile Janza reversed the usual

process. Wise guys usually sat in back. Emile

didn't. He chose seats near the front where he'd

be in better position to harass the teacher. Whis-
tling, grunting, belching, tapping his foot, stirring

restlessly, sniffling. Hell, if you did that kind of

stuff from the back of the room the teacher

wouldn't notice.

But Emile didn't harass only teachers. He
found that the world was full of willing victims,

especially kids his own age. He had discovered a

truth early in life—in the fourth grade, in fact.
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Nobody wanted trouble, nobody wanted to make
trouble, nobody wanted a showdown. The knowl-

edge was a revelation. It opened doors. You could

take a kid's lunch or even his lunch money and

nothing usually happened because most kids

wanted peace at any price. Of course, you have to

choose your victims carefully because there were

exceptions. Those who protested found that it was

easier to let Emile have his way. Who wanted to

get hurt? Later, Emile stumbled upon another

truth, although it was hard to put into words. He
found that people had a fear of being embarrassed

or humiliated, of being singled out for special at-

tention. Like in a bus. You could call out to a kid,

especially one who blushes easily, and say, "Jeez,

you got bad breath, know that? Don't you ever

brush your teeth?" Even if the kid had the sweetest

breath in the world. Or, "Did you lay a fart, kid?

What a dirty thing to do." Softly, but loud enough

for everybody to hear. Stuff like that—in the

cafeteria, during lunch, in study class. But it was

better in public places, with strangers nearby, espe-

cially girls. That's when the kids squirmed. As a

result, people went around being extra nice to

Emile Janza. And Emile basked in that treatment.

Emile was not stupid but he was not exactly bright

in class. However, he managed to squeak by—no

F's, only a couple of D's, all of which satisfied his

father whom Emile regarded as stupid and whose

major dream was to have his son graduate from a

fancy private school like Trinity. His father didn't

know how cruddy the place was.

"Emile, you're a beautiful person," Archie said
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as Emile, satisfied with the overflowing glass jug,

carefully screwed the cap of the gas tank on.

Emile looked up suspiciously, on guard. He
was never sure whether Archie Costello was serious

or not. Emile never fooled around with Archie. In

fact, Archie was one of the few people in the world

Emile respected. Maybe even feared. Archie and

The Vigils.

"Did you say beautiful ?"

Archie laughed. "I mean, Emile, you're some-

thing special. Who else would siphon gas in the

middle of the day? Out in the open like this?

Beautiful."

Emile smiled at Archie, suddenly wistful. He
wished he could share with Archie some of the

other stuff. But he couldn't. Somehow, it was too

private but often he wanted to tell people about it.

How he got a kick out of things. For instance, when
he went to the John at school, he seldom flushed the

toilet—and got a kick out of picturing the next kid

who'd go in and find the mess in the bowl. Crazy.

And if you told anybody, it would be hard to ex-

plain. Like how he sometimes felt actually horny

when he roughhoused a kid or tackled a guy

viciously in football and gave him an extra jab

when he had him on the ground. How could you

tell anybody about that? And yet he felt that

Archie would understand. Birds of a feather, that

was it. Despite that picture. The picture that

haunted his life.

Archie began to walk away.

"Hey, Archie, where're you going?"

"I don't want to be an accessory, Emile."
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Emile laughed. "Carlson's not gonna press

charges."

Archie shook his head in admiration. "Beauti-

ful," he said.

"Hey, Archie. How about the picture?"

"Yes, Emile. How about the picture?"

"You know what I mean."

"Beautiful," Archie said, walking away
quickly now, wanting to keep Emile Janza sweat-

ing about the picture. Actually, Archie hated peo-

ple like Janza even though he could admire their

handiwork. People like Janza were animals. But

they came in handy. Janza and the picture—like

money in the bank.

Emile Janza watched the departing figure of

Archie Costello. Someday, he'd be like Archie-
cool, a member of The Vigils. Emile kicked at the

rear tire of Carlson's car. Somehow he was disap-

pointed that Carlson hadn't caught him siphoning

the gas.



EIGHT

The Goober was beautiful when he ran. His

long arms and legs moved flowingly and flawlessly,

his body floating as if his feet weren't touching the

ground. When he ran, he forgot about his acne and

his awkwardness and the shyness that paralyzed

him when a girl looked his way. Even his thoughts

became sharper, and things were simple and un-

complicated—he could solve math problems when
he ran or memorize football play patterns. Often

he rose early in the morning, before anyone else,

and poured himself liquid through the sunrise

streets, and everything seemed beautiful, every-
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thing in its proper orbit, nothing impossible, the

entire world attainable.

When he ran, he even loved the pain, the hurt

of the running, the burning in his lungs and the

spasms that sometimes gripped his calves. He loved

it because he knew he could endure the pain, and

even go beyond it. He had never pushed himself

to the limit but he felt all this reserve strength in-

side of him: more than strength actually—deter-

mination. And it sang in him as he ran, his heart

pumping blood joyfully through his body. He'd
gone out for football and there was a good feeling

when he caught one of Jerry Renault's passes and

outran everybody for a score. But it was the run-

ning he loved. The neighbors would see him water-

falling down High Street, carried by the mo-

mentum of his speed, and they'd cry out, "Going

for the Olympics, Goob?" Or, "Got your eye on

the world record, Goob?" And on he'd run, float-

ing, flowing.

But he wasn't running now. He was in Brother

Eugene's homeroom and he was terrified. He was

fifteen years old and six-one-and-a-half and too old

to cry but tears blurred his vision, as if the room

was underwater. He was ashamed and disgusted

with himself but he couldn't help it. The tears were

from frustration as well as terror. And the terror

was different from any other kind he'd ever known

:

the terror of a walking nightmare. Like waking

up from a bad dream in which a monster was gain-

ing on you and breathing a sigh of relief as you

realized you were safe in your bed and then looking

toward the moonlit doorway and seeing the monster
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stalking toward your bed. And knowing you'd

stumbled from one nightmare into another—and

how do you find your way back to the real world?

He knew that he was in the real world at this

moment, of course. Everything was real enough.

The screwdrivers and the pliers were real. So were

the desks and chairs and the blackboard*. So was

the world outside, a world he had been shut away

from since three o'clock this afternoon when he had

sneaked into the school. Now the world had

changed, had grown blurred with day's leaving

and then purple at dusk and then dark. It was now
nine o'clock and The Goober sat on the floor, his

head against a desk, angry at his damp cheeks.

His eyes stung from strain. The Vigils said he was

allowed to put on the small emergency nightlight

each classroom was furnished. A flashlight was

forbidden because it might look suspicious to out-

siders. The Goober had found the job almost im-

possible. He had been in the classroom six hours

and had only finished two rows of desks and chairs.

The screws were stubborn, most of them factory-

tight, resisting the twists of the screwdriver.

I'll never get done, he thought. I'll be here

all night and my folks will go crazy and it still

won't be done. He envisioned himself being dis-

covered here tomorrow morning, collapsed in ex-

haustion, a disgrace to himself and The Vigils and

the school. He was hungry and had a headache and

felt that everything would be all right if he could

only get out of here and run, hurtle himself

through the streets, free from the terrible assign-

ment.
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A noise from the corridor. That was another

thing—it was spooky. All kinds of noises. The walls

spoke their own creaky language, the floors

crackled, motors hummed somewhere, the hum-
ming almost human. Enough to scare a guy to

death. He hadn't been this scared since he was just

a kid and woke up in the middle of the night call-

ing for his mother.

Thump. There—another noise. He looked

with dread toward the doorway, not wanting to

look but unable to resist the temptation, remember-

ing his old nightmare.

"Hey, Goober," the whisper came.

"Who's there?" he whispered back. Relief

swept him. He wasn't alone anymore, someone else

was here.

"How're you doing?"

A figure was advancing toward him on all

fours, like an animal. The aspect of the beast

—

nightmare, after all. He shrank back, his skin hot

and prickly, like the onset of hives. He was aware

of other figures crawling into the room, knees

scraping across the floor. The first figure was now
in front of him.

"Need some help?"

The Goober squinted. The kid was masked.

"It's going slow," Goober said.

The masked figure grabbed the front of

Goober's shirt and twisted hard, pulling him for-

ward. He could smell pizza on the kid's breath.

The mask was black, the kind Zorro wore in the

movies.

"Listen, Goubert. The assignment is more im-
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portant than anything else, understand? More
important than you, me or the school. That's why
we're going to give you some help. To get the thing

done right." The kid's knuckles dug hard into

Goober's chest. "You tell anybody about this and

you're through at Trinity. Got that?"

Goober gulped and nodded. His throat was

dry. He was happy beyond belief. Help had ar-

rived. The impossible had become possible.

The masked figure raised his head. "Okay, fel-

lows, let's get going."

One of the other fellows raised his face, also

masked, and said, "This is a gas."

"Shut up and get to work," the guy who was

obviously the leader said.

He also let go of Goober's shirt and pulled

out his own screwdriver.

It took them three hours.



NINE

Jerry's mother had died in the spring. They
had been staying up with her nights—his father

and some of his uncles and aunts and Jerry himself

—since her return from the hospital. They came

and went in shifts that final week, everyone ex-

hausted and mute with sadness. Nothing more

could be done for her at the hospital and she was

taken home to die. She'd loved her home so much,

always had some project underway—wallpaper-

ing, painting, refinishing furniture. "Give me
twenty workers like her and I'd open a small fac-
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tory and make a million," his father used to joke.

And then she got sick. And died. Watching her

ebb away, seeing her beauty diminish, witnessing

the awful alteration of her face and body was too

much for Jerry to bear and he sometimes fled her

bedroom, ashamed of his weakness, avoiding his

father. Jerry wished he could be as strong as his

father, always in control, masking his sorrow and

grief. When his mother finally died, suddenly, at

three-thirty in the afternoon, slipping off quietly

without a murmur, Jerry was overcome with rage,

a fiery anger that found him standing at her coffin

in silent fury. He was angry at the way the disease

had ravaged her. He was angry at his inability to

do anything about saving her. His anger was so

deep and sharp in him that it drove out sorrow.

He wanted to bellow at the world, cry out against

her death, topple buildings, split the earth open,

tear down trees. And he did nothing except lie

awake in the dark, thinking of her body there in

the funeral home, not her anymore, but a thing

suddenly, cold and pale. His father was a stranger

during those terrible days, like a sleepwalker go-

ing through the motions, like a puppet being ma-

neuvered by invisible strings. Jerry felt hopeless

and abandoned, all tight inside. Even at the ceme-

tery, they stood apart from each other, a huge dis-

tance between them even though they were side

by side. But not touching. And then, at the end of

the service, as they turned to leave, Jerry found

himself in his father's arms, his face pressed close

to his father's body, smelling the cigarette tobacco,

the faint odor of peppermint mouthwash, that fa-
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miliar smell that was his father. There in the cem-

etery, clinging to each other in mutual sorrow and

loss, the tears came for both of them. Jerry didn't

know where his own tears began and his father's

left off. They wept without shame, out of a name-

less need, and walked together afterward, arm in

arm, toward the waiting car. The fiery knot of

anger had come undone, unraveled, and Jerry

realized as they drove back from the cemetery that

something worse had taken its place—emptiness,

a yawning cavity like a hole in his chest.

That was the last moment of intimacy he and

his father had shared. The routine of school for

himself, and work for his father, had been taken

up and they both threw themselves into it. His

father sold the house and they moved to a garden

apartment where no memories lurked around cor-

ners. Jerry spent most of the summer in Canada,

on the farm of a distant cousin. He had fallen into

the routine of the farm willingly, hoping to build

up his body for Trinity and football in the fall.

His mother had been born in that small Canadian

town. There was a kind of comfort walking the

narrow streets where she herself had walked as a

girl. When he returned to New England in late

August, he and his father fell into a simple rou-

tine. Work and school. And football. On the field,

bruised and battered or grimy and dirty, Jerry

felt as if he was part of something. And he some-

times wondered, what was his father part of?

He thought of that now as he looked at his

father. He'd come from school to find his father

napping on a sofa in the den, arms folded across
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his chest. Jerry moved soundlessly through the

apartment, not wanting to awaken the sleeping

figure. His father was a pharmacist and worked

all kinds of staggered hours for a chain of drug-

stores in the area. His work often included night

shifts which meant broken sleep. As a result, he'd

developed the habit of falling off into naps when-

ever he found a moment to relax. Jerry's stomach

was weak from hunger but he sat quietly down
across from his father now, waiting for him to

waken. He was weary from practice, the constant

punishment his body took, the frustration of never

getting a play off, never completing a pass, the

coach's sarcasm, the lingering September heat.

Watching his father sleep, the face relaxed in

slumber, all the harsh lines of age less defined, he

remembered hearing that people who had been

married a long time began to resemble each other.

He squinted his eyes, the way one inspects a fine

painting, searching for his mother there in the

face of his father. And, without warning, the an-

guish of her loss returned, like a blow to his stom-

ach, and he was afraid that he would faint. Through
some nightmarish miracle, he was able to super-

impose the image of his mother's face on his fa-

ther's—and for a moment the echo of all her

sweetness was there and he had to go through all

the horror of visualizing her in the coffin again.

His father awakened, as if slapped from sleep

by an invisible hand. The vision vanished and

Jerry leaped to his feet.

"Hi, Jerry," his father said, rubbing his eyes,

sitting up. His hair wasn't even mussed. But then
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how could a stiff crew cut get mussed up? "Have
a good day, Jerry?"

His father's voice restored normalcy. "Okay,

I guess. Another practice. One of these days, I'll

get a pass off."

"Fine."

"How was your day, Dad?"
"Fine."

"That's good."

"Mrs. Hunter left us a casserole. Tuna fish.

She said you liked it fine last time."

Mrs. Hunter was the housekeeper. She spent

every afternoon cleaning up the place and prepar-

ing some kind of evening meal for them. She was

a gray-haired woman who constantly embarrassed

Jerry because she insisted on tousling his hair and

murmuring, "Child, child . .
." like he was a

third grader or something.

"Hungry, Jerry? I can get it ready in five or

ten minutes. Heat the oven and there it is . .
."

"Fine."

He was throwing one of his father's fines back

at him although his father didn't notice. That was

his father's favorite word—fine.

"Hey, Dad."

"Yes, Jerry?"

"Were things really fine at the store today?"

His father paused near the kitchen doorway,

puzzled. "What do you mean, Jerry?"

"I mean, every day I ask you how things are

going and every day you say fine. Don't you have

some great days? Or rotten days?

"A drugstore's pretty much the same all the
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time, Jerry. The prescriptions come in and we fill

them—and that's about it. You fill them carefully,

taking all precautions, double-checking. It's true

what they say about doctors' handwriting, but I've

told you that before." He was frowning now, as

if searching his memory, trying to find something

that would please the boy. "There was that at-

tempted holdup three years ago—the time that

drug addict came in like a wild man."

Jerry made an effort to hide his shock and

disappointment. Was that the most exciting thing

that had ever happened to his father? That pa-

thetic holdup try by a scared young kid bran-

dishing a toy pistol? Was life that dull, that boring

and humdrum for people? He hated to think of

his own life stretching ahead of him that way, a

long succession of days and nights that were fine,

fine—not good, not bad, not great, not lousy, not

exciting, not anything.

He followed his father into the kitchen. The
casserole slid into the oven like a letter into a mail-

box. Jerry wasn't hungry suddenly, all appetite

gone. "How about a salad?" his father asked. "I

think there's lettuce and stuff around."

Jerry nodded automatically. Was this all there

was to life, after all? You finished school, found an

occupation, got married, became a father, watched

your wife die, and then lived through days and

nights that seemed to have no sunrises, no dawns
and no dusks, nothing but a gray drabness. Or was
he being fair to his father? To himself? Wasn't
each man different? Didn't a man have a choice?

How much did he know about his father, really?
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"Hey, Dad."

"Yes, Jerry?"

"Nothing."

What could he ask him without sounding

crazy? And he doubted whether his father would
level with him, anyway. Jerry recalled an incident

that had taken place years ago when his father

worked in a neighborhood pharmacy, the kind of

place where customers came to consult the drug-

gist as if he possessed a doctor's certificate. Jerry

had been hanging around the store one afternoon

when an old man entered, bent and gnarled with

age. He had a pain in his right side. What should

I do, Mister Druggist? What do you think it is?

Look, press here, Mister Druggist, do you feel

the swelling there? Is there a medicine to cure

me? His father had been patient with the old man,

listening sympathetically, nodding, stroking his

cheek as if he were preparing a diagnosis. He fi-

nally convinced the old man to go see a doctor.

But for a moment there, Jerry had seen his father

acting the part of a physician—wise and profes-

sional and compassionate. A regular bedside man-

ner, even there in a drugstore. After the old man's

departure, Jerry had asked, "Hey, Dad, did you

ever want to be a doctor?" His father glanced up

quickly and hesitated, taken by surprise. "No, of

course not," he said. But Jerry had caught some-

thing in his manner, in his tone of voice, that ran

counter to his answer. When Jerry tried to pursue

the subject, his father suddenly became very busy

with prescriptions and stuff. And he never brought

up the subject again.
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Now, seeing his father presiding in the

kitchen, getting supper, for crying out loud—such

a far cry from being a doctor—and his wife dead

and his only son full of doubts about him, his life

so pale and gray, Jerry was plunged into sadness.

The stove signaled—casserole ready.

Later, preparing for bed and sleep, Jerry

looked at himself in the mirror, saw himself as

that guy on the Common must have seen him the

other day: Square Boy. Just as he had superim-

posed his mother's image on his father's face, now
he could see his father's face reflected in his own
features. He turned away. He didn't want to be a

mirror of his father. The thought made him
cringe. I want to do something, be somebody. But

what? But what?

Football. He'd make the team. That was

something. Or was it, really?

For no reason at all, he thought of Gregory

Bailey.



TEN

Later, Archie had to concede that Brother

Leon had dramatized the sale too vividly and

therefore put himself and The Vigils and the en-

tire school on the spot.

To begin with, he called a special assembly

at chapel. Following prayers and a lot of other

religious hoopla, he started talking about all that

school spirit crap. But with a difference this time.

Standing at the pulpit, he gave the signal to a

few of his stooges to bring in ten big cardboard

posters which listed in alphabetical order every
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student in school. A series of blank rectangles had

been drawn beside each name which, Leon ex-

plained, would be filled in as each student sold his

quota of chocolates.

The student body watched with glee as Leon's

stooges tried to scotch-tape the posters to the wall

at the rear of the stage. The posters kept slipping

to the floor, resisting the tape. The walls were

made of concrete blocks, and tacks couldn't be

used, of course. Hoots filled the air. Brother Leon

looked annoyed, which increased the hoots and cat-

calls. There was nothing more beautiful in the

world than the sight of a teacher getting upset.

Finally, the posters were secured and Brother

Leon took charge.

Archie had to admit that the Brother turned

in one of his great performances. Academy Award
caliber. He poured it on like Niagara—school

spirit, the traditional sale that had never failed,

the Headmaster lying sick in the hospital, the

brotherhood of Trinity, the need for funds to keep

this magnificent edifice of education operating on

all gears. He recalled past triumphs, the trophies

in the display case in the main corridor, the do-

or-die determination that made Trinity a place

of triumph through the years. Etc. Crap, of course,

but effective when a master like Leon was at work,

casting a spell with words and gestures.

"Yes," Brother Leon intoned, "the quota is

doubled this year because we have more at stake

than ever before." His voice an organ, filling the

air. "Each boy must sell fifty boxes, but I know
that each boy is willing to do his share. More than
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his share. " He gestured toward the posters. "I

promise you, gentlemen, that before this sale is

ended each one of you will have the number 'fifty'

inscribed in that final box, signifying that you have

done your part for Trinity . .
."

There was a lot more but Archie tuned him

out. Talk, talk, talk—that's all anybody ever heard

in school. Archie squirmed uncomfortably in his

seat, thinking of the Vigil meeting at which he

had announced that Brother Leon had asked sup-

port for the sale and how he'd pledged the backing

of The Vigils. Archie had been surprised at the

ripple of doubt and skepticism from the members

of The Vigils. "Christ, Archie," Carter had said,

"we never get mixed up in this stuff." But Archie

had overcome them as usual, pointing out that

Leon's need for an endorsement from The Vigils

was a symbol of how powerful the organization

had become. And it was only a crappy chocolate

sale. But now, listening to Leon sounding as if

the school was embarking on the Crusades, for cry-

ing out loud, Archie was doubtful.

Looking at the posters and seeing his own

name there, Archie plotted how his own fifty

boxes would be sold. He wouldn't dream of selling

the chocolates himself. He hadn't touched a box

since his freshman days. Usually he found some

willing kid who'd gladly sell Archie's quota along

with his own, figuring it was something special to

be singled out by The Assigner of The Vigils. This

year, he'd probably spread the burden around,

picking out five guys, say, and have them sell only
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ten boxes each. It was better than sticking one kid

with the entire quota, wasn't it?

Sitting back in comfort, Archie sighed now,

contented, gratified by the heights his sense of

fairness and compassion could reach.



ELEVEN

It was as if somebody had dropped The
Bomb.

Brian Kelly started it all when he touched his

chair. It collapsed.

Then, everything happened at once.

Albert LeBlanc brushed against a desk as he

made his way down the aisle and it fell apart after

trembling crazily for a moment. The impact sent

out vibrations which shot down two other chairs

and a desk.

John Lowe was about to sit down when he
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heard the noise of collapsing furniture. He turned

and in doing so touched his own desk. The desk

disintegrated before his astonished eyes. Leaping

backward, he hit his chair. Nothing happened to

his chair. But Henry Couture's desk behind it shi-

vered violently and tumbled to the floor.

The racket was deafening.

"My God," Brother Eugene cried as he en-

tered the classroom and beheld the bedlam. Desks

and chairs were falling apart as if being demol-

ished by mysterious unheard dynamite explosions.

Brother Eugene rushed to his desk, that haven

of security behind which a teacher always found

protection. At his touch, the desk swayed drunk-

enly, shifted gears into a lopsided position and

—

miracle of miracles—remained upright at that

strange tipsy angle. But his chair collapsed.

Boys scrambled madly and merrily around

the room. Once they realized what was happening

they dashed around Room Nineteen testing all the

desks and chairs, watching with glee as they fell

apart, and toppling the stubborn pieces of furni-

ture that refused to go down without help.

"Wow," somebody yelled.

"The Vigils," somebody else called out—giv-

ing credit where credit was due.

The destruction of Room Nineteen took ex-

actly thirty-seven seconds. Archie timed it from

the doorway. A sweetness gathered in his breast

as he saw the room being turned into a shambles,

a sweet moment of triumph that compensated for

all the other lousy things, his terrible marks, the

black box. Witnessing the pandemonium, he knew
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that this was one of his major triumphs, one of

those long-shot assignments that paid off beauti-

fully, certain to become legend. He could picture

Trinity students of the future discussing in won-

der the day Room Nineteen exploded. He found

it hard to suppress a howl of delight as he sur-

veyed the havoc—/ made this happen—and saw

Brother Eugene's trembling chin and horror-

stricken expression.

Behind the brother, the huge blackboard sud-

denly tore loose from its moorings and slid ma-

jestically to the floor, like a final curtain dropping

on the chaos.

"You!"

Archie heard the voice in all its fury at the

same instant that he felt the hands spinning him

around. He swiveled to encounter Brother Leon.

Leon wasn't pale at this moment. Scarlet splotches

glistened on his cheeks as if he had been made up

for some grotesque stage show. A horror show

maybe, because there was nothing funny about him
at this moment.

"You!" Leon said again, a wicked whisper

that spilled into Archie's face the foul aftertaste

of Leon's breakfast—the smell of stale bacon and

eggs. "You did this," Leon said, digging the fin-

gernails of one hand into Archie's shoulder while

pointing to the chaos of Room Nineteen with the

other.

Curious students from other classes had now
gathered around the two entrances to the room,

drawn by the crash and clatter. Some of them re-

garded the rubble with awe. Others glanced curi-
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ously at Brother Leon and Archie. No matter

where they looked, it was great—an interruption

of school routine, a diversion in the deadly order

of the day.

"Didn't I tell you I wanted everything to go

smoothly? No incidents? No funny business?"

The worst part of Leon's fury was the way
he whispered, this terrible tortured hissing from

his mouth, giving his words a tone more deadly

than a shout or a yell. At the same time his grip

on Archie's shoulder got tighter and Archie

winced with pain.

"I didn't do anything. I didn't promise any-

thing," Archie said automatically. Always deny

everything, never apologize, never admit anything.

Leon pushed Archie up against a wall as the

boys began to fill the corridor, pouring into Room
Nineteen to view the destruction, and milling

around outside, talking and gesturing, shaking

their heads in wonder—the legend had already

begun.

"I'm in charge, don't you see? This entire

school is now my responsibility. The chocolate

sale is ready to start and you pull something like

this." Leon released him without warning, and

Archie hung there as if suspended in mid-air. He
turned and saw some guys staring at Leon and him.

Staring at him! Archie Costello humiliated by this

sniveling bastard of a teacher. His sweet moment
of triumph spoiled by this nut and his ridiculous

chocolate sale!

He watched Leon storming away, pushing his

way through the tumultuous corridor, disappear-
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ing into the swarming stream of boys. Archie

massaged his shoulder, gingerly feeling the spot

where Leon's fingernails had bitten deep. Then he

thrust himself into the crowd, pushing aside the

guys gathered near the doorway. He stood at the

entrance, drinking in the beautiful debris of Room
Nineteen—his masterpiece. He saw Brother Eu-

gene still standing there in the midst of the sham-

bles, tears actually running down his cheeks.

Beautiful, beautiful.

Screw Brother Leon.



TWELVE

"Try it again," the coach bellowed, his voice

hoarse. The danger point—his voice always got

hoarse when he lost his patience, when he was in

danger of blowing his top.

Jerry picked himself up. His mouth was dry

and he tried to suck spit into it. His ribs hurt, his

entire left side was on fire. He stalked back to his

position behind Adamo who played center. The
other guys were already lined up, tense, waiting,

aware that the coach wasn't happy with them. Not
happy? Hell, he was furious, disgusted. He had
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arranged this special practice, giving his freshmen

a chance to scrimmage against a few members of

the varsity, to show off all he had taught them and

they were doing lousy, rotten, terrible.

There was no huddle. The coach barked the

number of the next play, a play designed to suck

in Carter, the big beefy varsity guard who looked

as if he could chew freshmen up and spit them

out. But the coach had said, "We'll have some

surprises for Carter." It was tradition at Trinity

to toss star players against the freshmen and to

build plays designed to stop the stars. This was

the only reward the freshman team reaped be-

cause most of them were too young or too small

to play varsity.

Jerry crouched behind Adamo. He was de-

termined to make this play work. He knew that

the previous play hadn't worked because his tim-

ing was off and because he hadn't seen Carter

come crashing out of nowhere. He had expected

Carter to blitz and instead the big guard had

pulled back and skirted the line, annihilating Jerry

from behind. What infuriated Jerry was that Car-

ter toppled him gently, lowering him to the

ground almost tenderly as if to prove his superior-

ity. I don't have to murder you, kid, it's easy

enough this way, Carter seemed to be saying. But

this was the seventh consecutive play and the dam-

age of being tackled play after play was taking

its toll.

"All right, guys, this is it. Make or break."

"It's all over, fellas," Carter taunted.

Jerry called the signals, hoping his voice
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yet he hadn't given up hope. Every play was a

new beginning and even though something always

seemed to go wrong he felt that they were on the

verge of clicking. He had confidence in guys like

Goober and Adamo and Croteau. Sooner or later,

they had to click, all the work had to pay off. That

is, if the coach didn't cut them all off the squad

first.

Jerry's hands were joined like a duck's bill

waiting to swallow the ball. At his signal, Adamo
slapped the ball into his palms and Jerry began to

fade at the same instant, to the right, slanted, swift,

his arm already coming up, ready to be cocked,

ready for the pass. He saw Carter snaking through

the line again, like some monstrous reptile in his

helmet, but suddenly Carter became all arms and

legs tossing and turning in the air, hit devastat-

ingly low by Croteau. Carter collapsed on Croteau

and both of them fell in a tangle of bodies. Jerry

felt a sudden sense of freedom. He continued to

fade, fade, easy, easy, stalling until he could spot

The Goober, tall and rangy, downfield where he'd

be waiting if he had managed to elude the safety-

man. Suddenly Jerry spotted Goober's waving
hand. Jerry avoided fingers that tore at his sleeve

and he unloosed the ball. Someone brushed his

hip but he shrugged off the blow. The pass was
beautiful. He could tell it was beautiful, straight

on target, even though he couldn't watch its prog-

ress, because he was dumped violently to the

ground by Carter who had somehow recovered

after being demolished. As he hit the ground,
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Jerry heard the yells and the cheers that told him
The Goober had caught the pass and gone on to

score.

"Good, good, good, good." The coach's voice,

raucous in triumph.

Jerry struggled to his feet. Carter slapped

him on the ass, signaling his approval.

The coach lumbered toward them, still scowl-

ing. But then he never smiled.

"Renault," the coach said, all hoarseness gone.

"We just might make a quarterback out of you

yet, you skinny little son of a bitch."

With the fellows standing all around him and

his breath coming in gasps and Goober arriving

with the ball, Jerry knew a moment of absolute

bliss, absolute happiness.

There was a legend in the school that the

coach hadn't accepted you as a player until he'd

called you a son of a bitch.

The guys lined up again. Jerry was sweet

poetry and music as he waited for the ball to be

slapped into his hand.

When he returned to the school after practice,

he found a letter Scotch-taped to the door of his

locker. A summons from The Vigils. Subject: As-

signment.
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"Adamo?"
"Yes."

"Beauvais?"

"Yes."

"Crane?"

"Yo." Crane, the comedian. Never a straight

answer.

"Caroni?"

"Yes."

Everyone could see that Brother Leon was en-

joying himself. This is what he liked—to be in
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command and everything going smoothly, the

students responding to their names smartly, ac-

cepting the chocolates, showing school spirit. The
Goober was depressed, thinking about school spirit.

Ever since Room Nineteen had collapsed, he had

lived in a state of mild shock. He awoke each

morning depressed, knowing even before he opened

his eyes that something was wrong, something had

gone askew in his life. And then he'd remember:

Room Nineteen. The first day or two had been kind

of exciting. Word had gotten around that the

destruction of Room Nineteen was the result of his

assignment by The Vigils. Although no one men-

tioned the subject to him, he found himself a kind

of underground hero. Even the seniors looked at

him with awe and respect. Guys patted him on the

ass when he passed by, an old Trinity mark of dis-

tinction. But as the days went on, an uneasiness stole

across the campus. There were rumors. The place

was always filled with rumors but this time they

grew out of the Room Nineteen incident. The
chocolate sale was postponed for a week and

Brother Leon, speaking at chapel, gave a weak ex-

planation. The Head was hospitalized, there was a

lot of paperwork involved, etc. etc. There were also

rumors that Leon was carrying on a quiet investiga-

tion of Room Nineteen. Poor Brother Eugene had

not been seen since that devastating morning. He'd

had a nervous breakdown, someone said. Others

reported that there had been a death in his family

and he'd been called away. Anyway, it all heaped

itself upon The Goober and he found it hard to

sleep at night. Despite the adulation of the guys
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at school, he felt as if there was some kind of dis-

tance between him and the fellows. They admired

him, sure, but didn't want to get too close in case

something backfired. One afternoon, he'd met

Archie Costello in the corridor and Archie had

pulled him aside. "If they call you in for question-

ing, you know nothing/' Archie said. Goober had

no way of knowing this was the kind of thing

Archie loved to do—intimidate someone, get him
worrying. Since then, The Goober had walked

around in a state of apprehension, expecting to see

his name on a Wanted sign on the bulletin board,

for crying out loud. He didn't want the adulation

of the fellows anymore—he simply wanted to be

The Goober, to play football and to run in the

morning. He dreaded a summons from Brother

Leon, wondering if he could stand up under ques-

tioning, whether he could look into those moist

eyes of Brother Leon's and actually lie to him.

"Goubert?"

He realized that Brother Leon had been call-

ing his name, two or three times.

"Yes," The Goober replied.

Brother Leon paused, looking at him ques-

tioningly. The Goober shriveled.

"You don't seem to be entirely with us today,

Goubert," Leon said. "At least, not in spirit."

"I'm sorry, Brother Leon."

"Speaking of spirit, Goubert, you realize,

don't you, how this chocolate sale goes beyond a

mere sale or routine project, don't you?"

"Yes, Brother Leon." Was Leon baiting him?
"The most beautiful part of the sale, Goubert,
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is that it's a project completely by students. The
students sell the chocolates. The school merely ad-

ministers the project. It's your sale, your project."

Bullshit, someone whispered, out of Leon's

hearing.

"Yes, Brother Leon," Goober said, relieved,

realizing that the teacher was too much involved

with the chocolates to be assessing Goober's inno-

cence or guilt.

"Then you accept the fifty boxes?"

"Yes," Goober said with eagerness. Fifty boxes

was a lot of chocolates but he was glad to say yes

and get out of the spotlight.

Leon's hand moved ceremoniously as he wrote

down Goober's name.

"Hartnett?"

"Yes."

"Johnson?"

"Why not?"

Leon accepted this small hint of mockery from

Johnson because he was in such a good mood. The
Goober wondered whether he himself would ever

be in a good mood again. And he was puzzled.

Why should he be feeling so lousy about Room
Nineteen? Was it the destruction? Actually, the

desks and chairs had been put back together again

in one day. Leon had thought he was inflicting pun-

ishment on the fellows selected to do the job but the

discipline backfired. Each screw, each piece of

furniture was a reminder of that marvelous event.

Fellows even volunteered for the job. Then, why
this terrible guilt? Because of Brother Eugene?

Probably. Whenever Goober walked by Room
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Nineteen now, he couldn't resist glancing in.

The room would never be the same again, of

course. The furniture creaked weirdly, as if it

would collapse again without warning. The various

teachers who used the room were uneasy—you

could tell they were apprehensive. Once in a while,

some guy would drop a book just to see the teacher

flinch or leap in panic.

Immersed in his thoughts, The Goober didn't

realize that a terrible silence had enveloped the

classroom. But he became aware of the stillness

when he glanced up to see Brother Leon's face,

paler now than ever, and the eyes glistening like

sun-splashed pools.

"Renault?"

The silence continued.

The Goober glanced toward Jerry three desks

away. Jerry sat stiffly, elbows resting on the desk,

staring straight ahead, as if he were in a trance.

"You are here, aren't you, Renault?" Leon

asked, trying to turn the moment into a joke. But

his effort had the opposite effect. No one laughed.

"Last call, Renault."

"No," Jerry said.

The Goober wasn't sure he'd heard correctly.

Jerry had spoken so quietly, barely moving his lips,

that his answer had been indistinct even in that

utter quiet.

"What?" From Leon.

"No."

Confusion now. Someone laughed. A class-

room joke was always appreciated, anything to

fracture the dullness of routine.
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"Did you say no, Renault?" Brother Leon
asked, his voice testy.

"Yes."

"Yes, what?"

The exchange delighted the classroom. A
giggle from somewhere and then a snort, followed

by the strange mood that took hold of a classroom

when the unusual occurred, the way students sensed

a difference in the climate, an alteration of at-

mosphere, like the seasons changing.

"Let me get this straight, Renault," Brother

Leon said and his voice brought the room under

his command again. "I called your name. Your re-

sponse could have been either yes or no. Yes means

that like every other student in this school you

agree to sell a certain amount of chocolates, in this

case fifty boxes. No—and let me point out that the

sale is strictly voluntary, Trinity forces no one to

participate against his wishes, this is the great

glory of Trinity

—

no means you don't wish to sell

the chocolates, that you refuse to participate. Now,
what is your answer? Yes or no?"

"No."

The Goober stared at Jerry in disbelief. Was
this Jerry Renault who always looked a little wor-

ried, a little unsure of himself even after completing

a beautiful pass, who always seemed kind of bewil-

dered—was this him actually defying Brother

Leon? Not only Brother Leon but a Trinity tradi-

tion ? Then, looking at Leon, Goober saw the teacher

as if in technicolor, blood beating in his cheeks, his

moist eyes like specimens in laboratory test tubes.

Finally, Brother Leon inclined his head, the pencil
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moving in his hand as he made some kind of horrible

mark beside Jerry's name.

The silence in the class was the kind Goober

had never heard before. Stunned, eerie, suffocat-

ing.
uSantucci?" Leon called out, his voice stran-

gled but struggling to be normal.

"Yes."

Leon looked up, smiling at Santucci, blinking

away the flush on his cheeks, a smile like the kind

an undertaker fixes on the face of a corpse.
l4
Tessier?

v

"Yes."

"Williams?"

"Yes."

Williams was the last. There was no one in this

class with a name beginning with X, Y, or Z.

Williams's yes lingered on the air. No one seemed

to be looking at anyone else.

"You may pick up your chocolates in the gym,

gentlemen," Brother Leon said, his eyes bright

—

wet bright. "Those of you who are true sons of

Trinity, that is. I pity anyone who is not." That

terrible smile remained on his face. "Class dis-

missed," Leon called although the bell had not

sounded.
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Let's see, he knew he could count on his Aunt
Agnes and Mike Terasigni whose lawn he cut

every week in the summer, and Father O'Toole at

the rectory (although his mother would massacre

him if she knew he had Father O'Toole on the

list) and Mr. and Mrs. Thornton who weren't

Catholic but always willing to help a good cause,

and, of course, Mrs. Mitchell the widow whose

errands he did every Saturday morning and Henry
Babineau the bachelor with his awful breath that

almost knocked you down when you opened the
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door but who was pointed out by all the mothers in

the neighborhood as the kindest, most gentlest of

men . . .

John Sulkey liked to make out the lists when-

ever there was a sale at the school. Last year, as a

junior, he had won first prize for selling the most

chances in a school raffle—one hundred and twen-

ty-five books, twelve tickets in each book—and

received a special pin at the Awards Assembly at

the end of the school year. The only honor he had

ever won—purple and gold (the school colors),

shaped like a triangle, symbolizing the trinity. His

parents had beamed with pride. He was lousy at

sports and a squeaker at studies—just barely

squeaking by—but, like his mother said, you did

your best and God took care of the rest. Of course,

it took planning. That's why John made out his

lists ahead of time. Sometimes he even visited his

regular customers before a sale began to let them

know what was coming. He liked nothing better

than getting out there on the street and ringing the

doorbells and seeing the money pile up, money he

would turn in the next day at roll call, and how
the Brother in the homeroom would smile down
on him. He remembered with a glow when he

went up to the stage for his award last year and

how the Headmaster had talked about Service To
The School, and how "J°hn Sulkey exemplified

these special attributes" (the exact words which
still echoed in John's mind, especially when he

saw those undistinguished rows of C's and D's on

his report card every term). Anyway. Another
sale. Chocolates. Double last year's price but John
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was confident. Brother Leon had promised to put

up a special honor roll on the bulletin board in

the main first-floor corridor for those who made
their quota or exceeded it. A quota of fifty boxes.

Higher than ever before, which made John happy.

It would be harder for the other guys to itieet the

quota—already they were groaning and moaning
—but John was supremely confident. In fact, when
Brother Leon had told them about the special

honor roll, John Sulkey could have sworn he was

looking directly at him—as if Brother Leon was

counting personally on him to set a good example.

So, let's see, the new housing development on

Maple Terrace. Maybe he should make a special

campaign in that neighborhood this year. There

were nine or ten new homes there. But first of all,

the old faithfuls, the people who had become regu-

lar customers: Mrs. Swanson who sometimes

smelled of liquor but was always eager to buy any-

thing although she kept him talking too long,

rambling on about people John Sulkey didn't even

know; and good old reliable Uncle Louie who was

always simonizing his car although simonizing cars

seemed part of the Dark Ages these days; and then

the Capolettis at the end of the street who always

invited him in for something to eat, cold pizza

that John wasn't exactly crazy about and the smell

of garlic that almost knocked you down but you

had to make sacrifices, big and small, for the sake

of Service To The School . . .

"Adamo?"
"Four."
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"Beauvais?"

"One."

Brother Leon paused and looked up.

"Beauvais, Beauvais. You can do better than

that. Only one? Why, last year you set a record for

the number of boxes sold in a week."

"I'm a slow starter," Beauvais said. He was a

good-natured kid, not exactly a whiz in his studies

but likeable, without an enemy in the world.

"Check me next week," he said.

The class laughed and the Brother joined in

the laughter. The Goober laughed, too, grateful

for the small relaxation of tension. He found that

in recent days the kids in class had a tendency to

laugh at things that weren't really funny, simply

because they seemed to be looking for something

to divert them for a few moments, to prolong the

roll call, prolong it until the R's were reached.

Everyone knew what would happen when Ren-

ault's name came up. It was as if by laughing they

could ignore the situation.

"Fontaine?"

"Ten!"

A burst of applause led by Brother Leon him-

self.

"Wonderful, Fontaine. True spirit, a wonder-

ful display of spirit."

Goober found it hard to resist looking at Jerry.

His friend sat stiff and tense, his knuckles white.

This was the fourth day of the sale and Jerry still

called out no in the morning, staring straight

ahead, rigid, determined. Forgetting his own
troubles for a moment, Goober had tried approach-
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ing Jerry as they left the field after practice the

day before. But Jerry pulled away. "Let me alone,

Goob," he said. "I know what you want to ask

—

but don't."

"Parmentier?"

"Six."

And then the gathering of tension. Jerry was

next. Goober heard a weird sound, almost as if the

class had sucked in its breath all at once.

"Renault?"

"No."

Pause. You'd think Brother Leon would have

gotten used to the situation by now, that he'd skip

quickly over Renault's name. But each day, the

teacher's voice sang out with hope and each day

the negative response was given.

"Santucci?"

"Three."

The Goober exhaled. So did the rest of the

class. Strictly by accident, Goober happened to

look up as Brother Leon marked down Santucci's

report. He saw Leon's hand trembling. He had a

terrible feeling of doom about to descend on all of

them.

The short fat legs of Tubs Casper carried him
through the neighborhood in what for him was

record time. He'd have made better time if one

of his bicycle tires wasn't flat, not only flat but

definitely beyond repair and he didn't have money
to buy a new tire. In fact, it was a desperate need

for money that sent Tubs scurrying around town

like a madman, from one house to another, lugging
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the chocolates, knocking at doors and ringing door-

bells. He also had to do it furtively, afraid that

his father or mother might see him. Small chance

his father would come across him—he was at work

at the plastic shop. But his mother was another

thing altogether. She was a nut about the car, like

his father said, and couldn't bear to stay home and

was always driving around.

Tubs's left arm began to ache from the weight

of the chocolates and he shifted his burden to his

other arm, taking a moment to pat the reassuring

bulge of his wallet. He had already sold three

boxes

—

six dollars—but that wasn't enough, of

course. He was still desperate. He needed a hell of

a lot more by tonight and nobody but nobody had

bought any chocolates at the last six houses he'd

visited. He had saved every cent he could from his

allowance and had even sneaked a folded and

greasy dollar bill from his father's pocket last

night when he arrived home, half-drunk and

wobbly. He hated doing that—stealing from his

own father. He vowed to return the money to him
as soon as possible. When would that be? Tubs
didn't know. Money, money, money had become

the constant need of his life, money and his love

for Rita. His allowance barely made it possible for

him to take her to the movies and for a Coke after-

ward. Two-fifty each for the movies, fifty cents for

two Cokes. And his parents hated her for some rea-

son. He had to sneak out to meet her. He had to

make phone calls from Ossie Baker's house. She's

too old for you, his mother said, when actually

Tubs himself was six months older. All right, she
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looks old, his mother said. What his mother should

have said was, she looks beautiful. She was so beau-

tiful that she made Tubs all shaky inside, like an

earthquake going on. At night in bed, he could

have one without even touching himself, just think-

ing of her. And now her birthday was tomorrow

and he had to buy her the present she wanted, the

bracelet she'd seen in the window of Black's down-

town, that terrible and beautiful bracelet all

sparkles and radiance, terrible because of the price

tag: $18.95 pl us tax - "Hon"—she never called him

Tubs—"that's what I want most in all the world."

Jesus—$18.95 pl us ^e 3 per cent sales tax which

Tubs figured out would make a grand total of

$19.52, the sales tax amounting to fifty-seven cents.

He knew that he didn't have to buy her the brace-

let.

She was a sweet girl who loved him for himself

alone. She walked along the sidewalk with him, her

breast brushing his arm, setting him on fire. The

first time she rubbed against him he thought it was

an accident and he pulled away, apologetic, leaving

a space between them. Then she brushed against

him again—that was the night he'd bought her

the earrings—and he knew it wasn't an accident.

He'd felt himself hardening and was suddenly

ashamed and embarrassed and deliriously happy

all at the same time. Him—Tubs Casper, forty

pounds overweight which his father never let him

forget. Him—with this beautiful girl's breast

pushed against him, not beautiful the way his

mother thought a girl was beautiful but beautiful

in a ripe wild way, faded blue jeans hugging her

hips, those beautiful breasts bouncing under her
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jersey. She was only fourteen and he was barely

fifteen but they were in love, love dammit, and it

was only money that kept them apart, money to

take the bus to her house because she lived on the

other side of town and they'd made plans to meet

tomorrow, her birthday, at Monument Park, a pic-

nic sort of, she'd bring the sandwiches and he'd

bring the bracelet—he knew the delights that

awaited him but he also knew deep down inside

that the bracelet was more important than any-

thing else . .

.

All of which rushed him along now, out of

breath and out of shape, trying to raise money that

he knew dimly would lead him eventually only to

trouble. Where would he raise enough money to

pay it all back when the returns were due at school?

But what the hell—he'd worry about it later. Right

now he needed to raise the money and Rita loved

him—tomorrow she'd probably let him get under

her sweater.

He rang the doorbell of a rich-looking house

on Sterns Avenue and prepared his most innocent

and sweetest smile for whoever opened the door.

The woman's hair was damp and askew, and

a little kid, maybe two or three years old, was tug-

ging at her skirt. "Chocolates?" she asked, laugh-

ing bitterly as if Paul Consalvo had suggested the

most absurd thing in the world. "You want me to

buy chocolates?"

The baby, wearing a soggy-looking droopy

diaper, was calling, "Mommy . . . mommy . .
."

And another kid was howling somewhere in the

apartment.
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"It's for a good cause," Paul said. "Trinity

School !"

Paul's nose wrinkled at the smell of pee.

"Jesus," the woman said. "Chocolates!"

"Mommee . . . mommee . .
." the kid squalled.

Paul felt sorry for older people, stuck in their

houses and tenements with kids to take care of and

housework to do. He thought of his own parents

and their useless lives—his father collapsing into

his nap every night after supper and his mother

looking tired and dragged-out all the time. What
the hell were they living for? He couldn't wait to

get out of the house. "Where're you going all the

time?" his mother asked as he fled the place. How
could he tell her that he hated the house, that his

mother and father were dead and didn't know it,

that if it wasn't for television the place would be

like a tomb. He couldn't say that because he really

loved them and if the house caught fire in the

middle of the night he'd rescue them, he'd be will-

ing to sacrifice his own life for them. But, jeez, it

was so boring, so deadly at home—what did they

have to live for? They were too old for sex even,

although Paul turned away from the thought. He
couldn't believe that his mother and father ever

actually . . .

"Sorry," the woman said, shutting the door in

his face, still shaking her head in wonder at his

sales pitch.

Paul stood in the doorway, wondering what to

do. He'd had rotten luck this afternoon, hadn't

sold a single box. He hated selling them anyway,

although it gave him an excuse to get out of the
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house. But he couldn't really put his heart in it.

He was just going through the motions.

Outside the apartment house, Paul considered

his choices: pressing on with the sale despite his

luck today or going home. He crossed the street

and rang the doorbell of another apartment build-

ing. In an apartment house, you could knock off

five or six families at one time even though the

places all seemed to smell of pee.

Brother Leon had "volunteered" Brian Coch-

ran for the position of Treasurer of the Chocolate

Sale. Which meant that he'd looked around the

classroom, pinned those watery eyes on Brian,

pointed his finger and, voila, as Brother Aime said

in French class, Brian was treasurer. He hated the

job because he lived in fear of Brother Leon. You
never knew about Leon. Brian was a senior and

he'd had Leon as either a classroom teacher or as

homeroom supervisor for four years and he was

still uncomfortable in his presence. The teacher

was unpredictable and yet predictable at the same

time, which reasoning confused Brian because he

wasn't exactly a hotshot in the psychology depart-

ment. It was this: you knew that Leon would al-

ways do the unexpected—wasn't that being both

predictable and unpredictable? He loved to toss

surprise exams at a class—and he also could sud-

denly be the nice guy, not giving a test for weeks

or giving a test and then throwing away the re-

sults. Or concocting a pass-fail test—he was famous
for that type—where he threaded together ques-

tions that could throw a guy for a loss, with what



•94

seemed like a million possible answers. He was also

quite a man with the pointer although he usually

confined that kind of stuff to freshmen. If he ever

pulled the pointer antics with, say, somebody like

Carter, there'd be hell to pay. But not everybody

was John Carter, president of The Vigils, All-Star

Guard on the football team, and president of the

Boxing Club. How Brian Cochran would love to

be like John Carter, with muscles instead of glasses,

quick with boxing gloves instead of figures.

Speaking of figures, Brian Cochran began

double-checking the sales totals. As usual, there

was a discrepancy between the amount of choco-

lates reported as sold and the actual money re-

ceived. The guys were notorious for holding back

some of the money until the last minute. Ordi-

narily, nobody got excited about it—it was human
nature. A lot of the guys sold chocolates, spent the

money on a big date or a big night, and then put in

the money when they got their allowance or their

pay at their part-time jobs. But this year, Brother

Leon acted as if every dollar was a matter of life

and death. In fact, he was driving Brian Cochran

up a wall.

The job of treasurer called for Brian to check

every homeroom at the end of the day and write

down the returns the boys had reported. How many
boxes sold. How much money turned in. Brian

then went to Brother Leon's office and totaled all

the figures. Then Brother Leon would come along

and check Brian's report. Simple, right? Wrong.

The way Brother Leon was carrying on this year

made every day's report seem like a major headline
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event. Brian had never seen the Brother so edgy, so

nervous. At first he'd gotten a kick out of the teach-

er's apprehension, the way the sweat poured off

him like he had a special pump inside producing

all that perspiration. When he came into the office

and took off the black suit coat he was required to

wear in the classroom during all seasons, sweat

stains darkened his armpits, and he smelled as if

he'd just gone ten rounds in the ring. He fidgeted

and fussed around, double-checking Brian's fig-

ures, chewing on a pencil, pacing the floor.

Today, Brian was more puzzled than ever.

Leon had passed around a report to all the home-

rooms listing total sales thus far at 4,582. Which
was wrong. The kids had sold exactly 3,961 boxes

and had made returns on 2,871. Sales were defi-

nitely lagging behind last year and so was the

money. He couldn't understand why Leon had is-

sued a false report. Did he think he could hype

them up that way?
Brian shrugged, tabulating his own totals once

more to be sure that Brother Leon wouldn't blame

him for any discrepancies. He'd hate to have Leon
for an enemy, which is one reason he'd accepted

the job of treasurer without making waves. Brian

was a member of Leon's algebra class and he didn't

want to take any chances with extra homework or

sudden unexplained F's on exams.

Looking at the summary once again, Brian

saw the zero next to the name of Jerome Renault.

He chuckled. That was the freshman who refused

to sell any chocolates. Brian shook his head

—

who'd want to buck the system? Hell, who'd want
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to buck Brother Leon? The kid must be some kind

of madman.

"LeBlanc?"

"Six."

"Malloran?"

"Three."

The pause. The intake of breath. It had gotten

to be a game now—this roll call, this fascinating

moment in Brother Leon's homeroom. Even

Goober couldn't help but get caught up in the ten-

sion although the entire situation made him slightly

sick to his stomach. Goober was a peaceful figure.

He hated strain, contention. Peace, let's have peace.

But there was no peace in Brother Leon's room in

the morning as he called the roll of chocolate sales.

He stood tense at the desk, those watery eyes blink-

ing in the morning light, while Jerry Renault sat

as usual at his desk, without emotion, frigid, elbows

resting on the surface of the desk.

"Parmentier?"

"Two."

Now—
"Renault."

Inhale.

"No."

Exhale.

The color spreading on Leon's face, like his

veins had turned into scarlet neon signs.

Santucci?"

"Two."

The Goober couldn't wait for the bell to ring.
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"Hey Archie," Emile Janza called.

"Yes, Emile."

"You still got the picture?"

"What picture?" Suppressing a smile.

"You know what picture."

"Oh, that picture. Yes, Emile, I still have it."

"I don't suppose it's for sale, Archie."

"Not for sale, Emile. What would you want

with that picture, anyway? To tell the truth,

Emile, it's not the greatest picture ever taken of

you. I mean, you're not even smiling or anything.
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There's this funny look on your face. But you're not

smiling, Emile."

There was a funny look on Emile Janza's face

right at this moment and he wasn't smiling now
either. Anyone else but Archie would have been

intimidated by that look.

"Where do you keep the picture, Archie?"

"It's safe, Emile. Very safe."

"That's good."

Archie wondered, should I tell him the truth

about the picture? He knew that Emile Janza

could be a dangerous enemy. On the other hand,

the photograph also could be used as a weapon.

"Tell you what, Emile," Archie said. "Some-

day you might be able to get the photograph all

for yourself."

Janza flipped his cigarette against a tree and

watched the butt ricochet into the gutter. He with-

drew a package from his pocket, discovered it was

empty and tossed it away, watching the breeze

move it along on the sidewalk. Emile Janza didn't

care about keeping America beautiful.

"How can I get the photograph, Archie?"

"Well, you won't have to buy it, Emile."

"You mean you'd give it to me? There must

be a catch, Archie."

"There is, Emile. But nothing you can't

handle when the time comes."

"You let me know when the time comes. Okay,

Archie?" Emile asked, giggling his foolish giggle.

"You'll be the first to know," Archie said.

The tone of their conversation had been light,

bantering, but Archie knew that Emile was deadly
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serious underneath. Archie also knew that Janza

would be willing to practically murder him in his

sleep to get his hot hands on the picture. And the

terrible irony—there was no picture after all.

Archie had merely taken advantage of a ridiculous

situation. What happened was this: Archie had

cut a class and glided through the corridor, evading

the brothers. Moving past an open locker, he'd

spotted a camera dangling from one of the coat

hooks. Automatically, Archie had taken the

camera. He wasn't a thief, of course. He figured

he'd merely abandon it somewhere so that the

owner, whoever he was, would have to chase

around the school looking for it. Stepping into the

men's room to grab a quick smoke, Archie had

pulled open the door to one of the stalls and con-

fronted Janza sitting there, pants dropping on the

floor, one hand furiously at work between his legs.

Archie lifted the camera and pretended to take a

picture, yelling "Hold it."

"Beautiful," Archie had called.

Janza had been too shocked and surprised to

react quickly. By the time he had recovered, Archie

was at the doorway, poised to flee if Janza made
a move.

"Better hand over that camera," Janza called.

"If you're going to jack off in a toilet, at least

lock your door," Archie taunted.

"The lock's broken," Emile replied. "All the

locks are broken."

"Well, don't worry, Emile. Your secret is safe

with me."

Now Janza turned from Archie and spotted
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a freshman hurrying across the street, evidently

worried because he was afraid of being late for

classes. It took a year or two to develop the timing

that allowed you to linger until the last possible

moment at the doorway.

"Hey, freshman, " Janza called.

The kid looked up, panic-stricken, when he

saw Janza.

"Afraid you're going to be late?"

The kid gulped, nodding his head.

"Have no fear, freshman."

The final whistle blew. Exactly forty-five

seconds to make it to homerooms.

"I'm all out of cigarettes," Emile declared,

patting his pockets.

Archie smiled, knowing what Janza planned.

Janza considered himself a candidate for The
Vigils and he was always trying to impress Archie.

"What Fd like, kid, is for you to run over to

Baker's and buy me a pack of cigarettes."

"I haven't got any money," the boy protested.

"And I'll be late for school."

"That's life, kid. That's the way it goes. Heads

I win, tails you lose. If you haven't got the money,

steal the smokes. Or borrow the money. Just meet

me at lunch with the cigarettes. Any brand. Emile

Janza's not fussy." Tossing in his name so that the

kid would know who he was dealing with in the

event he hadn't been tipped off about Emile Janza.

Archie lingered, knowing he was flirting with

a tardy rap. But he was fascinated by Janza, crude

and gross as he was. The world was made up of two

kinds of people—those who were victims and those
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who victimized. There was no doubt about Janza's

category. No doubt about himself, either. And no

doubt about the kid, taking off down the hill, tears

spilling onto his cheeks as he turned away.

"He's got the money, Archie," Emile said.

"Don't you figure he's got the money and was lying

through his teeth?"

"I'll bet you also kick old ladies down the

stairs and trip cripples on the street," Archie said.

Janza giggled.

The giggle chilled Archie who himself was

considered capable of hurting little old ladies and

tripping cripples.



SIXTEEN

"Such a terrible mark, Caroni."

"I know, I know."

"And you are usually such a splendid scholar."

"Thank you, Brother Leon."

"How are your other marks?"

"Fine, Brother, fine. In fact, I thought ... I

mean, I was aiming for high honors this term. But

now, this F . .
."

"I know," the teacher said, shaking his head

sorrowfully, in commiseration.

Caroni was confused. He had never received
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an F before in his life. In fact, he had seldom re-

ceived a mark lower than an A. In the seventh and

eighth grades at St. Jude's, he had received straight

Ah for two years except for a fi-plus one term. He
had scored so high on the Trinity entrance exam
that he had been awarded one of the rare Trinity

scholarships—one hundred dollars contributed

toward his tuition, and his picture in the paper.

And then this terrible F, a routine test turning into

a nightmare.

"The F surprised me as well," Brother Leon

said. "Because you are such an excellent student,

David."

Caroni looked up in sudden wonder and hope.

Brother Leon seldom called a student by his first

name. He always kept a distance between himself

and his pupils. "There is an invisible line between

teacher and student," he always said, "and it must

not be crossed." But, now, hearing him pronounce

"David" in such friendly fashion and with such

gentleness and understanding, Caroni allowed him-

self to hope—but for what? Had the F been a mis-

take, after all?

"This was a difficult test for several reasons,"

the teacher went on. "One of those exams where the

wrong, subtle interpretation of the facts made the

difference between pass and fail. In fact, that was
it exactly—a pass-fail test. And when I read your

answer, David, for a moment I thought it was pos-

sible that you had passed. In many respects you
were correct in your assertions. But, on the other

hand . .
." His voice trailed away, he seemed deep

in thought, troubled.
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Caroni waited. A horn blew outside—the

school bus lumbering away. He thought of his

father and mother and what they would do when
they learned of the F. It would drag down his

average—it was almost impossible to overcome an

F no matter how many other A's he managed to

make.

"One thing students don't always realize,

David," Brother Leon went on, speaking softly,

intimately, as if there were no one in the world

except them, as if he had never talked to anyone in

the world the way he was talking to David at this

moment, "one thing they don't grasp is that teach-

ers are human too. Human like other people."

Brother Leon smiled as if he had made a joke.

Caroni allowed himself a small smile, unsure of

himself, not wanting to do the wrong thing. The
classroom was suddenly warm, it seemed crowded

although there were just the two of them there.

"Yes, yes, we are all too human. We have our good

days and our bad days. We get tired. Our judgment

sometimes becomes impaired. We sometimes—as

the boys say—goof. It's possible even for us to make
mistakes correcting papers, especially when the

answers are not cut and dried, not one thing or

another, not all black nor all white . .
."

Caroni was all ears now, alert—what was

Brother Leon driving at? He looked sharply at

Brother Leon. The teacher looked as he always

did—the moist eyes that reminded Caroni of boiled

onions, the pale damp skin, and the cool talk, al-

ways under control. He held a piece of white chalk
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in his hand like a cigarette. Or maybe like a minia-

ture pointer.

"Did you ever hear a teacher admit that it's

possible for him to make a mistake, David? Ever

hear that before?" Brother Leon asked, laughing.

"Like an umpire saying he made the wrong
call," Caroni said, joining in the teacher's little

joke. But why the joke? Why all this talk of mis-

takes?

"Yes, yes," Leon agreed. "No one is without

error. And it's understandable. We all have our

duties and we must discharge them. The Head-

master is still in the hospital and I take it as a

privilege to act in his behalf. Besides this, there are

the extra-curricular activities. The chocolate sale,

for instance . .
."

Brother Leon's grip was tight on the piece of

chalk. Caroni noticed how his knuckles were al-

most as white as the chalk itself. He waited for the

teacher to continue. But there was only silence.

Caroni watched the chalk in Brother Leon's hands,

the way the teacher pressed it, rolled it, his fingers

like the legs of pale spiders with a victim in their

clutch.

"But it's all rewarding," Leon went on. How
was it that his voice was so cool when the hand
holding the chalk was so tense, the veins sticking

out, as if threatening to burst through the flesh?

"Rewarding?" Caroni had lost the thread of

Brother Leon's thought.

"The chocolate sale," Leon said.

And the chalk split in his hand.
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"For instance," Leon said, dropping the pieces

and opening the ledger that was so familiar to

everyone at Trinity, the ledger in which the daily

sales were recorded. "Let me see—you have done

fine in the sale, David. Eighteen boxes sold. Fine.

Fine. Not only are you an excellent scholar but you

possess school spirit."

Caroni blushed with pleasure—it was impos-

sible for him to resist a compliment, even when he

was all mixed up as he certainly was at the moment.

All this talk of exams and teachers getting tired

and making mistakes and now the chocolate sale

. . . and the two pieces of broken chalk abandoned

on the desk, like white bones, dead men's bones.

"If everyone did his part like you, David, the

sale would be an instant success. Of course, not

everyone has your spirit, David . .
."

Caroni wasn't sure what tipped him off.

Maybe the way Brother Leon paused at this point.

Maybe the entire conversation, all of it off-key

somehow. Or maybe the chalk in Brother Leon's

hands, the way he had snapped it in two while his

voice remained cool and easy—which was the

phony thing: the hand holding the chalk, all tense

and nervous, or the cool, easy voice?

"Take Renault, for instance," Brother Leon

continued. "Funny thing about him, isn't it?"

And Caroni knew. He found himself staring

into the moist watchful eyes of the teacher and in

a blinding flash he knew what this was all about,

what was happening, what Brother Leon was do-

ing, the reason for this little conversation after

school. A headache began to assert itself above his
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right eye, the pain digging into his flesh—migraine.

His stomach lurched sickeningly. Were teachers

like everyone else, then? Were teachers as corrupt

as the villains you read about in books or saw in

movies and television? He'd always worshipped

his teachers, had thought of becoming a teacher

himself someday if he could overcome his shyness.

But now—this. The pain grew in intensity, throb-

bing in his forehead.

"Actually, I feel badly for Renault," Brother

Leon was saying. "He must be a very troubled boy

to act this way."

"I guess so," Caroni said, stalling, uncertain

of himself and yet knowing really what Brother

Leon wanted. He had seen Brother Leon every day

in the classroom calling out the names and had

watched him recoil as if from a blow when Jerry

Renault continued to refuse the chocolates. It had

become a kind of joke among the fellows. Actually,

Caroni had felt badly for Jerry Renault. He knew
that no kid was a match for Brother Leon. But now
he realized that Brother Leon had been the victim.

He must have been climbing the walls all this time,

David thought.

"Well, David."

And the echo of his name here in the class-

room startled him. He wondered if he still had

aspirins left in his locker. Forget the aspirins,

forget the headache. He knew now what the score

was, what Leon was waiting to hear. Yet, could he

be sure?

"Speaking of Jerry Renault . .
." Caroni said

—a safe beginning, a statement he could draw
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back from, depending on Brother Leon's reaction.

"Yes?"

The hand had picked up one of the pieces of

chalk again, and that "Yes?" had been too quick,

too sudden to allow any doubt. Caroni found himself

hung up between choices and the headache didn't

help matters. Could he erase that F by telling

Brother Leon simply what he wanted to hear?

What was so terrible about that? On the other

hand, an F could ruin him. And how about all the

other F's it was possible that Leon could give him
in the future?

"Funny thing about Jerry Renault," Caroni

heard himself saying. And then instinct caused him

to add, "But I'm sure you know what it's all about,

Brother Leon. The Vigils. The assignment . .
."

"Of course, of course," Leon said, sitting back,

letting the chalk fall gently from his hand.

"It's a Vigil stunt. He's supposed to refuse to

sell chocolates for ten days—ten school days—and

then accept them. Boy, those Vigils, they're really

something, aren't they?" His head was killing him

and his stomach was a sea of nausea.

"Boys will be boys," Leon was saying, nod-

ding his head, his voice a whisper—it was hard

to tell whether he was surprised or relieved.

"Knowing Trinity's spirit, it was obvious, of

course. Poor Renault. You remember, Caroni, that

I said he must be troubled. Terrible, to force a

boy into that kind of situation, against his will.

But it's all over then, isn't it? The ten days—why
they're up, let's see, tomorrow." He was smiling

now, gayly, and talking as if the words themselves
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didn't matter but that it was important to talk, as

if the words were safety valves. And then Caroni

realized that Brother Leon had used his name but

this time he hadn't said David . . .

"Well, I guess that's it then," Brother Leon

said, rising, "I've detained you too long, Caroni."

"Brother Leon," Caroni said. He couldn't be

dismissed at this point. "You said you wanted to

discuss my mark. ..."

"Oh yes, yes, that's right, my boy. That F of

yours."

Caroni felt doom pressing upon him. But

went on anyway. "You said teachers make mis-

takes, they get tired . .
."

Brother Leon was standing now. "Tell you

what, Caroni. At the end of the term, when the

marks close, I'll review that particular test. Per-

haps I'll be fresher then. Perhaps I'll see merit

that wasn't apparent before . .
."

Now it was Caroni's turn to feel relief from

the tension, although his headache still pounded

and his stomach was still upset. Worse than that,

however, he had allowed Brother Leon to black-

mail him. If teachers did this kind of thing, what

kind of world could it be?

"On the other hand, Caroni, perhaps the F
will stand," Brother Leon said. "It depends . .

."

"I see, Brother Leon," Caroni said.

And he did see—that life was rotten, that

there were no heroes, really, and that you couldn't

trust anybody, not even yourself.

He had to get out of there as fast as possible,

before he vomited all over Brother Leon's desk.
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"Adamo?"
"Three."

"Beauvais?"

"Five."

The Goober was impatient for the roll call

to be over. Or, rather, for the roll call to reach

Jerry Renault. Like everyone else, the Goober had

finally learned that Jerry was carrying out a Vigil

assignment—that's why he had refused to take

the chocolates day after day, that's why he didn't

want to talk about it with Goober. Now, Jerry
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could become himself again, human again. His

football had suffered. "What the hell is the matter

with you, Renault?" the coach had asked in dis-

gust yesterday. "Do you want to play ball or not?"

And Jerry had answered, "I'm playing ball." All

the kids knew the double meaning his answer con-

veyed because it was public knowledge now. He
and Goober had had only one brief conversation

about the assignment—in fact, it wasn't really a

conversation. Leaving football practice yesterday,

Goober had whispered, "When does the assign-

ment end?" And Jerry had said, "Tomorrow I take

the chocolates."

"Hartnett?"

"One."

"You can do better than that, Hartnett," Leon

said, but there was no anger, not even disappoint-

ment in his voice. Brother Leon was buoyant to-

day and his mood had spread throughout the class.

That's the way Leon's classes were—he set the

mood and the temperature. When Brother Leon

was happy everybody was happy, when he was mis-

erable everybody was miserable.

"Johnson?"

"Five."

"Good, good."

Killelea . . . LeBlanc . . . Malloran ... the

roll call went on, the voices shouting out their

sales and the teacher checking the names off on the

sheet. The names and the responses sounded al-

most like a song, a melody for a classroom, a tune

for many voices. Then Brother Leon called out

"Parmentier." And there was tension in the air.
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Parmentier could have called out any number and

it wouldn't have mattered, it wouldn't have created

any impact at all. Because the next name was Re-

nault.

"Three," Parmentier called out.

"Right," Brother Leon answered, making the

check against the name. Looking up, he called

"Renault."

The pause. The damn pause.

"No!"
The Goober felt as if his eyes were the lens

for a television camera in one of those documen-

taries. He swung around in Jerry's direction and

saw his friend's face, white, mouth half-open, his

arms dangling at his sides. And then he swiveled

to look at Brother Leon and saw the shock on the

teacher's face, his mouth forming an oval of as-

tonishment. It seemed almost as if Jerry and the

teacher were reflections in a mirror.

Finally Brother Leon looked down.

"Renault," he said again, his voice like a

whip.

"No. I'm not going to sell the chocolates."

Cities fell. Earth opened. Planets tilted. Stars

plummeted. And the awful silence.
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Why did you do it?

I don't know.

Have you gone crazy?

Maybe I have.

It was a crazy thing to do.

I know, I know.

The way that "No" popped out of your mouth
—why?

I don't know.

It was like the third degree, only he was both

interrogator and suspect, both tough cop and



• ii4

hounded prisoner, a cruel spotlight pinning him
in a blinding circle of light. All of this in his

mind, of course, as he tossed in his bed, the sheet

twisted around him like a shroud, suffocatingly.

He fought the sheet, filled suddenly with the

terror of claustrophobia, being buried alive. Aware
of his mortality, he turned over again, entangled

in the bedclothes. His pillow fell off the bed, hit-

ting the floor with a dull thud, like a small body

landing there. He thought of his mother dead in

the coffin. When did death arrive? He had read

a magazine article about heart transplants—even

the doctors couldn't agree on the exact moment
that death occurred. Listen, he told himself, no

one can be buried alive these days, not like in the

olden times when there was no embalming fluid

and stuff. Now they removed all your blood and

pumped in chemicals and stuff. To make certain

you were dead. But suppose, let's just suppose that

some small spark in your brain remained alive, and

knew what was going on. His mother. Himself,

someday.

He leaped from the bed in terror, flinging the

sheet away. His body was moist, oozing perspira-

tion. He sat on the edge of the bed, trembling.

Then his feet touched the floor and the cool kiss

of the linoleum established reality. The specter of

suffocation vanished. He made his way through

the darkness to the window, and pulled back the

drape. The wind came up, scattering October

leaves which fluttered to the ground like doomed

and crippled birds.

Why did you do it?
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I don't know.

Like a broken record.

Was it because of what Brother Leon does

to people, like Bailey, the way he tortures them,

tries to make fools of them in front of everybody?

More than that, more than that.

Then what?

He allowed the drape to fall back into place

and surveyed the bedroom, squinting into the half-

darkness. He padded over to the bed, shivering in

the kind of coolness that can only be found in the

middle of the night. He listened for night sounds.

His father snored in the next room. A car gunned

along the street outside. He'd love to be gunning

along the street, going someplace, anywhere. I'm

not going to sell the chocolates. Boy.

He hadn't planned to do any such thing of

course. He'd been happy to have the terrible as-

signment all over with, the assignment completed

and life normal once again. Every morning he

dreaded the roll call, the necessity of facing

Brother Leon, saying No and watching Leon's

reaction—how the teacher tried to pass off Jerry's

rebellion as if it didn't matter, putting on a pa-

thetic pretense of indifference but a pretense that

was so transparent, so phony. It had been funny

and terrible at the same time, watching Leon call

the roll and waiting for his name to be called, and

finally his name blazing in the air and the defiant

No. The teacher might have been able to carry

off his act successfully, except for his eyes. His

eyes gave him away. His face was always under

control but his eyes showed his vulnerability, gave
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Jerry a glimpse into the hell that was burning in-

side the teacher. Those moist eyes, the white eye-

balls and the diluted blue of his pupils, eyes that

reflected everything that went on in the class, re-

acting to everything. After Jerry had learned that

the secret of Brother Leon lurked in his eyes, he

became watchful, seeing the way the eyes betrayed

the teacher at every turn. And then there came a

time when Jerry was tired of it all, tired of watch-

ing the teacher, disgusted with the contest of wills

that wasn't really a contest because Jerry had no

choice. Cruelty sickened Jerry—and the assign-

ment, he realized after a few days, was cruel, even

though Archie Costello had insisted that it was

only a stunt that everyone would get a kick out of

later. And so he had finally waited, impatient for

the assignment to come to an end, eager for that

silent battle between Brother Leon and himself to

be over with. He wanted life to be normal again

—

football, even his homework, without that daily

burden weighing him down. He had felt isolated

from the other fellows, separated by the secret he

was forced to carry. He'd been tempted once or

twice to talk it over with The Goober. In fact, he'd

almost done so once when Goob tried to start a

conversation. Instead, he'd cautioned himself to

hold on for the two weeks, to carry it off, secrecy

and all, and be done with it for good. He had met

Brother Leon in the corridor late one afternoon

after football practice and had seen hate flashing

in the teacher's eyes. More than hate: something

sick. Jerry had felt soiled, dirty, as if he should run

to confession and bare his soul. And he'd consoled
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himself: when I accept the chocolates and Brother

Leon realizes I was only carrying out a Vigil as-

signment then everything will be fine again.

Then why had he called No this morning?

He'd wanted to end the ordeal—and then that

terrible No had issued from his mouth.

In bed once more, Jerry lay without moving,

trying to summon sleep. Listening to his father's

snores, he thought of how his father was actually

sleeping his life away, sleeping even when he was

awake, not really alive. And how about me? What
was it the guy on the Common had said the other

day, his chin resting on the Volkswagen like some

grotesque John the Baptist? You're missing a lot

of things in the world.

He turned over, dismissing his doubts and

calling to mind the figure of a girl he'd seen down-

town the other day. Her sweater had bulged beau-

tifully, her schoolbooks pressed against her

rounded breasts. If my hands were only those

books, he'd thought longingly. His hand now
curled between his legs, he concentrated on the

girl. But for once, it was no good, no good.



NINETEEN

The next morning Jerry found out how a

hangover must feel. His eyes burned with fire,

fueled by lack of sleep. His head throbbed with

shooting pains. His stomach was sensitive to the

slightest movement and the lurching of the bus

caused strange reactions in his body. It reminded

him of when he was a kid and got carsick some-

times on trips to the beach with his parents so

that they'd have to stop the car by the side of

the road while Jerry either vomited or waited for

the storm in his stomach to subside. What added
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to his troubles this morning was the possibility of

a test in geography and he hadn't studied at all

last night so wrapped up had he been in the choco-

late sale and what had happened in Leon's class.

Now, he was paying the penalty for too little sleep

and no study—trying to read a lousy geography

lesson on a lumbering lurching bus, the morning

light dazzling on the white page.

Somebody slipped into the seat beside him.

"Hey, Renault, you got guts, know that?"

Jerry looked up, blinded momentarily as his

eyes shifted from the page to the face of the kid

who'd spoken to him. He knew him vaguely from

school—a junior, maybe. Lighting a cigarette the

way all the smokers did despite the "No Smoking"

signs, the kid shook his head. "Boy, you really let

Leon that bastard have it. Beautiful." He blew

out smoke. Jerry's eyes stung.

"Oh," he said, feeling stupid. And surprised.

Funny, all this time he had thought of the situa-

tion as a private battle between Brother Leon and

himself, as if the two of them were alone on the

planet. Now, he realized that it had gone beyond

that.

"I'm so sick of selling the frigging choco-

lates," the kid said. He had a terrible case of acne,

his face like a relief map. And his fingers were

stained with nicotine. "I've been at Trinity two

years—I transferred from Monument High when
I was a freshman—and Christ I'm getting tired of

selling stuff." He tried to blow a smoke ring but

failed. Worse than that—the smoke blew back in

Jerry's face, stinging his eyes. "If it isn't choco-
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lates, it's Christmas cards. If it isn't Christmas

cards, it's soap. If it isn't soap, it's calendars. But
you know what?"

"What?" Jerry asked, wanting to get back to

his geography.

"I never thought of just saying no. Like you

did."

"I've got some studying to do," Jerry said,

not knowing what to say, really.

"Boy, you're cool, know that?" the kid said

admiringly.

Jerry blushed with pleasure despite himself.

Who didn't want to be admired? And yet he felt

guilty, knowing that he was accepting the kid's

admiration under false pretenses, that he wasn't

cool at all, not at all. His head pounded and his

stomach moved menacingly and he realized he had

to face Brother Leon and the roll call again this

morning. And all the mornings to come.

The Goober was waiting for him at the

school's entrance, standing tense and troubled

among the other fellows waiting for school to

start, like prisoners resigned to execution, taking

their final drags from cigarettes before the bells

began to ring. The Goober motioned Jerry aside.

Jerry followed him guiltily. He realized that

Goober wasn't the cheerful, happy-go-lucky kid

he'd known when school first started. What had

happened? He'd been so wrapped up in his own
concerns that he hadn't bothered about Goob.

"Jeez, Jerry, what did you do it for?" Goober

asked, drawing him away from the others.
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"Do what?"

But he knew what Goober meant.

"The chocolates."

"I don't know, Goob." Jerry said. It was no

use faking out Goober the way he had faked out

that kid on the bus. "That's the truth—I don't

know."

"You're asking for trouble, Jerry. Brother

Leon spells trouble."

"Look, Goob," Jerry said, wanting to reassure

his friend, wanting to wipe that look of concern

from his face. "It's not the end of the world. Four

hundred kids in this school are going to sell choc-

olates. What does it matter if I don't?"

"It's not that simple, Jerry. Brother Leon

won't let you get away with it."

The warning bell sounded. Cigarettes were

flipped into the gutter or mashed into the sand-

filled receptacle near the door. Last drags were in-

haled lingeringly. Guys who'd been sitting in cars

listening to rock on the radio switched them off

and slammed the doors behind them.

"Nice going, kid," somebody said, hurrying

by, the pat on the ass Trinity's traditional gesture

of friendship. Jerry didn't see who it was.

"Keep it up, Jerry." This, a corner-of-the-

mouth whisper from Adamo who hated Leon with

a vengeance.

"See how the word is spreading?" Goober
hissed. "What's more important—football and

your marks or the lousy chocolate sale?"

The bell rang again. It meant two minutes left

to get to your locker and then to your homeroom.
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A senior by the name of Benson approached

them. Seniors were trouble for freshmen. It was

better to be ignored by them than to be noticed.

But Benson was clearly headed in their direction.

He was a nut, known for his lack of inhibitions,

his complete disregard of the rules.

As he neared Jerry and Goober, he began a

Jimmy Cagney imitation, shooting his cuffs and

hunching his shoulders. "Hey, there, guy. I

wouldn't ... I wouldn't be in your shoes ... I

wouldn't be in your shoes for a thou, boy, a mill

. .
." He punched Jerry playfully on the arm.

"You couldn't fit those shoes anyway, Ben-

son," somebody yelled. And Benson danced away,

Sammy Davis now, wide grin, feet tapping, body

whirling.

Walking up the stairs, Goober said, "Do me
a favor, Jerry. Take the chocolates today."

"I can't, Goob."

"Why not?"

"I just can't. I'm committed now."

"The goddam Vigils," Goober said.

Jerry had never heard Goober swear before.

He'd always been a mild kind of kid, rolling with

the punches, loose and carefree, running around

the track while the other kids sat uptight during

practice sessions.

"It's not The Vigils, Goob. They're not in it

anymore. It's me."

They stopped at Jerry's locker.

"All right," Goober said, resigned, knowing

it was useless to pursue the subject any further at

the moment. Jerry felt sad suddenly because Goo-
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ber looked so troubled, like an old man heaped

with all the sorrows of the world, his thin face

drawn and haggard, his eyes haunted, as if he had

awakened from a nightmare he couldn't forget.

Jerry opened his locker. He had thumbtacked

a poster to the back wall of the locker on the first

day of school. The poster showed a wide expanse

of beach, a sweep of sky with a lone star glittering

far away. A man walked on the beach, a small soli-

tary figure in all that immensity. At the bottom

of the poster, these words appeared

—

Do I dare

disturb the universe? By Eliot, who wrote the

Waste Land thing they were studying in English.

Jerry wasn't sure of the poster's meaning. But it

had moved him mysteriously. It was traditional at

Trinity for everyone to decorate the interior of his

locker with a poster. Jerry chose this one.

He had no time now to ponder the poster any

longer. The final bell rang and he had thirty sec-

onds to get to class.

"Adamo?"
"Two."

"Beauvais?"

"Three."

It was a different roll call this morning, a

new melody, a new tempo, as if Brother Leon were

the conductor and the class the members of a verbal

orchestra, but something wrong with the beat,

something wrong with the entire proceedings, as

if the members of the orchestra were controlling

the pace and not the conductor. No sooner would
Brother Leon call out a name than the response



• 124

came immediately, before Leon had time to make
a notation in the ledger. It was the kind of spon-

taneous game that developed in classes without

premeditation, everyone falling into a sudden con-

spiracy. The quickness of the responses kept

Brother Leon busy at his desk, head bent, pencil

furiously scribbling. Jerry was glad that he

wouldn't have to look into those watery eyes.

"LeBlanc?"

"One."

"Malloran?"

"Two."

Names and numbers sizzled in the air and

Jerry began to notice something curious about it.

All the ones and twos, and an occasional three. But

no fives, no tens. And Brother Leon's head still

bent, concentrating on the ledger. And finally

—

"Renault."

It would be so easy, really, to yell "Yes." To
say, "Give me the chocolates to sell, Brother

Leon." So easy to be like the others, not to have

to confront those terrible eyes every morning.

Brother Leon finally looked up. The tempo of the

roll call had broken.

"No," Jerry said.

He was swept with sadness, a sadness deep

and penetrating, leaving him desolate like some-

one washed up on a beach, a lone survivor in a

world full of strangers.



TWENTY

"At this period of history, man began to learn

more about his environment—

"

Suddenly, pandemonium reigned. The class

exploded in frantic motion. Brother Jacques looked

aghast. The boys leaped from their chairs, per-

formed an insane jig, jumping up and down as if

to the beat of unheard music, all of this in com-

plete silence—although the sound of their jogging

feet was noisy enough—and then sat down again,

frozen-faced, as if nothing had happened.

Obie watched the teacher sourly. Brother

Jacques was obviously bewildered. Bewildered?
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Hell, he was on the edge of panic. The ritual had
been going on for a week now and it would con-

tinue until the cue was heard no more. In the

meantime, the class would suddenly erupt into a

confusion of waving arms and jogging legs, un-

settling poor Brother. Of course, Brother Jacques

was easy to unsettle—he was new and young and

sensitive, raw meat for Archie. And he evidently

didn't know what to do about it and so he didn't

do anything, figuring apparently that the thing

would run its course and why risk a futile show-

down when it was obviously a prank. What else

could it be? Funny, Obie thought, how everybody

—the kids as well as the teachers—knew these

stunts were planned or carried out by The Vigils

and yet they still maintained that air of mystery,

refusing to acknowledge it all. He wondered why.

Obie had been involved in so many Vigil assign-

ments that he'd lost count of them and he was

continually amazed at how they got away with it

all the time. In fact, he'd been getting tired of the

assignments, of playing nursemaid for Archie and

his trigger man as well. He was tired of being the

fixer, making certain the assignment went off on

schedule in order to maintain Archie's big shot

reputation. Like the Room Nineteen assignment

when he'd had to creep in there and help the kid

Goober take the place apart—all that work so that

Archie and The Vigils would look good. Even this

particular assignment involved him—if Brother

Jacques failed to come up with the cue, then Obie

had to find a way to feed it to him.

The cue was the word "environment." As
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Archie had said when he announced the assign-

ment, "The world today is concerned with ecology,

the environment, our natural resources. We at

Trinity also ought to get involved in this environ-

ment thing. You guys," he said, indicating the

fourteen students of Grade Twelve Class II, of

whom Obie was a member, "will carry on our en-

vironmental campaign. Let's say Brother Jacques'

U.S. History class—history should be concerned

with environment, shouldn't it? Now, whenever

Brother Jacques says the word 'environment,'

here's what happens . .
." And Archie had outlined

the instructions.

"Suppose he doesn't use the word?" someone

asked.

Archie looked toward Obie. "Oh, Brother

Jacques will use the word. I'm sure somebody

—

Obie, maybe—will ask a question that will pro-

duce the word. Won't you, Obie?"

Obie had nodded, disguising his disgust.

What the hell was Archie involving him in an

asignment at this stage of the game for? He was

a senior, for crying out loud. He was secretary of

the goddam Vigils, for crying out loud. Jesus,

how he hated Archie, that bastard.

A new kid, a transfer from Monument High,

asked, "What happens when Brother Jacques finds

out we're putting him on? When he finds out that

the key word is environment?"

"Then he stops using it," Archie said. "Which
is the point of the whole damn thing. I'm getting

sick and tired of all this environment crap—and

at least we'll have one teacher in the frigging
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school who'll cross it off his vocabulary list."

For his part, Obie was getting sick and tired

of Archie, of picking up the pieces behind him,

of performing those little services—like Room
Nineteen or cueing in Brother Jacques, feeding

him a question that could only lead to the word
"environment" in the answer. Anyway he was get-

ting fed up with the entire deal. And he was also

biding his time, waiting for Archie to overreach

himself, to make a mistake. The black box was

always there and who could tell when Archie's

luck would run out?

"In any discussion of the environment . .
."

Here we go again, Obie thought in disgust as

he found himself leaping up and down like a mad-

man, jogging his heart out, hating every minute of

the damn thing. And his energy was wearing down.

Brother Jacques used the word "environment"

five more times in the next fifteen minutes. Obie

and the other guys were practically wiped out

from all that jumping up and down, weary, out

of breath, their legs beginning to ache.

When Brother Jacques used the word a sixth

time and a weary battalion of students struggled

to their feet to perform their task, Obie saw a

small smile play on the lips of the teacher. And he

knew immediately what had happened. Archie,

that bastard, must have tipped Brother Jacques

off, anonymously, of course, to what was going on.

And the teacher had turned the tables. It was now
the teacher who was in command, making the guys

jump up and down until they almost collapsed in

exhaustion.
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When they left the classroom, there was

Archie leaning against the wall, that smirk of tri-

umph on his face. The other guys didn't realize

what had happened. But Obie did. He gave

Archie a look that would shrivel anybody else,

but Archie just kept that silly smile on his face.

Obie stalked off, insulted, injured. You bas-

tard, he thought, I owe you for that.
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Kevin Chartier had gone to seven houses af-

ter school and hadn't sold a box. Mrs. Connors

next to the dry cleaners had told him to come
back at the end of the month when her Social

Security check came from the government but he

didn't have the heart to tell her that it would prob-

ably be too late by then. A dog chased him half-

way home. It was like one of those terrible dogs

the Nazis used for hunting down concentration

camp prisoners who escaped in those old TV pic-
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tures. At home, disgusted, he telephoned his best

friend, Danny Arcangelo.

"How'd you make out, Danny?" Kevin asked,

trying to ignore his mother who stood near the

phone making sounds at him. Kevin had learned

long ago to translate whatever she was saying

into gibberish. She could talk her head off now and

the words reached his ears without meaning. A
wild trick.

"I made out terrible," Danny whined. He al-

ways sounded like he had to blow his nose. "I sold

one box—to my aunt."

"The one with diabetes?"

Danny howled. One thing about Danny, he

was a great audience. But not Kevin's mother. She

was still chattering away. Kevin knew what was

bugging her. She never wanted him to eat when
he was on the telephone. His mother didn't realize

that eating wasn't something you did separately.

Eating went along with whatever you happened

to be doing at the time. You could eat doing any-

thing. Well, almost anything. It's not polite to be

on the phone with your mouth full of food, she

always said. But right this minute, Danny also had
his mouth full of food at the other end of the line.

So who the hell was being impolite to who? Or
whom? Screw it.

"I think maybe that Renault kid's got the

right idea, after all," Kevin said, his mouth thick

with peanut butter which, he wished he could ex-

plain to his mother, gave his words more reso-

nance, like a disc jockey's.
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"The freshman who's giving Brother Leon
a hard time?"

"Yeah. He came flat out and said he wasn't

going to sell the junk."

"I thought it was a Vigils thing," Danny said

tentatively.

"It wasP Kevin said, leering in triumph as

his mother gave up and went into the kitchen. "But

now it's something else." He wondered whether

he was saying too much. "He was supposed to take

the chocolates a couple of days ago. The assign-

ment was over. But he still refused to take them."

Kevin could hear Danny chewing like a mad-
man.

"What're you eating, anyway? Sounds deli-

cious."

Danny howled again. "Chocolates. I bought

a box myself. The least I could do for good old

Trinity."

An awkward silence fell between them. Kevin

was in line to become a member of The Vigils

next year when he became a junior. No one could

be sure, of course, but there had been some hints

from the guys. His best friend, Danny, knew about

the possibility—and he also knew that there was

a certain secrecy about The Vigils that had to be

maintained. They usually avoided Vigil talk al-

though Kevin often had inside information about

assignments and stuff and he often fed it to Danny
in bits and pieces, finding it hard not to show off

a bit. Yet he was always afraid that Danny might

say something about The Vigils to some other
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guys, strictly by accident, and screw up the whole

situation. They had reached that point now in

their conversation.

"What happens now?" Danny asked, still un-

sure about poking his nose in but made reckless

by curiosity.

"I don't know," Kevin said truthfully.

"Maybe The Vigils will take some action. Maybe
they don't give a hell. But I'll tell you one thing."

"What?"
"I'm getting sick of selling stuff. Jeez, my

father's starting to call me 'my son, the salesman.'
"

Danny guffawed again. Kevin was a natural

mimic. "Yeah, I know what you mean. I'm getting

tired of this selling crap. The kid's probably got

the right idea."

Kevin agreed.

"For two cents, I'd stop," Danny said.

"Got change for a nickel?" Kevin said, all in

fun, of course, but thinking how beautiful—bee-

yoo-tee-full—it would be not to have to sell any-

thing anymore. He looked up to find his mother

approaching him again, her mouth moving and

sounds coming out, and he sighed, tuning her out,

like shutting off the sound on television while the

picture remained.

"Know what?" Howie Anderson asked.

"What?" Richy Rondell answered, lazily,

dreamily. He was watching a girl approach. Fan-

tastic looking. Tight sweater, clinging, low-slung

jeans. Jesus.
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"I think the Renault kid is right about the

chocolates," Howie said. He'd seen the girl too,

as she moved along the sidewalk in front of Crane's

Drug Store. But it didn't break his train of

thought. Watching girls and devouring them with

your eyes—rape by eyeball—was something you

did automatically. "I'm not going to sell them
anymore, either."

The girl paused to look at newspapers in a

metal rack outside the store. Richy gazed at her

with wistful lust. Suddenly he realized what

Howie had said. "You're not?" he asked. Without

taking his eyes off the girl—her back was turned

now and he feasted himself on her rounded jeans

—he pondered the meaning of what Howie had

said, sensing the importance of the moment. Howie
Anderson wasn't just another Trinity student. He
was president of the junior class, an unusual guy.

High honor student and varsity guard on the foot-

ball team. He could also hold his own in the ring

and almost knocked out that monster Carter in the

intramural matches last year. His hand could

shoot up in class to show he had the answer to a

tough question. But that same hand could also

shoot out and floor you if you screwed around with

him. An intellectual roughneck—that's what one

teacher had called him a while back. A freshman-

nobody like Renault not selling chocolates—that

was nothing. But Howie Anderson—that was

something.

"It's the principle of the thing," Howie went

on.

Richy plunged his hand in his pocket, grab-
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bing shamelessly, something he couldn't resist

whenever he got excited, about a girl or anything

else.

"What principle, Howie?"
"This is what I mean," Howie said. "We pay

tuition to go to Trinity, don't we? Right. Hell,

I'm not even a Catholic, a lot of guys aren't, but

they sell us a bill of goods that Trinity is the best

prep school for college you can find around here.

There's a case full of trophies in the auditorium

—debating, football, boxing. And what happens?

They turn us into salesmen. I have to listen to all

this religious crap and even go to chapel. And
sell chocolates on top of it all." He spat and a

beautiful spray hit a mailbox, dripping down like

a teardrop. "And now along comes a freshman.

A child. He says no. He says 'I'm not going to

sell the chocolates.' Simple. Beautiful. Something

I never thought of before—just stop selling them."

Richy watched the girl drifting away.

"I'm with you, Howie. As of this moment, no

more selling of chocolates." The girl was almost

out of sight now, blocked from view by other peo-

ple walking by. "Want to make it official? I mean,

call a meeting of the class?"

Howie pondered the question.

"No, Richy. This is the age of do your thing.

Let everybody do his thing. If a kid wants to sell,

let him. If he doesn't, the same thing applies."

Howie's voice rang with authority, as if he

was delivering a pronouncement to the world.

Richy listened with a kind of awe. He was glad

that Howie let him hang around—maybe some of
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Howie's leadership qualities would rub off on him.

His eyes went to the street again, looking for an-

other girl to enjoy.

The odor of sweat filled the air—a gym's sour

perfume. Even though the place was deserted, the

aftermath of that final period of calisthenics lin-

gered, the stink of boy sweat; armpits and feet.

And the rotten smell of old sneakers. That was

one of the reasons why Archie had never been at-

tracted to sports—he hated the secretions of the

human body, pee or perspiration. He hated ath-

letics because it speeded up the process of sweat.

He couldn't stand the sight of greasy, oozing ath-

letes drenched in their own body fluids. At least

football players wore uniforms, but boxers wore

only the trunks. Take a guy like Carter, bulging

with muscles, every pore oozing sweat. Put him in

boxing trunks and the sight was almost obscene.

That's why Archie avoided the gym. He was a

legend in the school for dreaming up ways of

avoiding Phys. Ed. But he was here now waiting

for Obie. Obie had left a note in Archie's locker.

Meet me in the gym after last period. Obie loved

dramatics. He also knew that Archie despised the

gym and yet asked to be met here. Oh, Obie, how
you must hate me, Archie thought, undisturbed

by the knowledge. It was good to have people

hate you—it kept you sharp. And then when you

put the needle in them, the way he did constantly

to Obie, you felt justified, you didn't have to worry

about your conscience.

But at this minute he was getting annoyed
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with Obie. Where the hell was he? Sitting down
on one of the bleacher seats, Archie found a sud-

den and unexpected peace in the deserted gymna-

sium. His moments of peace were becoming less

frequent all the time. The Vigils—those assign-

ments, the constant pressure. More assignments

due and everybody waiting for what Archie would

come up with. And Archie hollow and empty

sometimes, no ideas at all. And his lousy marks.

He was certain to flunk English this term, simply

because English was mostly reading and he didn't

have time anymore to spend four or five hours

every night reading a lousy book. Anyway, be-

tween The Vigils and worrying about his marks,

he didn't seem to have any time to himself any-

more, not even time for girls, no time to hang

around Miss Jerome's, the girls' high school across

town where, when school let out for the day, you

could let your eyes devour some luscious sights

and usually talk one of them into the car, for a

ride home. With detours. Instead, here he was

every day, involved with assignments and home-

work, juggling all this activity and then getting

stupid notes from Obie. Meet me in the gym . . .

Finally, Obie made his entrance. He didn't

just walk in. He had to make a production out of

it. He had to peek around the door and sniff the

air and act like he was the spy coming in from the

cold, for Christ's sake.

"Hey, Obie, I'm over here," Archie called

dryly.

"Hi, Archie," Obie said as his leather heels

clicked on the gym floor. There was a rule in the
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school—only sneakers on the gym floor but every-

body ignored it except when there was a brother

around.

"What do you want, Obie?" Archie asked,

getting down to business without preliminaries,

keeping his voice flat and dry as the Sahara. The
fact that he had showed up for the meeting had

been an admission of curiosity. Archie didn't want

to overdo it by acting too eager for Obie's company
and whatever he had to say. "I haven't much time.

Important things await."

"This is important too," Obie said. Obie had

a thin sharp face with a permanent worried look.

That's why he was such an obvious stooge, an er-

rand boy. The kind of kid you couldn't help kick-

ing when he was down. And you also knew this

—

that he would get up again and vow revenge and

never have the nerve or the know-how to take that

revenge. "Remember that kid Renault? The choc-

olate assignment?"

"What about him?"

"He's still not selling the chocolates."

"So?"

"So—remember? His orders were not to sell

them for ten school days. Okay. So the ten days

came and went and he's still staying no."

"So what?"

This is what infuriated Obie—the way Archie

tried so hard not to be impressed, to always play it

cool. You could tell him that The Bomb was go-

ing to be dropped and he'd probably say "So

what?" It got under Obie's skin, mostly because

he suspected that it was an act, that Archie wasn't
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as cool as he pretended to be. And Obie was await-

ing his chance to find out.

"Well, there's all kinds of rumors around the

school. First of all, a lot of kids think that The
Vigils are in on the deal, that Renault still isn't

selling them because he's still carrying out the as-

signment. Then there are some kids who know the

assignment is over and think that Renault is lead-

ing some kind of revolt against the sale. They say

Brother Leon is climbing the wall every day . .
."

"Beautiful," Archie said, showing reaction to

Obie's news at last.

"Every morning Leon calls the roll and ev-

ery day this kid, a freshman, sits there, and won't

sell the goddam chocolates."

"Beautiful."

"You said that."

"Continue," Archie said, ignoring Obie's sar-

casm.

"Well, I understand that the sale is going

lousy. Nobody wants to sell the chocolates in the

first place and it's turned into a kind of farce in

some classes."

Obie sat down on the bleacher seat beside

Archie, pausing to let the report sink in.

Archie sniffed the air and said, "This gymna-

sium stinks." Pretending indifference to Obie's re-

port but his thoughts racing, pondering the possi-

bilities.

Obie poured it on. "The eager beavers, the

brown nosers are out selling chocolates like mad-
men. So are Leon's pets, his special boys. So are

the kids who still believe in school spirit." He
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sighed. "Anyway, there's a lot going on."

Archie was busy contemplating the far side

of the gym, as if something interesting was going

on over there. Obie followed his gaze—nothing.

"Well, what do you think, Archie?" he asked.

"What do you mean—what do I think?"

"The situation. Renault. Brother Leon. The
chocolates. The kids out there taking sides . .

."

"We'll see, we'll see," Archie said. "I don't

know whether The Vigils should get involved or

not." He yawned.

That phony yawn irritated Obie. "Hey, look,

Archie. The Vigils are involved whether you know
it or not."

"What are you talking about?"

"Look, you told the kid to refuse the choco-

lates in the first place. That's what started all this

stuff. But the kid went beyond that. He was sup-

posed to start selling after the assignment was over.

So, now he's defying The Vigils. And a lot of guys

know that. We are involved, Archie, whether we
want to be or not."

Obie could see that he had scored. He saw

something flash in Archie's eyes, like looking at a

blank window and observing a ghost peeking out.

"Nobody defies The Vigils, Obie . .
."

"That's what Renault's doing."

".
. . and gets away with it."

Archie had that dreamy look again and his

lower lip drooped. "Here's what to do. Arrange to

have Renault appear before The Vigils. Check up

on the sale—get the totals, facts and figures."

"Right," Obie said, writing in his notebook.
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As much as he hated Archie, he loved to see him
when he was swinging into action. Obie decided

to add more fuel to the flames. "Another thing

Archie. Didn't The Vigils promise Leon way back

they'd back him in the chocolate sale?"

Obie had scored again. Archie turned to him,

surprise scrawled on his face. But he recovered

quickly. "Let me worry about Leon. You just run

your errands, Obie."

God, how Obie hated the son of a bitch. He
snapped his notebook shut and left Archie sitting

there in the polluted atmosphere of the gymna-

sium.
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Brian Cochran couldn't believe his eyes. He
went through the totals again, double-checking,

making sure he hadn't screwed up. Frowning, bit-

ing the pencil, he pondered the results of his arith-

metic—sales were dropping at an alarming rate.

For a week now, they'd been going steadily down-

ward. But yesterday, the sharpest drop of all.

What would Brother Leon say? That was

Brian's main concern. Brian hated the job of trea-

surer because it was such a drag but mostly be-

cause it brought him into personal contact with

Brother Leon. Leon gave Brian the chills. The
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teacher was unpredictable, moody. He was never

satisfied. Complaints, complaints—your sevens

look like nines, Cochran. Or, you spelled Sulkey's

name wrong—it's Sulkey with an e, Cochran.

Brian had been lucky recently. Brother Leon

had stopped checking the totals on a daily basis,

almost as if he anticipated the bad news the fig-

ures contained and wanted to avoid finding out

about it definitely/Today was zero hour, however.

He had told Brian to prepare the totals. Now
Brian waited for the teacher to show up. He'd go

ape when he saw the figures. Brian shivered, ac-

tually shivered! He'd read how in historic times

they killed the bearer of bad news. He had the

feeling that Brother Leon was that kind of char-

acter, that he would need a scapegoat and Brian

would be closest at hand. Brian sighed, tired of

it all, wishing he were outside on this beautiful

October day, gunning around in the old Chevy his

father had bought him when school started. He
loved the car. "Me and my Chevy," Brian hummed
to the tune of a song he'd heard on the radio.

"Well, Brian."

Brother Leon had a way of sneaking up on

you. Brian leaped and almost came to attention.

That's the kind of lousy effect the teacher had on

him.

"Yes, Brother Leon."

"Sit, sit," Leon said, and took his place behind

the desk. Leon was sweating, as usual. He had re-

moved his black jacket and his shirt was stained

with wetness at the armpits. A faint smell of per-

spiration reached Brian.
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"The totals are bad," Brian said, plunging,

wanting to get it over with, wanting to get out of

the school, this office, Leon's suffocating presence.

And feeling simultaneously a twist of triumph

—

Leon was such a rat, let him have some bad news

for a change.

"Bad?"

"The sales are down. Below last year's. And
last year, the quota was half of what has to be

sold this year."

"I know, I know," Leon said sharply, swivel-

ing away in his desk chair as if Brian weren't

important enough to be addressed directly. "Are

you sure of your figures? You're not exactly a whiz

at adding and subtracting, Cochran."

Brian flushed with anger. He was tempted to

throw the master sheet at the Brother but held

back. Nobody defied Brother Leon. Not Brian

Cochran, anyway, who only wanted to get out of

here.

"I double-checked everything," Brian said,

keeping his voice even.

Silence.

The floor vibrated under Brian's feet. The
boxing club working out in the gym, maybe, doing

calisthenics or the other stuff boxers did.

"Cochran. Read off the names of the boys

who have reached or surpassed their quota."

Brian reached for the lists. A simple task be-

cause Brother Leon insisted that all kinds of cross-

indexed lists be kept so that you could tell at a

glance just where students stood.
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"Sulkey, sixty-two. Maronia, fifty-eight. Le-

Blanc, fifty-two
—

"

"Slower, slower," Brother Leon said, still fac-

ing away from Brian. "Begin again and slower."

It was spooky but Brian began again, pro-

nouncing the names more exactly, pausing between

names and figures.

"Sulkey . . . sixty-two . . . Maronia . . . fifty-

eight . . . LeBlanc . . . fifty-two . . . Caroni . . .

fifty . .
."

Brother Leon was nodding his head, as if

listening to a beautiful symphony, as if lovely

sounds filled the air.

"Fontaine . . . fifty . .
." Brian paused. "Those

are the only ones who either made the quota or

topped it, Brother Leon."

"Read the others. There are many students

who sold over forty. Read those names . ,
." His face

still turned away, his body slouched in the chair.

Brian shrugged and continued, calling out the

names in singsong fashion, with measured pauses,

letting his voice linger over the names and num-
bers, a weird litany here in the quiet office. When
he ran out of the sales in the forties, he continued

into the thirties and Brother Leon did not tell him
to halt.

".
. . Sullivan . . . thirty-three . . . Charlton . . .

thirty-two . . . Kelly . . . thirty-two . . . Ambrose . . .

thirty-one . .
."

Once in a while Brian looked up to see

Brother Leon's head nodding, as if he were com-

municating with someone unseen or only himself.
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While the recitation went on—from the thirties

into the twenties.

His eyes running ahead, Brian saw that he

was in for trouble. After he was through with the

twenties and the teens, there was a big leap. He
wondered how Brother Leon would react to the

small returns. Brian began to grow warm and his

voice turned hoarse. He needed a drink of water,

not only to relieve the dryness of his throat but to

ease the tension of his neck muscles.

".
. . Antonelli . . . fifteen . . . Lombard . . .

thirteen . .
." He cleared his throat, breaking the

rhythm, interrupting the flow of the report. A deep

breath and then, "Carrier . . . six." He shot a look

at Brother Leon but the teacher hadn't moved. His

hands were clasped together, resting in his lap.

"Carrier ... he only sold six because he's been out

of school. Appendicitis. He's been in the hos-

pital . .
."

Brother Leon waved his hand, a gesture that

said, "I understand, it doesn't matter." At least,

that's what Brian figured it meant. And the gesture

also seemed to mean "continue." He looked at the

last name on the list.

"Renault . . . zero."

The pause. No names left.

"Renault . . . zero," Brother Leon said, his

voice a sibilant whisper. "Can you imagine that,

Cochran? A Trinity boy who has refused to sell the

chocolates? Do you know what's happened, Coch-

ran? Do you know why the sales have fallen off?"

"I don't know, Brother Leon," Brian said

lamely.



147'

"The boys have become infected, Cochran. In-

fected by a disease we could call apathy. A terrible

disease. Difficult to cure."

What was he talking about?

"Before a cure can be found, the cause must

be discovered. But in this case, Cochran, the cause

is known. The carrier of the disease is known."

Brian knew what he was getting at now. Leon

figured that Renault was the cause, the carrier of

the disease. As if reading Brian's mind, Leon

whispered "Renault . . . Renault . .
."

Like a mad scientist plotting revenge in an

underground laboratory, for crying out loud.



TWENTY-THREE

"I'm quitting the team, Jerry."

"Why, Goob? I thought you liked football.

We're just starting to click. You made a sensational

catch yesterday."

They were headed for the bus stop. Today was

Wednesday—no practice on Wednesday. Jerry was

looking forward to arriving at the bus stop. There

was a girl, beautiful, with hair like maple syrup.

He'd seen her there a few times and she'd smiled

at him. One day he'd gotten close enough to read

her name on one of the schoolbooks she held in her
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arms. Ellen Barrett. Someday he'd get up the

courage to speak to her. Hi, Ellen. Or call her on

the telephone. Today maybe.

"Let's run," Goober said.

Off they went on a mad and awkward sprint.

Their books prevented them from running with

grace and abandon. But the mere act of running

cheered up The Goober.

"Are you serious about quitting the team?"

Jerry asked, his voice higher than usual, strained

from the running.

"I've got to quit, Jerry." He was glad that his

own voice was normal, unaffected by the running.

They turned into Gate Street.

"Why?" Jerry asked, launching himself into

Gate Street with a burst of speed.

Their feet pounded on the pavement.

How can I tell him, Goob wondered.

Jerry had shot ahead. He glanced back over

his shoulder, his face crimson with effort. "Why,
damn it?"

The Goober caught up to him with a slight

acceleration of his pace. He could easily have slid

past him.

"Did you hear what happened to Brother

Eugene?" The Goober asked.

"He got transferred," Jerry answered, squeez-

ing the words out of himself like toothpaste from

a tube. He was in good shape because of football

but he wasn't a runner and didn't know the tricks.

"I heard he's gone on sick leave," Goober said.

"What's the difference?" Jerry replied. He
took a deep sweet breath. "Hey, my legs are okay



• 150

but my arms are killing me." He carried two books

in each hand.

"Keep running."

"You're some kind of nut," Jerry said, humor-
ing him.

They were approaching the intersection of

Green and Gate. Seeing Jerry's discomfort, The
Goober slackened his pace. "They say Brother

Eugene's never been the same since Room Nine-

teen. They say he's all broken up over it. Can't

eat or sleep. The shock."

"Rumors," Jerry gasped. "Hey, Goob, my
lungs are burning up. I'm in a state of collapse."

"I know how he feels, Jerry. I know how a

thing like that can drive somebody up a wall."

Shouting the words into the wind. They had never

discussed the destruction of Room Nineteen al-

though Jerry knew about Goober's involvement.

"Some people can't stand cruelty, Jerry. And that

was a cruel thing to do to a guy like Eugene . .
."

"What's Brother Eugene got to do with not

playing football?" Jerry asked, really gasping now,

really sweating, his lungs threatening to burst and

his arms aching from the burden of the books.

Goober put on the brakes, slackening his pace,

coming finally to a halt. Jerry blew air out of his

mouth as he collapsed on the edge of someone's

front lawn. His chest rose and fell like human
bellows.

The Goober sat on the curbstone, his legs

jackknifed, his feet in the gutter. He studied the

leaves clustered beneath his feet. He was trying to

find a way to explain to Jerry the connection be-
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tween Brother Eugene and Room Nineteen and not

playing football anymore. He knew there was a

connection but it was hard to put into words.

"Look, Jerry. There's something rotten in

that school. More than rotten." He groped for the

word and found it but didn't want to use it. The
word didn't fit the surroundings, the sun and the

bright October afternoon. It was a midnight word,

a howling wind word.

"The Vigils?" Jerry asked. He'd lain back

on the lawn and was looking at the blue sky, the

hurrying autumn clouds.

"That's part of it," The Goober said. He
wished they were still running. "Evil," he said.

"What did you say?"

Crazy. Jerry would think he'd flipped. "Noth-

ing," Goober said. "Anyway, I'm not going to play

football. It's a personal thing, Jerry." He took a

deep breath. "And I'm not going out for track

next spring."

They sat in silence.

"What's the matter, Goob?" Jerry finally

asked, voice troubled and loaded with concern.

"It's what they do to us, Jerry." It was easier

saying the words because they weren't looking at

each other, both staring ahead. "What they did to

me that night in the classroom—I was crying like

a baby, something I never thought I'd do again in

my life. And what they did to Brother Eugene,

wrecking his room, wrecking him . .
."

"Aw, take it easy, Goob."

"And what they're doing to you—the choco-

lates."
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"It's all a game, Goob. Think of it as fun and

games. Let them have their fun. Brother Eugene

must have been on the borderline, anyway . .
."

"It's more than fun and games, Jerry. Any-

thing that can make you cry and send a teacher

away

—

:
tip him over the borderline—that's more

than just fun and games."

They sat there for a long time, Jerry on the

lawn and Goober on the curb. Jerry knew he'd be

too late now to see the girl—Ellen Barrett—but he

felt that Goober needed his presence at this mo-

ment. Some of the guys from school passed by and

called to them. A bus came along and halted. The
driver was disgusted when The Goober shook his

head that they didn't want a ride.

After a while, Goober said, "Sell the choco-

lates, Jerry, will you?"

Jerry said, "Play football."

Goober shook his head. "I'm not giving any-

thing more to Trinity. Not football, not running,

not anything."

They sat in sadness. Finally, they gathered

their books, got up, and walked in silence to the

bus stop.

The girl wasn't there.



TWENTY-FOUR

"You're in trouble," Brother Leon said.

You're in trouble, not me, Archie wanted to

answer. But didn't. He had never spoken to Leon

on the telephone before and the disembodied voice

at the other end of the line had caught him off

balance.

"What's the matter?" Archie asked cautiously,

but knowing, of course.

"The chocolates," Leon said. "They're not

selling. The entire sale is in jeopardy." Leon's

breath filled in the gaps between the words as if



•i54

he'd been running a long distance. Was he on the

edge of panic?

"How bad is it?" Archie asked, relaxing now,

stalling. He knew how bad it was.

"It could hardly be worse. The sale is more
than half finished. The initial push is over. There

is no momentum. Half the chocolates haven't been

sold yet. And the sales are virtually at a standstill."

Leon paused in the recital. "You're not being very

effective, Archie."

Archie shook his head in grudging admira-

tion. Here was Leon with his back to the wall and

still he was on the offensive. You're not being very

effective, Archie.

"You mean the finances are bad?" Archie

taunted, launching his own offensive. To Leon, it

may have sounded like a shot in the dark but it

wasn't. The question was based on information

Archie had received that afternoon from Brian

Cochran.

Cochran had stopped him in the second-floor

corridor and motioned Archie into an empty class-

room. Archie had been reluctant. The kid was

Leon's bookkeeper and probably his stooge. But

the information revealed that Cochran was no

stooge for Leon.

"Listen, I think Leon's in deep trouble. There's

more than chocolates involved here, Archie."

Archie resented Cochran's familiarity, the use

of his name. But he didn't say anything, curious

about what the kid had to say.

"I overheard Leon talking with Brother

Jacques. Jacques was trying to back him into a
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corner. He kept mentioning something about Leon

abusing his power of attorney. That he'd over-

extended the school's finances. That was his exact

word, 'overextended.' The chocolates came into it.

Something about twenty thousand boxes and Leon

paying cash in advance. I didn't hear all of it . . .

I got out of there before they could find out I was

around . .

."

"So what do you think, Cochran?" Archie

asked, although he knew. Leon needed at least

twenty thousand dollars to draw even with the

school.

"I think Leon bought the chocolates with

money that he wasn't supposed to use. Now the

sale's going lousy and he's caught in the middle. And
Brother Jacques smells a rat . .

."

"Jacques is sharp," Archie said, remembering

how Jacques had acted on Archie's anonymous tip

about the word "environment"—making the class

look ridiculous, Obie among them. "Good job,

Cochran."

Cochran beamed at the praise. Encouraged, he

drew some sheets of paper out of a book he was
carrying. "Take a look at this stuff sometime,

Archie. It's facts and figures about this year's sale

and last year's. And it's all bad. I think Leon's on

the run . .
."

But Cochran really didn't know Leon, Archie

realized now as the teacher's voice came vibrantly

over the line. Leon had ignored Archie's taunt

about finances and had resumed his offensive.

"I thought you had influence, Archie. You and
your . . . friends."
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"It's not my sale, Brother Leon."

"It's your sale in more ways than you realize,

Archie," Leon said, sighing. It was his phony sigh,

his usual act. "You played games at the beginning,

Archie, with that freshman Renault and got your-

self involved. Now the game has backfired."

Renault. Archie thought of the kid's refusal

to sell, his ridiculous defiance. He remembered the

triumph in Obie's voice when he'd told him of

Renault's action—it's your move, Archie baby. But

it was always Archie's move anyway.

And he moved now. "Just a minute," he told

Brother Leon. He put down the phone and went to

the den where he removed Cochran's data from

his U.S. History textbook. Returning to the phone,

he said, "I've got some figures here about last year's

sale. Do you know they barely sold all the choco-

lates last year? Kids are getting tired of selling

stuff. Last year, it took a lot of prizes and bonuses

to get the kids to sell only twenty-five boxes at one

dollar a box. And this year they're stuck with fifty

boxes at two dollars each. That's why the sale is

falling apart—not because of games being played."

Brother Leon's breathing filled the line, as if

he were some kind of obscene phone caller.

"Archie," he said, whispering, menace in the

whisper, as if the information he had to impart

was too terrible to be spoken aloud. "I don't care

about fun and games. I don't care whether it's

Renault or your precious organization or the state

of the economy. All I know is that the chocolates

aren't being sold. And I want them sold!"

"Any ideas about how?" Archie said, fighting
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for time again. Funny, he knew Leon was in a pre-

carious position and yet there was always the

danger of underestimating him. He still had the

authority of the school behind him. Archie had

only his wits and a bunch of guys who were all big

zeroes without him.

"Perhaps you should begin with Renault,"

Leon said. "I think he should be made to say
l

yes'

instead of 'wo.' Fm convinced, Archie, that he's

become a symbol to those who would like to see the

sale defeated. The malingerers, the malcontents

—

they always rally around a rebel. Renault must sell

the chocolates. And you, The Vigils—yes, Fm
saying the name aloud—The Vigils must throw

their full weight behind the sale . .
."

"That's quite an order, Brother."

"You've spoken the correct word, Archie.

Order—it is an order."

"I don't know what you mean, Brother."

"I'll make it clear, Archie. If the sale goes

down the drain, you and The Vigils also go down
the drain. Believe me . .

."

Archie was about to respond, tempted to let

Leon know that he had learned about the financial

trouble, but he didn't get the chance. Leon, that

bastard, had already hung up and the dial tone

exploded in Archie's ear.
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The summons looked like a ransom note

—

letters cut out of a newspaper or magazine. vlgiL

MeEtinG tWO-THirTy. The wackiness of the

note, those crazy letters, made it seem childish and

ridiculous. But that same touch of the childish

also gave it an air of something not quite rational,

faintly threatening and mocking. That was the

special quality of The Vigils, of course, and Archie

Costello.

Thirty minutes later, Jerry stood before The
Vigils in the storage room. The nearby gym was
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occupied by fellows either practicing basketball or

boxing calisthenics and the walls echoed with

thuddings, bouncings and whistles blowing, like a

grotesque sound track. Nine or ten Vigil members

were present, including Carter who was getting

tired of this Vigil crap, especially when it meant

he had to miss boxing, and Obie who looked for-

ward to the meeting with pleasure, wondering how
Archie would proceed. Archie sat behind the card

table. The table was covered with a scarf of purple

and gold—the school colors. In the exact center of

the table : a box of chocolates.

"Renault," Archie said softly.

Instinctively, Jerry came to attention, squaring

his shoulders, sucking in his stomach, and im-

mediately disgusted with himself.

"Have a chocolate, Renault?"

Jerry shook his head, sighing. He thought

wistfully of the guys out on the football field in the

sweet fresh wind, tossing the ball around before

practice began.

"They're good," Archie said, opening the box

and taking out a chocolate. He inhaled its flavor

and popped it into his mouth. He chewed slowly,

deliberately, smacking his lips in exaggerated

fashion. A second chocolate followed the first. And
a third followed the second. His mouth was
crammed with the candy now and his throat

rippled as he swallowed. "Delicious," he said.

"And only two dollars a box—a bargain."

Somebody laughed. A short bark that was
instantly cut off as if a needle had been lifted from

a record.
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"But you wouldn't know about the price,

would you, Renault?"

Jerry shrugged. But his heart began to beat

wildly. He knew there had to be a showdown. And
this was it.

Archie reached for another chocolate. Into

his mouth. "How many boxes have you sold,

Renault?"

"None."

"None?" Archie's gentle voice curled in sur-

prise and wonder. He swallowed, shaking his head

in mock puzzlement. Without taking his eyes from

Jerry, he called, "Hey, Porter, how many boxes

have you sold?"

"Twenty-one."

"Twenty-one?" Archie's voice was now filled

with awe. "Hey, Porter, you must be one of those

hustling, eager-beaver freshmen, huh?"

"I'm a senior."

"A senior?" More awe. "You mean to tell me
you're a big-shot senior and you've still got enough

spirit left to get out there and sell all those choco-

lates? Beautiful, Porter." The voice full of mock-

ery—or was it? "Anybody else here sell choco-

lates?"

A chorus of numbers filled the air as if The
Vigil members were calling bids at a weird auc-

tion.

"Forty-two."

"Thirty-three."

"Twenty."

"Nineteen."
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"Forty-five."

Archie raised his hands and silence fell. Some-

one in the gym fell against the wall and shouted

an obscenity. Obie marveled at the way Archie ran

the meetings and how The Vigils quickly took his

cues. Porter hadn't sold ten boxes, if any at all.

Obie himself had only sold sixteen but had called

out forty-five.

"And you, Renault, a freshman, a new student

who should be filled with the spirit of Trinity,

you haven't sold any? Zero? Nothing?" His hand

reached for another chocolate. Actually, he loved

them. Not as good as Hershey with almonds but

an acceptable substitute.

"That's right," Jerry said, his voice small, a

wrong-end-of-the-telescope kind of voice.

"Do you mind if I ask why?"

Jerry pondered the question. What should he

do? Play a game? Tell it straight? But he wasn't

sure if it would make sense if he told it straight,

especially to a roomful of strangers.

"It's personal," he said finally, feeling like a

loser, knowing he couldn't win. It had all been go-

ing so beautifully. Football, school, a girl who had

smiled at him at the bus stop. He had edged close

to her and seen her name written on one of her

books—Ellen Barrett. She had smiled at him two

days in a row and he'd been too shy to speak to her

but had looked up all the Barretts in the phone

book. Five of them. Tonight he was planning to

call them up, track her down. It seemed to him that

he'd be able to talk to her on the phone. Now, for
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some reason, he had the feeling he would never talk

to her, never play football again—a crazy feeling

but one that he couldn't shake.

Archie had been licking his fingers, one at a

time, letting the echo of Jerry's response linger

in the air. It was so quiet that he heard someone's

stomach growl intimately.

"Renault," Archie said, friendly, his voice

conversational. "I'll tell you something. Nothing's

personal here in The Vigils. No secrets here,

understand." He took a final suck at his thumb.

"Hey, Johnson."

"Right," a voice called behind Jerry.

"How many times you jack off every day?"

"Twice," Johnson replied quickly.

"See?" asked Archie. "No secrets here,

Renault. Nothing personal. Not in The Vigils."

Jerry had taken a shower this morning before

school but now he smelled his own perspiration.

"Come on," Archie said, a good friend now,

encouraging coaxing. "You can tell us."

Carter blew air out of his mouth in exaspera-

tion. He was losing patience with Archie's cat and

mouse crap. He had sat here for two years watch-

ing Archie play his silly games with kids, having

Archie act the big shot as if he ran the show. Carter

carried the responsibility for the assignments on his

shoulders. As president, he also had to keep the

other guys in line, keep them psyched up, ready to

help make Archie's assignments work. And Carter

wasn't crazy about this chocolate stuff. It was some-

thing beyond the control of The Vigils. It involved

Brother Leon and he didn't trust Leon as far as he
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could throw him. Now, he watched the kid

Renault, looking as if he was ready to faint with

fright, his face pale and eyes wide with dread, and

Archie having fun with him. Jesus. Carter hated

this psychological crap. He loved boxing where

everything was visible—the jabs, the hooks, the

roundhouse swings, the glove in the stomach.

"Okay, Renault, play time is over," Archie

said. The gentleness was gone from his voice. No
chocolates in his mouth. "Tell us—why aren't you

selling the chocolates?"

"Because I don't want to," Jerry said, still

stalling. Because—what else could he do?

"You don't want to?" Archie asked, incredu-

lous.

Jerry nodded. He'd bought time.

"Hey,Obie."

"Right," Obie answered, stung. Why the hell

did Archie have to pick on him all the time? What
the hell did he want now?

"Do you want to come to school every day,

Obie?"

"Hell, no," Obie responded, knowing what
Archie wanted and giving it to him but resentful as

well, feeling like a stooge, as if Archie was the

ventriloquist and Obie the dummy.
"But you come to school, don't you?"

"Hell, yes."

Laughter greeted the answer and Obie al-

lowed himself a smile. But a quick look from

Archie wiped the smile away. Archie was dead

serious. He could tell that by the way his lips were

tight and thin and his eyes flashing like neon signs.
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"See?" Archie said, swiveling back to

Renault. "Everybody has to do things in this

world they don't want to."

A terrific sadness swept over Jerry. As if some-

body had died. The way he felt standing in the

cemetery that day they buried his mother. And
nothing you could do about it.

"Okay, Renault," Archie said, a finality in his

voice.

You could feel the room tense. Obie sucked

in his breath. Here it comes, the Archie touch.

"Here's your assignment. Tomorrow at the

roll call, you take the chocolates. You say, 'Brother

Leon, I accept the chocolates.'
"

Stunned, Jerry blurted out "What?"
"Something wrong with your hearing,

Renault?" Turning aside, he called, "Hey, Mc-
Grath, did you hear me?"

"Hell, yes."

"What did I say?"

"You said the kid should start selling choco-

lates."

Archie returned his attention to Jerry. "You're

getting off easy, Renault. You've disobeyed The
Vigils. That calls for punishment. Although The
Vigils don't believe in violence, we have found it

necessary to have a punishment code. The punish-

ment is usually worse than the assignment. But

we're letting you off cheap, Renault. We're just

asking you to take the chocolates tomorrow. And
sell them."

Jesus, Obie thought in disbelief. The great

Archie Costello is running scared. The word
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"asking" was the tipoff. A slip of the lip, maybe.

But as if Archie was trying to bargain with the

kid, asking, for crying out loud. IVe got you,

Archie, you bastard. Obie had never known such

sweet victory. The goddam freshman was going to

screw Archie up, at last. Not the Black Box. Not
Brother Leon. Not his own cleverness. But a skinny

freshman. Because Obie was certain of one thing

as if it was a natural law, like gravity—Renault

wasn't going to sell the chocolates. He could tell

by looking at the kid, standing there scared, like

he could shit his pants, but not backing down.

While Archie was asking him to sell the chocolates.

Asking.

"Dismissed," Archie called out.

Carter was surprised at the sudden dismissal

and he banged the gavel too hard, almost splitting

the crate he used as a desk. He had a feeling that

he had missed a beat somewhere, had missed a

crucial moment. Archie and all his subtle crap.

What the kid Renault needed was a stiff jab to the

jaw and another to the belly. That'd make him sell

the frigging chocolates. Archie and his stupid let's

not have any violence. Anyway, the meeting was

over and Carter felt like working out, like working

up a sweat with the gloves and the big bag.

He banged the gavel again.
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"Hello."

His mind went blank.

"Hello?"

Was it her? But it had to be—this was the

last Barrett in the book and the voice was fresh

and appealing, the kind of voice that went with all

that beauty he had seen at the bus stop.

"Hello," he managed, his voice emerging as

an ugly croak.

"Is this Danny?" she asked.

He was instantly, insanely jealous of Danny,

whoever Danny was.
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"No," he croaked again, miserably.

"Who is this?" she asked, annoyance now in

her voice.

"Is this Ellen? Ellen Barrett?" The name was

strange on his tongue. He had never said it aloud

although he had whispered it silently a thousand

times.

Silence.

"Look," he began, his heart beating desper-

ately. "Look, you don't know who I am but I see

you every day . .
."

"Are you some kind of pervert?" she asked,

not horrified at all but good-naturedly curious,

like, "Hey ma, I've got a pervert on the line."

"No. I'm the fellow at the bus stop."

"What fellow? What bus stop?" Her voice

had lost all its demureness. It had become a wise-

guy, show-me kind of voice.

He wanted to say, you smiled at me yesterday,

the day before that, last week. And I love you. But

couldn't. He suddenly saw how futile, how ridicu-

lous the situation was. A fellow didn't call up a girl

on the evidence of a smile and introduce himself

this way. She probably smiled at a hundred guys

a day.

"I'm sorry for bothering you," he said.

"Are you sure this isn't Danny? Are you try-

ing to put me on, Danny? Look, Danny, I'm

getting tired of you and your crap . .
."

Jerry hung up. He didn't want to hear any-

more. The word "crap," echoing now in his mind,

had destroyed all illusion about her. Like meeting

a lovely girl and having her smile reveal rotten
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teeth. But his heart was still beating wildly. Are
you some kind of pervert? Maybe I am. Not a

sexual pervert but another kind. Wasn't refusing

to sell the chocolates a kind of perversion? Wasn't

it crazy to go on refusing to sell the chocolates,

particularly after that last warning yesterday by

Archie Costello and The Vigils? And yet this

morning, he had stood his ground and fired a level

and positive No at Brother Leon. For the first

time, the word brought exultancy to him, a lifting

of the spirit.

With that latest No resounding in his ears,

Jerry had expected the school building to fall or

something dramatic to happen. Nothing. He had

seen Goober shake his head in dismay. But Goober

didn't know about this new feeling, the sense that

his bridges were burning behind him and for once

in his life he didn't care. He was still buoyant when
he arrived home, otherwise, he wouldn't have had

the courage to call all those Barretts and to actually

talk to the girl. It had been a miserable failure, of

course. But he had made the call, taken a step,

broken the routine of his days and nights.

He went into the kitchen, suddenly ravenous,

and dumped some ice cream from the freezer into

a dish.

"My name is Jerry Renault and I'm not going

to sell the chocolates," he said to the empty apart-

ment.

The words and his voice sounded strong and

noble.
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They shouldn't have picked Frankie Rollo for

an assignment, of course. A junior, Rollo was in-

solent, a troublemaker. He was a non-participant,

refusing to take part in athletics or extra-curricu-

lar activities that were so important in the Trinity

scene. He seldom opened a book and never did any

homework, but he managed to survive because he

possessed a native and cunning intelligence. His

major talent was cheating. He was also lucky.

Under ordinary circumstances, he was the kind

of guy Archie took pleasure in assigning, watching
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him bend or break. All these so-called rough char-

acters melted into ninety-seven-pound weaklings

when confronted by Archie and The Vigils. The
scorn and the swagger evaporated as they stood

ill-at-ease in the storage room. But not Frankie

Rollo. He stood loose and easy, unintimidated.

"Your name?" Archie asked.

"Come on, Archie," Rollo replied, smiling

at all this foolishness. "You know my name."

The silence was awesome. But before that

silence, a gasp from someone in the room. Archie

was careful to keep his poker face, intent on not

betraying an emotion. But he was shaken inside.

No one had ever reacted this way before. No one

had ever challenged Archie or an assignment.

"Let's not have any crap, Rollo," growled

Carter. "Let's hear your name."

A pause. Archie swore silently. It was irritat-

ing to have Carter step in that way, as if he was

coming to Archie's rescue. Ordinarily, Archie ran

the meetings his way, not anybody else's way.

Rollo shrugged. "My name is Frankie Rollo,"

he announced in singsong fashion.

"You think you're a big shot, don't you?"

Archie asked.

Rollo didn't respond but the smirk on his face

was an eloquent answer.

"A big shot," Archie repeated, as if savoring

the word, but stalling, playing for time, shifting

his thoughts, knowing it would be necessary to im-

provise, to turn this insolent bastard into a victim.

"You said it, not me," Rollo said smugly.

"We like big shots here," Archie said. "In
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fact, that's our specialty—turning big shots into

little shots."

"Cut the shit, will you, Archie?" Rollo said.

"You're not impressing anybody."

Again that terrible silence, like a shock wave,

stunning the room, an invisible blow. Even Obie

who had looked forward to the day when a victim

would defy the great Archie Costello blinked in

disbelief.

"What did you say?" Archie asked, biting off

every word and spitting it at Rollo.

"Hey, you guys," Rollo said, swiveling away
from Archie and addressing the entire assembly.

"I'm not a scared kid who pees his pants because

the big bad Vigils call him to a meeting. Hell, you

guys can't even scare a punk freshman into selling

a few lousy chocolates . .
."

"Look, Rollo," Archie began.

But he didn't have a chance to finish as Carter

leaped to his feet. Carter had been waiting for a

moment like this for months, his hands itching for

action in the storage room instead of sitting there

week by week as Archie played his little cat-and-

mouse games.

"That's enough out of you, Rollo," Carter

said. Simultaneously, his hand shot out and struck

Rollo on the jaw. Rollo's head snapped back

—

snap like a knuckle cracking—and he bellowed

with pain. As Rollo lifted his hands to his face

in tardy defense, Carter's fist sank sickeningly into

his stomach. Rollo groaned and retched, doubled

over, clutching himself in disbelief, gasping for

breath. He was shoved from behind, and dropped
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to the floor coughing and spitting, crawling on all

fours.

A muffled roar of approval rose from The
Vigils. At last, action, physical action, something

you could see with your own eyes.

"Get him out of here," Carter said.

Rollo was picked up by two Vigil members
and half-carried, half-dragged toward the door-

way. Archie had watched Rollo's swift demolition

in dismay. He resented Carter's quick move into

the spotlight, the way the guys had cheered Carter

on. It had placed Archie at a disadvantage for the

first time as assigner because Rollo had only been

the curtain raiser, a bit of amusement Obie had ar-

ranged to enliven the proceedings. Actually, the

meeting had been called to discuss Renault and

what could be done about the stubborn freshman

who refused to fall into line.

Carter called for order, banging his gavel on

the table. In the developing silence, they could

hear Rollo being dumped onto the gymnasium

floor outside and then the sound of vomiting like

a toilet being flushed.

"Okay, quiet," Carter demanded, as if he were

yelling at Rollo to quit throwing up. Then he

turned to Archie. "Sit down," he said. Archie

recognized the command in Carter's voice. For a

moment, he was tempted to challenge him but he

realized that The Vigils had approved Carter's

action against Rollo. This was no time to have a

showdown with Carter, it was time to play it cool,

cool. Archie sat.

"We've arrived at the moment of truth,
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Archie," Carter said. "And here's how I read it

—

tell me if I'm wrong. When a gross creep like

Rollo comes in here and challenges The Vigils,

then there's something wrong. Very wrong. We
can't afford to have guys like Rollo thinking they

can screw around with us. The word will spread

and The Vigils fall apart." Carter paused to let

them imagine the dissolution of The Vigils. "Now,
I said that something is very wrong. And I'll tell

you who's wrong. We are."

His words were greeted with surprise.

"How come we're wrong?" Obie, the peren-

nial straight man, called out.

"First of all, because we let our name get

connected with the goddam chocolate sale. Like

it's our baby or something. Second of all, like

Rollo said, we let a punk freshman make fools out

of us." He turned to Archie. "Right, Archie?" The
question was loaded with malice.

Archie didn't say anything. He was suddenly

in a roomful of strangers and he decided to do

nothing at all. When in doubt, play the waiting

game. Watch for an opening. It would be ridicu-

lous to disagree with Carter, of course. Word
had been spreading throughout the school—the

kid had refused to sell the chocolates in direct

defiance of The Vigils. That's why they had as-

sembled here this afternoon.

"Obie, show us what you found this morning

on the bulletin board," Carter said.

Obie was eager to comply. Reaching under

his chair he withdrew a poster that he had folded

in two. Unfolded, the poster was about the size of
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an ordinary kitchen window. Obie held it up for

all to see. The poster proclaimed in scrawled,

scarlet letters

—

SCREW THE CHOCOLATES
AND

SCREW THE VIGILS

"I saw the poster because I was late for math,"

Obie explained. "It was on the bulletin board in

the main corridor.

"Do you think many guys saw it?" Carter

asked.

"No. I'd shot by the bulletin board a minute

before on the way to my locker for my math book.

And the poster wasn't there. Chances are hardly

anybody saw it."

"You think Renault put it up?" someone

asked.

"No," Carter snorted. "Renault doesn't have

to go around putting up posters. He's been saying

screw The Vigils and the chocolates for weeks now.

But this shows what's happening. The word is

spreading. If Renault can get away with defying

us, other people are gonna try." Finally, he turned

to Archie. "Okay, Archie. You're the brains of the

outfit. And you also got us into this mess. Where
do we go from here?"

"You're pushing panic buttons for nothing,"

Archie said, voice quiet and casual. He knew what

he must do—regain his previous status, wipe away

the memory of Rollo's defiance and prove that he,

Archie Costello, was still in command. He had

to show them that he could take care of both
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Renault and the chocolates. And he was ready

for them. While Carter had been making speeches

and Obie flashing his poster around, Archie's mind

had been racing, probing, testing. He always

worked better under pressure, anyway. "First of

all, you can't go around beating up half the kids in

school. That's why I usually lay off the strong-arm

stuff in the assignments. The brothers would close

us down in no time and the kids would really start

sabotaging if we started hurting people." Noticing

Carter's frown, Archie decided to throw him a

bone—Carter still ran the meetings and as Vigils

president he could be a dangerous adversary. "All

right, Carter, I'll admit you did a beautiful job

on Rollo and he had it coming. But nobody gives

a damn about Rollo. He can lay in his vomit till

kingdom come and nobody'd care. But Rollo's an

exception."

"Rollo's an example," Carter said. "Let the

word spread about Rollo and we won't have to

worry about other kids acting wise or putting up
posters."

Anticipating a deadlock on that topic, Archie

changed directions. "But that doesn't sell choco-

lates, Carter," Archie said. "You told us The Vigils

are linked up with the sale. Then the solution is

simple. Let's get the goddam sale over with as soon

as possible. Let's sell the chocolates. If Renault's

turning into some kind of rebel hero because he's

not selling the chocolates, how the hell is he going

to look when everybody in the school is selling,

except him?"

Murmurs of assent came from the members
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but Carter appeared doubtful. "And how do we
get everybody in the school to start selling the

chocolates, Archie?"

Archie allowed himself the indulgence of a

quiet, confident laugh, but closed his fists to hide

his moist palms. "Simple, Carter. Like all great

schemes and plans, it has the beauty of simplicity."

The guys waited, spellbound as always when
Archie began to outline assignments and plans.

"We make selling chocolates popular. We make it

cool to sell the things. We spread the word. We or-

ganize. We bring in the class officers, the home-

room officers, the student council, the kids with in-

fluence. Do or die for good old Trinity! Everybody

sells!"

"Not everybody will want to sell fifty boxes,

Archie," Obie called out, disturbed because some-

how Archie had taken charge again—he had them

eating out of his hand.

"They will, Obie," Archie predicted, "they

will. Do your thing, they say, Obie, do your thing.

Well, we're going to make selling chocolates the

thing to do. And The Vigils will come out on top

as usual. The school will love us for it—getting rid

of their chocolates. We'll be able to write our own
ticket with Leon and the brothers. Why do you

think I pledged support to Leon in the first place?"

Archie's voice was gentle with assurance, the old

gentleness they all recognized as Archie's hallmark

when he was sailing high, wide and handsome.

They admired the way Carter had employed his

fists to demolish Rollo but they felt more secure

with Archie in command, Archie who was capable

of surprise after surprise.
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"How about Renault?" Carter asked.

"Don't worry about Renault."

"But I do, I worry about him," Carter said,

sarcastically. "He's making patsies out of us."

"The Renault thing will take care of itself,"

Archie said. Couldn't Carter and the others see?

Were they so blind to human nature, to developing

situations? "Let me put it this way, Carter. Before

the sale is over, Renault will be wishing with all

his heart that he had sold the chocolates. And the

school will be glad he didn't."

"Okay," Carter said, banging the gavel. He
always banged the gavel when he was unsure of

himself. The gavel was an extension of his fist. But

feeling that Archie had somehow eluded him, had

somehow won a victory, Carter said, "Look,

Archie, if this backfires, if the sale doesn't work,

then you've screwed yourself up, do you under-

stand? You'll be all done and it won't take the

Black Box."

Blood stung Archie's cheeks and a pulse

throbbed dangerously in his temple. No one had

ever talked to him that way before, not in front of

everyone like this. With an effort he made himself

stay loose, kept that smile on his lips like a label

on a bottle, hiding his humiliation.

"You'd better be right, Archie," Carter said.

"As far as I'm concerned, you're on probation

until the last chocolate's sold."

The final humiliation. Probation.

Archie kept that smile on his face until he felt

his cheeks would crack.
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He handed the ball off to Guilmet, slapping

it into his belly, and then hung in there, waiting for

Carter to lunge through the line. The play called

for Jerry to hit Carter low and send him toppling,

an assignment Jerry didn't relish. Carter was easily

fifty pounds heavier and he was used by the Coach

to keep the freshmen squad on their toes. But the

coach always said, "It doesn't matter how big the

body, it's what you do with it." Now Jerry waited

for Carter to emerge from the jungle of skirmish-

ing bodies as Guilmet plunged off tackle. And there
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he was like a freight train on the loose, out of con-

trol, rampaging wildly, trying to careen toward

Guilmet but too late, too late. Jerry leaped toward

him, low, aiming for that vulnerable territory of

the knees, the target pinpointed by the coach.

Carter and Jerry collided like a street accident.

Colored lights whirled—Fourth of July on an

October afternoon. Jerry felt himself lunging

toward the ground, arms and legs askew, all mixed

up with Carter's arms and legs. There was exhil-

aration in the collision, the honest contact of foot-

ball, not as beautiful maybe as a completed pass or

a fake that threw your opponents off balance but

beautiful nevertheless and manly, prideful.

The good damp smell of the grass, the earth,

rushed into Jerry's nostrils and he let himself be

carried on the waves of the sweet moment, knowing
he'd carried out his assignment: get Carter. He
glanced up to see Carter raising himself in aston-

ishment, shaking his head. Jerry grinned as he got

to his feet. Suddenly, he was struck from behind,

a vicious blow to his kidneys, sickening in its im-

pact. His knees caved in and he sank to the ground
again. As he attempted to turn around to find out

who had attacked him, another blow landed, some
place, and Jerry felt himself hurtling off-balance

to the ground. He felt his eyes watering, tears spill-

ing onto his cheeks. He looked around and saw the

fellows getting into position for the next play.

"Come on, Renault," the coach called.

He got to one knee, then managed to stand on

both feet. The pain was subsiding, translated now
into a dull spreading ache.
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"Come on, come on," the coach urged, irri-

table as usual.

Jerry made his way tenderly toward the

lineup. He thrust his head and shoulders into the

huddle, considering what play he should call next,

but a part of him was not concerned with the play

or the game. He lifted his head and scanned the

field, as if he were figuring out what to do next.

Who had assaulted him that way? Who hated him
so much that he'd racked him up so viciously?

Not Carter—Carter had been in full view.

But who else? Anybody. It could have been any-

body. From his own team, maybe.

"You okay?" somebody inquired.

Jerry plunged into the huddle again. Called

his own number—a run-keep. At least if he carried

the ball, he'd be in full view of everyone and not as

vulnerable to a sneak attack.

"Let's go," he said, putting juice into the

words, letting them all know that he was fine, great,

ready for action. He found that his rib cage ached

when he walked.

Lined up behind the quarterback, Jerry raised

his eyes again, sweeping the players. Somebody was

trying to wipe him out.

Give me eyes behind my head, he prayed, as

he barked the signals.

The telephone rang as he inserted the key in

the front door. Turning the key swiftly, he flung

the door open and tossed his books on the chair in

the hallway. The ringing went on unendingly, a

lonely sound in the empty apartment.
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Finally, he grabbed it off the wall.

"Hello."

Silence. Not even a dial tone. Then out of the

silence, a faint sound, from a distance, getting

closer, like someone chuckling, privately, at a

secret intimate joke.

"Hello," Jerry said again.

The chuckle was louder now. An obscene

phone call? Only girls got those, didn't they?

Again that chuckle, more defined and louder but

still somehow intimate and suggestive, a chuckle

that said, I know something you don't know.

"Who is this?" Jerry asked.

And then the dial tone, like a fart in his ear.

That night at eleven o'clock the telephone

rang again. Jerry figured it was his father—he was

working the late shift at the drugstore.

He lifted the receiver and said hello.

No response.

No sound at all.

He wanted to hang up but something made
him hold the instrument to his ear, waiting.

The chuckle again.

It was weirder than three o'clock this after-

noon. The night, the darkness outside, the apart-

ment riddled with lamplight shadows seemed more
menacing. Forget it, Jerry told himself, it alwavs

seems worse at night.

"Hey, who is this?" he asked, the sound of his

voice restoring normalcy.

Still the chuckle, almost evil in its quiet

mockery.
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"This some creep? Some flaky nut? Some
stupid jerk?" Jerry asked. Draw him out, make
him angry.

The chuckle turned into a hoot of derision.

Then the dial tone again.

He seldom kept anything of value in his

locker. The school was notorious for "borrowers"

—kids who weren't exactly thieves but walked off

with anything that wasn't nailed down or locked

up. No sense buying a lock—it would be busted

the first day. Privacy was virtually non-existent

at Trinity. Most of the kids didn't give a damn or

have any respect for the rights of others. They
rummaged desks, pried lockers open, sifted

through books on a perennial search for loot

—

money, pot, books, watches, clothing—anything.

The morning after that first night phone call,

Jerry opened his locker and shook his head in dis-

belief. His poster had been smeared with ink or

some kind of blue paint. The message had been

virtually obliterated. Do I dare disturb the uni-

verse? was now a grotesque jumble of uncon-

nected letters. It was such a senseless, childish act

of vandalism that Jerry was more awed than an-

gered. Who'd do such a crazy thing? Looking

down, he saw that his new gym sneakers had been

slashed, the canvas now limp shreds, rag-like. He'd

made the mistake of leaving them here overnight.

Ruining the poster was one thing, a gross act,

the work of the animal—and all schools had ani-

mals, even Trinity. But there was nothing prankish
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about ruining the sneakers. That was deliberate,

somebody sending him a message.

The telephone calls.

That attack on the football field.

Now this.

He closed the locker quickly so no one would

see the damage. For some reason, he felt ashamed.

He'd been dreaming of a fire, flames eating

unknown walls, and the siren sounded, and then it

wasn't a siren but the telephone. Jerry scrambled

from his bed. In the hallway, his father was slam-

ming the receiver down on the hook. "Something

funny's going on around here." The grandfather

clock chimed twice.

Jerry didn't have to blink the sleep from his

eyes. He was wide awake, chilled, the floor cold

beneath his feet.

"Who was it?" he asked. Although he knew,

of course.

"Nobody," his father answered, disgusted.

"Same thing happened last night about this time.

But it didn't wake you up. Some nut on the other

end of the line, laughing away like it's the biggest

joke in the world." He reached out and tousled

Jerry's hair. "Go back to bed, Jerry. There are all

kinds of nuts running around loose."

It was hours before Jerry fell into a strange

dreamless sleep.

"Renault," Brother Andrew called.

Jerry looked up. He'd been immersed in his
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new art project—copying a two-story house in

order to learn perspective. A simple exercise but he

loved the ordered lines, the neatness, the stark

beauty of planes and angles.

"Yes, Brother?"

"Your watercolor. The landscape assignment."

"Yes?" Puzzled. The watercolor which was a

major project had taken a week of painstaking

work, simply because Jerry was not at his best in

free art. He was more at ease with formal or geo-

metric designs where the composition was well-

defined. But the watercolor would account for

fifty percent of his mark this semester.

"Today's the final day for handing it in," the

Brother said. "I don't find yours here."

"I put it on your desk yesterday," Jerry said.

"Yesterday?" Brother Andrew asked, as if

he'd never heard of yesterday. He was a fastidious,

precise man who ordinarily taught math but had

been filling in for the regular art teacher.

"Yes, sir," Jerry said firmly.

Eyebrows arched, the Brother looked through

the pile of drawings on the desk.

Jerry sighed quietly, in resignation. He knew

that Brother Andrew wouldn't find the drawing

there. He wanted to turn, to scan the faces of the

kids in the class, to find that one kid who'd be

gloating in satisfaction. Hey, you're getting para-

noid, he told himself. Who'd sneak in here and

remove your drawing? Who'd watch so close that

they'd even know you submitted the drawing

yesterday?
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Brother Andrew looked up. "To use a cliche,

Renault, we are locked on the horns of a dilemma.

Your landscape is not here. Now, either I have lost

it and I do not make a habit of losing landscapes

. .
." the teacher paused here as if, incredibly, he

expected a laugh, and incredibly, the laugh did

come ".
. . or your memory is faulty."

"I handed it in, Brother." Firmly. Without

panic.

The teacher looked steadily into Jerry's eyes.

Jerry saw the honest doubt there. "Well, Renault,

perhaps I do make a habit of losing landscapes,

after all," he said, and Jerry felt a rush of cama-

raderie for the teacher. "At any rate, let me check

further. Perhaps I left it in the teacher's lounge."

For some reason, this remark also provoked

laughter and even the teacher joined in. It was late

in the period and late in the day and everyone

needed to relax, let down, take it easy. Jerry

wanted to look around, to see whose eyes gleamed

with triumph over the missing watercolor.

"Of course, Renault, as sympathetic as I am,

if I do not find the landscape, then I must fail you

this semester."

Jerry opened his locker.

The mess was still there. He hadn't torn down
the poster or removed the sneakers, letting them
remain there as symbols. Symbols of what? He
wasn't certain. Looking wistfully at the poster, he

pondered the damaged words: Do I dare disturb

the universe?
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The usual corridor pandemonium surrounded

him, slammed locker doors, wild yells and whistles,

pounding feet as the guys hurried to the after-

school activities, football, boxing, debating.

Do I dare disturb the universe?

Yes, I do, I do. I think.

Jerry suddenly understood the poster—the

solitary man on the beach standing upright and

alone and unafraid, poised at the moment of

making himself heard and known in the world, the

universe.
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Beautiful.

Brian Cochran added the totals again and

again, toying with them, playing with them, as if

he were a juggler and they were fascinating figures

of delight. He couldn't wait to report the totals

to Brother Leon.

In the past few days, the volume of sales had

risen staggeringly. Staggeringly was the correct

word. Brian felt as if he were drunk on the statis-

tics, the figures like liquor, making him light-

headed, giddy and dizzy.
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What had happened? He wasn't certain.

There was no single reason for the sudden turn-

about, the surprising upswing, the unexpected rash

of sales. But the proof of the change was not only

here in the figures before him but everywhere in

the school itself. Brian had witnessed the feverish

activity and how the chocolates had suddenly be-

come a vogue, a fad, the way hula hoops had caught

on when they were kids in the first or second grade,

the way demonstrations had been the big thing a

few years ago. Rumors indicated that The Vigils

had adopted the sale as a special crusade. And that

was possible, although Brian hadn't made any in-

quiries—he always steered clear of The Vigils.

However, he'd seen some of the more prominent

Vigil members waylaying kids in the corridors,

checking on their sales, whispering menacingly to

those who had sold only a few boxes. Each after-

noon, teams of fellows left the school, loaded down
with chocolates. They piled into automobiles and

drove off. Brian heard that the teams drove to

various sections of town and invaded neighbor-

hoods, ringing doorbells, banging on doors, a mas-

sive sales effort as if they were all encyclopedia

salesmen on commission, for crying out loud. Brian

heard reports that someone had gotten permission

to solicit at one of the local factories—four guys

had circulated through the place and sold three

hundred boxes in a couple of hours. The feverish

activity kept Brian hopping, maintaining the

records and then rushing down to the big boards

in the assembly to post the results. The hall had
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become the school's focal point. "Hey, look," a

kid had yelled out during the last posting. "Jimmy
Demers sold his fifty boxes."

That was the creepy aspect of the sale, the way
the credit was being distributed among all the

students. Brian didn't know whether this was fair

or not but he didn't argue about methods—Brother

Leon was interested in results and so was Brian.

And yet Brian was made uncomfortable by the

situation. A few minutes ago, Carter had walked

into the office with a fistful of money. Brian treated

Carter with utmost care—he was head of The
Vigils.

"Okay, kid," Carter had said, flinging the

money, bills and change, on the desk. "Here's the

returns. Seventy-five boxes sold—one hundred

fifty dollars. Count it."

"Right." Brian leaped to the task under

Carter's watchful gaze. His fingers trembled and

he cautioned himself to make no mistakes. Let it

be one-fifty exactly.

"Right on the nose," Brian reported.

And then came the weird part.

"Let me see the roster," Carter said.

Brian handed over the list of names, each

name with boxes beside it in which returns were

noted as they arrived, corresponding to the master

list on the big boards in the assembly hall. After

studying the roster for a few minutes, Carter told

Brian to credit various students with sales returns.

Brian made the entries as Carter called them out:

Huart, thirteen . . . DeLillo, nine . . . Lemoine . . .
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sixteen. And so on, until the entire seventy-five

boxes had been distributed among seven or eight

students.

"Those guys worked hard selling the choco-

lates," Carter said, a silly smile on his face. "I want

to make sure they get credit."

"Right," Brian said, not making waves. He
knew, of course, that none of the fellows chosen by

Carter had sold the chocolates. But that was not his

business.

"How many guys reached the fifty quota to-

day?" Carter asked.

Brian consulted his figures. "Six, counting

Huart and LeBlanc. Those sales they just made
put them over the top." Brian actually was able to

keep a straight face.

"Know what, Cochran? You're a bright boy.

You're cool. You catch on fast."

Fast? Hell, they'd been juggling the sales all

week long and Brian hadn't caught on for two

entire days. He was tempted now to ask Carter if

the campaign had turned into a Vigils project

—

like one of Archie Costello's assignments—but de-

cided to hold down his curiosity.

Before the afternoon had ended, the sale of

four hundred and seventy-five boxes had been re-

ceived—cold, cold cash—as the teams returned to

school with horns blowing, high with the hilarity

of success.

When Brother Leon arrived, they totaled the

sales together and discovered that fifteen thousand

and ten boxes of chocolates had been sold thus far.

Only five thousand to go—or four thousand, nine
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hundred and ninety to be exact, as Brother Leon

pointed out in that fussy meticulous way of his. But

Leon wasn't a problem today. He, too, seemed

giddy, high, his wet eyes sparkling with the success

of the sale.

He actually called Brian by his first name.

When Brian went to the assembly hall to post

the latest figures, a cheering bunch of fellows ap-

plauded as he made the entries. No one had ever

applauded Brian Cochran before and he felt like

a football hero, of all things.
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There was no necessity for the chocolate roll

call now because most of the students were bring-

ing their returns directly to Brian Cochran in the

office. But Brother Leon persisted anyway. The
Goober noticed that the teacher now took a de-

light in the process, making a big deal of it. He
read off the latest sales as reported to Brian Coch-

ran, reciting them to the class in detail, lingering

over the names and the totals, wringing as much
drama and satisfaction out of the situation as pos-
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sible. And he had stooges or frightened kids like

David Caroni who sang out their reports in the

classroom as Leon basked in the totals.

"Let's see, Hartnett," Leon said, shaking his

head in pleased surprise. "The report says you sold

fifteen boxes yesterday, bringing your total to

forty-three. Wonderful !" And he'd glanced slyly

at Jerry.

It was all ridiculous, of course, because Hart-

nett hadn't sold any chocolates at all. The sales had

been made by the teams of fellows who went out

every afternoon. The school had become chocolate

crazy. But not Goober. As a show of sympathy to

Jerry, he had decided to stop selling the chocolates

altogether and his total had remained unchanged

for the past week at twenty-seven. It was little

enough to do.

"Mallan," Leon was calling out.

"Seven."

"Let me see now, Mallan. Why, that brings

your total to forty-seven. Congratulations, Mallan.

I'm sure you'll be selling those three remaining

boxes today."

Goober shriveled in his seat. Next would be

Parmentier. And then Jerry. He glanced toward

Jerry, saw him sitting erect in his chair as if he was
looking forward to having his name called.

"Parmentier."

"Seven."

"Parmentier, Parmentier," Leon marveled.

"That makes your total, yes, by George, fifty!

You've made the quota, Parmentier. Good boy,

good boy! A round of cheers, gentlemen."
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Goober faked his cheer—little enough.

The pause. And then Leon's voice sang out,

"Renault!" That was the exact description—sang.

His voice exultant, lyrical. Goober realized Leon
didn't care now whether Jerry sold chocolates or

not.

"No," Jerry answered, his own voice clear

and forceful, ringing with a triumph of its own.

Maybe both of them could win. Maybe a

showdown could be averted, after all. The sale was

winding down. It could end in a stalemate and

eventually be forgotten, absorbed by other school

activities.

"Brother Leon."

All eyes turned to Harold Darcy who had

spoken.

"Yes, Harold."

"May I ask a question?"

A frown of annoyance from the teacher. He'd

been having such a great time that he resented the

interruption.

"Yes, yes, Darcy."

"Would you ask Renault why he isn't selling

the chocolates like everybody else?"

The sound of a car horn could be heard from

two or three blocks away. Brother Leon's face was

guarded. "Why do you want to know?" he asked.

"I figure it's my right to know. The right of

everybody to know." He looked around for sup-

port. Somebody called out, "Right on." Darcy

said, "Everybody else is doing his part, why isn't

Renault?"
"
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"Would you care to answer that, Renault?"

the teacher said, the moist eyes flashing, the malice

unmistakable.

Jerry paused, face flushed. "It's a free coun-

try," he said, words which touched off a ripple of

laughter. Someone snickered. Brother Leon looked

positively joyous and Goober felt nauseous.

"I'm afraid you'll have to be more original

than that, Renault," Brother Leon said, playing to

his audience, as usual.

Goober could see the color rising to Jerry's

cheeks. He was also aware of a change in the class,

a subtle alteration of mood and atmosphere. Until

this particular roll call, the class had been neutral,

indifferent toward Jerry's position, maintaining a

live-and-let-live attitude. Today however, the air

was filled with resentment. More than resent-

ment—hostility. Take Harold Darcy. Ordinarily

he was a regular kid, minding his own business

with no tinge of the crusader or fanatic about him.

And suddenly here he was challenging Jerry.

"Did you say this sale was voluntary, Brother

Leon?" Jerry asked.

"Yes," the teacher said, hanging back as if he

were trying to fade into the background, letting

Jerry betray himself with his own words.

"Then I don't feel that I have to sell the choco-

lates."

A ripple of resentment across the classroom.

"You think you're better than we are?" Darcy
shot out.

"No."
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"Then who do you think you are?" Phil

Beauvais asked.

"I'm Jerry Renault and I'm not going to sell

the chocolates."

Damn it, Goober thought. Why didn't he bend

a little? Just a little.

The bell rang. For a moment, the boys sat

there, waiting, knowing that the issue hadn't been

settled, something ominous in the waiting. Then
the moment broke and the boys began to push back

their chairs, rising from the desks, shuffling as

usual. No one looked at Jerry Renault. By the time

Goober got to the door, Jerry was walking swiftly

to his next class. A crowd of boys, Harold Darcy

among them, stood sullenly in the corridor, watch-

ing Jerry's progress down the hallway.

Later that afternoon, The Goober wandered

to the assembly hall, attracted by cheers and hoots.

He stood in the rear of the hall, watching as Brian

Cochran posted the latest returns. There were prob-

ably fifty or sixty guys in the place, unusual for that

time of day. Every time Cochran wrote in new
sales, the fellows burst forth in cheers, led by, of all

people, big bruising Carter who probably hadn't

sold any chocolates at all but had others do his

dirty work.

Brian Cochran consulted a sheet of paper he

held in his hand and then went to one of the three

big boards. Beside the name Roland Goubert, he

wrote down the number fifty.

For a moment, it didn't occur to The Goober
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who Roland Goubert was—he watched, fascinated,

unbelieving. And then—hey, that's me!

"Goober sold his fifty boxes," someone called.

Cheers, applause and ear-splitting whistles.

The Goober started to step forward in protest.

He had only sold twenty-seven boxes, damn it. He
had stopped at twenty-seven to show that he was

supporting Jerry, even though nobody knew, not

even Jerry. And now the whole thing evaporated

and he found himself sinking back in the shadows,

as if he could shrivel into invisibility. He didn't

want trouble. He'd had enough trouble, and he

had held on. But he knew his days at Trinity would

be numbered if he walked into that group of

jubilant guys and told them to erase the fifty beside

his name.

Out in the corridor, The Goober's breath came

fast. But otherwise he felt nothing. He willed

himself to feel nothing. He didn't feel rotten. He
didn't feel like a traitor. He didn't feel small and

cowardly. And if he didn't feel all these things,

then why was he crying all the way to his locker?
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"What's your hurry, kid
?"

It was a familiar voice—the voice of all the

bullies in the world, Harvey Cranch who used to

wait for Jerry outside the third grade at St. John's,

and Eddie Herman at summer camp who delighted

in the small tortures he inflicted on the younger kids

and the complete stranger who knocked him down
at the circus one summer and tore the ticket from

his hand. That was the voice he heard now: the

voice of all the bullies and troublemakers and wise

guys in the world. Mocking, goading, cajoling and
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looking for trouble. What's your hurry, kid? The
voice of the enemy.

Jerry looked at him. The kid stood before him

in defiant posture, feet planted firmly on the

ground, legs spread slightly apart, hands flat

against the sides of his legs as if he wore two-gun

holsters and was ready to draw, or as if he was a

karate expert with hands waiting to chop and slice.

Jerry didn't know a thing about karate, except in

his wildest dreams when he demolished his foes

without mercy.

"I asked you a question," the kid said.

Jerry recognized him now—a wise guy named

Janza. A freshman-baiter, somebody to stay away
from.

"I know you asked me a question," Jerry said,

sighing. He knew what was coming.

"What question?"

And there it was. The taunt, the beginning of

the old cat-and-mouse game.

"The question you asked me," Jerry countered

but knowing the futility of it. It didn't matter what
he said or how he said it. Janza was looking for an

opening and he'd find it.

"And what was it?"

"You wanted to know what was my hurry."

Janza smiled, having won his point, gained

his little victory. A smug superior smile spread

across his face, a knowing smile, as if he knew all

of Jerry's secrets, a lot of dirty things about him.

"Know what?" Janza asked.

Jerry waited.

"You look like a wise guy," Janza said.
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Why did the wise guys always accuse other

people of being wise guys?

"What makes you think I'm a wise guy?"

Jerry asked, trying to stall, hoping someone would
come along. He remembered how Mr. Phaneuf
had rescued him once when Harvey Cranch had
cornered him near the old man's barn. But there

was nobody around now. The football practice had

been miserable. He hadn't completed a pass and

the coach had finally dismissed him. This ain't

your day, Renault, take an early shower. Turning

away from the coach, Jerry had seen the secret

smirks, the quick smiles on the faces of the players

and had realized the truth. They'd dropped his

passes purposely, had refused to block. Now that

Goober had quit the team, there was no one he

could trust. More paranoia, he chided himself,

trudging along the pathway that led from the foot-

ball field to the gym. And had encountered Janza

who should have been out there practicing but had

been waiting for him.

"Why do I think you're a wise guy?" Janza

asked now. "Because you put on a big act, kid. You
try to get by with a sincerity act. But you're not

kidding me. You live in the closet." Janza smiled,

a knowing, this-is-just-between-us smile, intimate,

creepy.

"What do you mean—closet?"

Janza laughed, delighted, and touched Jerry's

cheek with his hand, a brief light touch, as if they

were old friends engaged in friendly conversation

on an October afternoon, leaves whirling around

them like giant confetti as the wind rose. Jerry
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figured he knew the meaning of Janza's light tap

—

Janza was aching for action, contact, violence. And
he was getting impatient. But he didn't want to

start the fight himself. He wanted to provoke Jerry

into beginning—that's the way bullies worked so

they could be held blameless after the slaughter.

He started it, they'd claim. Strangely enough,

Jerry felt as though he could actually beat Janza in

a fight. He could feel a gathering of outrage that

promised strength and endurance. But he didn't

want to fight. He didn't want to return to grammar
school violence, the cherished honor of the school-

yard that wasn't honor at all, the necessity of prov-

ing yourself by bloody noses and black eyes and

broken teeth. Mainly, he didn't want to fight for

the same reason he wasn't selling the chocolates

—

he wanted to make his own decisions, do his own
thing, like they said.

"This is what I mean by closet," Janza said,

his hand flicking out again, touching Jerry's cheek,

but lingering this time for the fraction of a second

in faint caress. "That you're hiding in there."

"Hiding what? Hiding from who?"
"From everybody. From 'yourself, even.

Hiding that deep dark secret."

"What secret?" Confused now.

"That you're a fairy. A queer. Living in the

closet, hiding away."

Vomit threatened Jerry's throat, a nauseous

geyser he could barely hold down.

"Hey, you're blushing," Janza said. "The
fairy's blushing . .

."

"Listen . .
." Jerry began but not knowing,
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really, how to begin or where. The worst thing in

the world—to be called queer.

"You listen," Janza said, cool now, knowing
he had struck a vulnerable spot. "You're polluting

Trinity. You won't sell the chocolates like every-

body else and now we find out you're a fairy." He
shook his head in mock, exaggerated admiration.

"You're really something, know that? Trinity has

tests and ways of weeding the homos out but you

were smart enough to get by, weren't you? You
must be creaming all over—wow, four hundred

ripe young bodies to rub against . .
."

"I'm not a fairy," Jerry cried.

"Kiss me," Janza said, puckering his lips

grotesquely.

"You son of a bitch," Jerry said.

The words hung on the air, verbal flags of

battle. And Janza smiled, a radiant smile of

triumph. This is what he'd wanted all along, of

course. This had been the reason for the encounter,

the insults.

"What did you call me?" Janza asked.

"A son of a bitch," Jerry said, measuring out

the words, saying them deliberately, eager now for

the fight.

Janza threw back his head and laughed. The
laughter surprised Jerry—he'd expected retalia-

tion. Instead, Janza stood there utterly relaxed,

hands on his hips, amused.

And that was when Jerry saw them. Three or

four of them emerging from bushes and shrubbery,

running, crouched, keeping themselves low. They
were small, pigmy-like, and they moved so swiftly
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toward him that he couldn't get a good look at

them, saw only a smear of smiling faces, smiling

evilly. More coming now, five or six others, slip-

ping into view from behind a cluster of pine trees,

and before Jerry could gird himself for a fight or

even raise his arms in defense, they were swarm-

ing all over him, hitting him high and low, tum-

bling him to the ground as if he was some kind of

helpless Gulliver. A dozen fists pummeled his

body, fingernails tore at his cheek and a finger

clawed at his eye. They wanted to blind him. They
wanted to kill him. Pain arrowed in his groin

—

somebody had kicked him there. The blows rained

upon him without mercy, with no let-up, and he

tried to curl up and make himself small, hiding

his face but somebody was pounding his head

furiously, stop, stop, another kick in his groin and

he couldn't hold down the vomit now, it was com-

ing and he tried to open his mouth to let it spray

forth. As he threw up, they let him go, someone

yelled "J esus
" m disgust and they withdrew. He

could hear their gasps, their running feet receding

although somebody stayed behind to kick him
again, this time in his lower back, the final sheet

of pain that drew a black curtain over his eyes.
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Sweet, sweet in the dark, safe. Dark and safe

and quiet. He dared not move. He was afraid that

his body would come loose, all his bones spilling

out like a building collapsing, like a picket fence

clattering apart. A small sound reached his ears

and he realized it was himself, crooning softly, as

if he were singing himself a lullaby. Suddenly, he

missed his mother. Her absence formed tears on

his cheeks. He hadn't cried at all from the beating,

had lain there on the ground for a few moments

after the brief blackout, and then had dragged
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himself up and made it agonizingly to the locker

room at school, walking as if on a tightrope and

one misstep would send him hurtling into depths

below: oblivion. He'd washed himself, cold water

like liquid fingernails inflaming the scratches on

his face. I won't sell their chocolates whether they

beat me up or not. And I'm not a fairy, not a queer.

He had stolen away from the school, not wanting

anyone to witness his painful passage down the

street to the bus stop. He kept his collar up, like a

criminal, like those men in newscasts being herded

into court. Funny, somebody does violence to you

but you're the one who has to hide, as if you're the

criminal. He shuffled to the back of the bus, grateful

that it wasn't one of the crowded school buses but

a maverick bus that appeared at odd hours. The
bus was full of old people, old women with blue

hair and big handbags and they pretended not to

see him, sailing their eyes askew from him as he

stalked to the rear of the bus, but their noses

wrinkled as they caught the smell of vomit when
he passed. Somehow, he'd made it home on the

jolting bus, made it to this quiet room where he

now sat, sun bleeding low in the sky and spurting

its veins on the den window. Dusk moved in. After

a while, he took a warm bath, soaking in the water.

Then he sat in the dark, quiet, letting himself

mend, not stirring, feeling a dull ache settle in his

bones now that the first waves of pain had moved
away. The clock struck six. He was glad that his

father was on the evening shift, at work until

eleven. He didn't want his father to see him with

these fresh cuts on his face, the bruises. Make it to
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the bedroom, he urged himself, undress, curl into

cool sheets, tell him I came home sick, must be a

virus, twenty-four hour flu, and keep my face hid-

den.

The telephone rang.

Oh no, he protested.

Let me alone.

The ringing continued, mocking him the way
Janza had mocked him.

Let it be, let it be, like the Beatles sang.

Still ringing.

And he saw suddenly that he must answer.

They didn't want him to answer this time. They
wanted to think that he was incapacitated, injured,

unable to make it to the phone.

Jerry lifted himself from the bed, surprised at

his mobility, and made his way through the living

room to the phone. Don't stop ringing now, he said,

don't stop ringing. I want to show them.

"Hello." Forcing strength into his voice.

Silence.

"I'm here," he said, shouting the words.

Silence again. Then the lewd chuckle. And
the dial tone.

"Jerry ... oh Jerry . .
."

"Yoohoo, Jerree. .

."

The apartment Jerry and his father occupied

was three floors above street level and the voices

calling Jerry's name reached him faintly, barely

penetrating the closed windows. That distant

quality also gave the voices a ghostly resonance,
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like someone calling from the grave. In fact, he

hadn't been certain at first that his name was being

called. Slouched at the kitchen table, forcing him-

self to sip Campbell's Chicken Broth, he heard

the voices and thought they were the sound of kids

playing in the street. Then he heard distinctly

—

"Hey, Jerry ..."

"Whatcha doing, Jerry?"

"Come on out and play, Jerry."

Ghostly voices from the past recalling when
he was a little boy and the kids in the neighborhood

came to the back door after supper calling him to

go out and play. That was in the sweet time when
he and his parents lived together in the house with

the big backyard and a front lawn his father never

got tired of mowing and watering.

"Hey, Jerry

But these voices calling now were not friendly

after-supper voices but nighttime voices, taunting

and teasing and threatening.

Jerry went into the living room and looked

down cautiously, careful not to be seen. The street

was deserted except for a couple of parked cars.

And still the voices sang.

"Jerree . .
."

"Come out and play, Jerry . .
."

A parody of those long ago childhood plead-

ings.

Peering out again, Jerry saw a shooting star in

reverse. It split the darkness and he heard the dull

plunk as a stone, not a star at all, hit the wall of the

building near the window.

"Yoo hoo, Jerree . .
."
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He squinted at the street below but the boys

were well hidden. Then he saw a spray of light

sweeping the trees and shrubs across the street. A
pale face flared in the darkness as the ray of a

flashlight caught and held it for a moment. The
face disappeared in the night. Jerry recognized

the plodding gait of the building custodian who
evidently had been drawn out of his basement

apartment by the voices. His flashlight swept the

street.

"Who's there?" he shouted. "I'm gonna get

the police . .
."

"Bye, bye, Jerry," a voice called.

"See you later, Jerry." Fading into the dark.

The telephone ruptured the night. Jerry

groped upward from sleep, reaching for the sound.

Instantly awake, he glanced at the alarm clock's

luminous face. Two-thirty.

Painfully, his muscles and bones protesting,

he lifted himself from the mattress and poised, on

one elbow, to thrust himself from the bed.

The ringing persisted, ridiculously loud in the

stillness of night. Jerry's feet touched the floor and

he padded toward the sound.

But his father was already at the phone. He
glanced toward Jerry and Jerry drew back into the

shadows, keeping his face hidden.

"Madmen loose in the world," his father mut-

tered, standing there with his hand on the phone.

"If you let it ring, they get their kicks. If you an-

swer, they hang up and still get their kicks. And then

start all over again."
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The harassment had taken toll on his father's

face, his hair disheveled, purple crescents under his

eyes.

"Take the phone off the hook, Dad."

His father sighed, nodded assent. "That's giv-

ing in to them, Jerry. But what the hell. Who are

them, anyway?" His father lifted the receiver, hold-

ing it to his ear for a moment, then turned to Jerry.

"The same thing, that crazy laugh and then the dial

tone." He placed the receiver on the table. "I'll re-

port it to the telephone company in the morning."

Peering in at Jerry, he said, "You okay, Jerry?"

"Fine. I'm just fine, Dad."

His father rubbed his eyes, wearily.

"Get some sleep, Jerry. A football player needs

his sleep." Trying to keep it light.

"Right, Dad."

Compassion for his father welled in Jerry.

Should he tell his father what it was all about? But

he didn't want to involve him. His father had given

in, taken the receiver off the hook, and that was de-

feat enough. He didn't want him to risk more.

In bed once more, small in the dark, Jerry

willed his body to loosen, to relax. After a while,

sleep plucked at him with soft fingers, soothing

away the ache. But the phone rang in his dreams

all nightlong.
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"Janza, can't you do anything right?"

"What the hell are you talking about? By the

time we got through with him, he'd been willing to

sell a million boxes of chocolates.

"

"I mean those kids. I didn't tell you to make
it a gang bang."

"That was a stroke of genius, Archie. That's

what I thought it was. Let him get beat up by a

bunch of kids. Psychological—isn't that what
you're always talking about?"
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"Where'd you get them? I don't want out-

siders involved in this."

"Some animals from my neighborhood.

They'd beat up their own grandmothers for a

quarter."

"Did you use the queer pitch on him?"

"You were right, Archie. You called it beau-

tiful. That really spaced him out. Hey, Archie,

he isn't queer, is he?"

"Of course not. That's why he blew up. If you

want to get under a guy's skin, accuse him of being

something he isn't. Otherwise, you're only telling

him something he knows."

The silence on the phone indicated Emile's

appreciation of Archie's genius.

"What's next, Archie?"

"Let's cool it, Emile. I want to keep you in

reserve. We've got some other stuff going now."

"I was just starting to enjoy myself."

"You'll have other chances, Emile."

"Hey Archie."

"Yes, Emile."

"How about the picture?"

"Suppose I told you there was no picture,

Emile? That there was no film in the camera that

day . .
."

Wow, that Archie. Full of surprises. But was

he kidding around? Or telling the truth?

"I don't know, Archie."

"Emile, stick with me. All the way. And you

can't go wrong. We need men like you."

Emile swelled with pride. Was Archie talking
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about The Vigils? And was there really no photo-

graph after all? What a relief that would be!

"You can count on me, Archie."

"I know that, Emile."

But after he'd hung up, Emile thought:

Archie, that bastard.
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Suddenly, he was invisible, without body,

without structure, a ghost passing transparently

through the hours. He'd made the discovery on the

bus going to school. Eyes avoiding his. Looking

away. Kids giving him wide berth. Ignoring him,

as if he wasn't there. And he realized that he really

wasn't there, as far as they were concerned. It was

as if he were the carrier of a terrible disease and

nobody wanted to become contaminated. And so

they rendered him invisible, eliminating him from

their presence. All the way to school he sat alone,
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his wounded cheek pressed against the cool glass

of the window.

The chill of morning hurried him up the walk

to the school entrance. He spotted Tony Santucci.

Purely from instinct, Jerry nodded hello. Tony's

face was usually a mirror, reflecting back whatever

greeted him—a smile for a smile, a frown for a

frown. But now he stared at Jerry. Not really

stared. Actually, he wasn't looking at Jerry but

through him as if Jerry were a window, a doorway.

And then Tony Santucci fled the scene, into the

school.

Jerry's progress through the corridor was like

the parting of the Red Sea. Nobody brushed

against him. Guys stepped out of his path, giving

him passage, as if reacting to some secret signal.

Jerry felt as though he could walk through a wall

and emerge untouched on the other side.

He opened his locker—the mess was gone. The
desecrated poster had been removed and the wall

scrubbed clean. The sneakers were gone. The
locker had an air of absence, of being unoccupied.

He thought, maybe I should look in a mirror, see

if I'm still here. But he was still here, all right. His

cheek still stung with pain. Staring at the inside

of the locker, like looking into an upright coffin, he

felt as though someone was trying to obliterate him,

remove all traces of his existence, his presence in

the school. Or was he becoming paranoid?

In the classrooms, the teachers also seemed to

be part of the conspiracy. They let their eyes slide

over him, looking elsewhere when Jerry tried to

catch their attention. Once, he waved his hand
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frantically to answer a question but the teacher

ignored him. And yet it was hard to tell about

teachers—they were mysterious, they could sense

when something unusual was going on. Like today.

The kids are giving Renault the freeze so let's go

along with it.

Resigning himself to the freeze, Jerry drifted

through the day. After a while, he began to enjoy

his invisibility. He was able to relax. There was

no longer any need to be on his guard, or afraid

of being attacked. He was tired of being afraid,

tired of being intimidated.

Between classes, Jerry searched for The
Goober but didn't find him. Goober would have

established reality once again, planted Jerry sol-

idly in the world once more. But Goober was ab-

sent from school and Jerry figured it was just as

well. He didn't want anybody else getting involved

in his trouble. It was enough that the phone calls

had involved his father. He thought of his father

standing at the phone last night, haunted by the

persistent ringing, and he thought, I should have

sold the chocolates, after all. He didn't want his

father's universe to be disturbed and he wanted

his own to be put in order again.

After the last class that morning, Jerry walked
freely down the corridor, headed for the cafeteria,

swinging along with the crowd, enjoying his ab-

sence of identity. Approaching the stairs, he felt

himself pushed from behind and he pitched for-

ward, off balance. He began to fall, the stairs slant-

ing dangerously before him. Somehow, he man-
aged to grab the railing. He held on, pressing his
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body against the wall. As the stream of guys

thudded past, he heard someone snicker, someone

else hiss.

He knew he wasn't invisible any longer.

Brother Leon entered the office at the moment
Brian Cochran finished his final tabulation. The
end. The last total of them all. He looked up at the

teacher, delighted with the timing of his arrival.

"Brother Leon, it's all over," Brian an-

nounced, triumph in his voice.

The teacher blinked rapidly, his face like a

cash register that wasn't working. "Over?"

"The sale." Brian slapped down the sheet of

paper. "Finished. Done with."

Brian watched the information sinking in.

Leon took a deep breath and lowered himself into

his chair. For an instant, Brian observed relief

sweeping the teacher's face, as if a huge burden

had been lifted from him. But it was only a brief

glimpse. He looked at Brian sharply. "Are you

sure?" he asked.

"Positive. And listen, Brother Leon. The
money—it's amazing. Ninety-eight per cent has

been turned in."

Leon stood up. "Let's check the figures," he

said.

Anger surged through Brian. Couldn't the

teacher let down for one minute? Couldn't he say

"good job?" or "thank God?" Or something? In-

stead, "let's check the figures."

Leon's rancid breath—didn't he ever eat any-

thing else but bacon, for crissakes—filled the air
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as he stood beside Brian looking over the tabula-

tions.

"There's only one thing," Brian said, hesitat-

ing to bring the subject up.

Leon caught the boy's doubt. "What's the

matter?" he asked, more angry than curious, as if

he anticipated an error on Brian's part.

"It's the freshman, Brother Leon."

"Renault? What about him?"

"Well, he still hasn't sold his chocolates. And
it's weird, really weird."

"What's so weird about it, Cochran? The
boy's obviously a misfit. He tried in his small in-

effectual way to damage the sale and he succeeded

in doing the opposite. The school rallied against

him."

"But it's still weird. Our sales total comes to

exactly nineteen thousand, nine hundred fifty

boxes. Right on the nose. And that's practically

impossible. I mean, there's always some spoilage,

some boxes get lost or stolen. It's impossible to

account for every single box. But this comes out

right on the dot. With exactly fifty boxes missing

—Renault's fifty."

"If Renault didn't sell them, then obviously

they are not sold. And that's why there are fifty

missing boxes," Leon said, his voice slow and rea-

sonable, as if Brian were five years old.

Brian realized that Brother Leon didn't want

to see the truth. He was only interested in the re-

sults of the sale, knowing that his previous nine-

teen thousand, nine hundred fifty boxes had been

sold and he was off the hook. He'd probably be
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promoted, become Headmaster. Brian was glad

he wouldn't be here next year, particularly if Leon

became permanent Headmaster.

"You see what's important here, Cochran?"

Leon asked, assuming his classroom voice. "School

spirit. We have disproven a law of nature—one

rotten apple does not spoil the barrel. Not if we
have determination, a noble cause, a spirit of

brotherhood . .
."

Brian sighed, looking down at his fingers,

tuning Leon out, letting the words fall meaning-

lessly on his ears. He thought of Renault, that

strange stubborn kid. Was Leon right, after all?

That the school was more important than any one

kid? But weren't individuals important, too? He
thought of Renault standing alone against the

school, The Vigils, everybody.

Ah, the hell with it, Brian thought as Leon's

voice droned on sanctimoniously. The sale was

over and his job as treasurer was over. He wouldn't

be involved with Leon or Archie or even Renault

anymore. Thank God for little favors.

"You got the fifty boxes set aside, Obie?"

"Yes, Archie."

"Beautiful."

"What's it all about, Archie?"

"We're having an assembly, Obie. Tomorrow
night. A special assembly. To report on the choco-

late sale. At the athletic field."

"Why the athletic field, Archie? Why not the

school?"

"Because this assembly is strictly for the stu-
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dent body, Obie. The brothers are not involved.

But everybody else will be there."

"Everybody?"

"Everybody."

"Renault?"

"He'll be there, Obie, he'll be there."

"You're really something else, Archie, you

know that?"

"I know that, Obie."

"Pardon me for asking, Archie . .
."

"Ask away, Obie."

"What do you want Renault there for?"

"To give him a chance. A chance to get rid

of his chocolates, old buddy."

"I'm not your old buddy, Archie."

"I know that, Obie."

"And how's Renault going to get rid of his

chocolates, Archie?"

"He's going to raffle them off."

"A raffle?"

"A raffle, Obie."
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A raffle, for crying out loud.

But what a raffle!

A raffle like no other in Trinity's history, in

any school's history.

Archie, the architect of the event, watched

the proceedings—the stadium filling up, the kids

streaming in, the slips of paper being sold, passed

back and forth, the lights dispelling some of the

cool of the autumn evening. He stood near the

improvised stage that Carter and The Vigils had

erected that afternoon under Archie's direction

—

an old boxing ring resurrected from the bowels
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of the bleachers and restored to its former use ex-

cept for the absence of ropes. The platform stood

directly at the fifty-yard line close to the stands

so that each kid would see everything and wouldn't

miss any of the action. That was Archie. Give

them their money's worth.

The athletic field was at least a quarter of a

mile from the school and the residence where the

brothers lived. But Archie had taken no chances.

He had disguised the event as a football rally,

strictly for students, without the inhibition of the

teachers being present. They had arranged for the

sweet-faced kid, Caroni, to ask for permission

—

Caroni who looked like a choirboy. What teacher

could refuse him? And now the moment was at

hand, the kids arriving, the air crisp and cool,

excitement shivering through the crowd—and

Renault and Janza there in the ring, glancing un-

easily at each other.

Archie always marveled at things like this,

things he had arranged and manipulated. For in-

stance, all these guys tonight would be doing some-

thing else except for Archie who had been able

to alter their actions. And all it took was a little

bit of Archie's imagination and two phone calls.

The first call had been to Renault, the second

to Janza. But Janza's call had been simply rou-

tine. Archie knew he could shape Janza's actions

the way he could shape a piece of clay. But the

call to Renault had required the right moves, re-

sourcefulness and a little touch of Archie in the

night. Shakespeare yet, Archie chuckled.

The phone must have rung, oh, fifty times and
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Archie hadn't blamed the kid for not rushing to

lift the receiver. But persistence paid off and fi-

nally there was Renault on the line, the quiet

hello, the calm voice but something else, something

else. Archie had detected another quality in the

voice—a deadly calm, determination. Beautiful.

The kid was ready. Archie had soared with tri-

umph. The kid wanted to come out and fight. He
wanted action.

"Want to get even, Renault?" Archie goaded.

"Strike back? Get revenge? Show them what you

think of their goddam chocolates?"

"How do I do that?" The voice was guarded

but interested. Definitely interested.

"Easy, easy," Archie responded, "if you're not

chicken, that is." The needle, always the needle.

Renault was silent.

"There's a guy named Janza. He's really a

rotten kid, no class at all. He's not much more
than an animal. And word has gotten around that

he needed the help of a bunch of kids to make you

fall in line. So I figure we ought to settle the mat-

ter. At an assembly at the athletic field. Boxing

gloves. Everything under control. Here's a way to

get even with everybody, Renault."

"With you too, Archie?"

"Me?" The voice innocent and sweet. "Hell,

why me? I was only carrying out my job. I gave

you an assignment—don't sell the chocolates—and

then I gave you another—sell them. You did the

rest, kid. I didn't beat you up. I don't believe in

violence. But you touched off the fireworks . .
."

Silence on the line again. Archie pressed on,
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softening his voice, cajoling, leading him on.

"Look, kid, I'm giving you this choice because I

believe in fair play. Here's a chance to end it all

and get on with other things. Christ, there's more

to life than a lousy chocolate sale. You and Janza

alone in the ring, facing each other fair and square.

And that's it, finished, the end, all done. I guaran-

tee it. Archie guarantees it"

And the kid had fallen for it, hook, line and

sinker, although the conversation had gone back

and forth for a while. Archie had been patient.

Patience always paid off. And he had won, of

course.

Now, surveying his handiwork, the crowded

bleachers, the frantic comings and goings as the

raffle tickets were bought and sold and the direc-

tions scrawled on the tickets, Archie exulted

quietly. He had successfully conned Renault and

Leon and The Vigils and the whole damn school.

I can con anybody. I am Archie.

Pretend you're a spotlight, Obie told himself,

a spotlight sweeping the place, stopping here and

there, and lingering at other places, picking up

the highlights of the thing, this momentous occa-

sion. Because, let's admit it, this is an important

event and Archie, that bastard, that clever clever

bastard, has done it again. Look at him down there

near the fight ring, like he's king of all he surveys.

And he is, of course. He's got Renault there, pale

and tense as if he's facing a firing squad, and

Janza, the animal, a chained animal waiting to

spring loose.
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Obie, the spotlight, concentrated on Renault.

Poor dumb doomed kid. He can't win and he

doesn't know it. Not from Archie. Nobody wins

from Archie. Archie, who'd been going down to

defeat—what a great scene that had been, the last

Vigils meeting when he'd stood there humiliated

—but now he was on top again, all the chocolates

sold, in charge once more, the entire school in the

palm of his hand. All of which proves that the

meek don't inherit the earth. Not very original.

Archie must have said it at one time or another.

Don't move. Not a muscle. Just wait. Wait it

out, wait and see.

Jerry's left leg had fallen asleep.

How can your leg fall asleep when you're

standing up?

/ don't know. But it's asleep.

Nerves, maybe. Tension.

At any rate, small darts stung his legs and he

had to fight to keep from moving. He didn't dare

move, afraid he would fall apart if he moved.

He knew now that it had been a mistake

coming here, that Archie had faked him out,

tricked him. For a few moments while Archie's

voice whispered enticingly of sweet revenge, sug-

gesting the fight as a way of ending it all, Jerry

had actually believed it was possible, possible to

beat Janza and the school and even Archie. He
had thought of his father and the terrible look of

defeat when he had listened on the phone the other

night and finally placed the receiver on the table,

giving up. I'm not giving up, Jerry had pledged,
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listening to Archie's goading voice. He also ached

for a chance to confront Janza. Janza who had

called him a fairy.

So, he had agreed to meet Janza in a fight

and already Archie had doublecrossed him. Had
doublecrossed Janza as well. He'd allowed them

to be led onto the platform, stripped to the waist,

shivering slightly in the evening air, given boxing

gloves. And then Archie, his eyes sparkling with

triumph and malice, had explained the rules.

Those rules!

Jerry had been about to protest when Janza

opened his mouth. "It's okay with me. I can beat

this kid any way you want."

And Jerry saw, to his dismay, that Archie

had counted on Janza's reaction, had counted on

the guys filing into the stadium. He had known
that Jerry couldn't back away now—he had come
too far. Archie had bestowed one of his sickly

sweet smiles on Jerry. "What do you say, Ren-

ault? Do you accept the rules?"

What could he say? After the phone calls and

the beating. After the desecration of his locker.

The silent treatment. Pushed downstairs. What
they did to Goober, to Brother Eugene. What guys

like Archie and Janza did to the school. What
they would do to the world when they left Trinity.

Jerry tightened his body in determination. At
least this was his chance to strike back, to hit out.

Despite the odds Archie had set up with the raf-

fle tickets.

"Okay," Jerry had said.

Now, standing here, one leg half asleep, nau-
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sea threatening his stomach, the night chilling his

flesh, Jerry wondered if he hadn't lost the mo-

ment he had said okay.

The raffle tickets were selling like dirty pic-

tures.

Brian Cochran was amazed but he shouldn't

have been—he was getting used to being amazed
where Archie Costello was concerned. First the

chocolate sale. And now this—this wacky raffle.

Never anything like it at Trinity. Or anywhere.

And he had to admit that he was kind of enjoying

himself even though he had protested when
Archie approached him this afternoon, asking him
to take charge of the raffle. "You did great with

the chocolates," Archie said. The compliment

melted Brian's opposition. Besides, he was scared

stiff of Archie and The Vigils. Personal survival,

that's what Brian believed in.

He had been seized by doubt again when
Archie explained how the fight and the raffle

would work. How are you going to get Renault

and Janza to do it? That's what Brian wanted to

know. Easy, Archie assured him. Renault's look-

ing for revenge and Janza's a beast. And they can't

back down with the whole school looking on.

Then Archie's voice had gone cold again and

Brian had shriveled inside. "You just do your job,

Cochran, sell the tickets. And leave the details to

me." So Brian had lined up a bunch of kids to do

the selling. And Archie had been right, of course,

because there they were, Renault and Janza up
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there on the platform, and the tickets were selling

like there was no tomorrow.

Emile Janza was tired of being treated like

one of the bad guys. That's the way Archie made
him feel. "Hey, animal," Archie would say. Emile

wasn't an animal. He had feelings like everybody

else. Like the guy in the Shakespeare thing in

English I, "Cut me, do I not bleed?" All right,

so he liked to screw around a little, get under peo-

ple's skin. That was human nature, wasn't it? A
guy had to protect himself at all times. Get them

before they get you. Keep people guessing—and

afraid. Like Archie with his rotten picture that

didn't even exist. Archie had convinced him that

there was no picture, after all. How could there

be a picture, Emile, Archie'd reasoned. Remem-
ber how dim it was in the John that day? And I

didn't have a flash. And there wasn't any film in

the camera. And if there had been, I didn't have

time to focus. The truth had both relieved Emile

and made him mad as hell. But Archie had pointed

out that Emile should be mad at people like Ren-

ault. Hell, Emile, guys like Renault are your en-

emy, not guys like me. They're the squares, Emile,

they're the ones who screw it up for us, who blow

the whistle, who make the rules. Then Archie had

provided the climax, the door-slammer—besides,

the guys are starting to talk about how Renault

was beaten up, how you needed the help of others

and couldn't do it yourself . . .

Emile looked across the stage at Renault. He
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longed for combat. To prove himself in front of

the whole school. The hell with that psychology

crap Archie had made him use—telling Renault

he was a fairy. He should have used his fists, not

his mouth.

He was impatient to get started. To wreck

Renault in front of everybody, no matter what was

written down on the raffle tickets.

And in a corner of his mind, there still lurked

the doubt—did Archie have that picture of him
in the John, after all?
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Those raffle tickets.

Wow! Terrific!

Archie hadn't seen any that had been filled

out yet and he stopped one of the guys who'd been

recruited as a salesman by Brian Cochran.

"Let's see," Archie said, holding out his hand.

The kid was quick to comply and Archie was

pleased at his submissiveness. I am Archie. My
wish becomes command.

The sound of the restless audience in his ears,
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Archie scrutinized the paper. Scrawled there, the

words

Janza

Right To Jaw
Jimmy Demers

That was the simple, stunning beauty of the

raffle, the unexpected twist that Archie Costello

was famous for, what they always knew Archie

could do—top himself. In one stroke, Archie had

forced Renault to show up here, to become part

of the chocolate sale, and he also placed Renault

at the mercy of the school, the students. The fight-

ers on the platform would have no will of their

own. They would have to fight the way the guys

in the bleachers directed them. Everybody who
bought a ticket—and who could refuse?—had a

chance to be involved in the fight, to watch two

guys battering each other while they were at a

safe distance, with no danger of getting hurt. The
risky part had been getting Renault here tonight.

Once he was on the platform Archie knew he

could not refuse to go on, even when he heard

about the tickets. And that's the way it worked out.

Beautiful.

Carter approached. "They're really selling,

Archie," he said. Carter appreciated the fight con-

cept. He loved boxing. He had, in fact, bought two

tickets and had gotten a kick out of deciding which

blows he would call for. He'd finally decided on

a right cross to the jaw and an uppercut. At the

last moment, he'd almost assigned the blows to

Renault—give the kid a break. But Obie was
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standing nearby, Obie who stuck his nose in every-

body else's business. So Carter had written in

Janza's name. Janza, the beast, always ready to

jump when Archie said jump.

"Looks like a beautiful night," Archie said

now, smugly, that know-it-all attitude Carter

hated. "You see, Carter, I told you everybody was

pushing panic buttons for nothing."

"I don't know how you do it, Archie," Carter

was forced to admit.

"Simple, Carter, simple." Archie reveled in

the moment, basking in Carter's admiration, Car-

ter who had humiliated him at The Vigils meet-

ing. Someday he'd get even with Carter but at the

moment it was satisfying enough to have Carter

regarding him with awe and envy. "You see, Car-

ter, people are two things: greedy and cruel. So

we have a perfect set-up here. The greed part—

a

kid pays a buck for a chance to win a hundred.

Plus fifty boxes of chocolates. The cruel part

—

watching two guys hitting each other, maybe hurt-

ing each other, while they're safe in the bleachers.

That's why it works, Carter, because we're all bas-

tards."

Carter disguised his disgust. Archie repelled

him in many ways but most of all by the way he

made everybody feel dirty, contaminated, pol-

luted. As if there was no goodness at all in the

world. And yet Carter had to admit that he was
looking forward to the fight, that he himself had
bought not one but two tickets. Did that make him
like everybody else—greedy and cruel, as Archie
said? The question surprised him. Hell, he'd al-
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ways thought of himself as one of the good guys.

He had often used his position as president of The
Vigils to keep control of Archie, to prevent him
from going overboard on assignments. But did

that make him one of the good guys? The question

bothered Carter. That's what he hated about

Archie. He made you feel guilty all the time.

Christ, the world couldn't be as bad as Archie

said it was. But hearing the shouts of the kids in

the bleachers, impatient for the fight to get under-

way, Carter wondered.

Archie watched Carter drift away, looking

troubled and perplexed. Great. Burning with

jealousy. And who wouldn't be jealous of someone

like Archie who always came out on top?

Cochran reported. "All sold out, Archie."

Archie nodded, assuming the role of the si-

lent hero.

The moment was here.

Archie lifted his head toward the bleachers

and it seemed to be some kind of signal. A ripple

went through the crowd, a quickening of tempo,

a sweep of suspense. All eyes were directed to the

platform where Renault and Janza stood at diag-

onal corners.

In front of the platform stood a pyramid of

chocolates—the last fifty boxes. The stadium lights

burned bright.

Carter, gavel in hand, walked to the center

of the platform. There was nothing to bang the

gavel on so he simply raised it in the air.

The audience responded with applause, im-
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patient shoutings, catcalls. "Let's go," someone

yelled.

Carter gestured for silence.

But the silence had already fallen.

Archie, walking toward the platform for a

close view of the proceedings, sucked in his breath,

as if he were sipping this sweetest of all events.

But he exhaled in surprise and stopped in his tracks

as he saw Obie walk on the platform carrying the

black box in his hands.

Obie smiled maliciously when he caught

Archie standing there in surprise, his mouth wide

open in astonishment. No one ever surprised the

great Archie that way, and Obie's moment of tri-

umph was a thing of beauty. He nodded toward

Carter who was on his way to escort Archie to the

platform.

Carter had been doubtful about using the

black box, pointing out that this was not a Vigils

meeting. How can we make Archie try for the

marbles?

Obie had the answer, the kind of answer

Archie himself would have given. "Because there

are four hundred kids out there yelling for blood.

And they don't care whose blood it is anymore.

Everybody in the school knows about the black

box—how can Archie back down?"
Carter pointed out that there was no guaran-

tee that Archie would pull out the black marble.

The black would mean he'd have to take on the

position of one of the fighters. But there were five

white marbles and only one black marble in the
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box. Archie's luck had held up throughout his

career as The Assigner—he had never drawn the

black one.

"The law of averages," Obie had said to Car-

ter. "He's going to have to draw two marbles

—

one for Renault, the other for Janza."

Carter had gazed steadily at Obie. "We
couldn't . . .

?" His voice curled into a question

mark.

"We can't fix it, no way. Where could I find

six black marbles, for crying out loud? Anyway,

Archie is too smart—we could never con him.

But we can throw one hell of a scare into him.

And who knows? Maybe his luck has run out."

Thus, the agreement. Obie would emerge with

the black box at the moment before the drawings

and the fight began. And that's exactly what he

was doing now, crossing to the center of the plat-

form as Carter went down to meet Archie.

"You guys are really something else, aren't

you?" Archie said, pulling away from Carter's

grip. "I can walk up there alone, Carter. And I'll

walk back again, too."

Archie's fury was a cold hard ball in his

chest but he played it cool. As usual. He had a

feeling nothing could go wrong. I am Archie.

The sight of the black box stunned the gather-

ing into a silence more deep than before. Only

members of The Vigils and their victims had seen

it. In the garish stadium light, the box was re-

vealed as worn and threadbare, a small wooden

container that might have been a discarded jew-

elry box. And yet it was a legend in the school.
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For potential victims, it was possible deliverance,

protection, a weapon to be used against the might

of The Vigils. Others doubted its existence: Archie

Costello would never allow that sort of thing. But

here was the black box now. Out in the open. In

front of the whole frigging school. And Archie

Costello looking at it, reaching out his hand to

draw the marble.

The ceremony took only a minute or so be-

cause Archie insisted on getting it over quickly

before anyone knew what was going on. The less

drama, the better. Don't let Obie and Carter build

it up. Thus, before any protest could be made,

Archie had shot his hand out and pulled a marble

from the box. White. Obie's jaw dropped in sur-

prise. Things were moving too fast. He'd wanted

Archie to squirm; he'd wanted the audience to

realize what was going on here. He'd wanted to

prolong the ceremony, get as much of the drama
and suspense out of the situation as possible.

Archie's hand shot out again and it was too

late for Obie to prevent the action. He drew in

his breath.

The marble was hidden in Archie's closed

fist. He held the fist out, toward the audience.

Archie held his back stiff. The marble had to be

white. He hadn't come this far to be denied at the

last moment. He let a smile play over his lips as

he faced the audience, gambling everything in his

show of confidence.

He opened his palm and held up the marble

for all to see.

White.
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The Goober arrived at the last moment and

made his way through the turmoil to the top of

the bleachers. He'd been reluctant to come. He
had washed his hands of the school and its cruel-

ties and hadn't wanted to witness Jerry's daily

humiliations. The school also reminded him of his

own betrayals and defections. For three days, he'd

been home in bed. Sick. He wasn't at all sure

whether he'd really been sick or whether his con-

science had revolted, infecting his body, leaving

him weak and nauseous. At any rate, the bed had
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become his private world, a small safe place with-

out people, without The Vigils, without Brother

Leon, a world with no chocolates to sell, no rooms

to destroy, no people to destroy. But one of the guys

called up and told him about the fight between

Jerry and Janza. And how the raffle tickets would

control the fight. The Goober had moaned in pro-

test. The bed had become unbearable. He had

tossed and turned all day, prowling the bed like

an animal seeking sleep, oblivion. He didn't want

to go to the fight—Jerry couldn't possibly win.

But he couldn't stay in bed, either. Finally, des-

perate, he had gotten out of bed, and dressed hur-

riedly, ignoring the protests of his parents. He
had taken the bus across town and walked half a

mile to the stadium. Now, he huddled in the seat,

looking down at the platform, listening to Carter

explaining the rules of the crazy fight. Terrible.

".
. . and the kid whose written blow is the

one that ends the fight, either by knockout or sur-

render, receives the prize . .
."

But the crowd was impatient for the action

to begin. Goober looked around. These fellows in

the stands were known to him, they were class-

mates, but suddenly they'd become strangers. They
stared feverishly down at the platform. Some of

them were yelling. "Kill 'em, kill 'em . .
." The

Goober shivered in the night.

Carter advanced to the center of the platform

where Obie held a cardboard carton. Carter

reached in and pulled out a piece of paper. "John
Tussier," he called. "He's written down Renault's

name." Murmurs of disappointment, a few scat-
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tered boos. "He wants Renault to hit Janza with

a right to the jaw."

Silence fell. The moment of truth. Renault

and Janza faced each other, an arm's reach away.

They had been standing in the traditional pose of

fighters, gloves raised, ready for battle but a pa-

thetic parody of professional fighters. Now Janza

followed the rules. He lowered his arms, prepared

to take Jerry's blow without resistance.

Jerry hunched his shoulders, cocked his fist.

He had been waiting for this moment, ever since

Archie's voice had taunted him on the telephone.

But he hesitated now. How could he hit anyone,

even an animal like Janza, in cold blood? I'm not

a fighter, he protested silently. Then think of how
Janza let those kids beat you up.

The crowd was restless. "Action, action,"

someone called. And the cry was taken up by

others.

"What's the matter, fairy?" Janza taunted.

"Afraid you might hurt your little hand hitting

great big Emile?"

Jerry sent his fist sailing toward Janza's jaw,

but he had swung too quickly, without sufficient

aim. The blow almost missed its target, finally

brushing Janza's jaw ineffectually. Janza grinned.

Boos filled the air. "Fix," someone called.

Carter motioned to Obie to bring the box out

quickly. He sensed the impatience of the crowd.

They had paid their money and they wanted ac-

tion. He hoped Janza's name would be on this

slip. And it was. A kid named Marty Heller had

ordered Janza to hit Renault with a right upper-



239*

cut to the jaw. Carter sang out the command.

Jerry planted himself, like a tree.

Janza got ready, insulted by the cries of fix.

Just because Renault was chicken. I'm not chicken,

I'll show them. He had to prove that this was a

genuine contest. If Renault wouldn't fight, then

at least Emile Janza would.

He struck Jerry with all the force he could

summon, the impact of the blow coming from his

feet, up through his legs and thighs, the trunk of

his body, the power pulsing through his body like

some elemental force until it erupted through his

arm, exploding into his fist.

Jerry had girded himself for the blow but it

took him by surprise with its savagery and vicious-

ness. The entire planet was jarred for a moment,

the stadium swaying, the lights dancing. The pain

in his neck was excruciating—his head had

snapped back from the impact of Janza's fist. Sent

reeling backward, he fought to stay on his feet

and he somehow managed not to fall. His jaw was

on fire, he tasted acid. Blood, maybe. But he

pressed his lips together. He shook his head,

quick vision-clearing shakings and established

himself in the world once more.

Before he could gather himself together

again, Carter's voice cried out "Janza, right to the

stomach" and Janza struck without warning, a

short sharp blow that missed Jerry's stomach but

caught him in the chest. His breath went away,

like it did in football, and then came back again.

But the blow had lacked the power of the upper-

cut. He crouched again, fists erect, waiting for the
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next instructions. Dimly, he heard the crowd both

cheering and booing but he concentrated on Janza

who stood before him, that idiot smile on his face.

The next raffle ticket gave Jerry his chance

to strike back at Janza. A kid Jerry had never

heard of—someone named Arthur Robilard

—

called for a right cross. Whatever that was. Jerry

had only a vague idea but he wanted to hit Janza

now, to repay him for that first vicious blow. He
cocked his right arm. He tasted bile in his mouth.

He let his arm go. The glove struck Janza full

face and Janza staggered back. The result sur-

prised Jerry. He had never struck anyone like that

before, in fury, premeditated, and he'd enjoyed

catapulting all his power toward the target, the

release of all his frustrations, hitting back at last,

lashing out, getting revenge finally, revenge not

only against Janza but all that he represented.

Janza's eyes leaped with surprise at the

strength behind Jerry's blow. His immediate re-

action was to counterpunch but he held himself

in control.

Carter's voice. "Janza. Left uppercut."

Again, the quick jolting neck-snapping pain

as Janza, without pause or preparation, struck out.

Jerry back-pedaled weakly. Why should his knees

give way when the blow struck his jaw?

The guys were shouting from the bleachers

for more action now. The noise chilled Jerry. "Ac-

tion, action," came the shouts from the audience.

That was when Carter made the mistake. He
took the slip of paper Obie handed him and read

the instructions without pausing. "Janza, low
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blow to the groin. " As soon as the words were out

of his mouth, Carter realized his error. They

hadn't warned the crowd about illegal punches

—

and there was always a wise guy out there ready

to pull a fast one.

At the words, Janza aimed for Jerry's pelvic

area. Jerry saw the fist coming. He raised his fists

and looked toward Carter, sensing that something

was wrong. Janza's fist sank into his lower stomach

but Jerry had deflected part of the force of the

blow.

The crowd didn't understand what had hap-

pened. Most of them hadn't heard the illegal in-

struction. They only saw that Jerry had tried to

defend himself, and that was against the rules.

"Kill 'im, Janza," a voice cried from the crowd.

Janza, too, was puzzled, but only for a mo-

ment. Hell, he'd followed instructions and here

was Renault, the chicken, breaking the rules. The
hell with the rules, then. Janza let his fists fly in a

flurry of violence, hitting Renault almost at will,

on the head, the cheeks, once in the stomach. Car-

ter withdrew to the far side of the platform. Obie

had fled the scene, sensing disaster. Where the hell

was Archie? Carter couldn't see him.

Jerry did his best to build defenses against

Janza's fists but it was impossible. Janza was too

strong and too fast, all instinct, sensing a kill. Fi-

nally, Jerry covered his head and face with the

gloves, letting the blows rain on him, but waiting,

waiting. The crowd was in a turmoil now, shout-

ing, jeering, urging Janza on.

One more shot at Janza, that's what Jerry
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wanted. Crouching, absorbing the attack, Jerry

waited. There was something wrong with his jaw,

the pain was intense, but he didn't care if he could

hit Janza again, renew that earlier beautiful

punch. He was being hit everywhere now and the

crowd noises leaped to life as if someone had

turned up the volume on a monstrous stereo.

Emile was getting tired. The kid wouldn't go

down. He drew back his arm, pausing a moment,

seeking true aim, wanting to come up with the

final devastating blow. And that was when Jerry

saw his opening. Through the pain and his nausea,

he saw Janza's chest and stomach unprotected. He
swung—and it was beautiful again. The full force

of all his strength and determination and revenge

caught Janza unguarded, off balance. Janza stag-

gered backward, surprise and pain rampant on

his face.

Triumphantly, he watched Janza floundering

on weak, wobbly knees. Jerry turned toward the

crowd, seeking—what? Applause? They were boo-

ing. Booing him. Shaking his head, trying to re-

assemble himself, squinting, he saw Archie in the

crowd, a grinning, exultant Archie. A new sick-

ness invaded Jerry, the sickness of knowing what

he had become, another animal, another beast, an-

other violent person in a violent world, inflicting

damage, not disturbing the universe but damaging

it. He had allowed Archie to do this to him.

And that crowd out there he had wanted to

impress? To prove himself before? Hell, they

wanted him to lose, they wanted him killed, for

Christ's sake.
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Janza's fist caught him at the temple, sending

Jerry reeling. His stomach caved in as Janza's

fist sank into the flesh. He clutched at his stomach

protectively and his face absorbed two stunning

blows—his left eye felt smashed, the pupil crushed.

His body sang with pain.

Horrified, The Goober counted the punches

Janza was throwing at his helpless opponent. Fif-

teen, sixteen. He leaped to his feet. Stop it, stop

it. But nobody heard. His voice was lost in the

thunder of screaming voices, voices calling for the

kill . . . kill him, kill him. Goober watched help-

lessly as Jerry finally sank to the stage, bloody,

opened mouth, sucking for air, eyes unfocused,

flesh swollen. His body was poised for a moment
like some wounded animal and then he collapsed

like a hunk of meat cut loose from a butcher's

hook.

And the lights went out.

Obie would never forget that face.

A moment before the lights went out, he

turned away from the platform, disgusted with

the scene, the kid Renault being pummeled by

Janza. The sight of blood always sickened him,

anyway.

Looking away from the bleachers, he glanced

up at a small hill that looked down at the field.

The hill was actually a huge rock imbedded in

the landscape, partially covered with moss and

also with scrawled obscenities that had to be

scrubbed off almost daily.

A movement caught Obie's eye. That's when
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he saw the face of Brother Leon. Leon stood at the

top of the hill, a black coat draped around his

shoulders. In the reflection of the stadium lights,

his face was like a gleaming coin. The bastard,

Obie thought. He's been there all the time, I'll

bet, watching it all.

The face vanished as the darkness fell.

The darkness was sudden and deep.

Like a giant ink blot poured over the bleach-

ers, the platform, the entire field.

Like the world suddenly wiped out, devas-

tated.

Goddam it, Archie thought, as he stumbled

away from the bleachers toward the small utility

building where the electrical controls were lo-

cated.

He tripped, fell down, and groped to his feet.

Someone brushed past him. The noise from

the bleachers was awesome, kids screaming and

shouting, guys tumbling from the seats. Small

flames tore at the darkness as matches and ciga-

rette lighters were lit.

Stupid, Archie thought, they're all stupid. He
was the only one here with the presence of mind
to check the cause of the power failure at the con-

trol building.

Tripping over a fallen body, Archie swiveled

his way to the building, arms extended in front of

him. As he reached the door, the lights went on

again, blinding in their intensity. Dazed, blinking,

he flung the door open and encountered Brother

Jacques whose hand was on the switch.



245-

"Welcome, Archie. I imagine you are the

villain here, aren't you?" His voice was cool but

his contempt was unmistakable.
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"Jerry."

Wet darkness. Funny, darkness shouldn't be

wet. But it was. Like blood.

"Jerry."

But blood wasn't black. It was red. And he

was surrounded by black.

"Come on, Jerry."

Come on where? He liked it here, in the dark-

ness, moist and warm and wet.

"Hey, Jerry."
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Voices outside the window calling. Shut the

window, shut it. Shut the voices out.

"Jerry . .

."

Something sad in the voice now. More than

sad—scared. Something scared in the voice.

Suddenly the pain verified his existence,

brought him into focus. Here and now. Jesus, the

pain.

"Take it easy, Jerry, take it easy," The Goo-

ber was saying, cradling Jerry in his arms. The
platform was brilliantly lit again, like an operat-

ing table, but the stadium was almost empty, a few

curious stragglers still hanging around. Bitterly,

Goober had watched the guys leaving, chased

away by Brother Jacques and a couple of other

faculty members. The guys had vacated the place

as if leaving the scene of a crime, strangely sub-

dued. Goober had struggled toward the ring in

the darkness and had finally reached Jerry as the

lights went on. "We better get a doctor," he had

yelled at the kid called Obie, Archie's stooge.

Obie had nodded, his face pale and ghostlike

in the floodlights.

"Take it easy," Goober said now, drawing

Jerry closer. Jerry felt broken. "Everything will

be all right . .
."

Jerry raised himself toward the voice, need-

ing to answer it. He had to answer. But he kept

his eyes shut, as if he could keep a lid on the pain

that way. But it was more than pain that caused

an urgency in him. The pain had become the na-

ture of his existence but this other thing weighed
on him, a terrible burden. What other thing? The
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knowledge, the knowledge: what he had discov-

ered. Funny, how his mind was clear suddenly,

apart from his body, floating above his body,

floating above the pain.

"It'll be all right, Jerry."

No it won't. He recognized Goober's voice

and it was important to share the discovery with

Goober. He had to tell Goober to play ball, to

play football, to run, to make the team, to sell the

chocolates, to sell whatever they wanted you to

sell, to do whatever they wanted you to do. He
tried to voice the words but there was something

wrong with his mouth, his teeth, his face. But he

went ahead anyway, telling Goober what he

needed to know. They tell you to do your thing

but they don't mean it. They don't want you to do

your thing, not unless it happens to be their thing,

too. It's a laugh, Goober, a fake. Don't disturb

the universe, Goober, no matter what the posters

say.

His eyes fluttered open and he saw Goober's

face all askew, like on a broken movie film. But

he was able to see the concern, the worry on

his face.

Take it easy, Goober, it doesn't even hurt any-

more. See? I'm floating, floating above the pain.

Just remember what I told you. It's important.

Otherwise, they murder you.

"Why did you do it to him, Archie?"

"I don't know what you're talking about."

Archie turned away from Brother Jacques

and watched the ambulance making its careful
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progress out of the athletic field, the rotating blue

light casting emergency flashings all over the

place. The doctor said that Renault may have

sustained a fracture of the jaw and there may be

internal injuries. X-rays would tell. What the

hell, Archie thought, those were the risks of the

boxing ring.

Jacques swung Archie around. "Look at me
when I talk to you," he said. "If someone hadn't

come to the Residence and told me what was going

on here, who knows how far it might have gone?

What happened to Renault was bad enough, but

there was violence in the air. You could have had

a riot on your hands, the way those kids were

stirred up."

Archie didn't bother to answer. Brother

Jacques probably considered himself a hero for

putting out the lights and stopping the fight. As
far as Archie was concerned, Jacques had merely

spoiled the evening. And Jacques had arrived too

late anyway. Renault had already been beaten. Too
fast, much too fast. Leave it to that stupid Carter

to screw things up. Low blow, for crying out loud.

"What have you got to say for yourself, Cos-

tello?" Brother Jacques persisted.

Archie sighed. Bored, really. "Look, Brother,

the school wanted the chocolates sold. And we got

them sold. This was the payoff, that's all. A fight.

With rules. Fair and square."

Leon was suddenly there with them, one arm
clapped around Jacques's shoulder.

"I see you have everything under control,

Brother Jacques," he said, heartily.
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Jacques turned a cold face toward his fellow

teacher. "I think we barely averted a disaster/' he

said. There was rebuke in his voice but a gentle,

guarded rebuke, not the hostility he had revealed

to Archie. And Archie realized that Leon was

still in command, still in the position of power.

"Renault will get the best of care, I assure

you," Leon said. "Boys will be boys, Jacques. They
have high spirits. Oh, once in a while they get

carried away but it's good to see all that energy

and zeal and enthusiasm." He turned to Archie

and spoke more severely but not really angry.

"You really didn't use your best judgment tonight,

Archie. But I realize you did it for the school.

For Trinity."

Brother Jacques stalked away. Archie and

Leon watched him go. Archie smiled inside. But

he masked his feelings. Leon was on his side. Beau-

tiful. Leon and The Vigils and Archie. What a

great year it was going to be.

The ambulance's siren began to howl in the

night.
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"Someday, Archie," Obie said, a warning in

his voice, "someday . .
."

"Cut it out, Obie. Enough preaching tonight.

Brother Jacques already delivered a sermon to

me." Archie chuckled. "But Leon came to the res-

cue. Good man, that Leon."

They were sitting in the bleachers, watching

some of the guys cleaning up the place. This was
where they had first seen Renault that afternoon

Archie had selected him for the assignment. The
night had grown cold and Obie shivered slightly.
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He looked at the goalposts. They reminded him

of something. He couldn't remember.

"Leon is a bastard," Obie said. "I saw him

on the hill over there—watching the fight, enjoy-

ing the whole thing."

"I know," Archie said. "I tipped him off. An
anonymous phone call. I figured he would enjoy

himself. And I also figured that if he was here

and part of the proceedings, he'd also be protec-

tion for us if anything went wrong."

"Someday, Archie, you'll get yours," Obie

said but the words were automatic. Archie was

always one step ahead.

"Look, Obie, I'm going to forget what you

did tonight—you and Carter and the black box.

What the hell, it was a dramatic moment. And I

understand how you felt. My understanding of

you and guys like Carter is a marvel to behold."

He had lapsed into his phony way of speaking

when he wanted to be fancy or sarcastic.

"Maybe the black box will work the next

time, Archie," Obie said. "Or maybe another kid

like Renault will come along."

Archie didn't bother to answer. Wishful

thinking wasn't worth answering. He sniffed the

air and yawned. "Hey, Obie, what happened to

the chocolates?"

"The guys raided the chocolates in the con-

fusion. As far as the money's concerned, Brian

Cochran has it. We'll have some kind of drawing

next week at assembly."

Archie barely listened. He wasn't interested.
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He was hungry. "You sure all the chocolates are

gone, Obie?"

"I'm sure, Archie."

"You got a Hershey or anything?"

"No."

The lights went off again. Archie and Obie

sat there awhile not saying anything and then

made their way out of the place in the darkness.





THE CHOCOLATE WAR
A READERS GUIDE
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WHO IS THIS ROBERT CORMIER, ANYWAY?
By Patty Campbell

Robert Cormier was, and remains, the acknowledged grand master of

young adult fiction. He has also been called one of the finest

American novelists of the twentieth century for readers of any age.

His writing is unique in its richness and power, as he looks

unflinchingly at tyranny and the abuse of authority, at treachery and

betrayal, at guilt and forgiveness, love and hate, and the corruption

of innocence. His novels are brilliant and complex structures full of

intricate wordplay and subtle thought, although at first reading they

seem to be quite direct and simple. Because most of all, the works of

Robert Cormier are good stories, full of suspense and surprises and

dramatic action as his characters struggle—sometimes unsuccessfully

—

to find an appropriate response to the existence of evil.

So, who was Robert Cormier? Not some dark, brooding recluse, as

one might suspect from his subjects, but, paradoxically, one of the

sunniest, kindest, most balanced human beings imaginable, a devout

Catholic and family man. He spent all his life in the little

Massachusetts town of Leominster, where he lived on Main Street.

Most of his novels take place in a fictional place called Monument,

which is a combination of Leominster and the nearby larger town of

Fitchburg. Cormier often bases his young protagonists on his child-

hood self there as a bookish boy who grew up as part of a warm

French Canadian family, suffered at school from bullies and tyrannical

nuns, and was painfully shy with girls. However, the dark and dramatic

action of his stories comes from deep in his imagination.

Cormier married his sister's best friend, Connie, and their marriage

was a strong and loving partnership until his death fifty-two years

later. In the early years he worked as a newspaperman for the

Fitchburg Sentinel, where he won prizes for his human-interest stories.

On weekends, he wrote fiction, "like some other guys play golf," he

used to say, and had a number of short stories published in the leading

magazines of the time, as well as three novels for adults.

Cormier's four children were teenagers when one day his son,



Peter, came home from school with boxes of chocolate to sell. He

didn't want to do it, so Cormier gave him the option of refusing. Peter

did refuse, and there were no repercussions. But the next day

Cormier worried a bit about it. He thought, "What if the results had

been different?" Out of that incident came a story he called The

Chocolate War, and much to his surprise, Cormier was told by his agent,

Marilyn Marlow, that he had written a young adult novel. When it was

published in 1974, its power was immediately recognized, although

some critics were outraged. For the first time, a young adult novel had

looked straight into the face of truth, and other writers were freed by

its innovative subject and groundbreaking style to explore their own

exciting new directions. Today The Chocolate War is widely regarded as

the leading masterwork of adolescent literature.

As teachers discovered the literary excellence of this fine novel

and its ability to spark passionate discussion, it became a standard

assignment in high school classrooms—and a standard target for

would-be censors, who were disturbed by the book's hard look at

truth and its troubling ending, and so justified their discomfort with

unfounded accusations of bad language and disrespect for authority.

The Chocolate War is one of the most often challenged books of our

times. In the American Library Association's ranking of numbers of

censorship attacks, it was number one in 1998 and number three in

1999, and in the list of the most challenged books of the decade

1990-1999, it appeared as number four, just after The Catcher in the Rye.

However, it should be noted that these attacks on the book are isolated

incidents. Most of the hundreds of teachers who use it in classes

every year find that parents and school authorities recognize the

excellence of their choice and that students enjoy the book and

benefit from discussing its provocative themes.

Cormier followed The Chocolate War over the years with fourteen

more novels for young people, widely varying in their premises, but

with a consistent development of his characteristic style of gradual

revelation and his theme of the struggle between ultimate good and

evil. Of these, the five most important are / Am the Cheese, After the

First Death, Beyond the Chocolate War, Fade, and Tenderness.



Three years after the success of The Chocolate War, Cormier

astounded critics with the brilliantly constructed psychological

thriller / Am the Cheese. The story moves on three different levels

that are intricately braided together, raising many questions that are

not resolved until the very end, when the carefully created illusion, an

entire false plot, is suddenly swept away to reveal a completely

unsuspected (but logically constructed) reality. After the First

Death, a heart-wrenching novel that has become dreadfully relevant

since 9/11, compares the terrible naivete of a young terrorist with

the fanatical patriotism of his mentor and an American general.

Beyond the Chocolate War, the sequel to The Chocolate War, uses the

magician's trick of misdirection to build a novel shimmering with

puzzles and trapdoors. Fade broke new ground for Cormier with its

sprawling three-part story that bordered on science fiction—the tale of

a boy cursed with the hereditary ability to make himself invisible.

Tenderness is a riveting story about a serial killer that moves inexorably to

a deeply ironic conclusion; reviewers found it profoundly disturbing, but

it remains one of Cormier's most popular books with teens. These and

other books won him many national and international honors.

Cormier traveled and spoke extensively in his later years and

had a loyal body of fans of all ages in France, England, and

Australia, as well as in North America. He cared about people,

especially his young readers, and gave of his time and energy gen-

erously, traveling and speaking and granting interviews to all who

asked, counseling new writers, and responding to his many young

fans' letters and phone calls with genuine friendship and concern.

When he died in 2000, it was a tribute not only to his brilliance as

a novelist, but also to the beauty of his character, that newspapers

and literary magazines were filled with homage both from the stars

of the publishing world and from teachers and librarians and

teenage readers who had stories to tell of his kindness. The

American Library Association spoke for many when it passed a for-

mal resolution expressing gratitude for Robert Cormier's life and

work and affirming that "we have been privileged to have such a

great good man in our midst."



Patty Campbell is the author ofthe biography ofRobert Cormierforthcoming

from Delacorte Press. She is a well-known critic, editor, and author in the

field ofyoung adult literature and the winner of the ALAN Award, given by

the National Council of Teachers ofEnglish, and the GroHerAward, given by

the American Library Association.



In His Own Words

ROBERT CORMIER



The following introduction to The Chocolate Wfrrwas written by

Robert Cormier in 1997.

The Chocolate War was written during weekday evening hours and

Saturday mornings in parts of 1969, 1970, and 1971 while I was

working full-time as a newspaper editor and columnist.

Writing the novel was a labor of love. Although the setting was a

Catholic boys' high school, I regarded the school as a metaphor for

the world. On the other hand, I knew that, on its primary level, this

was a story about a school chocolate sale. Who would be interested in

reading such a story? I sometimes wondered. Yet I was having such a

good time as the words leaped and danced on the page and the

characters of Jerry Renault, Archie Costello, and Brother Leon

came alive that I didn't worry about it.

It seems incredible to me that more than two decades later, The

Chocolate War continues to be read and taught (and to cause prob-

lems) in classrooms here in the United States and in such places as

England, Australia, Sweden, France, and Japan, among others.

Yet the novel was almost stillborn and existed for more than a

year in a kind of literary no-man's-land. Seven major publishers

rejected it over the course of thirteen months in 1972 and 1973.

The reasons? Too complicated. Too many characters. A downbeat

ending, which teenagers of the 1970s would find difficult to

accept. Too violent. Not quite an adult novel, too sophisticated to

be a juvenile novel. Too unbelievable. That frustrating "Not for

us," without further comment. One publisher, however, seriously

considered accepting it if some changes were made, particularly to

the ending.

I decided not to change or revise the novel. This was not a heroic

gesture but an act of innocence. I knew nothing of the young adult

market, was unaware of its then traditions and taboos, the domination

of "safe" stories with role-model heroes walking off into the sunset of

happy endings.

Although The Chocolate War does not have that hoped-for happy

ending, its history has had happy moments and its share of heroes.



My son, Peter, inspired the novel when he refused, as a matter of

principle, to sell the chocolates at his school's annual sale.

Marilyn E. Marlow, my literary agent at Curtis Brown Ltd., supported

my decision against revisions and insisted that the novel, as written,

would find its place in the world of young adult literature, convinced

that the young adult market was entering a period of change, heralded

by the earlier appearances of S. E. Hinton's The Outsiders and Paul

Zindel's The Pigman.

Finally, Fabio Goen, then publisher of Books for Young Readers at

Pantheon Books and Knopf, the eighth publisher to whom the book was

submitted, accepted it for publication in April of 1973.

I worried about revisions. Needlessly, as it turned out. At a brief

"editing session" at Fabio Coen's office, his suggestions were few and

minor, scrawled on a single sheet of paper. But he was doubtful about a

short chapter toward the end of the novel. Astonished, I realized it was

a chapter I had agonized about earlier, actually removing it at one time,

then reinstating it. I had found an editor who shared my instincts and my

intentions. The chapter was removed. Otherwise, the novel was pub-

lished essentially as I wrote it, in April of 1974. Fabio Goen became my

mentor and remained so until his retirement several books later.

The success of The Chocolate War is testimony to all the other heroes

involved in its history—teachers who have taught the book in the face

of censorship attempts that sometimes threatened their jobs; librarians

who have had to fight to keep the novel available to readers; critics, writ-

ers, and educators who supported the novel in countless reviews and

essays; all the young people who continue to write me letters, who call

me up, who organize protests when the book faces yet another banning

threat; Pantheon Books, followed by Knopf and Dell Laurel-Leaf, who

have kept the book in continuous print in hardback and softcover.

Talk about happy endings!

—Robert Cormier

Leominster, Massachusetts, 1997



QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. The first sentence of this book is "They murdered him."

In what ways does this short sentence apply to the book

as a whole? Who is murdered, metaphorically, in the

book? By whom?

2. There are no main female characters in this book, partly

because Trinity is a boys' school. Yet the Trinity boys

often discuss girls. Jerry wishes he could talk to the girl

near the bus stop. Janza watches girls as they walk by,

and Archie won't let anyone touch him except certain

girls. What function(s) do you think girls have in the novel?

3. Why do you think Archie is repulsed by human sweat?

What do you think this says about him as a person?

4. Archie's greatest strength is in exploiting other people's

weaknesses. Why do you think he does this? Why do you

think he needs to manipulate every situation?

5. Discuss the significance of the title. Why is it a chocolate

"war"?

6. Why do you think Jerry decides not to sell the chocolates

even after his assignment is over? Have you ever dared

to "disturb the universe"? What happened?

7. How do you feel about how Brother Leon treats Bailey?

At the end of the class Brother Leon says that the students

have allowed him to turn the class into Nazi Germany.

Do you think this statement is true?
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Counting Stars

David Almond

978-0-440-41826-9

With stories that shimmer and vibrate in the bright heat of memory, David

Almond creates a glowing mosaic of his life growing up in a large, loving

Catholic family in northeastern England.

Heaven Eyes

David Almond

978-0-440-22910-0

Erin Law and her friends in the orphanage are labeled Damaged Children.

They run away one night, traveling downriver on a raft. What they find on

their journey is stranger than you can imagine.

Kit's Wilderness

David Almond

978-0-440-41605-0

Kit Watson and John Askew look for the childhood ghosts of their long-

gone ancestors in the mines of Stoneygate.

Secret Heart

David Almond

978-0-440-41827-6

The transformative power of imagination and beauty flows through this

story of a boy who walks where others don't dare to go— a boy with the

heart of a tiger, an unlikely hero who knows that sometimes the most im-

portant things are the most mysterious.

Skellig

David Almond

978-0-440-22908-7

Michael feels helpless because of his baby sister's illness, until he meets a

creature called Skellig.

Before We Were Free

Julia Alvarez

978-0-440-23784-6

Under a dictatorship in the Dominican Republic in 1960, young Anita lives

through a fight for freedom that changes her world forever.
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Forgotten Fire

Adam Bagdasarian

978-0-440-22917-9

In 1915, Vahan Kenderian is living a life of privilege when his world is

shattered by the Turkish-Armenian war.

The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants

Ann Brashares

978-0-385-73058-7

Once there was a pair of pants. Just an ordinary pair ofjeans. But these pants,

the Traveling Pants, went on to do great things. This is the story of the four

friends— Lena, Tibby, Bridget, and Carmen—who made it possible.

The Rag and Bone Shop

Robert Cormier

978-0-440-22971-1

A seven-year-old girl is brutally murdered. A twelve-year-old boy named

Jason was the last person to see her alive— except, of course, for the killer.

Unless Jason is the killer.

Dr. Franklin's Island

Ann Halam

978-0-440-23781-5

A plane crash leaves Semi, Miranda, and Arnie stranded on a tropical island,

totally alone. Or so they think. Dr. Franklin is a mad scientist who has set

up his laboratory on the island, and the three teens are perfect subjects for

his frightening experiments in genetic engineering.

When Zachary Beaver Came to Town

Kimberly Willis Holt

978-0-440-23841-6

Toby's small, sleepy Texas town is about to get a jolt with the arrival of

Zachary Beaver, billed as the fattest boy in the world. Toby is in for a

summer unlike any other— a summer sure to change his life.

The Parallel Universe ofLiars

Kathleen Jeffrie Johnson

978-0-440-23852-2

Surrounded by superficiality, infidelity, and lies, Robin, a self-described
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chunk, isn't sure what to make of her hunky neighbor's sexual advances,

or of the attention paid her by a new boy in town who seems to notice more

than her body.

Ghost Boy

Iain Lawrence

978-0-440-41668-5

Fourteen-year-old Harold Kline is an albino— an outcast. When the circus

comes to town, Harold runs off to join it in hopes of discovering who he is

and what he wants in life. Is he a circus freak or just a normal guy?

The Lightkeeper's Daughter

Iain Lawrence

978-0-385-73127-0

Imagine growing up on a tiny island with no one but your family. For Squid

McCrae, returning to the island after three years away unleashes a storm of

bittersweet memories, revelations, and accusations surrounding her

brother's death.

Lord ofthe Nutcracker Men
Iain Lawrence

978-0-440-41812-2

Johnny eagerly plays at war with the army of nutcracker soldiers his toy-

maker father whittles for him. But in 1914, Germany looms as the real

enemy of Europe, and Johnny's father enlists to fight in France. As letters

arrive for Johnny from the front, they reveal the ugly realities of combat—

and Johnny fears that the mock battles he stages in his backyard foretell

his father's fate.

Gathering Blue

Lois Lowry

978-0-385-73256-7

Lamed and suddenly orphaned, Kira is mysteriously taken to live in the

palatial Council Edifice, where she is expected to use her gifts as a weaver

to do the bidding of the all-powerful Guardians.
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The Giver

Lois Lowry

978-0-385-73255-0

Jonas's world is perfect. Everything is under control. There is no war or

fear or pain. There are no choices, until Jonas is given an opportunity that

will change his world forever.

Shades ofSimon Gray

Joyce McDonald

978-0-440-22804-2

Simon is the ideal teenager— smart, reliable, hardworking, trustworthy. Or

is he? After Simon's car crashes into a tree and he slips into a coma, another

portrait of him begins to emerge.

Zipped

Laura and Tom McNeal

978-0-375-83098-3

In a suspenseful novel of betrayal, forgiveness, and first love, fifteen-year-

old Mick Nichols opens an e-mail he was never meant to see— and learns

a terrible secret.

Harmony

Rita Murphy

978-0-440-22923-0

Power is coursing through Harmony—the power to affect the universe with

her energy. This is a frightening gift for a girl who has always hated being

different, and Harmony must decide whether to hide her abilities or

embrace the consequences—good and bad— of her full strength.

In My Hands: Memories ofa Holocaust Rescuer

by Irene Gut Opdyke with Jennifer Armstrong

978-0-553-49411-2

The remarkable true story of a powerless young woman who defied the

Nazis. When forced to work in a German officers' dining hall, Irene eaves-

dropped on the Nazis' plans and passed information to Jews in the ghetto.
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She smuggled people from the work camp into the forest. And when she

was made the housekeeper of a Nazi major, she hid twelve Jews in the base-

ment of his home until the Germans' defeat.

Holes

Louis Sachar

978-0-440-22859-2

Stanley has been unjustly sent to a boys' detention center, Camp Green

Lake. But there's more than character improvement going on at the camp—
the warden is looking for something.

Stargirl

Jerry Spinelli

978-0-440-41677-7

Stargirl. From the day she arrives at quiet Mica High in a burst of color

and sound, the hallways hum with the murmur of "Stargirl, Stargirl." The

students are enchanted. Then they turn on her.

Shabanu: Daughter of the Wind

Suzanne Fisher Staples

978-0-440-23856-0

Life is both sweet and cruel to strong-willed young Shabanu, whose home

is the windswept Cholistan Desert of Pakistan. She must reconcile her duty

to her family and the stirrings of her own heart in this Newbery Honor-

winning modern-day classic.

The Gospel According to Larry

Janet Tashjian

978-0-440-23792-1

Josh Swensen's virtual alter ego, Larry, becomes a media sensation. While

it seems as if the whole world is trying to figure out Larry's true identity,

Josh feels trapped inside his own creation.
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robert
COT m I © r (1925-2000) changed

the face of young adult literature over the course of

his illustrious career. His many books include I Am

the Cheese, Fade, Tenderness, After the First Death,

Beyond the Chocolate War, Heroes, Frenchtown

Summer, and The Rag and Bone Shop. In 1991, he

received the Margaret A. Edwards Award, honoring

his lifetime contribution to writing for teens.



Jerry Renault ponders the question on the poster in his locker:

Do I dare disturb the universe? Refusing to sell chocolates in

the annual Trinity school fund-raiser may not seem like a radical

thing to do. But when Jerry challenges a secret school society

called The Vigils, his defiant act turns into an all-out war. Now

the only question is: Who will survive? First published in 1974,

Robert Cormier's groundbreaking novel, an unflinching portrait

of corruption and cruelty, has become a modern classic.

A New York Time/* Outstanding Book of the Year

An ALA Best Book for Young Adults

A School Library Journal Best Book of the Year

"Masterfully structured and rich in theme."

—The New York Times Book Review

* "Vicious and violent mob cruelty in a boys' prep school is not

a new theme, but Cormier makes it compellingly immediate

Readers will respect the uncompromising ending."

—Kirkus Reviews, Starred

U C^*) Look f° r tne wading group discussion guide at the end of this book.

>"* Alfred A. Knopf

mdomhouse.com/teens


