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Ezra dreaned a La G ange whore told himher life story.
She had fat tits with half-dollar nipples and a tattoo of
M ckey Mouse shooting the bird on her butt.

Farris had this nickel-plated Colt automatic that he

cl eaned every night and slept with, fully | oaded. During
the day it was hidden below a fal se bottomin his desk
drawer. He slept with the .45 under his pillow, one hand
al ways tucked in there. Maybe he was crazy enough to hold
his finger on the cocked trigger, but in the nornings he
was usually on his stomach with both hands under him
hol di ng hinself. There was also a fifth of Southern Confort
in that drawer and after taps they'd play the Rolling
Stones or Buck Oaens and take a few good pulls. Purposeful
nmedi ci ne: sweet, then hot going down. Farris always
brought a bottle back from Shreveport to Texas. The enpty
got put in a brown paper bag, pulverized, and flushed in
two or three shots. Farris was eighteen but the top of his
head was al ready thinning, he had a belly on himand he
wal ked like a smling gnonme on heavy heels. Now he was on
hi s stomach hol ding hinself and as Ezra hopped fromthe top
bunk he tapped Farris on the bald spot so he woul d wake up
to stash the automatic for the day with the whi skey. Even
if Ezra had been long into the night reading Asi nov he was
nost always the first man up in their dorm They were both
sergeants but Ezra was three years younger than Farris and
Farris outranked Ezra by one stripe and he hated to get up
early so that nmade Ezra dorm sergeant.

On cool nornings like this Ezra was glad they had a

bat hmat. He pi ssed and shaved. Watching his own young
bearded and bl em shed face intently in the mrror, an idle
menory stayed his razor-hand. Perversely running away from
t hat sad grammar school chum cheeks marred by sone

chil dhood fever, who' d asked, "WII you be ny friend?" Ezra
ni cked his chin. Everything was bound together in life. He
pul | ed of f the underwear he wore yesterday and stepped into
the shower. First it was cold, then it got hot the way he
liked it and he rinsed away the | ather and bl ood and washed
his cropped head with the bar, leaving it soapy while he
washed the rest.
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Sonetinmes he jerked in the shower but today he didn't feel
like it. You can't get it up every day fromnmenory until
you're really horny. Sone guys probably did, but he
didn't. Not every day. Ezra rinsed down and got out to dry.
The bathmat was a little squirrely but you didn't get your
towel as dirty.

He put his shaving gear in his dresser and cramred the
underwear in his laundry duffle, hanging deflated fromhis
bunkrail since they'd had |aundry formation yesterday

norni ng. He'd been in charge of that one, all the conpany's
sergeants took turns at it. The sleepy formation had fallen
apart. One of the fellows set himstraight by threatening
to punch himin the nose. "Fuck it, it ain't worth fighting
about..."

Ezra had just grabbed his laundry and pl odded up there to
the C& with the rest of themin the brisk dawn. Is there
anything worth fighting about? Ezra donned his sharply
creased tan woolen trousers. It was nearly April and they
were in their sumers. He slipped his navy blue belt on,
careful not to snudge the highly shined buckle (no brasso
even on the inside), now the dark socks and spit-polished
bl ack cordovan oxfords. He draped his tan poplin shirt over
his desk chair, all the collar insignia polished as
brightly as the buckle and his stripes on the epaul ets.
Strapping on his wistwatch, Ezra "blew the hatch"

The sun was up now and the asphalt road which | ooped the
canpus gleaned purple in the fresh light. The chilly
breeze felt good through his snug T-shirt. Across the
parade field where grass tried to grow between drills he
saw his counterpart in C Conpany go quickly fromdoor to
door, the slanms echoing back. Ezra dropped off the front
step and strolled up the concrete walk to the next door
on the left. He went in w thout knocki ng.

"Everybody up!"

Ezra glanced at his watch as he finally got it buckled: six
o' cl ock. Qutside again he heard reveille sound. The bugler
lived in the F Conpany dorm farthest from A Conpany.

"Time to get up, gents!"”

Duty.
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Ezra stuck his head in the door of this one.
"Whenever . "

Thunb and the three other old boys in this roomgot up when
they felt like it. They just had to make formation.

Ezra headed back down the converted Air Force barracks to
his room The last roomat this end was occupi ed by the
dormofficer, Barron, and the A Conpany Commander, Peck.
Peck was in junior college. Barron was also third platoon
| eader. Barron the asshole.

As he wal ked back al ong the dorm w ndows Ezra saw young nen
falling out of bunks.

Hanmond stunbled to the bathroomin his dirty underwear

W th unneeded razor and nuch needed soap. "Ranked hi gher
than yesterday!' Farris said every norning. Hamond seened
perpetual |y undernourished yet always tal ked about playing
varsity football for Breckenridge. Physically inpossible.
Smal |l towns nean big teans in Texas. "Hi s old man probably
owns the fattest pig in town, see?" Hamond was a private
who had conme in this January at mdterm The other cadet
in the other bedroomof Ezra's and Farris's "suite"--so
call ed by the acadeny catal og--was dressing and making his
bed at the same tine. Troon was thin and wiry and |oved to
box. Good thing, considering the cocky easi ness that nade
him a two-year boy, a poor marcher and a permanent PFC. He
never wore the stripe.

Farris eyed Hammond all the way to the bathroom and heard
the various noises. "One of these days |I'm going to nake
hi m change his underwear," Farris grow ed.

"You'll need a wire brush."”

"When you get 'emoff," added Troon, standing at the
entrance to their room "you can wap themin his sheets. |
think he wets the bed about tw ce a week."

Farris |laughed. This was not strictly true, and they woul d
throw a bl anket over Hammond and kick his ass if it was.
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Ezra shook his head. He put his fly and buckle in line with
the buttons of his shirt and thought about checking his
squad. No, he'd see them at breakfast formation.

"You were snoring like a hog last night, Farris."
"Dream n' of pussy all night," crooned Farris,

"I sure want to get back over to La Gange...goddam!" He
flicked on his electric shaver.

Hanmond canme out of the bathroom Farris gave his double
chin and puffy cheeks the once-over and stepped in there to
wash up.

"It stinks!" he shouted, running |ate as usual,
spl ashi ng sone water around, "light a match in here!"

Uni formed cadets were beginning to gather on the dorm
sidewal ks in the crisp norning. At this, the farthest
point on the parade road fromthe Front Gate of the
Acadeny, was the Mess Hall.

The bugl e sounded formation. Standing on the enpty road,
First Sergeant Peck, younger brother of the C.C, bawled "A
Conmpany, fall 1111 in!"

Cadets junped quickly to the aging asphalt surface to find
their accustoned positions in the ranks, although the first
unit to fall into formation did not determ ne who went to
breakfast first. The first platoon was mainly the ol dest,
tal |l est bunch, second pl atoon the in-betweens, third

pl at oon the youngest. Ezra, older than his nmen, was | eader
of the first squad, third platoon. The bugler finished

bl owi ng "Soupy". Stragglers popped into the ranks,
snapping their caps to their heads. Ezra stole a glance
down his squad to verify all present.

Pl at oon Sergeant Jeffers, SFC, snmaller in stature but ol der
by a year than Ezra and in his fourth year here, tried to
deepen his voice for this routine, "Re-port!"

"All present!"” saluted Exra, Jeffers returning it.

"All present!"” announced the squad | eader behind
Ezra, his friend Voss.
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"One absent!" the piqued third squad sergeant spoiled the
list. This was the other ol der sergeant in Ezra's dorm
Vincent, aka Tiny, Thunmb, built like a small scale suno
wrestler.

"Who?" barked Jeffers, already know ng.

"Canwel | ," reported Thunb in the sanme bl and exasperation
he used every norning. "There he cones."”

Canwel | bolted out of his roomand scooted off the dorm
wal k and across the grassy ditch, soaking the toes of his
poorly worked shoes with the heavy dew, one shoel ace
untying itself as he scuffled into the third rank, third
pl at oon.

"The tail end of the conpany." Thunb broke ranks and stood
before Canwel | . The grub's brass insignia were marred by
fingerprints and his uniformwas baggy, clasped by a
poorly-neasured belt. H's hat was askew on top of his
unruly red hair and even the poor kid's hornrinmed gl asses
were out of control anmong the freckles.

Thunmb poked a stubby hard finger against Canwel|l's sternum
"You're filthy!"

Jeffers joined them airing disgust. "Canwell," he said
harshly, perhaps hatefully, "you are a real fucking grub."

Canwel | did not know what to reply.

"Stand at attention!"”

He did not want that finger in his chest again.

"Be sharp at school formation,“ Thunb threatened.

Jeffers returned to his post.

"Report!" First Sergeant Peck finally called.

The pl atoons reported and Peck turned A Conpany over to his

ol der brother. As he did so the platoon |eaders, cadet
| i eutenants, took command of their respective platoons.
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Barron the asshole strutted out of his roomjust in tineg,
as usual .

They right-faced and marched to the Mess Hall, named Jones
after sone rich guy in Houston. Sone rich guy, with this
f ood.

The conpanies took turns going in first. Today A Conpany
went in next to last. The powdered eggs were watery toward
the end and you never got the cereal you wanted and you had
to wait for the spoons of the early eaters to cone back and
be washed agai n.

About that tine the Commandant of Cadets, a retired

bird col onel named Billups, called "At ease" to give the
nor ni ng announcenents over the P. A He usually announced
the uni formof the day, which everybody was already
wearing, except dunbshits, and other |long wi nded trivia
until he said "Rest"” and you returned to the watery |ess
war m eggs and uncrunchy cereal, having been waiting al

this time in mlk. Billups also announced a drill for this
afternoon on account of WD. Inspection com ng up next
week, before the Easter holiday. They still called the

Honor Star Inspection "War Departnent"”, even though the
Arny was now in the Departnent of Defense.

But breakfast has got to be all right.
Voss was really dowsing his eggs with salt and hot sauce.

"You shining up your braces," inquired Thunb tw xt great
mout hful s of corn flakes, "are you just preserving
yoursel f, or what?"

Their table was near where the Headmaster J.D. Harrier and
his famly sat every norning, breaking the fast for free
with some of the faculty nenbers and famly and such. Voss
was agonizing to peer up Harrier's daughter's dress. She
was fifteen |like himand Ezra, dark hair to her shoul ders
in the conely style of southern girls in the early

1960's. Her face rarely allowed any of the signals
characteristic of living tissue, displayed no braces or
acne and, certainly in this nmess hall, got prettier every
day, and twice prettier on Sundays. She nost blessedly did
not al ways renenber about cl osed knees and cooped up boys.
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"Shit, I'mglad to be away from hone," expl ai ned Voss
m sunder st andi ng Thunb, at |ast capping the hot sauce.

"Qut of the wonb?"
"I can cut it."

"You mght as well blink now, Voss," chuckled Ezra, also
peering disinterestedly in the sanme direction, "she's not
going to spare a bite of her breakfast to feast on you."

"Shit," insisted Voss.

"Anot her week," a sm |l e blossoned across Thunb's ful
jows, "you'll be running down H ghway 6, dick in hand,
pants knotted around your ankles, scream ng 'Mama, cone
w pe ne!""

"Plain bullshit!" blustered Voss, w shing very nuch for a
girlfriend.

"Cards tonight?"
"Ante five, maybe."

"] seen the flick at the Strand | ast honel eave on TV," said
Voss glumy.

"Mght rain this afternoon,” Thunb pronounced, "drill"'s for
asshol es. "

"Hope so," Ezra said to the last of his dissipated
br eakf ast .

They all got up together and dunped their trays where the
bl ack kitchen hel p picked themup for washing. They

qui ckly wal ked back to their roons to prepare for school
formation.

Ezra's dormwas nostly guys his age or older so they didn't
live in a garbage bin. In Jeffers' dormit was different.
Sonme the roons were |like hovels in the norning. Took al

day Sunday to get ready for Monday | nspection. Sonebody
shit in Canwell's dresser once. "Not shat upon the head,
anyway, " Jeffers, who had delivered gang beatings with
metal chairlegs on | ess account, had remarked at the tine.



Very Military Men
Pete Ahrens
Prax@nexial quest.com

School fornmation bl ew.

There was a qui ck inspection in the ranks. Denerits dol ed
out to late sleepers and grubs. Canwell nosed the road for
twenty pushups for the soiled trousers he got trying to
polish his buckle with his belt on.

The Band Conpany druns struck up the cadence, resounding
over the canpus for the march up to the cl assroons. Books
were always carried in the left hand so you could salute
officers or renove your cap with the right. Peck tapped the
beat with his toes a few steps and started A Conpany off,
"Forward, Harch!" He screwed up and had to give the change-
step command. Up they went, every norning but Sunday. In
step, marching to the percussion, suitably accoutered with
books and bl ank stares, filing into the tiny auditorium
for Chapel, caps off, cramm ng two-by-two into the old
desks that wobbled fromloose bolts winging iron and
scarred wood. You knew what you were going to

hear .

The shuffling, creaking when you sat down, books sl apping
on deskt ops, and coughi ng nonsense soon subsided in a
rushi ng qui et, some whispering and nmuch yawni ng.

Dean Wnley rose to the podium He clutched the m crophone
gingerly and kept his right fist in his dull blue suit
trousers pocket, his pleats ironed sharply but not quite
evenly. His black tie was thin Iike they used to be. He
spoke rapidly and his dinpled m ddl e-aged chin shot up and
down into the trimed ashen noustache. Al his short wavy
hair was gray. Wenley's countenance sort of matched his
gruff voi ce.

Everybody knew that if you could take three licks from
Wenl ey' s coat hanger you got a free honel eave.

Wenl ey started his spiel, comng on strong. "Spring's
really here, now, boys! W're going to turn up the steam
War Department Inspection is next week..."

Ezra daydreaned about his uncle's tel escope: Mzar, the
double star in the Big D pper, the Galilean noons, Saturn's
wonder ful rings of |ight!
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".finals and graduation comng up..."

Sone Air Force yahoo had shown themthe kind of rockets

they nearly | aunched at the Russians. "In order to preserve
our peace and freedom we can destroy the world three and
one-half times." Ezra had witten a poemthat spoke of

spaceships and the world left very far behind. Ezra w shed
he'd been born a hundred years |ater.

Now J.D. Harrier approached the podium He was a tall

| oom ng man who dom nated all he surveyed, which right now
was the corps of cadets. His saucerlike wire-rinmed
spect acl es had you under careful observation at all tines.
You were always in earshot of his resonant voice, and his
own alert ears. Soneone very intelligent may have been
buried beneath that crew cut bal ding scal p.

He called a roll of boys, driving each to instant
uneasi ness.

“...Dal, C Y., Ezra, A T. These cadets report to ny
office."

Ezra desperately searched his recent past. He caught the
gl ance fromhis best friend Chinny Dial.

"Third quarter grades are going out to your parents
tonorrow. We want our mnds as well as our brass to shine,
gentl enen! Di sm ssed.”

The ancient study hall was quickly vacated by the | ong
files of young nen. Ezra and Chinny D al found each other
behind the adm nistration building after the dispersal.
Cadets hurried in every direction for their first class of
t he norni ng.

"What did we do now?" Chinny asked in his nasal
Cajun, flapping his arns dejectedly.

"Sonet hi ng nasty," Ezra shrugged off a nervous doubt, "what
the hell, let's go."

Chi nny and Ezra took seats in the foyer of the headmaster's
of fice.
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There was the receptionist, Bobby Jean. She was flat with
too much hair above her lips. Leon Asche clainmed he dicked
her twi ce and said she had hair between her tits that was
not as thick as between her thighs. You could snell her
hair spray and sonething el se. Wen she got up to file
sonet hing you could see her garter belt under her tight
skirt.

Sone ot her guys were sitting around, and one or two nust
have al ready gone through. You went in but you didn't cone
out. By nod or pointed finger each unfortunate was call ed,
and none had energed. You went out alone by the other

door. After forty mnutes J.D. had devoured all the other
m screants. Chinny and Ezra were | ast.

Too suddenly Harrier opened the door to his inner sanctum
and beckoned to them bot h.

J.D. settled into his cushioned swivel chair, |eaned way
back with his hands cupped behind his skull, staring
intently at them His lip curled into the famliar,
infernally omiscient smle that said you were dead in the
eyes behind those shining discs.

"You two |l ook |like Mssissippi riverboat ganblers,"” he
sternly aped hinmself, "shave those sideburns to where the
ear starts by lunch!"

They murnured their hunble assent.

"l believe both of you know the sane young man in Houston."

Their skin craw ed.

"Mster Bell wote you a letter, addressed to you both,"
J.D. now displayed the envel ope on his fingertips.

He all owed Ezra and Chinny to see the red lettering al
over it. "He sent you this charm ng note, which was
delivered to ne by the F.B.1."

Their guts shrank.

Every obscene phrase thinkable to a gl ue-dazed pubescent

was clearly printed on the envelope's exterior in red nmagic
mar ker .

10
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Chi nny coughed, asthmatically twanging his whole thin
frame.

"Your reply, | trust,” J.D. curtly commanded, "will be not
quite so exhibitionistic."

"No sihr," said Chinny.

Ezra shook his head, "No sir."

J.D. passed Ezra the envel ope.

"You may read it, | suppose. Federal laws..."

Ezra ripped the envel ope open fromthe stanp on the wong
side, across the glue flap which was presently taped, to
the spurious return address. |Inside was a single sheet of
rul ed paper, torn froma spiral notebook. The epistle
began: "DEAR FUCKERS-" and continued in nuch the sanme vein
to the end where it was signed, "YOURS IN SHI T, BILL."

Chi nny hawked another histrionic attack of phlegm Ezra,
needi ng to | augh, held his frown face.

"We didn't ask himto send it to us."

Not actually being at fault was especially delightful.
J.D. did not read that as an apol ogy and was di spl eased.
Chi nny was absorbed in his spasm of consunpti on.

"Well," Harrier said seriously with nuch deliberation. "M.
Dial, you may go to your class now "

Chi nny recovered instantly and slinked out.

J.D. brought his efful gent gaze, fully renewed, to bear on
Ezra alone. The Headnmaster smled--malevolently, it
seened.

"Congratul ations on being first again in the quarterly

schol astic standings,"” J.D. passed a reordering hand over
hi s papers, "You' ve done excellent work, M. Ezra."

11



Very Military Men
Pete Ahrens
Prax@nexial quest.com

Ezra let it sink in, this soft touch.
"You show nmuch prom se.”

Ezra pushed out a sheepish grin, "l--thank you, sir, | want
to--"

The sense of doom was gone.

"Learning is inportant to ne."

Ezra still mstrusted J.D.'s smle.

"You can be anything you want to be, young man."

Ezra thought of his nearsightedness. Because of his bad
eyes, he could never be what he really wanted to be, a jet

pilot, then an astronaut.

"That gives ne a lot to think about," Ezra dissenbled. Not
real ly.

J.D."s expression changed, perhaps to share sone totally
different idea with this bright boy. But, today, he did
not share.

The Headmaster concluded the interview, "A student's
achievenent is his educator's highest gratification."

Chi nny waited down the hall for him
"Well man? Did he give it to you?"
"He just tal ked ny head off."

"What about, man?"

Ezra shrugged.

12
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Ezra's biology class was al nost over. Dissecting frogs
this nmorning. The class liked to do things in the |ab
because the teacher, M. Furby, was the nost boring man in
the world. Ezra shared a |l ab table with Voss.

Voss had his frog pinned in all four |inbs.
"Near the hands," expl ai ned Voss.

He grasped his scalpel firmy and cut in a mllineter or
two, drawing down fromthe throat. "To the balls."

The frog's eyes bulged and his four |egs convul sed. The
reflex took himoff the paraffin to the floor.

"Goddam! " shout ed Voss.

The frog tried a couple of leaps. H's entrails falling out
upset his sense of direction and bal ance so Voss caught him
easily, playfully. Voss pinned the frog into the paraffin
agai n.

"Specific gravity all fucked up," Ezra anal yzed.

“I thought | had himkilled with that stuff Furry gave us
in the hypoderm c. The exercise was too nuch for him by
God. "

They cut sonme stuff out of the frog.
The class bell rang |oudly.

M. Arcenaux dressed inpeccably ivy | eague. He wore what
you saw in GQ Every cadet thought he was cool, this tall
unhandsone, thickening ex-U D.T. Korean War vet, sal vage

di ver and treasure hunter, who hated asi ans, professed nmany
predil ections and proclivities, and descri bed his many
favorite hoaxes of the world in |azy sarcasns. \When asked
what religion he was, he invariably answered, "Strawberry."

What he taught you about history was interesting. Even

when he was out of the roomhis class was pretty neat.
Last week, for sone reason Bagwell called Plauche a liar.

13
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Pl auche stood up slowy, "Say that again, Turdwell."

Badly m scal cul ati ng, Bagwel| squeezed out of his ancient
desk and faced Plauche, "You're a liar."

Wt hout hesitation Plauche brought a right cross fromhis
wai st across Bagwell's chin and into the next county.
Bagwel | dropped like a stone. They got himback into his
desk before Arcenaux returned to revisit the rivalry of
Char | emagne' s sons.

Today Arcenaux was hanging a poster on his bulletin board.
Wbnder Warthog stood over the Earth, surrounded by bonbs
falling into toilets. Arcenaux got the LA Free Press from
a bookseller in Austin.

The caption on the poster read: "AT EASE, AVERI CA, PUT THE
PONER BACK ON THE SHELF!"

"Know edge is the duplicity of intelligence and
experience," Arcenaux said to them "Delicate dangerous
conspirators. Luckily, I'"'min no peril for at |east one
nmore hour." He spun the gl obe on his desk, enjoying the
blur. For some reason he |liked teaching young nen. Then
Arcenaux stopped the globe. North Anerica faced the cl ass.
"Vast yet inconplete dreans,” he told them "perhaps never
to he finished. W need to preserve our national dreans.
The power of the people is absolutely the nost inportant
sort of manifest destiny, but the spirit of each individual
man is inportant, too." He wote a date on the bl ackboard
behind him 1456. "The wolves are in the city."

“Mais ou sont |es neiges d antan?" Arcenaux nodded happily
to hinself, tapping the date and crunmbling his chal k as he
repeated it.

"Gentlenen, today | was going to read a few lines of the
French poet Francois Villon to you, as | did |ast

Thur sday," he chortled, "however, since then, sonme bandit
of high literary taste has denuded the Readi ng Laboratory
of it."

Ar cenaux went on.

"Tell me where, in what country,
Is Flora the beautiful Bornan,

14
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Ar chi pi ada or Thais

Wio was first cousin to her once,

Echo who speaks when there's a sound

On a pond or a river

Whose beauty was nore than human?

But where are the snows of bygone years?"

He recited fromnmenory the entire Ballade from " The
Testament” with much pleasure. The classroomwas filled by
strange wonder and an abnormal sil ence.

"l hope the thief will read his loot!"

Carruthers slept an awful lot. At night, in study hall,
very often in the library, and now he was asleep in the
back of Arcenaux's class. H s forehead rested serenely on
the eraser of his pencil, the point grinding to powder in
the binding of a heavily scarred open book. Hi s dream was
the time he drank a fifth of rumon the bus com ng back
from honel eave. He got very sick

Buddy Lewi s abandoned his offerings to the daily list of
cool things and squatted next to Carruthers' sprawl ed big
feet. He deftly tied the | oose |laces of the shoes tightly
t oget her, wrapped once around the | eg of his desk.

"Anything twice is cool," said Buddy.

"Jacksoni an denocracy!" exclainmed Arcenaux. "I w sh the
dam bell would ring," he had another addition to the list.
"Janitor at a girl's college," he proposed, "no, even
better...sonmething that kills rice."

The bell marking classtinme frittered outside Arcenaux's
classroom Gum and paper had rendered this bell a stilted
basso.

Everyone quietly shuffled out. Wen all were out the door,
heads crammed back in to see. Arcenaux placed his |ips
very near Carruthers' exposed ear, in the best U D T. Hel
Week fashi on.

"YOU RE LATE, CARRUTHERS, YOU FUCK- UP!"

He awoke in the inel egant explosion of a dog caught in his
m stress's cupboard. Carruthers took off: the interrupted

15
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skyward | aunch of a fledgling goose suddenly awakened from
slunber in the freezing marsh and, aloft, stung! by the
crack of gunfire and shot dead -- Carruthers accel erated
upward, outward, and downward, succunmbing to the forces

whi ch paral yzed his ankl es.

A mad crash!
Today's idiot untied and retied his | aces nursing a bruised
el bow and no nenory of his dream School for himwas just

like that, or like standing on the drill field thinking of
not hi ng.

16
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They were on the firing range with .22 caliber match
rifles. Thunb wapped the sling in the proper manner around
his left wist and el bow and took the prone position.

Ezra was in the next target |ane.

"Billups had Iggy in there all norning," said Thunb.
"They' re gonna boot his ass out for sure."

God and assorted other high authorities including Billups
and Harrier had received denerits on the last D-list. 1ggy
had been on duty and there was also a freshly enptied
bottl e of Bonbay Sapphire in the vacant spare tire
conpartment of the duty car. 1Iggy was already in trouble
over a town girl. lggy was very cool

Thunb took his shot.
"Always | ooking for sonebody to crush,"” he said.

Ezra held his breath and drew his aimfromthe bull to the
bead. Be squeezed the trigger all the way to where he

t hought the pin ought to fall, then inpulsively tugged. The
sharp crack resounded along the twenty-five yard i ndoor
range.

After the others fired they all stood up and reeled their
targets forward. Ezra was out of the bull but at least in
the rings. Thunb was very near the bullseye. They got off
the range to wait their next turn.

"Maki ng an exanple," replied Ezra, "standard bullshit."

"What a crock," Thunb shook his head. "Qut the spring of
his senior year! \Were' 11 he graduate when they do that?"

"He'll have to cone back here for another year!"

Seldis came up to themat the ammo table. He was a big,
clumsy, really smart senior, the worst shot in the school.
Seldis wore thick glasses that made him |l ook stupid rather
t han studi ous. Ezra and Sel dis had been in a one-act play
together last fall. In their nost inportant perfornmnce,
over at the University, Seldis had forgotten the sequence
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of his lines wth respect to the exits and entrances of the
cast and had conpletely ruined the drama's clinactic scene.
Seldis tried to be a funny guy, always pulling tricks to
cover being a dunbass, or maybe just to screw people up
because they hated him The trick nobody woul d ever know
he pulled was Iggy's last D-list. A Vietcong RPGw Il see
to that.

“"What's all this business about?"
"None of yours," said Thunb.
"They throw ng |ggy out?"
"I"'mnot the newspaper, dipshit."

"He's too sharp," rationalised Seldis aloud, "not this
cl ose to graduation.”

Thunb raised his iron log of an index finger, "They can do
anyt hing they want!"

Ezra noticed the clock, nearly tine for lunch. It was too
| ate for another round on the firing line. "See ya'l
later,” He returned his rifle to the I ocking rack.

Mai | cane at the noon formation. Ezra got a letter from
his nother. | mss you, save your noney wi sely, and | am
| ooking forward to seeing you at Field Day after WD. She
was a sad and |l onely woman. He pocketed the letter.

The order of ness was the sane as breakfast. Since it was
Saturday, Harrier's daughter was having lunch with her
father. Ezra | ooked at her often w thout making a big deal
about it. She was nice to | ook at and he |iked her the few
times he talked to her, here and there. He didn't know if
she ever even thought about him Probably not. Ezra stared
at her nowwith interest, her face and her cl osed knees.

He determ ned to know her.

Laura Harrier was clearly preparing to | eave.
Wth carefully executed timng, Ezra rose and deposited his
tray in order to arrive, alone of course, at the side door

of the mess hall precisely when Laura required it open. In
this manner he could snell her fragrance as she brushed by.
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He foll owed her out, ignoring the snickers from nearby
tabl es--they were not loud, with Harrier still in the ness
hal | .

Spring thunderheads were formng in the bright powder sky.
Ezra saw them and prayed for themand the failure of drill
this afternoon.

“A nice Saturday so far," he said to her
"Yes," Laura smled, "I hope it stays fair."
Maybe she had thought of him

"Sat urdays are always great," he lied.

"I love the Spring," she said happily.

A smal |l gust cooled the parking ot and whipped a little
dust devil near the parade road.

"Tornado weat her, too," he grinned.

She giggled as she gracefully got into her father's big
car. Fromthe corner of his better eye Ezra caught J.D.
energing fromthe nmess hall. He sort of waved good-bye to
her and strolled briskly toward the A Conpany dorns.

Her car passed him

Down the dorm sidewal k, in front of the far conpany dorm
Leon Asche throttled an old alley cat by the throat and
hind | egs with one hand. The brightness of the noon sun
faded sharply in the shadow of a cl oud whi sking across the
canpus. Asche held a can of lighter fluid. He squirted
l[ighter fluid all over the aninmal and then he pulled a

zi ppo fromthe pocket under his nanetag. Ezra blinked in
disbelief. The ignited feline emtted a piercing how as
it streaked across the drill field, trailing dark snoke.
The cat di sappeared between the dorns about eighty yards
over there.

The fragrance of Laura was driven away.
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Y

The cunmulus anvils now filled a great third of the sky.
Ezra and Thunb had agreed to jointly coerce the rain by
tel epathy. Ezra thought deeply and sincerely about it
beginning to rain, gently until they got cover, then
ferociously. He concentrated on those first drops.

"If you gotta hold it in your hands," Thunb was
concentrating, too. "It ain't worth a dam!"

Tensely gathering, heavy with water, laced with
electricity...a distant flash and the late rattle of
t hunder sifted past the acoustic peaks of the druns.

As they passed in review a noi st breeze cane.
They stretched their wills to the sky!
You could snell it com ng.

A droplet, then several, soon many. A glorious spring
t hunder shower !

A few of themgathered in Thunb's room The rain was really
com ng down now.

"That cherry Peck sure is getting chickenshit," Farris
shook his head, "we nearly got soaked! Wants to be a great
man. The ot her ni ght he gave us the detailed plan for the
South to win the Cvil War."

"Wbnen don't go for that," explained Thunb, "he'l
stay cherry."

"Can't hold his liquor, either,"” Farris confided to
everyone.

"We'll have to fix himup some mung," said Asche in
his throaty nonotone. "Hang a pregnant bl ack Dallas bitch
and shove a pound of Spanish aphrodisiacs..."”

"Peyote is the thing," resolved Thunb. "Close to nature,

like at Big Sur out in California. 1ggy was with us | ast
tinme at Isabel. Wat's the sitch?"
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Farris shrugged, "I heard they told himto pack it up."

"Troon, here's a couple of cigarettes,” Thunb extended a
pack to Troon, "go on over to E Conpany and find out the
ski nny. "

Troon obeyed instantly and bounded out of the roomwth his
raincoat and the cigarettes. He was devoted to Thunb
because Thunb was cl ever and he could kick your ass w t hout

trying.

"We're not going to sit around,” Thunb said, "It ain't 1984
around here yet--"

"Still have to wait two years after that for Halley's
Conet . "

Ezra put an albumby the Animals on the stereo. W Cotta
Get Qut of This Place was Thunb's national anthem

Swi ndon, one of Thunb's roommates, burst in the door. He
made a puddl e where he took off his raincoat. Sw ndon was
wearing a short sleeve shirt. Both of his arns were badly
burned in ugly red splotches. He liked to play chicken

with cigarettes. Unflinching silence won nore cigarettes.

"Goddanm, man," said Thumb irritably, "you got to
quit playing that shit!"

"Hell, it's fun,"” Swi ndon expl ai ned quickly and went into
hi s bedroom

"--We could make napalm" Thunb resuned, "m x up sone Tide
and gasoline. Scratch the football field, maybe the

bl eachers. "

"Saw the flagpol es," suggested Jeffers.

Thunmb shook his head, "Too customary."

An ol d storage barn way back on the school's acreage had
burned to the ground a couple of weeks ago.

"M ght be risky," Swi ndon called fromthe other room He
was drinking cough syrup to sooth the stinging in his arns.

21



Very Military Men
Pete Ahrens
Prax@nexial quest.com

"Rain's letting up,"” Thunb paused thoughtfully, "we'll see
at dinner formation." He renenbered a passage in Trotsky's
Hi story of the Russian Revolution (Arcenaux had | oaned it
to him. Insurrection was the crest of the wave of

revol ution. "Spontaneous action m ght be nore effective.”

"What good does anything do us?" Chinny D al harunphed

nasally, "we can't nake 'em keep Iggy." Chinny wasn't
trying to tal k anybody out of anything, he was a damed
pessimst all the time, "It*lI|l only get himthrough the

front gate that much faster."
"And that nuch |ouder!" sonmeone added.
You got to be gane, Ezra thought but did not say.

"Every time we sit by," Thunb pronounced evenly and
finally, "they get stronger and we get shafted."” He
switched strangely into a little tune, "W shall over cone
sone day."

Troon hurried back to Thumb's room He knocked once and
canme in wthout waiting.

The rain had stopped.
"He's al ready gone," announced Troon sardonically.

"H's old man got down here and they split during the
drill. H's old man was pi ssed but he didn't | ook
too bad."

“Who's gonna | ook bad gettin' outta here?" said Farris.

Troon had | eft the door open and outside a 707 jet passed

| ow overhead, as loud as a train next door, on the Houston-
Dal | as hop. When the noise died they heard the bugle
calling "Soupy" and evening formation.

The conpanies were lined up on the road and the flag was

| onered with bugle acconpani nent. The cannon was shot off,
the thunp rolling into the surroundi ng nei ghborhood. They
marched to the ness hall in their turn.

Peck and Barron the asshole were sonewhere el se, probably
getting the word about Iggy, so Jam e Fairfax, one of
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| ggy' s buddi es and senior sergeant in A conpany |led the
formati on, sharp and snappy with his cadence. Protest
songs were not his way of nmaking a statenent.

How do you handl e a cool guy haul ed out for no good goddamm
reason?

Fairfax halted the conpany in colum before the ness hall.
"Right, face!"

Si xty cadets turned precisely on one heel.

"Present, shafts!”

Si xty cadets presented one great mddle finger.

Fairfax felt a ot better now.

The ness hall was too warm and hum d after the

t hundershowers. Harrier sat wwth his whole famly at his
regul ar table, joined tonight by another faculty famly.
Their son was Laura Harrier's age, in the sane class at
public high school. He was talking to her about going to
college. No inpression fromthe surroundi ng mass of
hostil e peer-m nds reached him

"I'"ve been thinking nostly," he was saying, "of the
University of Texas at Austin..."

J.D. Harrier felt sonmething stuck between cortex and skul
in the back of his neticulously trimred head. It whispered
to himin words he could not deci pher. Today he and Bill ups
had enforced the rules. They affected all as they hurt one
-- the present nonent focused on the one. He knew he had
done the right thing today but now he feared he had
forgotten sonme special aspect of the one. It was too late
for that.

"The really strange thing was," Farnsworth was visiting
Ezra's table, "it was already norning and broad dayl i ght
when they |l anded." Farnsworth's dad was with RAND or
sonebody out at Al anbgordo. “Three of them set down on the
road right outside the gate." There had been a very
peculiar UFO incident out there. "They stopped traffic for
a few hours and then cut out. Nothing was delivered."
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"Not surprising," said Ezra. "They probably didn't feel
like talking to two-|egged cattle.”

"Yeah!" | aughed Farnsworth enthusiastically, "you' re damed
right! We're beneath interstellar contenpt!”

“I''"l'l bet there are | ess benign forns of contenpt."”

Ezra glanced at Harrier's table. Laura was already gone,
wi th that hick.

Fortune fus par olers jadis nonme
Whom you, Francois, insult and call nurderer
You a man wi thout any fanme at all..

"Reciting poetry to yourself, Ezra?" el bowed Thunb. *Qut
loud, if you please!”" He really did appreciate such stuff.
You never knew which direction Thunb was going turn next.

"FromVillon, Fifteenth Century France," Ezra replied
honestly, for now that book was his.

Before on nice nights Ezra had seen Laura sit out on her
porch. The sky was clearing in the twilight. [If she
wasn't cajoling with that provincial goat-boy.

"There's Billups," Thunb interrupted Ezra's reverie.

Silence froze the ness hall. You were supposed to drop your
hands of f the table when Bill ups snapped "At ease!" but
this time nobody did.

"Tonorrow i s Sunday-" he pronounced "day" as "dee"

in his breathy dixie clip, "- and then Mondee and | n-spect-
shun. We want to have a good clean-up tonorrow and a rea
good i nspecti on Mondee nornin' ."

That was it. He set the m ke down and wal ked to the staff
table. Billups forgot to say "Rest!" to rel ease the
cadets. Sonebody at the table nentioned it to him Billups
stood straight up in a buffoon's sternest expression,
madder than hell at hinself, and shouted gruffly, "Rest!"
He was bonbarded by nocki ng, unani nous--and therefore
anonynous- -1l aughter. A nonent later Billups and Harrier
and the cadet officer staff retired fromthe ness hall.
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Since the | aughter the cadets' energy grew. The grow ng
synpat hetic fervor of the day bl ossoned. A boy in lggy's
conpany let fly his roll at the still open m crophone. As
it struck it started to feedback the P. A in great squeals.
Anot her, larger mssile, nost |ikely several rolls
conpacted into a tough ball, struck the m ke again and
brought it down in a clattering el ectronic death-wail.
Everything on the m ke stand crashed to the floor.

A sudden flash flood of food erupted fromevery table, the
air filled wth chicken w ngs, hanburgers, french fries,
and even a few utensils.

"If they can get lggy they can get anybody!"

Nobody got his eye put out and in an instant it was over.
That made a hell of a nmess for the niggers to clean up
Nobody got paid overtine.

"Dammed fool hardy!" Ezra huffed with a smle, running from
the ness hall, Troon sidekicking, "but goddamm necessary!"

"Not just yeah but hell yeah!"™ proclainmed Troon, punching
the air. He loved to destroy. Troon did not understand
Ezra or know that he did not.

Hanmond was al ready back at the roomw th soneone. Loud
talking cane fromhis side of the roons. A slightly
oversi zed fell ow from anot her dorm was shouting at the top
of his lungs. Kyle was the strange boy's nanme. Last
senester he had shaved his head under nysterious

ci rcunst ances. He pushed Hammond around the room and
finally pressed hi magainst the bunkrail.

"What's the matter with you, man?" Hammond yel | ed.

"You may not like me," Kyle roared irrationally, "and I
don't think you got a football team and you' re not so
goddammed t ough!' He pushed with both arns again. "You
bitch!"

"G ve hima shot!" Troon i medi ately advi sed, "knock hi m
down! "
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Hanmond only neekly defended hinself, giving with his
shoul ders to the pushes that were becom ng punches.

H s Christian nother had told him-Troon's excitenment with
the ness hall was fully refreshed by this new soure of
pain, "Ht him" he fanatically urged, perhaps to both

ant agoni sts, "go ahead!*

Ezra stood in the doorway, fascinated.

Wth an ugly noise Kyle shoved Hammond into the corner and
reared back for a punch, but getting cornered was too much
for Hammond and he shouted, jabbing Kyle on the nose.

Bl ood squirted out Kyle's nostrils. He threw his punch and
| anded on Hammond's ear. Hammond flail ed an uppercut,
slanm ng Kyle's jaw up, clicking teeth, knocking hi m back.
Now Hammond, shouting or scream ng or crying, cane out of
that corner in a slight crouch with his fists raised. Kyle
stood fast and punched ineffectively on Hammond' s ar ns.
Hammond j abbed again and then |l et go a roundhouse left and
caught hi s opponent on the right eye. Kyle cried out and
swung his dukes w ldly.

Hammond j abbed agai n and again, driving Kyle alnost to the
door. Another looping |left by Hammond abruptly caused Kyl e
to drop his arnms and stare dunbly from Troon to Ezra.
Hanmond ki cked himin the balls as hard as he coul d.

Kyl e yel ped i n agony and hobbled fromthe roomw th his
hands between his | egs.

Troon appl auded Ii ke an aficionado at a grand bul |l fight.
Hammond was bl eeding fromhis ear. The blood ran off the

| obe onto his shirt where it soaked through to his skin. He
panted and raced around the room while Troon patted himon
t he back and coached himfor the inevitable next encounter.
"Damm!" Hammond kept sayi ng.

Ezra wat ched Troon coachi ng and Hamond bl eedi ng and

| aughed with their excitenent. Hamond and Troon felt good
and Kyle had his balls kicked in. That's noral justice!

Now everybody woul d know who the better nman was.
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Vv

The Mlitary Science instructors would tear everything up
Monday, inspecting. To get even. Dusk faded fromthe

hi gher red hues to the deep orange gl ow of sunset. The day
was fadi ng.

Ezra wal ked up to the Huss Shack where sergeants and
Nat i onal Honor Society nenbers were allowed to watch
television. They were all nmesnerized by Batrman. Shadows
fromthe western wi ndow stretched to not hi ng.

Ezra stepped outside again, his hands in his pockets--a
sin. He thought of the instructor who would inspect A

Conpany, Captain Mastiff. "I never killed anybody in Veet-
Nanme, " he would say, "ny Huey m ght've bought a few gook
farms, tho'." An animal in human skin. He |ooked like a

policeman. There would be a real fine inspection. Ezra
hoped Farris had the Southern Confort shitcanned by then.

Ezra passed through the secret cut in the Acadeny fence.
Of limts.

"N," he said to hinself, "one letter's all the difference
bet ween uni formed and uninfornmed.” He wal ked down UWval de
Street on the side without streetlights, "Just a couple of
n's. N neans no."

The houses in this neighborhood were shabby, run-down frane
dwel lings built long before the Second Wirld War.

Abandoned by the small town bourgeoisie, they housed the
poor bl acks whose former county |and had dissolved in the
anti-prosperity of real estate devel opers and welfare
offices. The power and tel ephone |ines drooped from pol e
to pole like these souls fromyear to year. Fences here
did not stand and the streets bore the weather and wear

Wi th steady sure sacrifice.

There was a grocery and honespun pharmacy where the ol d man
sold beer. He had the ol dest, spindizziest gilt-edged cash
regi ster Ezra had ever seen, nore ornate even than the old
bookst or es.

The bell jingled when Ezra stepped through the screen door
wi th the ancient Coca-Cola sign. This store had incense and
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tobacco for all uses: chew ng, snuffing, dipping, snoking,
incanting. Against one wall were all the canned goods and
in back was the old freezer for mlk and w ne. The beer was
in a long Coca-Cola ice chest. The counter ran the length
of the other wall with the tobacco under glass and behi nd
it was the old man's gl orious assortnent of renedies,
medi ci nes, tonics and elixirs. Every color of |abel and
liquid was behind that counter, for every ailnment known,
unknown, suspected, or feared. The place snelled of

[ iquor, conjuring and al cheny, as did the old man, his
white kinky hair rising behind the crown of his high black
f orehead, one thousand knowi ng winkles of wise smles and
pai nful tears.

The face of an apostle. N codenus stood braced with a
gnar | ed cane.

A gospel tune played on the granophone. The player was
el ectrical but the speaker was an old horn, the hearty
voi ce of a big, dark woman pouring forth

The peopl e keep a-com n'
but the train done gone.

"What m ght a young man need?" the old man al nbst sang.

"Beer, | think, N codenus," Ezra net the old man's eyes
wi th reverence, "then maybe sonething el se.™

Ni codenus pul led a couple of beers froma personal cool er
under the register. He opened both bottles and gently
pushed one toward Ezra.

The first swg is always the col dest and nost refreshing.

Every sort of edible flora was hone-jarred here. Even the
stuff with brand nanes was unfamliar to Ezra.

"Wher ever you be, you gots to be there wit' the endin',"
said Nicodenmus. The old man had been readi ng the newspaper
about the war in the Dom nican Republic, his hone. "You
gots to pick the right voodoo."

"Not just be there," Ezra drank, "I want ny cut."

"Yes, just that and never nore, boy!"
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The old man waited patiently.

"add Man, sonething for-" Ezra set the enpty on the
counter and Ni codenus redeened it w th another

cold bottle, "-for making a girl like ne. L--love." | want
to | ove and be | oved.

The ol d man chuckl ed and perused his concoctions. GCh yes,
there was sonething here for that. Using his step | adder,
Ni codenmus brought down a small vial. The container had been
| abel ed by fountain pen on white tissue under sone
yel | om ng scotch tape.

"Price too high, boy," explained N codenus, "you gets in
fo' freel”

Ezra held it to the light and read the nebul ous
prescription.

Upon the fall of night, drink w thout sadness.
The contents of the vial gave an odor that, once inhaled,
filtered through the body, penetrating the nuscles into the
bl oodstream down to the bone marrow and al ong the spine by
secret routes.
"A toast?" offered Ezra.
"Drink deeply," nodded N codenus proudly.
Ezra took a long pull w thout hesitation. The vial seened
not to be depleted. A new thirst suddenly cane over him
t he pl aces bel ow and behind his navel warned to this potion
Ii ke an oven! Again Ezra tasted it, glow ng, then handed
the tiny flask back to the old man. Ezra washed it down
w th anot her swal |l ow of beer. N codenus sipped beer with
himand tal ked of a world Ezra did not conprehend.
The di stant wonman of the granophone | anented,

No nore cane on the Brazos..
Then it was tine to go.

Ezra |l et the screen door slap closed, jingling the bells.
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The bright gi bbous noon illum nated the dark street. Ezra
saw, and understood for the first tine in his life, that
charm ng eternal face of the white goddess.

Li ke know ng soneone's w sh about you, sonehow he was sure
she would be there if he went there now

Harrier's house was across the street fromthe Front Gate
of the Acadeny. Although it was far too early in the year
for them Ezra thought he heard the cicadas in the oaks--

but you wouldn't hear them after sunset, anyway!

No turning back.

Laura gently rocked in the porch swing and read a thin
book. Ezra nonchalantly crossed the street, toward her.

Laura had noticed himseveral m nutes ago.

She never really read on the porch, poorly lighted from
the living roompicture wi ndow, and her eyes al ways
wandered from books of poetry anyway. She waited till he
was at her | awn.

"Hel | o!'"

Ezra glanced to the porch, startled that he was here.

"No tornadoes tonight," she sm | ed.

He cane to the steps of the porch.

"I like it clear, too," Ezra | ooked straight up, "you can
see the stars.”

"Oh, you're a-," she sought the right word, "an
astrol oger ?"

"Astrononer!" he | aughed.

"Yes!" she | aughed too, "ny nother reads that horoscope
stuff and | get them m xed up."

"Still, we can learn fromthe stars."
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"They're better than this stuff,” she pouted in fun,
t ossi ng her vol une asi de.

"What is it?"

"Um" she handed it to himand their fingers
al nost touched, "Byron."

"*Of thee and ne,'" Ezra quoted, opening the book and
boldly sitting on the top step.

That was all right with Laura. He was from sonmewhere el se,
the city, the metropolis, Houston. Perhaps he was fromthe
future. What he wasn't, she realized intuitively, was a

yokel like fromaround here. She knew from her father that
he was the smartest boy in his class, maybe the whol e
school. He was new, he was things unknown to her, and that

meant she did not mnd his sitting on the top step at all.

"Do you really like poetry?" she asked in honest
ast oni shnent .

"Depends on the poet."
"I don't know many poets."
"You get to know them you know?"

"My A)s in Lit don't nean a thing," she giggled, "Daddy
says they don't when | show himny essays."

Ezra chuckled with her. It didn't matter that her father
was his chief tornmentor. He already |iked talking to her.

"I wite sone, | guess,” he told her.
"Do you nmake A s?"
"Well, yeah. | neant other..."

She could not have helped that little bit of teasing. Laura
smled with her eyes and voice as well as with her I|ips.

"You nean, |ike poens and things?"
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He bl ushed when he felt her kindness but luckily it was
dar k.

"Yeah," he handed the book back to her and this tine their
fingers did touch, "things like that."

It was nice, shared and not spoken.

"What are they about?"

Ezra stood up on the porch and shrugged.

"Hell, 1 don't know," he said half-seriously.

She | aughed at himbut it didn't hurt. How could it?
"If you wite themyou nust know what they are about!"

Ezra rested his hands on the railing and stared at the
street. He felt that he had seen and done all this before!

"You kind of scribble dowmn your thoughts, before they get
away. For trying to nmake sense out of them™

"I'"ve never read a poemthat nmade any sense to ne," she
taunted him

"That's the idea," he turned to Laura, "all poets nust be
i nsane. "

"Are you insane?" she asked coyly, "you don't | ook too
i nsane. "

"I mnot old enough to be really insane, but 1'll get
there."

They | aughed sone nore.

Laura whirled in her seat to peer into the living room Her
not her and father were gone to sone party near the

Uni versity and her brother was watchi ng Pal adi n.

"Let's go for a walk!" she blurted happily.
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Ezra's whol e being flushed with excitenent. He did not know
yet that anything is possible on a fine early spring
eveni ng.

"You woul dn't be enbarrassed, wal king with nme?"

11} \My?ll

"Ah, the uniform and I'm"

"My father runs the place, so what!"

"Right!"

Ezra foll owed her down the steps and round the house. They
wal ked across the | ot where the school had sone huge
storage buil dings. Hundreds of old broken desks and the
frame for the Brigade Ball stage and a thousand ot her
things like that were in there. Laura and Ezra strolled
past all that and started down a well-lit sidewalk into the
city park with swings and seesaws and a tennis court and a
swi mm ng pool that opened next nonth.

Laura was very pretty in the noonlight.

Noct urnal sounds came fromthe pond across the park.
"Survivor frogs," Ezra unconsciously jested.

"They like the spring," Laura said quietly.

"Rem nds them of their past lives."

He took her hand. It was warm |ike any living human fl esh
in the universe, yet cool in his hand which was not
sweat i ng but nmuch warnmer than hers. This cool ness was
outside his experience and it felt good.

They | ooped the park and wal ked on the next street back
toward her house. Laura cane nearer to him They stopped by
the high wall of the biggest storage buil ding.

"I'"ve seen your face before," she said to himand then
| ooked at the noon, "That smling face!"

She ki ssed him
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Ezra wal ked Laura to her porch, never giving up her hand.
Here and there were still puddles of the afternoon rain.
The eveni ng breeze tugged at the treetops.

"Look at the puddles," he said, "the way the waves fromthe
teardrops spread out."

"Tear dr ops?”
"\What ?"
She | ooked at him affectionately, synpathetically.

"You said 'teardrops' instead of raindrops fromthe

| eaves." Laura stared at himfor a very long tinme. "You're
so strange!" she cried suddenly and kissed himon the |ips
again. Then she ran in her house and drew all the curtains.

Ezra wal ked al one down the asphalt parade road. He foll owed
it where the dorns forked fromthe road in a big horseshoe.
Everybody was doi ng sonething. This was Saturday night!

A lot of guys were in town, at the novies or the magazi ne
shop, where the old fart would sell you the good porn for
an extra buck. Guys were playing cards or checkers or even
chess. Sonmebody blew a conch. One kid was nenori zi ng
Caesar's Gllic Wars in Latin. Ezra clapped himon the
shoul der as he recited. Ezra began to pace the length of A
Conpany' s youngest dorm He passed Canwell's room

Sonething hit the door fromthe inside.

Ezra heard the slap of a baseball in a well-oiled mt, then
anot her sound. Baseballs did not cry out! He tried the
door. It seened | ocked but it was really the bunmed knob
mechanismand finally it opened. Instantly the tangy odor
hit him Brown paper bags littered the front room A kid
was | aying on the desk, singing and giggling in a childish
pitch. Ezra thought he heard the shower in the back
bedroom w th nore sl apping.

Steamwas filling the place.
"Stupid son of a bitch!" sonmeone shouted gl eefully.

"Let's sniff this up!"
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Moans came out of the rattling water.

Thunb and Jeffers had Canwell in the shower for sniffing
glue. They beat his bare skin with their fists while the
hot water hit his head. Steam bell owed around them and out
of the bathroom

Canwel | was so stoned he could only whinper at the

puni shment. They whi pped himw th their open hands
unmercifully, running the shower fromextrene hot to
extrenme cold. Thunb and Jeffers were too thrilled to be
clearly aware of Ezra. This was a personal blitzkrieg of
this grub--stonping the creature into oblivion! They
thrashed himinto sensel essness. Canwel|'s brain-disabling
i ntoxi cation forbade himdirect know edge of the damagi ng
brui ses everywhere. At last Jeffers yanked hi m out

of the steam by his shoulders and laid himface down

on a desk. Thunb picked up his rear by hooking his fist in
Canwel | 's crotch. They rocked himback and forth to the
count of three and heaved hi mthrough the closed rear

w ndow.

Canwel | shattered the glass and fell naked in the high
weeds behind the dorm

"These little shits never learn," decreed Thunb
in hellish self-righteous hunor.

Jeffers nodded energetically, w ping his nouth.

The two of them paraded out of the room

Ezra unl ocked and rai sed the wi ndow and clinbed out. He
lifted Canwel |l off the ground and shoved hi m back through
the sill. Canwell's groggy roonmates hel ped drag himto his
bunk. Sonme of the splintered glass was still in the

bl eeding | acerations. By sonme mracle it seened there were
no terrible cuts, just a bunch of tiny hacks.

Ezra plucked glass fromthe wounds.

Canwell rolled fromside to side, comng to

"I was going to talk to you, M. Ezra," the boy nuttered in
broken words. Wiy did he retain the cadets' stupid
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formality? Afraid to cry, he said, "I was going to cone
by you--"
"kay, Canwell,"

Canwel | 's eyes were cl ouded but he peered directly at Ezra.
"M. Ezra-" he stuttered pitifully, "-have your parents
ever told you they, they hated you? That they wanted to
get rid of you-" A tear rolled dowm his cheek. "That you
weren't even really their kin?"

Canwel | clutched Ezra's armas tightly as life.

"Then who am1?" he shouted, exhausting hinself, "what am|
and what is all nme for!" Canwell broke into horrifying,

| onely sobs. "Am|I anybody...?"

Ezra recoil ed, stunned.

There was not hing to say.
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Vi

Ezra and Chinny Di al skipped church and hid out in the La
Salle Hotel for a few hours with sone old black coots

wat chi ng the Reverend C eophus Johnston on the television
in the | obby.

"There's too many Buddhists for all of themto go to hell,*
Ezra said, "so we've got nothing to worry about!"

Chinny | oved that kind of talk.

"These ol d folks sure are scared of dying, ain't they?"
"Scared? Chinny, they're singing about it."

"Let's go."

There was a place way back there in the hills, behind the
Acadeny and the old man's property, where a little creek
fell over some snooth boulders jutting out of the slope and
it made a fine rock pool in the mddle of the woods. The
wi | df | owers paved the trail across the neadows and then the
sunlight made a path through the piney boughs. Pine
needl es floated on the surface of the cold running water.
"This feels better than religion.*

"Yeah," Chinny tread water contentedly. "I w sh we
had sonme fishing poles."”

"Li ke you know how to fish."
"You don't need to know. "
The dogwoods were bloomng in tine for Easter.

They let the fresh water support them cleanse their flesh,
get into their bl ood.

"Maybe a little still right over there,” Chinny added.

"And nobody for a mllion years."
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