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CHAPTER ONE

 


Dear Janice,

You don’t know me, but I know you. I know lots about you. Your name is Janice O’Neill. You’re fifteen years old, and a tenth grader at Webster High School. As you can see from the envelope, I know your address.

You are five feet, two inches tall and weigh about a hundred and five pounds. That’s a nice size for a girl. Also, you have an appealing figure. I don’t like it when girls are either too big or too little. I like girls to be the way you are—in the middle.

Your eyes are like the sky. Your hair is golden. The freckles on your nose are brown like sand.

Your best friend is Susan Anzio, who lives on Elm Street. She has a brother named Mike. You don’t have a brother. You’re an only child, which must make you feel very lonely sometimes.

I’m often lonely, too. I was lonely, anyhow, until last week when I saw you at the park.

You were there with Susan. You wore white tennis shoes, faded jeans, and a blue sweatshirt that said Thomas Jefferson Junior High School. Do you remember? The day was sunny, but a strong wind blew leaves along the grass. It also blew your frisbee every which way.

Speaking of which, how did you get to be so good with a frisbee? Your accuracy, considering the wind, was astonishing. Also, I was impressed by your catching ability. You are superb with a frisbee, and should consider competing in the sport.

But I am wandering from the point. The point is this, Janice. From the moment I saw you in the park, I haven’t been able to get you out of my mind. Thoughts of you fill my days and haunt my nights. I long to be near you, to speak with you, to look into the depths of your eyes. How wonderful it would be!

And yet, I dare not. I must keep my identity a secret from you. For now. Perhaps forever.

Let me simply adore you from afar, and write to you sometimes of my love.

 

With all my heart,

Your Secret Admirer



 

“What do you think?” Janice asked.

“I think he’s loony,” Susan told her. “And dangerous, maybe. I mean, what kind of nut goes around sending anonymous letters? Not only that, but he must’ve followed you around, or how’d he know all this stuff?”

“Maybe it’s someone we know,” Janice suggested.

“Yeah, but who?”

Janice shrugged. “Somebody from school, maybe.”

Susan took off the wire-rimmed glasses that made her look like a red-haired Benjamin Franklin, and tapped one of the earpieces against her front teeth. “Freddy Miller?” she asked.

“Freddy?”

“Sure. Haven’t you seen how he looks at you?”

“No, how?”

“Like he’s madly in love.”

“He does not,” Janice said. She thought about Freddy. He sat next to her in English, and sometimes took a seat beside her on the school bus. He hardly ever talked, though. If he loved her so madly, he’d certainly talk, wouldn’t he? “Freddy’s too shy to send a letter like this,” she said.

“Are you kidding? It’s perfect for a shy person. What could be more perfect than an anonymous letter? You can say whatever you want, and they’ll never know it’s you.”

Susan put on her glasses again and picked up the letter. “Seems to me this guy gives us plenty of clues,” she said. “Why don’t we make a list?” She opened her binder, and pulled out two fresh sheets of notebook paper. She gave one to Janice. “Before we start, do you want a Pepsi?”

“Yeah, thanks.”

Susan got up from the kitchen table where she’d been doing homework when Janice arrived with the letter. She took a can from the refrigerator. “All we’ve got is the diet stuff,” she explained. “Mom says I’ve gotta drop a little weight. Like about a ton.”

“You’re not that heavy.”

“Are you kidding? I’m a porker.”

She poured the cola into ice-filled glasses, and brought them to the table. “Now,” she said, “let’s list the clues.”

“He types.”

“Right.”

They both wrote it down, making separate lists. Then they began reading the letter aloud, discussing each clue as it came up. Ten minutes later, they were done. Their lists looked like this:

 


Secret Admirer

1. types

2. mailed letter here in town

3. says Janice doesn’t know him (maybe a lie to throw us off the track)

4. knows Janice’s height and weight

5. was at park when we were

6. uses big words like astonishing

7. has good grammar



 

“Awfully good grammar,” Susan said, after going over the list. “Like a grown-up.”

“Oh, it isn’t that good.”

“I tell you, Janice, he’s a grown-up. Look how he says stuff like ‘And yet, I dare not.’ No kid is going to write that.”

“Maybe he’s a kid trying to sound like an adult.”

“I think it’s a real one. You’d better tell your mom and dad. The guy might be some kind of pervert.”

“Who’s a pervert?” asked Mike, entering the kitchen.

“You are, creepo,” Susan said.

“Not me,” he said, and opened the refrigerator. He pulled out a carton of milk. “Yours truly is normal in every way.”

“Except your mind, which is ossified.”

“Ossified,” Mike said to Janice. “Bet she doesn’t even know what it means.” He grinned at her, and she felt the warmth of a blush. She really liked Mike, but he never paid much attention to her. Probably because she was Susan’s friend. It couldn’t be her age, because Mike had taken Brita Kramer—also a sophomore—to a movie last week.

She plucked the letter from Susan’s hand. “Do you want to see this?” she asked.

“Don’t let him,” Susan warned.

“Why not?”

“What is it?” Mike asked, approaching.

“A weird letter I got.”

“He’ll tell everyone,” said Susan.

“No he won’t.” Janice handed the letter to Mike. “It’s just between the three of us, okay?”

“Sure.”

Janice believed him. She’d known Mike for nearly three months. Though he spent most of the time ignoring her, she’d had plenty of chances to observe him. She knew he could be trusted.

She watched him read the letter. When he finished he looked at her oddly, as if he had never really seen her before. She suddenly thought how personal the letter was. Phrases from it flashed through her mind: appealing figure… I long to be near you… adore you… my love. She felt a blush burn her skin. The letter was too personal. She shouldn’t have let him read it. Shrugging, she smiled with embarrassment.

“The guy’s really flipped for you,” Mike said. “Do you know who wrote it?”

“No.”

“Far out. How does it feel, having a secret admirer?”

“I’m not sure. I kind of like it, but it makes me nervous.”

“It should,” Susan said. “I mean, the guy’s probably one of those sex maniacs who…”

Mike interrupted her with a laugh. “He isn’t a sex maniac.”

“I see. You know him personally. I should have guessed. Who is it, Brains Callahan?”

“Don’t be a twerp.”

“Maybe you wrote it yourself.”

He shook his head, smirking as if the idea were too ridiculous to bother denying. But Janice saw his face go red.

“Explains everything!” Susan blurted. “How he knows so much about you—about us! Come on, creepo, fess up!”

He didn’t answer Susan. Instead, he looked straight at Janice. His intense blue eyes locked on hers. She couldn’t look away. She didn’t want to. She wished the moment would last forever.

“I didn’t write this letter,” he told her. “But if you want, I’ll help you find out who did.”


 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Dinner that night was spaghetti. Janice really liked how her mother made the sauce, with chunks of sausage instead of meatballs. She carefully spooned it onto her tangled pile of spaghetti, giving herself plenty of sausage, and being sure to miss the big slices of mushroom.

Mushrooms, in her opinion, were disgusting. Also dangerous. If somebody goofed and they turned out to be toadstools, she’d be the only healthy one. She planned to call the paramedics in time to save Mom and Dad.

She watched closely as her father forked a mushroom into his mouth. Suddenly, he grimaced and clutched his throat. Janice dropped her fork.

“Hal!” her mother said, “that’s not amusing.”

He grinned, and winked at Janice.

Janice laughed. “You’re weird,” she said.

“Thank you.”

“Are you guys going out tonight?” she asked.

“Want to get rid of us, huh?”

Mom said, “We’ll be going to the Dawsons’ for bridge.”

“Is it okay if I go to the movies with Susan?” She began to cut her spaghetti. She hated long strands slopping against her chin and throat.

“What’s playing?” Dad asked.

“The Vampire’s Curse and The Dead Walk at Midnight.”

“Lovely,” Mom said.

“They sound good,” said Dad. “Nothing compares to The Night of the Living Dead, of course. Maybe this Halloween I’ll take you to see it. The Palace always has a midnight showing…”

“It’s horrid,” Mom put in.

“You saw it?”

“Your father dragged me to it several years ago. ‘It’s a classic,’ he said. ‘You’ve got to see it.’ Well, I saw it, all right. And I wish I hadn’t. I had nightmares for a month.”

“Wow!” She finished cutting her spaghetti, and raised a forkful to her mouth. It was hot and tangy.

Mom lifted an eyebrow at her. “These movies you want to see, what are they rated?”

“P.G.”

“Sounds all right by me,” Dad said. “Wish I could come along. You’ll probably have a better time than us.”

“Speak for yourself, Hal.”

“How will you get there?”

“We thought we’d walk.”

Dad shrugged. “We can give you a lift over. Wouldn’t be able to pick you up, though.”

“Oh, we can walk home.”

“What time does the show let out?” Mom asked.

“About eleven.”

“That’s too late to be out on the streets.”

“We don’t mind.”

“Well, we do,” Mom said.

Dad swallowed a mouthful of spaghetti and used his napkin to wipe the red sauce off his lips. “Maybe Susan’s parents will pick you up.”

“It’s not that far,” Janice objected, seeing her plans begin to fall apart. “It’s not even a mile.”

“We’re not much concerned about the distance,” Dad explained. “We’re sure you can walk that far without doing your feet any permanent damage. What concerns us is your safety.”

“I’ll be all right.”

“Not worth the risk,” Dad said. “You’d have to walk past the park, and that isn’t the most savory place in town, especially at night.”

“A woman was beaten and robbed in the park last month,” Mom added. “She wound up in the hospital. No, we won’t have you walking home at that hour. If Susan’s parents can’t bring you home, you’ll just have to make other plans for tonight.”

“Aw, Mom!” The spaghetti suddenly lost its flavor. She had a hard time swallowing.

“When you’re done eating,” Dad suggested, “try giving Susan a call.”

“They won’t. They never do anything Susan wants.”

“No harm trying.”

 

When Janice finished dinner, she phoned Susan and explained the situation.

“Hang on,” Susan said. “I’ll ask.” She went away from the phone. When she came back, her voice was cheerful. “Wonder of wonders, Jan. They’ll pick us up.”

“Really?”

“Yep. They’re trying to turn over a new leaf.”

“Great!”

 

When Janice and Susan were seated in the movie theater, Susan looked over her shoulder at the people wandering down the aisles and taking seats. “Do you think he’s here?”

“Who?” Janice asked.

“Your secret admirer.”

Janice, too, looked around at the audience. “I guess he might be,” she said in a hushed voice.

“Maybe him in the T-shirt.”

The muscular man had tattoos on both arms, and cruel eyes that made Janice shiver. “I sure hope not,” she muttered.

“Could be anybody, I guess,” Susan continued. “Maybe that guy there. The one with the popcorn.”

That guy, looking decent and intelligent in his sport shirt and glasses, was no older than ten. “You’re asking for it,” Janice said.

“Who, me?” Susan smiled sweetly. “You wouldn’t hit a girl with glasses.”

Janice twisted her arm, and Susan started giggling out of control. As the theater darkened, Janice let go. Susan elbowed her. Then they both settled down to watch the film.

The Dracula movie came first. It was so bad that everyone laughed in the wrong places. At intermission, Susan saved the seats while Janice went to the snack counter. She bought a giant tub of buttered popcorn, and two Pepsis. As she started to pick them up, a voice from behind said, “Would you like me to help?”

Turning, she faced Freddy Miller. She remembered what Susan had said about him that afternoon: “Haven’t you seen how he looks at you?… Like he’s madly in love.”

“Hi, Freddy.”

Freddy smiled nervously. His ears were red, as if he’d been out in cold weather. Janice suspected, though, that the redness came from embarrassment. “I can handle the drinks,” he said.

“Okay. Thank you.”

Together, they began walking through the crowded lobby. “How’d you like the movie?” Janice asked.

“It was dumb.”

“Yeah, I thought so too.”

“You don’t kill vampires with silver bullets. That’s werewolves.”

They entered the auditorium. “We’re down here,” Janice told him.

“I know. I saw you. You’re with Susan.”

“Who’d you come with?”

“Just me.”

“You mean you came to the movies all by yourself?”

He looked as if he’d been caught at something awful. “I don’t mind,” he said.

“Do you want to sit with us?”

“Oh, I don’t know.”

“There’s plenty of room. Come on.” They reached the seats.

“What’s up, Freddy?” Susan greeted him.

“Oh, I don’t know.”

“Freddy’s here alone, so I asked him to sit with us.”

“Good idea.” Susan moved over, and patted the seat beside her. “Here you go, Freddy. I warmed it up for you.”

He sat down beside Susan. Janice took the seat on his other side.

“So,” said Susan, “how’s your typing.”

Janice scowled at her.

“It’s okay. I got a B last year.”

“And an A in English, I bet.”

He nodded.

“Written any letters lately?”

“Susan!”

“Some guy wrote Janice this really neat letter, see, and we’re just checking around to find out who.”

“What kind of letter?” he asked.

“What kind did you write?” Susan wanted to know.

“I didn’t write any.”

“Can you prove it?”

“Susan! Leave him alone!”

Susan ignored her. “Did you follow us here tonight?”

“No! What is this?”

“Are you in love with Janice?”

He turned crimson. Janice covered her face in despair.

“You are! Admit it! You love her and you wrote the letter!”

“You’re crackers!” he said. Jumping to his feet, he lurched past Janice and ran up the aisle.

“He did it,” Susan said. “Did you see him? Guilt written all over his face.”


 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

“He’s right,” Janice said. “You are crackers.”

“I solve the mystery for you, and this is the thanks I get.”

“What’d you solve? All you did was upset Freddy. He really wanted to sit with us, and… that just wasn’t very nice.”

Susan frowned with deep concentration, and suddenly smiled. “No problem,” she said. “I’ll go get him.” She squeezed past Janice’s knees, and hurried up the aisle.

As Janice watched her, the lights dimmed. She saw Susan’s chubby figure moving along a row in the darkness. Then she turned her eyes to the screen in time to watch a bloody hand push upward through the dirt over a grave.

The whole body was out, white and ugly and staggering among the tombstones, when Susan appeared with Freddy in tow. Freddy sat down beside Janice, and Susan took the seat on his other side.

“Welcome back,” Janice said. She gave him a smile, and the tub of popcorn. “Help yourself, Freddy.”

He whispered, “Thanks.” Then he faced the movie screen.

This movie was a good one. Five times, Janice jumped with shock and Susan screamed. Three times, Janice looked down at her hands to keep from seeing the horrors on the screen. When it was over, she breathed deeply with relief. Her legs trembled as she stood.

“That was a rip-snorter,” Susan said.

All Janice could say was, “Wow.”

Freddy shook his head. “Extraordinary.”

They moved up the crowded aisle, through the lobby, and outside. The September night was cool, and a strong wind blew against them.

“Well…” Freddy shrugged. “Thank you both for letting me sit with you, and for the popcorn, and…”

“Enough, enough!” Susan cried.

Freddy laughed. “Well, I’ll be seeing you.”

“Are you walking?” Janice asked him.

“Sure.”

“Hey Susan, maybe your dad can give him a lift. It’s the other way, but it’s not very far.”

Susan suddenly looked embarrassed. She smiled and adjusted her slipping glasses.

“That’s all right,” Freddy said as he started away. “I’d rather walk. Really. I like walking at night. See you. And thank you again.”

“Polite kid,” said Susan when he was gone. “I still bet he’s the letter writer. I mean, he probably followed us here so he could ‘adore you from afar.’”

“I doubt it. How could he follow us, walking? My parents drove us, remember?” Janice watched the boy disappear around a corner, then looked up and down the street. “Wonder what’s keeping your dad.”

“Oh, that.”

“Oh, that?”

Susan grinned.

“Don’t tell me he’s not coming.”

“I’m sure he’d be happy to, but he’s out of town on business. Mom’s over at Harriet’s watching cable TV.”

“Susan! You knew, didn’t you? You lied when you said they’d pick us up!”

“A little-bitty fib.”

Janice groaned. “Oh boy,” she said.

“The walk will be good for us. Do you know how many calories you burn off walking briskly for an hour? Almost three hundred. So if we walk home, that’ll be about a hundred, don’t you think?”

“Boy, if my parents find out…”

“They’ll never know.”

“They always know.”

“Hey, Janice, I had to say they’d pick us up, or you couldn’t have gone to the movies tonight.”

“Maybe not, but… I don’t know… I’ll be in a lot of trouble if we get caught.”

“So who’s going to get caught?” Susan asked in a carefree voice. “Shall we be off?”

They started walking. For Janice, the joy was gone from the evening. Her mind kept returning to dinner, and the words of her parents.

That’s too late to be out on the streets.

What concerns us is your safety.

Not worth the risk.

Of course, she hadn’t been the one who lied. She’d been tricked, the same as her parents. Somehow, that didn’t make her feel any better about disobeying them. She felt as guilty as if the whole set-up had been her idea.

“Let’s cut through the park,” Susan suggested. “It’s shorter that way. Besides, maybe we’ll see a wino.”

“Who wants to see a wino?”

“You’re sure in a creepy mood.”

“I don’t like lies.”

“Oh? I guess you’ve never lied, huh?”

The words bit sharply. She decided to stop talking.

They talked without speaking for a block. When they reached the corner of the park, Susan started toward the walkway into it.

Janice broke the silence. “Not through there.”

“What’s wrong?”

“We shouldn’t go that way. It’s not safe.”

Susan smirked. “Then you go your way, and I’ll go mine.”

“Susan, come on. Let’s just stay on the street, okay?”

“Afraid the walking dead will get you?”

“I’m more worried,” said Janice, “about the walking living.”

“Do whatever you want. I’m going through the park.”

She watched Susan start into the park. The walkway was lighted by lamps, but it seemed like a narrow lane through depths of darkness. Anyone—anything—could be lurking unseen among the nearby clumps of bushes. Later, near the stream, would be even worse. She couldn’t let Susan go alone, she just couldn’t.

“Wait up!” she called.

Susan stopped. Turning around, she pushed the bridge of her glasses with her finger, and grinned. “I knew I could count on you, Jan.”

“Somebody has to watch out for you.”

“Keep your eye out for vampires,” she said.

They walked in silence, listening for sounds that might signal the approach of trouble. The wind in the trees was too loud, though. Its rush through the leaves would hide all the softer sounds: the sounds of distant talk or approaching footsteps. Except for the wind, Janice heard only the quiet slapping sounds of her own sneakers and Susan’s.

“This is creepy,” Susan finally said.

“It’s too late to turn back,” Janice told her. “We’re almost halfway.”

They were in the center of the footbridge over the stream when Janice looked back. Fifty yards down the path, a dark shape suddenly ducked into the bushes.

Janice gasped.

“What’s wrong?” Susan asked.

“Someone’s back there.”

“Where?”

“In the bushes,” Janice whispered. “Near the bench by the trash basket.”

“I don’t see anybody.”

“Come on, let’s get out of here.” Janice turned and started walking quickly. At the end of the footbridge, Susan grabbed her arm.

“Hold on. Just a minute. Do you know who it might be back there? Your secret admirer.”

“And maybe it isn’t. Maybe it’s a drunk or a criminal.” Janice kept walking, in spite of Susan’s attempts to hold her back. “Besides, you’re the one who said my secret admirer might be a nut.”

“I said pervert.”

“Same difference.”

“What’s your hurry? Slow down.”

“Let go!” Janice tugged her arm free, and hurried ahead.

Susan tried to catch up, her chubby cheeks quivering with the bounce of her walk. Her glasses slipped down her nose and with her forefinger, she poked them into place. “You’re such a worrier,” she called. “I don’t even think there’s any…” Her voice died as she looked over her shoulder.

Janice saw him, too. He was much closer, now, almost to the footbridge. He looked as if he had taken a lot of trouble to hide his identity. He wore a dark stocking cap, and sunglasses, and the collar of his jacket was turned up. He must have realized they were watching, because he suddenly sat down on a bench and turned his face away.

Susan caught up to Janice. “Quick,” she said. “Let’s get around the bend, and hide.”

Janice hurried alongside her. “Let’s just get out of here!”

“Don’t you want to see who it is?”

“No.”

“Sure you do. It’s probably him!”

“I doubt it.”

“He’s following you, isn’t he?”

“Maybe he’s following you,” Janice suggested.

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

They passed a curve in the walkway and Susan glanced back. “Now!” she whispered, and jerked Janice sideways. “We can hide back here.”

The bushes were thick and dark. Janice hurried behind them, ducked low, and Susan crouched beside her.

For a long time, Janice heard nothing except her heartbeat, her breathing, and the blowing wind. She began to hope that the stranger wasn’t coming after all.

“Maybe he’s gone,” Susan whispered.

Janice shook her head. She pressed a finger to her lips.

“I’ll take a look,” Susan said.

“Don’t!”

Susan started to stand, so Janice grabbed the back of her collar and pulled her down. Losing her balance, Susan toppled backwards. The dry leaves crushed loudly under her weight. “Now look what you…”

A face in sunglasses appeared above the bushes. The mouth curved into a smile. “Can’t hide from me,” it said.


 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

“I know you,” Janice gasped, recognizing the voice.

“I’d hope so.” A hand reached up and removed the sunglasses.

“Mike!”

“El creepo, himself,” Susan said. “I knew that jacket looked familiar.” She was still lying in the leaves.

“How come you’re hiding?” Mike asked.

Susan sat up. She picked a dry leaf out of her hair. “How come you were following us?”

“I thought maybe I’d catch the wierdo who wrote that letter.” He turned to Janice. “The guy must be following you around, right? So I figured I’d do some following, myself. That way, maybe I’d run into him.”

Susan stood up, brushing off the seat of her pants. “That was a dumb thing to do,” she said.

Janice shook her head. “It wasn’t so dumb. It might have worked.”

“Well, it didn’t. All it did was scare the bejabbers out of us.”

“Did you see anything suspicious?” Janice asked him.

He shook his head. “Not much. How about heading home, now? It’s getting late.”

They stepped out from behind the bushes, and joined Mike. Janice walked beside him, feeling very glad he had come. It meant he was worried by the anonymous letter. He wouldn’t be so concerned unless he liked her.

She wished he would hold her hand. If she had the courage, she would take his. She wanted to, badly, but not with Susan around. You can’t grab a guy’s hand, not right in front of his sister; not when the sister is your best friend, anyway.

She looked at him and he smiled at her. “What would you have done,” she asked, “if someone had been following us?”

He pushed his hands into the front pockets of his jeans, and shrugged. “I guess it would depend. If it turned out to be an adult, you know, that’d be a lot different than a kid—a lot more serious. If it’s just a kid… who knows, maybe you’d like him. I mean, he sure must like you.”

“He has a strange way of showing it,” Janice said.

“He’s probably just shy. Kids your age…”

“Listen to gramps,” Susan interrupted. “Kids your age! We’re only a year younger than you, creepo. One measly year.”

“A year can be a long time,” Mike said.

Janice said nothing, but she felt that Mike was right. He seemed far more mature and experienced than the boys her own age. He was taller, too.

“If it’s a boy from one of your classes,” Mike said, “he’s probably just shy, and hasn’t had much experience with girls. He might be a nice guy, though.”

“Did you ever write a letter like that?” Janice asked.

“No, but I can see how a guy might. It can be awfully hard to meet a girl face to face, or even talk on the phone. The more he likes her, the harder it is, sometimes.”

“My brother, the philosopher.”

They reached the end of the park and waited at a corner for a car to pass. Then they started across the street.

“Were you ever afraid to talk to a girl?” Janice asked him.

He eyed Susan, as if reluctant to speak of such matters in front of her. “There was one in seventh grade.”

“Arliss Fenner,” Susan put in.

“I really had a crush on her. I wouldn’t talk to her, and if I saw her coming I would pretend not to see her. Just because I was so shy. She finally accused me of hating her.”

“How about now? Do you still get shy?”

“Depends on the girl.”

“How about Brita Kramer?” Susan asked.

Mike glared at her. “How about keeping your mouth shut?”

“Oh, so sorry, I didn’t know this was a private conversation. Should I disappear?”

In the moment before Mike answered, Janice imagined how it would be if he said, “Yeah, disappear,” and Susan left them. Maybe Mike would take her hand. Maybe, when they reached her house, he would walk her to the front door and kiss her. She had often imagined being kissed by Mike.

“If you can’t keep your mouth under control,” Mike said, “maybe you should disappear.”

“Brita Kramer, Brita Kramer, Brita Kramer!” Whirling away, Susan ran up the sidewalk.

“Susan!” Janice called. “What’re you doing?”

“Bye-bye!”

“Susan?”

“Oh, let her go,” Mike said. “She’s acting weird.”

They walked together in silence for a while. Then Mike said, “Too bad she’s not the one getting anonymous letters. She could use one.”

“What do you mean?”

“She’s got this thing in her head. She thinks she’ll never have a boyfriend.”

“Oh, that.”

“It’s really crazy. Just because she’s fat and plain and wears braces and glasses, and walks like an old lady and talks like a…”

“Mike!” Janice laughed.

“That’s just how she sees herself. It’s what they call a ‘low self-image,’ you know? If she didn’t have such a cruddy self-image, she wouldn’t act so weird.”

Up ahead, Susan was walking quickly, keeping well ahead as if she knew that Janice wanted to be alone with Mike. How could she know that? She couldn’t. Janice had always been careful to keep her feelings for Mike a secret.

Besides, Susan hadn’t really left them. She was simply staying far ahead, out of hearing range but within sight. If she really wanted to do Janice a favor, she would disappear completely. She’d go home instead of lingering nearby where she could see them.

They were only two blocks from Janice’s home, and Mike had still made no move to take her hand. Maybe he wouldn’t. Maybe he didn’t feel that way about her. Or maybe he wanted to, but Susan’s presence was holding him back.

Janice had to do something!

Nerves suddenly made her stomach hurt. Her legs felt weak, as if her knees were too tired to hold her up. She had to think of something quickly, or she would miss the chance and these minutes alone with him would be wasted.

But what could she do?

Maybe say something? What, for instance? I really like you a lot, Mike. No way! How about, We ought to see each other when Susan’s not around? No! That sounded horrible.

Maybe she had better say nothing.

They stepped off the curb, and crossed Winnow Street. Only one block to go. She took a deep breath. “Mike?”

He looked at her. “Hmmm?”

Her mind whirled, trying to find what to say, something grown-up, something not dumb. “Do Brita’s braces hurt when you kiss her?” she blurted. Immediately, she regretted it. How could she ask such an awful question?

He looked at Janice as if she’d lost her mind. Then, grinning, he said, “Do her braces hurt? Gee, I don’t know. I’ll be sure to ask her, though.”


 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

Mike just kept chuckling until they reached Janice’s house. Susan, still half a block ahead, waited at the corner and watched.

Mike walked with Janice to the front door. “You’ve really got a great sense of humor,” he said.

“Me?”

“You’re a lot more fun when Susan isn’t around.”

“Thanks. So are you.”

He was standing very close to her. “Brita hasn’t got any sense of humor at all. I guess that’s because she’s kind of dense.”

Janice felt shaky. She put a hand on the wall to steady herself. “If Brita’s so dense, how come you go out with her?”

Mike shrugged and grinned.

“She’s very pretty,” Janice said.

“She’s all right. Hey, if you hear anything more from your secret admirer, let me know. Okay?”

“Sure.” Opening her purse, she took out her house key and dropped it. She bent down to pick it up. So did Mike. A sudden shock of pain exploded behind her eyes as her head hit Mike’s, then she fell backwards. Her back smashed against the door, and she sat down hard on the stoop.

Mike, holding his own head, knelt down beside her. “Are you okay?”

“I guess.”

“I’m awfully sorry,” he said.

“It’s okay. It wasn’t… your fault.”

He took hold of her arms, and helped her stand. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

She shrugged. She didn’t want him to let go. Her head hurt less, now. The sharp pain was gone, and the bump had a warm feeling. “I feel kind of dizzy,” she said. It wasn’t a lie. His hands felt gentle and strong. Her throat was tight and she had to swallow before speaking. “I guess we’ll have matching bumps tomorrow.”

“Sure will,” he said, his voice so quiet she could barely hear his words.

A tree beside the house blocked the moonlight, and Dad must have forgotten to turn on the front light, so Mike’s face was a hazy, pale mask in the darkness. “Janice,” he whispered.

She tried to say, “Yes?” The word got lost in her throat.

“That letter you got?”

She nodded.

“The guy who wrote it, he isn’t so crazy.”

“Hey, gang!” Susan called. “Break it up, break it up!” She swaggered toward them, grinning. “Can’t leave you two alone for a minute. My best friend, my only brother—good gripes! What’s the world coming to? Who can you trust? Break it up! Hands off!”

“Wouldn’t you know it,” Mike muttered, letting go of Janice.

“Can’t get rid of me that easily,” Susan announced. “No, sir. Come on, Casanova, let’s try and get home before sunrise.” She pulled Mike’s arm.

They called their good-byes, and Janice was suddenly alone.


 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

“Janice, I’d like you to stay a minute after class.”

She nodded at Mr. Chambers, and finished putting away her clarinet.

It was Monday morning, first period, and Janice hadn’t seen Mike since Friday night. She missed him. Over and over again, she imagined what might have happened at the door if Susan hadn’t shown up. Some friend, Susan.

Saturday, Susan had telephoned. “Mike told me what went on,” she’d said.

“Oh?” Janice waited nervously.

“About your meeting of minds.” She laughed. “Boy, was I glad to hear that. I thought maybe you’d fallen for el creepo.”

“You did?” Janice made herself laugh.

“In fact, it has crossed my mind that he’s your phantom letter writer. That’s pretty silly, though. One, he can’t spell. Two, he can’t punctuate. Three, it’s not his style. He wouldn’t write a letter, he’d come right out and make a play for you—which is just what I thought he was doing last night.”

“You’ve got a wild imagination,” Janice said.

Had he been making a play for her? All weekend, she wondered about that. Wondered and hoped.

The bell rang, ending class. She snapped the latches of her clarinet case and went to Mr. Chambers’ desk.

“Young lady,” he said, “I believe you have been misplaced.”

She tried to keep her sudden worry from showing.

“You’re far too good for Intermediate Band. I have already talked to your counselor. If you’re agreeable to the change, we’ll transfer you to Senior Band. That’s sixth period. It also means staying late, Monday through Thursday during the football season, for marching practice. How does that sound to you?”

“Wow!”

“Does that mean you’ll do it?”

“I sure will!”

“We’ll change your English to period one, so your teacher will still be Miss O’Brien.”

“Great.”

He scribbled on a Referral form, and handed it to her. “Go see Mrs. Evers now, and she’ll take care of your schedule change. See you period six.”

During lunch, Mike stopped beside her in the cafeteria line. “How is your head?” he asked.

“The bump went down, but I’ve got kind of a scab.”

“Yeah, me, too. You have an awfully hard head.”

“I’m not the only one.”

“Anything more from the secret admirer?”

“Not yet.”

Mike looked disappointed. “Well, if you hear from him, be sure to let me know.”

“I will. Do you want anything in line?” she asked, suddenly hoping that he would eat lunch with her.

“Thanks, but I have to get over to a meeting. See you later, Janice.”

“Yeah, see you.”

Disappointed, she watched him walk away.

 

The band practiced inside during sixth period. From the start, Janice was nervous: all around her sat juniors and seniors. The only other sophomore she recognized was Waldo Gass, a trombone player she had known in junior high and couldn’t stand. The other players in the woodwind section acted friendly, so she didn’t stay nervous for long.

When the bell rang ending school, Mr. Chambers passed out the formation sheets for the first halftime routine. “Look for your name on the top sheet,” he said. “The number to the right of your name is your designation.”

Janice found B6 beside her name. She stopped listening to Mr. Chambers, and flipped to the next page. The first formation looked senseless, like one of those “connect the numbers” drawings she used to do when she was a kid. In her imagination, she connected the numbers. Apparently, the formation was supposed to be a football. She spent a long time searching, and finally located B6—part of the lacing.

Her groan caught the attention of the girl beside her, Marilyn something.

“It’s not as bad as it looks,” Marilyn told her.

“It looks impossible.”

“Just stick with me. I’m B5. You’ll be next to me the whole time.”

“Thank heavens,” Janice muttered.

“Leave your instruments here for the time being,” Mr. Chambers announced. “Your hands will be full enough the next few days, just trying to march.” Some of the band members laughed. Janice didn’t see the humor.

Mr. Chambers led them outside. Janice stayed close to Marilyn. “How long have you been in the marching band?” she asked.

“This will be my third season.”

“Do you like it?”

“It’s the greatest. I mean, you go to all the games. And you only play the first half, you know. After halftime, you ditch your instrument and sit with your friends.”

“That does sound…”

“Hey, sweetheart!”

Janice and Marilyn looked around at the overweight boy rushing towards them from behind. He jiggled with each step, as if his excess flesh was loosely connected and might shake off. His curly hair looked oily, and his clothes were wrinkled.

“Hey, sweetheart!” he repeated.

“I think he means you,” said Marilyn.

“Me?”

“Yeah, you,” the boy said, grinning. “What’s your name?”

“Janice.”

“I’m Glen. What are you, a sophomore?”

She nodded.

“I’m a senior. Know how old I am?”

“Seventeen?”

“I’m twenty.” He followed her outside. “Got held back three times. That’s not ‘cause I’m dumb. I’ve got more smarts than ten normal guys put together. It’s ‘cause I was sick a lot.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Hey, it ain’t your fault, sweetheart.”

“I wish you wouldn’t call me sweetheart.”

“Okay, sugar face.” He giggled.

“Not that, either.”

“Honey.”

“Don’t call me anything but Janice, okay?”

“Leave her alone, Glen.”

“Shut up, Marilyn. Who asked you? Me and sweetheart, we’re gonna be good friends. Right?”

 

On the late bus heading home, Glen sat next to Janice. She turned her face to the window.

“You’re a snob,” he said.

She kept looking away, but she could feel her skin getting hot.

“Hey. You’re a snob.”

“Then don’t sit here.”

“I like sitting here. I got a right to sit here. It’s a free country.”

“You don’t have any right to be rude,” she told him. “You were a real jerk at band practice, and you’re even worse now.”

“You’ve really got a mouth.”

“Why don’t you just go away?”

“You’re real pretty. I like it here.”

“Well, I don’t.”

“Who cares?” he asked.

“Me.”

“Tough toenails.”

Janice glared at him. The bus was just leaving the front of the school. It wouldn’t be reaching her stop for ten minutes. Maybe she ought to get out and walk. No, Glen might walk with her.

“I bet you haven’t got a boyfriend,” he said.

She didn’t answer.

Glen’s elbow jabbed her side. “You don’t, do you?”

“You’ll see,” she said.

Glen laughed. “What’re you gonna do, tell him to beat me up? Go ahead. See if I care. I’ll take him apart, piece by piece.”

“You’re really vile,” Janice said.

“Vile? No kidding?”

“You’re disgusting and repulsive.”

“Who, me? Bet you haven’t got a boyfriend. You’re just saying you’ve got one, so you won’t have to go out with me.”

“Go out with you?”

“Sure. To the movies Friday night.”

“Are you asking me for a date?”

“Sure. How about it?”

“No, thank you.” Peering out the window, she saw Wilson’s Pharmacy. Wilson’s was only two blocks from school. Getting home would take forever, at this rate.

“What’ve you got against me?” He sounded angry.

“I already told you.”

“Tell me again.”

“You’re nasty and vulgar.”

“What’s wrong with that?” he asked, and laughed.

“Besides,” she said, “you’re too old for me.”

“How old are you?”

“Fifteen.”

“So what’s three years?”

“You said you were twenty.”

“So I lied. Sue me.”

“You’re really eighteen, then?”

“Sure.”

“That’s still too old.”

“I’m not old, I’m mature.”

“That’s a laugh,” Janice said.

“You’re mature, too, for a kid. That’s how come I’ll let you go out with me.”

Janice sighed, and looked out the window as the bus stopped at a corner. She saw the movie theater halfway down the next block. The halfway mark. She only had to put up with Glen for five more minutes, unless his stop came before hers. “When do you get off?” she asked.

“When I feel like it.”

“Great.”

“So,” he said, “how about it?”

“How about what?”

“Friday night. You and me.”

“I already told you no.”

“No’s no good.”

“I said no, and I meant no.”

“But you’ve gotta say yes,” he insisted.

“No I don’t.”

“Sure you do. Unless you want to get yourself hurt.”


 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 


Dear Janice,

I’ve been watching you.

What did you think of the movies Friday night? I thought the vampire movie stank. I enjoyed The Dead Walk at Midnight, however. Did you? I saw you jump. I only wish I could have been sitting next to you. I would have held your hand at the scary parts.

The boy who sat with you and Susan is nice. He is not for you, however. I am for you.

I followed you after the movie. You should not have gone into the park. Don’t you know how dangerous the park is? I think you only went in because of Susan. Though she is your best friend, she can be headstrong and foolish. Don’t let her push you into doing things against your better sense. That way leads to danger.

Did you see me following you? I don’t think so. I stayed in back of Mike, who also seemed to be on your trail. I know you saw him, but you did not see me. I am too careful for that. I come and go without a trace.

I followed you all the way home and I saw you and Mike at the door. It pained me to see your heads hit. For a moment, fearing for your safety, I almost revealed myself.

Mike likes you, I can tell. He is not for you, however. I am for you.

Congratulations on your promotion to the marching band. It is about time that Mr. Chambers finally recognized your musical talent. Don’t worry about your marching. It wasn’t that bad. Once you catch on, I’m sure that you will do fine.

Now, about the gross boy who sat beside you on the bus Monday. Though I was not able to hear the conversation, I could see from your expression that he was upsetting you.

Don’t let him frighten you, Janice. He is only a bully. Bullies talk big. At heart, however, they are only cowards. If he bothers you further, I will deal with him.

As you can see, I am keeping a close eye on you. There is nothing in the world more pleasing to me. I only wish that I could reveal my identity to you. For the present, that is impossible. I shall, however, remain your ardent and loving admirer from afar.

 

With all my heart,

Your Secret Admirer



 

Janice watched Mike read the letter. When he finished, he handed it back to her.

“No wonder you didn’t want Susan to see it—‘headstrong and foolish.’ It’s true enough, but she wouldn’t enjoy reading about it.”

“That’s what I thought,” Janice said. That’s why she had telephoned Mike and asked to meet him at the public library. They were sitting at a long table in the Periodicals Room. A dozen other people were also in the room, mostly looking through magazines and newspapers.

“The guy sure gets around, doesn’t he?” Mike smiled, but he looked worried.

“Everything I do, he knows about. Except for when I’m home. He doesn’t watch me there.”

“He’s not writing about it, anyway.”

Janice groaned. “I wish you hadn’t said that.”

“The guy has to be watching your house. I mean, he knows when you come and go. He follows you everywhere.”

“It’s kind of spooky,” she admitted. “You don’t think he might do something to hurt me, do you?”

“I don’t know. Look what he says about Freddy.” Mike read from the letter. “ ‘He is not for you, however. I am for you.’”

“It says the same about you, Mike.”

“Yeah, and I don’t like it. It’s a threat. And it sounds like he means to have you for himself. I think the guy’s loony.” Mike scanned the room. “He might be here, right now. Do you see anyone familiar?”

“Other than you?” Janice asked.

Mike shook his head. “It’s not me.”

“If you say so.”

“Was I on the bus yesterday when the ‘gross boy’ was bothering you?”

“I didn’t see you.”

“Because I wasn’t there.”

Janice grinned. “Someone might’ve told you about it.”

“Hey, who was the kid that bothered you?”

“Glen something.”

“Glen Rastick?”

“I don’t know his last name.”

“A jerky guy with pimples and a big mouth?” Mike asked.

“And black curly hair.”

“That’s Glen.” Mike looked worried. “What did he want?”

“A date.”

“That figures. What did you tell him?”

“I said no thanks.”

“How did he take it?”

Janice shrugged one shoulder, trying to look casual. “He said if I didn’t go out with him, I’d get hurt.”

Mike looked furious. “When? Yesterday?”

“Yeah.”

“Did you see him today?”

“He was absent, I guess. He wasn’t at band or on the bus.”

“That guy has gone just about far enough. Look, let me know if he bothers you again. He’ll wish he hadn’t.”

Janice frowned at the letter in front of her. “You don’t suppose he could be my secret admirer, do you?”

“Glen? Not a chance. I was in English with him last year. He’s lucky if he can spell his name.”

“He could have someone write them for him,” Janice suggested.

“I guess that’s possible. Sure. If he’s your admirer, though, you’re in worse trouble than I thought. You don’t want a guy like that hung up on you. He’s really a…”

Mike’s eyes suddenly fixed on something behind Janice. For an instant, he looked sick. Then he made a big smile, and said, “How’s it going?”

Janice looked over her shoulder.

First, she saw the half-buttoned plaid blouse. Then she saw the phony smile on Brita Kramer’s face.

“I thought I’d never find you,” she said to Mike. She didn’t even glance at Janice.

“How did you know I was here?”

She smiled coyly. “Oh, I have my ways.”

“Brita, do you know Janice?”

She looked down at Janice and showed her teeth. “I don’t believe we’ve met. You don’t go to Webster High, do you?”

“I’m a sophomore, same as you.”

“Oh? You look young for a sophomore. I would have guessed, just looking, that you might be a ninth grader.”

“That was last year in junior high,” Janice said.

Mike laughed nervously.

“You must be one of those terribly bright people who skipped a grade or two.”

“I’m fifteen,” Janice explained. “Just like you.”

“Oh?” Brita turned to Mike. “Is she a good friend of yours?”

Under the table, Janice gripped her knees tightly as she waited for his answer.

“Yes,” he said.

“I see.” Brita glared at Janice, but kept smirking. “Would you excuse us for a minute?”

Janice frowned with confusion. “What?”

“I mean bug off.”

“Brita!” Mike snapped.

The librarian, a young man in a corduroy jacket, approached their table. “Hold it down a bit, okay?”

Mike smiled up at him, blushing. “Sorry,” he whispered. Then, to Janice, he said, “Excuse me for a minute, okay? I’ll be right back.”

“Okay.” She watched him get up from the chair. His lips were pressed tightly together. His eyes had a hard, angry look. He stepped around the end of the table.

Brita kept her smart-aleck smile, but her eyes showed doubt.

Mike took her arm, and they quickly walked out of the Periodicals Room. They weren’t speaking. Through the glass door, Janice saw them turn towards the stairway. They must be going up to the stacks, she realized. The stacks were usually pretty deserted this time of night, so they could argue without disturbing anyone.

Janice reread her letter. That only took one minute.

She checked the clock: 8:18.

She looked towards the glass doors. No, Mike wouldn’t finish this quickly. It should take at least five minutes. Then he would come back for her, alone, and explain that he had broken up with Brita.

Her eyes turned to the clock. Still 8:18. Not even a minute had passed.

Getting up from the table, she crossed the carpeted room to the magazine shelves. She took down a copy of Teen Life. She flipped through its pages, glancing at each, looking for an item that might hold her interest and help the minutes pass. She stopped at a column called, “In the Stars.” A horoscope. Her eyes quickly searched out her sign, Capricorn.

“Let caution be your watchword during the month. You have charted a course that may prove dangerous to yourself and loved ones. Think twice before you act.”

Janice frowned. She didn’t like that one, at all.

She read Mike’s sign, Aries.

“The choice you must make will not be easy. Either way you decide, feelings will be hurt. Follow the urge of your heart, and you will not be sorry.”

“Oh, boy,” Janice muttered.

She wished she knew Brita’s sign.

She looked at the clock. Only two more minutes had passed. Glancing through the glass doors, she didn’t see Mike, so she started turning pages again. She read an ad for avocado shampoo. Yuck.

“How To Cope with the Other Girl in His life.”

Her stomach knotted. She didn’t want to read that one.

She put the magazine away. Looked at the clock. At the door. Her hands were wet. She wiped them on her corduroy pants.

Time would pass more quickly, she decided, if she walked around. So she went out the glass door. She glanced up the stairway, hoping to see Mike on his way down. The stairs were deserted.

Wondering if there was a book she might want, she looked across the room at the card catalog. Several people stood at the wooden cabinets, searching the drawers.

Her eyes wandered to the right, to the entrance, to the book return desk, to the place where you sign up for a library card. On the other side of a rail was the book check-out area, and the exit.

The exit door swung open as a blonde girl thrust her shoulder against it. Janice glimpsed the girl’s jeans and plaid shirt.

Brita!

Relieved but now more nervous than before, Janice rushed up the stairs. A sign at the top read non-fiction. She stepped through the open doorway, and looked to each side. She was at the center of the room, with row after row of high metal shelves in both directions. She heard a few quiet voices to the left, so she decided to try the right. She walked quickly, glancing down each narrow lane between the shelves.

It was like looking for a friend in the supermarket, she thought. Instead of smelling fresh like a grocery store, though, it had a heavy odor of old books. And it was a lot more silent than a store, and not as well lighted.

Especially at the far end. There, a whole row of fluorescent lights had burned out—or been turned off.

As she got closer to the dark area, she felt a shiver of fear. Mike couldn’t be here. Not in the dark.

But somebody else might be.

Somebody standing in the dark, barely breathing, just waiting for a lone girl to wander close enough…

In spite of her fear, she kept moving. She stepped past the end of the final row of shelves, ready to jump away and run.

She could make out nothing.

Then, at the far dark end, someone moved.


 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Janice ducked back. She pressed herself against the flat, wooden end of the shelving section, panting as if she had sprinted a hundred yard dash. Her heart pounded so hard that her chest hurt.

Could it be Mike down there? Maybe Brita had flown into a rage and somehow hurt him.

Janice thought about calling out to him. But to raise her voice in the silence… Even the thought of it sent a chill through her. It would be like yelling in a deserted church. Or a graveyard. No, thanks.

Besides, what if it wasn’t Mike?

She thought about sneaking down the next aisle. If the shelves were loaded with enough books, they would act as a wall. She could tiptoe all the way to the end, and come out only a foot or two away from Mike.

If it was Mike.

And if it’s a stranger, she would be within easy reach.

She could scream, of course. But by the time help arrived… She didn’t want to think about that.

From behind, she heard another movement. If it was Mike, he might be in pain. Every second could count.

She shut her eyes, and tried to think.

Maybe if she ran to get help? Without knowing who was back there, or why? She could end up looking like an idiot.

Opening her eyes, she saw a small dark panel on the wall across from her. The aisle was too poorly lighted to see what it was, but she thought she knew. Eagerly, she stepped across the aisle. She touched the panel.

Her heart seemed to be slamming against her ribs. It sounded, in her ears, like the marching band’s bass drum.

If I think about it, I’ll chicken out!

So she didn’t think. She simply flicked the light switch upward and spun around.

The column of fluorescent tubes buzzed and filled the row with light.

Mike’s hair was mussed. His face was smeared with red, but not the red of blood. The girl Janice had seen leaving the library had not been Brita.

Because Brita’s arms encircled Mike, and her mouth pressed his.

Gasping as if she had been stabbed in the stomach, Janice lurched away. She ran down the aisle to the doorway and down the stairs. In the main room, she had enough control to walk. She went past the circulation desk, and out the door.

The chilly night air made her shiver.

She turned right, and started toward home, walking fast, wiping tears from her eyes to keep from being blinded by them.

In a corner of her mind, she knew she was alone and had a long way to walk in the night. It might be dangerous but she didn’t care.

She knew she was crying loudly, sobbing and choking, and would look strange to anyone seeing her. She didn’t care.

She didn’t care about anything.

She just wanted to get home as quickly as possible, say nothing to Mom or Dad, and get into bed. She wanted to bury her face in the thick, dark warmth of her pillow and never take it out again.

“Janice!” Mike’s voice. Blinking tears out of her eyes, she saw his blurred shape walking quickly toward her.

She started to run.

“Janice! Wait!”

With a glance around, she saw that he was running, too. She knew that she had no chance against him, but she would not give up. She ran hard, pumping her arms, kicking out her legs as fast as she could. She was already breathless from crying. She kept crying, even as she ran. Her lungs heaved for air.

Then Mike was beside her. “Janice, stop. Please!”

“Go away!” she gasped.

“Please.”

“No!”

He clutched her arm and dragged her to a halt. “Look,” he said, “I’m sorry.”

“Sorry?”

“I didn’t mean it to happen that way. Honest.”

“But it did.”

“Janice!” He gripped both her arms.

She struggled to free herself, but his hands were like iron. “Leave me alone!” she cried. “Go on back to Brita!”

“Listen!”

“Go on back to her. I don’t need you! I don’t even like you. You’re a creep, just like Susan always says.”

His hands dropped from her arms. “I thought…” His voice stopped. He shook his head slowly, and she knew she had hurt him.

In the light from the street lamp, she saw the smudges of Brita’s lipstick on his face.

“You thought wrong,” she said. “I hope I never see you again.”

Mike turned from her and walked away.


 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

“How’s my sweet thing?” Glen asked, hurrying to Janice’s side. He carried the sousaphone on his shoulder as if it were weightless.

She hurried across the grass toward the football field, watching her feet instead of Glen.

“Where were you yesterday?” he asked.

“I was home sick.”

“Sure. Sick.” He chuckled as if he knew the truth.

The truth. That she had awakened yesterday morning feeling empty and lost. That she wanted only to fall asleep again, so she could forget about Mike and escape the pain. She told her mother how awful she felt, but not why. Her mother agreed to let her stay home.

“Guess what’s at the Palace?” Glen asked. “The Cheerleaders. Yeah! That’s one of the best!”

“I’m sure you’ll like it,” she told him.

“You too, sweet stuff. You’re coming with me.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Tomorrow night.”

“You go alone, and tell me about it.”

“I know about it. I already seen it twice.”

“We’ll take it in tomorrow night. You’ll love it.”

“I—”

The blast of Mr. Chambers’ whistle stopped her words. He was standing under the goal post. “Let’s line up in marching formation,” he called. “Quick now, no time to dally. Only five more practices to go before the game.”

Janice hurried across the track and onto the football field. Glen ran beside her, the sousaphone bell swinging wildly above his head. “See ya on the bus!” he gasped.

As she marched down the field playing the “Charger Fight Song,” she pushed thoughts of Glen out of her mind. She would have to think about him later, figure a way to discourage him. Later, on the bus.

 

Glen sat down beside her. The doors wheezed and closed. The bus pulled away from the curb.

“The bus is practically empty,” Janice said. “Can’t you sit somewhere else?”

“No. You’re my girl, see? A guy’s got to sit by his girl on the bus.”

“I’m not your girl.”

“Sure you are. You just don’t know it yet.” He grinned and put a hand on her knee.

She knocked it away. “Don’t touch me!”

“Gonna tell your boyfriend on me?” He laughed. “Go ahead. Like I say, I’ll…”

“I wish you would go away.”

“Maybe I will. But first you’ve gotta go with me to the movies.”

That confused her. She frowned at her folded hands. “Do you mean if I go out with you Friday night, you’ll stop bothering me?”

“Maybe. Course, once you’ve been out with me, you’ll change your tune. You’ll be begging me for another date.”

Janice doubted that. “If I did go with you, I’d have to cancel a date with my boyfriend.”

“It’ll be worth it.”

“He might not see it that way.”

“I’d be happy to take care of him for you.”

“Thanks anyway.”

If only she did have a date with Mike for Friday night. If only.

The thought of him made all her sorrow and hurt flood back.

That would sure teach him, if she went on a date with Glen.

“You’re in worse trouble than I thought,” Mike had said. “You don’t want a guy like that hung up on you. He’s really a…” A what? Before Mike could finish that sentence, Brita had shown up.

“What’s at the Encore?” she asked.

“A couple of horror things. One’s called The Keepers, I think. The other’s Beast House.”

Janice forced herself to smile. From the odd, contorted feel of her face, though, she knew the smile couldn’t look convincing. “I’ve been wanting to see Beast House.”

“All right! They start around seven, seven-fifteen. I’ll pick you up at six-thirty.”

“Do you drive?”

“Hell, yes. Got my own car, too. A Mustang. What’s your address?”

“If I go out with you, do you promise not to bother me anymore?”

He laughed as if the idea was ridiculous. “Sure. I’ll go along with that. But like I say, you’ll be begging…”

“Okay then.”

Janice opened her school binder. She pulled out a sheet of paper. She unzipped her plastic pencil pouch and took out a ballpoint. “Here’s my address,” she said.

On the paper, she carefully wrote her dentist’s address, “1585 Wilmont Ave.”

She gave the paper to Glen. He carefully folded it, and slipped it into his shirt pocket. “We’ll have a real good time,” he said.


 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 


Dear Janice,

I can’t say I’m sorry about your break-up with Mike. As I wrote in the last letter, he is not for you. His actions with that cheap girl proved me correct.

I am sorry, though, that he has made you so terribly sad. I noticed your absence from school the day after your fight with him. I can imagine how you must have felt, for I too have known great heartache.

The sorrow will go away, as time passes. You will realize, that no matter how much you may have loved him, he is not the only fish in the sea. There will be other young men in your life—such as me.

This brings me to the reason for this letter. I yearn, so much, to be close to you. And yet, as I have pointed out before, my identity must be kept secret.

Will you write to me? Tell me about yourself, about your hopes and dreams, about what hurts you and what makes you happy. Tell me how you feel about me. I realize that you don’t know me (or do you?) except from these letters. Surely, however, you must have some feelings about the person who wrote them. In your letter, tell me about those feelings.

Delivery of the letter will, of course, present a problem. I can hardly give you my address without betraying my true identity. I think, though, that I have found the answer.

There is a garbage can in the park—there are many, in fact. I mean the one next to the last bench before the footbridge. Place your letter—if you find it in your heart to answer me—into a paper sack, and drop it into that garbage can. So that I will know it is your sack, write “to S.A.” (secret admirer) on the outside. Put it into the garbage in the evening. I will be nearby to see you put it in, and will pick up your letter as soon as you have gone.

I look forward, with all my heart, to hearing from you.

 

Love,

Your Secret Admirer



 

“Are you going to do it?” Susan asked. She folded the letter and handed it back to Janice. In the light from the lamp behind the park bench, her face looked grim.

“Sure. Why shouldn’t I?”

“You’d just be encouraging this lunatic.”

“Who says he’s a lunatic?”

“I do. Mike does.”

The mention of Mike’s name made Janice ache. She thought of the night he held her and almost kissed her after they bumped heads. Then the image of him kissing Brita intruded, ruining it. And what she had said to him afterwards! How could she have spoken such lies, such awful, mean lies?

She leaned forward on the park bench, and hugged her belly. Though she had eaten supper only an hour ago, the thoughts of Mike made her stomach feel hollow and cold. “I don’t care what Mike thinks,” she said.

Susan shrugged. “You knew he was going with Brita. Why did you want to bother with him?”

“It just happened.”

“Well, you might as well forget about it. He’s just not interested in you. I mean, he told me it’s nothing personal. It’s just that he’s crazy about Brita.”

“I know.”

“Anyway, he and I both think this letter writer is nuts. You’d be crazy writing to him. Next thing you know, he’ll be wanting to meet you.”

Janice shrugged. “So? Why shouldn’t we meet?”

“You know, there has to be a reason he’s doing this. Has that ever entered your mind?” Susan leaned back on the bench, and wrinkled her nose to keep her glasses from slipping. They slipped anyway.

“He’s probably just shy,” Janice said.

“If you’re lucky. On the other hand, he might be a genuine weirdo. Maybe he’s ugly as a worm, or has leprosy, or twelve fingers. Maybe he’s eighty years old.”

“Susan!”

“Well, it’s possible. Anything is possible, am I right? That’s just the point. So you’d really be taking a chance, writing to him. Unless it’s just to tell him to get lost.”

Janice reached into her handbag. She pulled out a paper sack. Written on the side, with a red marking pen, was the inscription, “To S.A.”

“You didn’t!”

Janice nodded.

Susan grinned. “You’re really out of your tree! What did you say? Let me see.”

Before Janice could stop her, she snatched the sack away.

“Don’t!” Janice cried out. She reached for it, but Susan leaped away. “Come on, give it back. It’s personal.”

“That’s okay.” Susan backed away, grinning. “I’m your best friend, right? You’ve got no secrets from me, have you? Besides, you owe me one for seeing Mike behind my back.”

“Susan!”

“Please? Okay?”

“Well…”

“I promise I’ll never breathe a word of it. Whatever you wrote, it’s just between you, me, and the anonymous nut. Okay?”

“Well…” Janice sighed. “Okay.”

“Great!” Susan quickly opened the sack and pulled out a sheet of powder blue stationery.

“You can sit down,” Janice told her. “I won’t try to take it.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

“Okay then.” Susan sat beside her on the bench. She unfolded the letter, and held it open so it caught the light from the lamp behind them. “ ‘Dear Secret Admirer,’” she read. “Good start, though it’s not very original.”

“Do you want to read it or discuss it?” Janice demanded.

“Okay, okay. ‘Dear Secret Admirer, I have been very interested in the letters from you, not to mention curious. You are my first secret admirer. I am glad that you finally let me know how to deliver a letter to you, because I have been wanting to. Now, maybe we can be like pen pals.’”

Susan groaned, then laughed. “Oh, no, Janice. Pen pals? Good gripes!”

“If you don’t want to read it…”

“Sorry, sorry. ‘… pen pals. I am very curious about who you are, and why you have been writing letters to me instead of just introducing yourself. Is it because you are too bashful to meet me? I am often quite shy and bashful, myself. I try not to be, but when a person is very important to me, I get awful self-conscious about talking to him. I think I am afraid of looking dumb or boring.’ Glad you admit it,” Susan said.

“ ‘The thing to remember is this: the person you are so self-conscious about is probably just as nervous as you are! If you and I ever meet, I bet I would be more afraid of looking stupid than you. Shyness is an awful thing. I try to overcome it, because it really gets in the way. You should try to do the same.’ Sounds like you’re begging to meet him,” Susan told her.

“Maybe I am. If he likes me so much, why not?”

Susan only shook her head, and continued to read. “ ‘I do wish you would let me know who you are. I am flattered by your letters, but also they make me nervous. I am sure that you are a nice young guy, and just shy. If you like me as much as you say, I’m sure you don’t mean me any harm. However, it is sometimes a little bit creepy to know that a person is following you everywhere, and you don’t know who it is. So if you really like me, you won’t keep me in suspense. Let me know who you are. Let me meet you. Maybe we can be friends. Sincerely, Janice.’”

Susan shook her head as she folded the letter and slipped it into the sack. “Are you really going to leave this for him?”

“Sure.”

Susan frowned. She took off her glasses and wiped the lenses on her jacket. “Do you really want to find out who the guy is?”

“Of course I do.”

She put on her glasses. She looked into the darkness behind the bench, then both ways along the walk, then at the trees and bushes on the other side. “What time do you have to be home?”

“Ten, I guess. Ten at the latest. They think I’m at your house.”

“Let’s put the letter in the garbage, just like he wants,” Susan suggested. “We can pretend to leave, only circle back and hide in those bushes there. Then when he comes for the letter, we’ll see who he is.”

“I don’t know.”

“Why not?”

“It’s… that’s just not a good idea. Besides, maybe he won’t even come.”

“Afraid?”


 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

In the darkness of a thicket, they sat and waited. Janice could see the garbage can through a gap in the leaves.

The ground felt cool and hard through the seat of her corduroy pants. She wished she had a coat to sit on, like Susan. Her sweatshirt was plenty warm enough, but she wanted something under her. Soon, she could feel the dampness through her pants. It made her itch and squirm.

“Sit still,” Susan whispered.

“This is stupid,” she said.

Something crawled on her ear. She brushed it off and moaned. “There are spiders in here!”

“Shhh!”

“I can’t stand spiders!”

“They won’t eat much,” Susan said, and giggled quietly.

As they waited, Janice remembered the last time she had gone along with Susan’s plan to hide in the bushes. Just Friday night, after the movies. She remembered how Mike had surprised them, how they had all walked together until Susan angered him by shouting, “Brita Kramer, Brita Kramer, Brita Kramer!”

“Brita hasn’t got any sense of humor,” he had said when they were standing by the door. Then he’d said Brita was dense.

A lot he cares about that! As long as she’ll make out with him, what else matters? The creep! What makes him think Brita is any better at it than me? He’s never even given me a try.

That’s his loss, she told herself. If he’s more interested in that cheap, snobby crud, well then it serves him right!

“What’s wrong?” Susan whispered.

“Nothing.”

“Are you crying?”

She wiped her eyes. “No.”

“Yes, you are.”

“Quiet!” She heard footsteps. Hunching low, she could see part of the walkway. She watched it, barely breathing as the footsteps grew louder. When they were very close, she almost believed that she would see Mike step into view.

But she saw two sets of legs. They stopped.

“How about taking a load off?” said the voice of a young man.

“Here?” asked a female voice. She sounded as if she didn’t go much for the idea.

“This is as good a place as any.”

“If you say so.”

Janice watched them sit on the bench. When they sat down, she could see their faces, but she didn’t recognize them. They looked older, maybe eighteen or twenty.

For a while, they sat motionless and said nothing. Then the boy said, “Peg, there’s something I’ve been wanting to talk to you about.”

“Is there? Let me guess. You heard about me and Victor.”

“Is it true?” he asked.

“Depends on what you heard.”

“That you went out with him last night.”

“Of course it’s true.”

“I don’t get it.” He sounded sad. “What do you want to see him for?”

“I like him.”

“But what about us?”

“What about us?”

“Is it over?” he asked. He sounded awful. Janice knew how he must feel. She wished she weren’t hearing this, but she had no choice. She couldn’t just stand up, say, “Excuse me,” and walk away.

“Why should it be over?” Peg asked.

“If it’s not, why are you going out with Victor?”

“What’s wrong with dating both of you?”

“I love you.”

“That doesn’t mean you own me, Jim. If you really love me, you’ll want what’s best for me, right?”

“Not if it means you dating other guys.”

“That’s a selfish thing to say, you know that?”

“Selfish?”

“If you were taking out another girl, I wouldn’t get all bent out of shape.”

“Well, maybe you should!” Now he sounded angry. He ought to! Janice wished he would really tell Peg off.

“Don’t get mad. I like you as much as always.”

“Oh?”

“I feel just the same about you. I don’t want to lose you.” Janice watched her take Jim’s hand. She lifted it to her mouth and kissed it. “I don’t see why anything has to be different.”

“Well, I do,” he said, but he didn’t sound so angry anymore.

“I don’t,” she whispered, her mouth close to Jim’s. Sitting on the bench was awkward because of their legs, so they stood up and embraced tightly and continued to kiss. It went on for a long time. Janice couldn’t figure why they wanted to do it that long; it must be hard on the lips. If she had a chance, though, to kiss Mike that way…

A man came along with a dog. The dog, a poodle, started yapping at Jim and Peg. They split apart, and smiled at the man.

“Come along, Jacques. Come along.” He yanked the leash.

The dog pranced across the walkway. Janice held her breath as he stopped at the bush she was hiding in. He peered into the gap at her. She gave him a big smile.

“Yip-yip! Yip-yap!”

“Come along, Jaques.”

The leash jerked the dog way from the bushes. In moments, the man and dog were gone.

Peg pressed herself against Jim and looked into his eyes. “Are you okay now?” she asked.

“Better. But I still don’t see why you have to go out with Victor.”

“You’re hopelessly provincial, James. I suppose that’s partly why I love you.”

“Do you love Victor, too?”

“My love is big enough to share.”

Janice wanted to throw up. Obviously, though, Jim felt differently because he let the jerky girl kiss him again. They kept at it for a long time.

Then, arms around each other, they walked away.

“We should do this every night,” Susan said.

“No, thank you.” Janice turned and started crawling toward the rear of the bushes.

“What’re you doing?” Susan wanted to know.

“Getting out. Going home. I’ve had enough of this.”

But as she got to her feet, she saw a man heading up the walkway. Quickly, she ducked. “Someone’s coming!”

“Maybe it’s him!”

The footsteps quickly drew closer. They didn’t slow down. Janice glimpsed the swiftly moving legs as the man hurried past.

“Wasn’t him,” Susan whispered. She sounded relieved.

“Maybe it was him, and he saw me when I stood up.”

Susan shrugged.

“Come on, let’s get out of here.”


 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

As Glen entered the band room the next day, he winked at Janice. She hoped he would go directly to the rear of the risers where the sousaphones were, but he didn’t. He walked right over to her.

“See you tonight, sugar face.”

She nodded. “Sure. See you then.” Thinking of her dentist, she managed a smile.

This was Friday and there was no marching practice. They stayed in the band room during sixth period, practicing the music they would be playing next week at the football game. When the bell rang, Janice hurried out to the hallway which was filled with students. Looking behind her, she couldn’t see Glen.

On the way to her locker, she met Susan. They got on the bus together and Glen climbed aboard soon afterwards. All the seats near Janice were full, but he stopped in the aisle. Leaning across Susan, he said, “We’re gonna have a ball, sweet stuff. See you at six-thirty.”

“What’s going on?” Susan asked when he was gone.

Janice smiled mysteriously.

“Good gripes, you’re not going out with Glen!”

“Why not?” Janice asked cheerfully, wondering why she wanted to mislead Susan this way.

“Boy! You mean you don’t know?”

“Know what?” Janice asked.

“He’s not just the grossest guy on two feet, you know. He’s bad news. He’s even been arrested and stuff.”

“For what?”

“Assault, I think.”

“Where’d you hear all this?”

“Mike, mostly.”

Mike. She stared out the window. “Well, he may be interested to know I’m dating Glen tonight.”

“Are you out of your tree? What’s going on with you? You’ve always been so—sensible, until now. Suddenly, you’re writing to the letter nut, you’re going out with the scuzziest creep on campus… What’s the matter with you, anyway?”

“Ask Mike.”

Susan stared at her, then turned away. She took off her glasses and inspected the lenses. With a tissue from her purse, she cleaned them. “Do you mean,” she said, “that you’re acting weird because you got dumped on by Mike?”

Janice shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“Boy.”

She knew what she wanted to tell Susan. This was the perfect time and she had to say it. “I liked Mike an awful lot, Susan. More than I ever let on.”

Susan glared at her, eyes narrow. “More than you liked me, probably.”

“No.”

“Sure. Do you know what I think? I think you’re not even my friend. I think you just used me to get near Mike.”

“I did not.”

“I’m not stupid, you know. Or blind! I see things. I’ve seen how you look at him, how you blush whenever he’s around. Do you think I can’t hear how your voice shakes when you talk to him? I know he’s the one you’ve always liked. I was just so hard-up for a friend, I pretended not to notice. Well, he’s not interested in you. He doesn’t even like you, he told me so himself. So if you’re using me to get to Mike, you can forget it. Just forget it!”

“Susan, you’re my best friend!”

“I’ll bet,” she said. She hurried to the front of the bus, and climbed off even though the bus was still two blocks from her stop.

As the bus pulled away, Janice looked out the window. Susan, on the sidewalk, kept her head down.

Janice leaned back in her seat, and sighed. She felt awfully tired and confused. Had she been using Susan? No! But she did always hope to see Mike when she went over, did always feel bitterly disappointed if he was away.

Well, now she had lost them both.

Glen sat down beside her. “All set for the big night?”

 

After an early dinner, Janice’s parents drove off. They would be picking up the Saunders, and going to a play. Afterwards, they would stop somewhere for drinks, so they wouldn’t get home until about one o’clock.

When they left, Janice looked at the clock. Six-fifteen. Glen was probably on his way, already, to the dentist’s office.

She went to the telephone and dialed Susan’s number. As the phone rang, her stomach tightened. What if Mike answered!

“Hello?”

Relief. Disappointment. “Hello, Mrs. Anzio. This is Janice.”

“How are you this evening?”

“Oh, fine. And you?”

“Not half bad.”

“May I speak to Susan, please?”

“Certainly. Hold on a moment.”

Janice sat on the kitchen floor, her back against the wall, her knees up.

“Hello?”

“Hi,” Janice said. “How about coming over? My folks are gone. I thought maybe we could watch TV or something.”

“What about your big date with Glen?”

“Oh, didn’t I tell you? I meant to tell you on the bus, but then we got to fighting…”

“Yeah, I’m sorry about that. I guess I acted kind of dumb.”

“Same here,” Janice said. She felt so much better, suddenly, that she smiled.

“Anyway, what about Glen?”

“Well, he kept bugging me for a date, you know. He even said he’d pound me if I didn’t go with him.”

“That guy has style.”

“So I told him sure, I’d be glad to go out with him. He’s planning to pick me up…” She glanced at the kitchen clock. “In five minutes.”

“Good gripes.”

“But I had to give him my address, you know.”

“Uh-oh. Oh, no. Whose address did you give him?”

“My dentist’s,” Janice said, laughing.

Susan didn’t laugh.

“He’ll be in for a shock, won’t he?”

“Your dentist?”

“Glen.”

“He’ll kill you,” Susan said.

The way she said it, Janice felt a cold tightness in her stomach. “Anyway, you’ll come over?”

“Sure. We haven’t eaten yet, though. It’ll be about an hour, I guess.”

“Okay. See you then.”

After hanging up, Janice looked at her arms. They had goosebumps. She felt as if she had goosebumps all over. Susan could really be a downer, sometimes. He’ll kill you.

“Sure he will,” she muttered.

A long, hot bath would feel good and take care of the goosebumps, too. As she headed for the stairway, the doorbell rang. She froze. It rang again.

Could be anyone, she thought. Anyone, even Mike.

She had to know.

Stepping out of her shoes, she tiptoed into the living room. She went silently to the far side of the picture window and lifted the edge of the draperies.

Glen Rastick, in jeans and a T-shirt, was standing on the front stoop. He had a big smile on his face.


 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

The doorbell rang again and again. Sitting on the living room sofa, Janice stayed absolutely still. She wished he would leave, but she knew it wouldn’t be that way.

Her heart lurched as a figure darted past the picture window. Through the drawn curtains it was only a dark shadow, but she knew it was Glen. The figure stopped at a side window. Thank God none of the curtains were open!

She heard the window shake in its frame.

He’s trying to get in!

Quickly, she tried to remember if all the windows were locked.

The bathroom! Dad had left its window open! And the screen was so loose…

Janice dashed across the living room, down the hallway, into the bathroom. The window stood wide open, just as she remembered it. Reaching up, she gripped the wooden edge. She tugged.

Stuck!

She slammed her palms against it, as she’d seen her father do.

“Don’t!” Glen snapped.

Gasping, she leaped away from the window. Glen stood just outside, looking in at her.

“Get away from here!” she shouted.

“We’ve got a date.”

“No we don’t!”

“You promised.”

“How did you find me?”

“Ever hear of a telephone book?”

She hadn’t even thought of that! How stupid!

Glen started to pull a corner of the screen.

“Stop that!”

“We’ve got a date.”

“I’m not going out with you.”

“Then I’m coming in with you.” He grinned at his play on words, and tore the screen off.

Janice rushed to the window. “Get away!” she yelled. “I’m calling the cops!”

“No you’re not, honey.”

She reached up, clutched the window frame, and tugged. Still stuck! Glen, reaching in, grabbed the front of her blouse.

“Let go!”

He pulled as if he wanted to drag her out the window.

Janice jerked once more on the wooden frame. The window shot down, slamming on Glen’s arm. He cried out, pulled his arm free, and ran.

Janice watched him go. His limp right arm hung swinging at his side.

She rushed into the kitchen. From a drawer at the counter, she took her mother’s personal phone directory and flipped to Saunders. With any luck, Mom and Dad would still be there. Maybe they hadn’t even arrived yet, and she could leave a message for them to call back.

She started to dial, and stopped.

If she told them about Glen trying to get in the house, they would be sure to ask questions—awful questions.

Why did he come to the house?

Well, you see, we had a date. Sort of.

Sort off?

I really didn’t want to go out with him, so I gave him a phony address.

Do you mean you accepted his invitation for a date, and lied about where you lived?

Well…

How could you?

Because I’m a coward and a liar.

Janice hung up the phone. She couldn’t possibly admit what she had done. She might try lying, telling them that she had no idea why Glen had come to the house, but they were sure to find out the truth, one way or another. The truth would really bother them and might even destroy their trust in her. They’d probably think she was just irresponsible.

Picking up the phone again, she dialed Susan’s number. After two rings, she heard someone lift the phone.

“Hello?” Susan said.

“He was just here!”

“Who?”

“Glen.”

“Good gripes! I thought you gave him your dentist’s address.”

Janice leaned against the wall, and switched the telephone to her other hand. Her left hand wasn’t shaking as badly as her right. “He used the phone book.”

“He’s not as dumb as…”

“He tried to get in.”

“Cripes!”

“Have you started dinner yet? I mean, maybe you could come right over. We’ve got plenty of stuff in the refrigerator.”

“Well…”

“Please. I don’t like it here alone. He might come back.”

“Hold on a minute, I’ll ask.” Susan went away from the phone. She seemed to be gone a long time. When she returned, she said, “It’s okay with Mom, but she says I’m not supposed to eat any starches or sweets.”

“Great. See you in five minutes, okay?”

“Okay.”

Ten minutes later, Susan arrived.

“Did you see any sign of Glen?” Janice asked.

“Nope.”

“Maybe he went away. I think I really hurt his arm.”

“How did you manage that?”

She told all about it. While she was talking, Susan’s stomach growled. Susan chuckled. “My gut has a mind of its own.”

“We’d better feed it.”

They went into the kitchen and Janice leaned against the counter as Susan studied the refrigerator’s contents.

“There’s hot dogs,” Janice suggested. “And left-over roast.”

“Hmm.” Susan continued to search. She opened half a dozen lids and peered inside, making little grunts of interest or disgust. Then she shut the door, shrugged, and opened the door of the freezer compartment. “Ice cream,” she muttered.

“For dinner?”

“Ah!” She pulled out a clear plastic container that showed red inside. She pried off the top. “What’s this?”

“Spaghetti sauce.”

“Yeah?” She beamed. “Have you got any noodles?”

“Noodles?”

“You know, spaghetti. That’s what Granny calls them. She’s from Italy, you know. She calls them noodles, and the sauce is gravy.”

“Noodles and gravy? Weird.”

“Not so weird if you’re from Italy. So, have you got some noodles?”

Janice checked a cupboard and found a box of spaghetti.

“Fabulous!”

“Didn’t your mom say something about no starches? This is all starch.”

“Who cares? She’ll never know.”

“I thought you wanted to lose weight.”

Susan shrugged. She crouched down and searched a cupboard for a pot. “The way I see it,” she said, “it doesn’t matter much. What are a few extra pounds, here and there, when the rest of me is such a wreck?”

“You’re not a wreck.”

She found a saucepan, set it on the floor, and kept searching. “Hey, I could drop fifteen pounds, and guys would still call me four-eyes and tinsel-teeth.” She found a pot for the spaghetti, and stood up. “I might as well eat good, huh?”

“It’s up to you.”

The sauce was like a block of ice. It banged into the sauce pan. Susan covered the pan and turned the burner on under it. “That’ll take a while, I guess.”

“Probably.”

“Mind if I have a hot dog while I wait?”

“Help yourself.”

Susan took a raw hot dog from the refrigerator, and they went into the den and turned on the television. They tried all the channels but nothing looked good, so they settled for a rerun of The Avengers.

“Any more letters from the nut?” Susan asked. She poked the last of the hot dog into her mouth.

“Today? We just left my letter for him last night. Even if he wrote back right away, I couldn’t get it before Monday.”

Susan grinned. “Maybe he’ll come and visit.”

“Sure.”

“I’m serious.” She swallowed. “The way you encouraged him, it wouldn’t surprise me. Mike thinks you’re crazy.”

“You told him?”

“Sure.”

“What’d you do that for?”

“Why not?”

“For one thing, you promised. Boy, Susan, can’t you keep anything to yourself?” She tried to look angry, but secretly she was glad Susan had told Mike about the letters. “What did you tell him?” she asked.

“Just that this guy was glad you and Mike broke up, and how he wanted you to write back to him. And that you did write back. I told him what you said about wanting to meet the guy. That’s when he said you’re crazy.”

“Wonderful,” Janice muttered.

“I always told you he’s a creep. Hey, I’d better check the sauce.”

They went into the kitchen. The block of red had diminished to half size. At the bottom of the pan, the run-off was boiling. Susan got a knife, and stabbed the hard chunk, breaking it to pieces. “That’ll speed up the process,” she said. “Still too early to put the noodles on.”

“Do you want another hot dog while you wait?”

“Don’t mind if I do.”

With a second raw hot dog in her hand, Susan led the way back to the den. They talked and watched television. Later, they checked the sauce again. It was completely thawed and boiling. The chunks of sausage were bobbing, the slices of mushroom twisting as if alive.

Susan turned the flame way down, and put the spaghetti on a back burner.

Finally, the meal was ready. Though Janice had eaten dinner earlier, the smell of the sauce was too much for her. She prepared a small bowl for herself, a huge bowl for Susan.

They sat at the kitchen table.

“You can have my toadstools,” Janice offered.

“Not toadstools,” Susan corrected her. “Mushrooms.”

“You hope.”

They both laughed, but the sharp blare of the telephone interrupted. Janice crossed the kitchen. She picked up the phone. “Hello?”

“Hi, sweet stuff.”

She suddenly felt sick. “Glen.”

“That wasn’t nice, what you did to my arm.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

“Sure you meant to,” he said. From the sound of his voice, Janice could picture his nasty smile. “I owe you one, sugar.”

“I said I’m sorry. You shouldn’t have tried to come in like that. It was your own stupid fault.”

“We had a date.”

“We did not. I just told you that so you’d stop bothering me.”

“Yeah? Well, it didn’t work. You’re gonna get it, now.”

“If you try anything, you’ll be in big trouble!” She slammed the phone down. Her hand was shaking and sweaty. She wiped it on her jeans.

“What did he say?” Susan asked.

“He says he’s going to get me.”

“Good gripes.” Susan frowned as she twisted spaghetti onto her fork. “Did he say when?”

Janice shook her head.

“Maybe tonight.” She chewed, her eyes half shut. “Hey, this stuff is great.”

Janice no longer felt like eating. “You want mine?”

“Sure.”

Janice pushed the plate across the table to her.

“Wonder what he means by get.”

“I don’t want to think about it,” Janice said.

“Did he say where he was calling from?”

“No.”

Susan forked a big slice of mushroom and ate it. “There’s a phone booth at the Thrifty. That’s only two blocks. He could get back here in a couple of minutes, running.”

“If he does…”

The ring of the telephone startled her.

Susan stopped chewing. She looked frightened, herself. She swallowed. “Don’t answer it,” she said. Its second ring filled the room.

“What if it’s not him?”

“It has to be.” It rang again.

“Maybe it’s Mom or Dad,” Janice said. “If I don’t answer, they’ll worry.”

“If it’s Glen and you don’t answer, he’ll think you’ve gone out. Then we’re rid of him for the night.”

“Or maybe he’ll just keep calling.”

They sat silently, listening to the ringing phone. Janice tried to decide whether to answer. She didn’t want to but thought she’d better. She got up from the table slowly, hoping the person would hang up. How many rings had that been? Six or seven? It rang twice more as she crossed the kitchen. She touched it. Her fingers flinched as it rang again.

“Hello?” she asked into the phone.

She heard silence except for a windy, empty sound.

“Hello?” she asked again.

“Guess who.”

The sound of his voice made her stomach hurt. “You’d better stop calling,” she said.

“It’s a free country.”

“If you call again, you’ll be in big trouble.”

“Maybe I won’t call. Maybe I’ll just show up.” He laughed.

“If you do, I’ll call the police.”

“Sure you will.”

“I’m not here alone.”

“Surprise surprise. Do you think I care? Your fat little friend couldn’t lick her weight in postage stamps.”

Janice hung up the phone. “He knows you’re here,” she told Susan.

“Of course. You just told him.”

“I mean, he knew who you were. He must have seen you come.”

Susan stared down at her spaghetti as if she had lost her appetite.

The sudden blaring telephone made Janice jump. She turned on it, wanting to knock it off the wall. That would solve nothing, though.

“Let it ring,” Susan said.

Janice nodded.

As the phone continued to fill the kitchen with its sharp clamor, neither girl moved. Janice counted. After each ring, she hoped there would be no more. But each time, another one came. Until the thirteenth. Then it stopped.

“I don’t think we should stay here,” Susan whispered. She looked pale.

“Where could we go?”

“My house?”

“Are your parents home?”

Susan shook her head. “Just Mike.”

Just Mike. She imagined the three of them together. Glen wouldn’t dare try anything. And maybe Mike… How could she possibly face him after what she’d said that night in front of the library?

I never liked you.

You’re a creep, just like Susan says.

I never want to see you again.

Just thinking about it made her feel sweaty. She would die if she had to face Mike.

“Are you sure Mike is home?” Janice asked.

“Oh, yeah. Brita’s out of town with her family this weekend. Besides, Mike wants to see some cop movie that’s on at nine. Don’t worry, we don’t have to see him or anything. We can go right up to my room. But he’d be there and Glen wouldn’t dare try anything with Mike.”

Janice sat down at the table. She slumped down in her chair and crossed her arms. “I don’t know, Susan. How would we get to your place?”

“I guess we’d have to walk.”

“What about Glen? He might be right outside by now.”

“Yeah.” Susan glared at a chunk of sausage. She stabbed it with her fork. “I guess you’re right.”

“At least if we stay in here, he can’t get to us.”

“We hope,” Susan said. She put the sausage into her mouth and chewed slowly. Suddenly, she smiled. “I’ve got it! We’ll call a cab! How much money have you got?”

“Two or three dollars,” Janice admitted.

“I’ve got a buck fifty. That would be plenty.”

“I suppose.” Janice wasn’t sure she liked the idea. If they went to Susan’s place, she would see Mike, for sure. So embarrassing. Not only that, it would hurt.

“What’s wrong?”

Janice shrugged. “Nothing.”

“That jerk.”

“Who?”

“Mike, that’s who. You don’t even want to come over anymore, and it’s all his fault.”

“That’s not true,” she said.

“Oh, yes it is, I’m not stupid. That creep wrecks everything.”

“It’s not him,” Janice said. “I just don’t want to spend all my money on a taxi. I mean, I’ve been saving up for the new Jim and Kristi album.”

“I’ll bet.”

“I have!”

“I don’t know what you see in Mike. He isn’t interested in you. He’s been with Brita Kramer every night this week. Why don’t you forget about—”

A bell stopped her voice.

Susan looked at the telephone.

“It’s not the phone,” said Janice. “It’s the doorbell.”

“Oh, no.”


 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

“What’ll we do?” Susan whispered.

“I don’t know. I guess I’d better see who it is.”

They both left the kitchen. In the living room, Susan said, “Don’t open the door till you know who’s there.”

Janice went to the far side of the big picture window. She lifted the edge of the curtain, just as she had done earlier that night when Glen showed up. She saw someone on the stoop.

“Who is it?” Susan asked.

“I can’t tell.”

“Is it Glen?”

“It’s too skinny for him. Turn on the porch light, okay? There’s a switch by the door.”

Susan turned it on, and Janice recognized the boy. She quickly stepped back from the curtain. Her stomach felt cold inside.

The doorbell rang again.

“Who is it?”

“Mike,” Janice said. “I guess you’d better see what he wants.”

As Susan pulled the door open, Janice stood by the window not knowing what to do, wanting to hide, wanting to rush into Mike’s arms, not wanting simply to stand there like a stranger. But that’s what she did.

“Boy,” she heard Susan say, “are we glad to see you.”

He looked across the room at Janice. “Hi,” he said.

Janice said, “Hi.” It came out sounding choked.

“I called a few minutes ago. Nobody answered.”

“Oh, that was you!” Susan blurted.

“You mean you were here?”

“Sure.”

“How come you didn’t answer?”

Janice realized he had directed the question at her. “We were afraid it was Glen,” she explained.

“What’s he up to?”

“He came here tonight.” Now that Janice was in the conversation, she felt weird standing so far away. She stepped closer. “We sort of had a date.”

“Oh.”

“We didn’t really…”

“What did you call about?” Susan interrupted.

“Oh, that. Some kid phoned you.”

“Me?”

“He wanted to know something about a biology test Monday.”

“Who was it?”

“Freddy something.” Mike unbuttoned a pocket of his shirt, and handed a paper to her.

Susan unfolded it. “Freddy Miller,” she read.

“I thought I’d phone to let you know, and give you his number so you could call him back if you wanted. Then, when nobody answered…” He smiled at Janice, using only one side of his mouth. “I knew Susan was coming over here. And, you know, I got to thinking about that secret admirer of yours, and about Glen, and I got a little worried. I thought I’d better be sure everything is okay.”

“That was awfully nice,” she said.

“Is everything okay?”

“Everything’s the pits,” Susan said. “First, he comes over and tries to break in. Then he starts calling on the phone. I think he’ll come back and try something.”

Mike pushed his hands into his jeans pockets, and frowned at the floor. “Maybe I’d better stick around, just in case.”

They went into the den, and watched television. Mike sat far across the room from Janice. Nobody talked much, except between shows to discuss which program to watch next.

Janice couldn’t enjoy the television, not with Mike in the room. Her mind kept dwelling on all that had happened between them, all that had led to this—sitting far apart and silent, like nervous strangers.

Just before nine o’clock, Susan remembered about Freddy. She went to the extension on the table next to Mike.

“Can’t you use a different phone?” Mike asked.

“What’s wrong with this one?”

“We won’t be able to hear the show.”

“I won’t be long.”

“Susan.”

“Okay, okay, don’t get pushy!” She left the room.

Janice waited, her heart suddenly thundering.

“Janice?”

She looked at Mike. He was leaning forward, elbows propped on his knees, his hands clenched tightly together.

“About what happened,” he said. “You know, at the library. I’m sorry.”

“Sorry?” Her throat felt clogged.

“I didn’t know what I was doing.”

“It looked like you did.” What made her say that! She could kick herself!

“I mean, when I went upstairs with her, I wanted to tell her to leave. But then she… you know.”

“I know. I saw.”

“I don’t blame you, hating me.”

“Hate you? I don’t…” Something seemed to break inside. Her eyes filled, and she sobbed. She hurried to the door, but stopped herself. She turned to him. He was all blurry. He was standing. “I don’t hate you!” she cried, and ran from the room.

 

She was still in the bathroom when the telephone rang. She had finished crying, but her eyes looked red and swollen. For the past ten minutes, she had been trying to work up enough courage to face Mike again. Now, she didn’t have much choice.

She heard footsteps.

“Are you going to get the phone?” Susan asked.

Janice opened the door. She hurried behind Susan to the kitchen, and picked up the receiver. “Hello?”

“Guess who, sweet thing?”

“I told you to stop calling.”

“I don’t take orders from nobody.”

“If you don’t…” She heard a telephone click.

“Mr. Rastick?” she heard.

“Huh?” Glen sounded shocked, but no more shocked than Janice.

It was Mike on the extension.

“Mr. Rastick, this is Sergeant Franco, Webster Grove Police Department.”

“Huh?”

“Are you aware that harassment is a crime punishable by a fine of five thousand dollars or six months in jail? If you continue…”

Glen Rastick hung up.

Janice met Mike as he was heading for the front door.

“Fantastic!” Susan yelled. “You were fantastic!”

He made a polite, strained smile at Janice. “I guess I’ll go, now. Glen won’t be any more trouble. Not tonight, anyway.”

“Do you have to leave?” Janice asked.

“I think I’d better. See you around.”


 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

She was eating breakfast when Mom called her to the phone. “Who is it?” Janice asked.

Mom shrugged. “He didn’t say.”

Janice went into the den. As she picked up the extension, she remembered that Mike had used it last night. Touching it, she felt close to him, and sad. “Hello,” she said.

“Hi, Janice. This is Freddy Miller.”

“Oh, hi, Freddy. What’s up?”

“Can I talk to you?” he asked.

“Sure. Go ahead.”

“I mean, in person. Would that be okay? If you don’t already have other plans, I thought maybe we could go somewhere like McDonald’s for lunch.”

“Today?” Janice asked.

“Oh, you’re busy, I guess. I was afraid of that.”

“No, I’m not busy. I just wanted to be sure you meant today. I’ll go with you, sure.”

“You will?” He sounded surprised.

“Yeah.”

“Okay. I’ll come by your house, and we can walk over.”

“What time?” Janice asked.

“Oh, I don’t care. When do you want?”

“It doesn’t matter,” she said, wishing he would make up his mind.

“When do you normally eat lunch?”

“About noon.”

“I could come by at noon, if you want.”

“Fine,” Janice told him. “See you then.”

“Oh. One other thing. Don’t tell Susan about this, okay?”

 

With the wind so strong, Janice wished she had worn pants instead of her kilt. All the way to McDonald’s, she worried about keeping the skirt from blowing.

They didn’t talk much. Whatever Freddy was so eager to discuss, he held it back.

When they got to McDonald’s, they picked up quarter-pounders, French fries, and milk shakes at the counter, and took them to a booth in the rear. Freddy ate, saying nothing. By the time Janice was halfway finished with her hamburger, she could stand the silence no longer.

“Freddy, isn’t there something you wanted to talk about?”

“I guess so.” He didn’t seem very eager.

“Well?”

“You know the dance Friday night after the game?”

She nodded. The food in her mouth suddenly tasted dry, and she didn’t think she could swallow it.

“Are you going?” he asked.

She managed to swallow some, washing it down with milk shake. “I don’t know yet,” she answered.

“I mean, have you got a date for it?”

“No.”

Here it comes, she thought. She wondered what to tell him.

“I don’t think Susan will go to the dance, if you don’t.”

“What?” she asked.

“I was thinking maybe I might ask Susan to the dance, and maybe we could double-date or something.”

“I don’t think I’ll be going.”

“If you’re not…” He shook his head and ate a French fry.

“You should ask Susan anyway.”

“Maybe she doesn’t like me.”

“Sure she does.”

“She didn’t act that way on the telephone last night.”

“When she called you from my house?”

“Yeah. I planned to invite her then, but she acted… oh, like she was in a big hurry. I really think she doesn’t like me very much.”

“Last night was just weird. It didn’t have to do with you. Why don’t you call her again, and this time invite her to the dance? I bet she’d go.”

Freddy stared into his empty bag of French fries. “Would you do me a favor?”

“What sort of favor?”

“Would you talk to Susan? About me, I mean? Then you could let me know if I should call her.”

“That’s pretty weird, Freddy.”

“I know. But I just… I don’t want to bother her if she isn’t interested.”

“Well…” Janice knew how he must feel: terribly frightened of Susan telling him no. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll talk to her.”

“Then you’ll let me know, okay? If she wants to go with me, I’ll call and invite her.”

“Okay. Sure. As Susan would say, ‘Why not?’”


 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

“Hello?” he answered.

It was Mike’s voice on the phone. Janice fought off an urge to hang up. She swallowed to get rid of the sudden tight feeling in her throat. “Hi, Mike,” she said.

“Janice? How are you?”

“Okay, I guess.” She listened to a brief silence that seemed to stretch for minutes. “Is Susan home?”

“Yeah. I’ll call her.”

She heard Mike yell. As she waited, she knew he was still at the phone. She wished he would speak. He didn’t.

“What’s up?” Susan asked, a moment later.

“I got another letter today.”

“Yeah? From el weirdo?”

“This one has me worried.”

“It’s about time.”

“Can you come over? I want you to read it.”

“Sure.”

Half an hour later, Susan arrived. They went upstairs. On their way down the hall, they passed the study. Its door stood open. Janice’s mother, at the desk, stopped typing and looked over her shoulder. “Oh, hi, girls.”

They both said hi.

“Are you composing another poem?” Susan asked.

“I’m trying.”

“I read one in Redbook, Mrs. O’Neil. I liked it. So did my mom.”

“Well, thank you very much.”

“We’ll be in my room,” Janice said.

“Have a good time, girls.”

In the bedroom, Janice shut the door. “Wait till you see this,” she said. From her top desk drawer, she took an envelope. She sat beside Susan on the bed. “It came in today’s mail.”

“Doesn’t your mother see the mail first?” Susan asked.

Janice nodded.

“Then she knows about these letters, doesn’t she?”

“I told her they’re from this girl I met at camp last year.”

“Hmm.” Susan plucked the letter from the torn envelope. She unfolded it. As she read it, Janice studied it again:

 


Dear Janice,

I was so thrilled to get your letter. I read it over and over. I shall carry it close to my heart always.

Unfortunately, it was damaged by a milk shake someone threw into the garbage. If you put the next letter in a plastic bag, this sort of incident will be avoided.

Also, please do not try to deceive me by hiding in the bushes. I know that you were merely following the suggestion of your friend, Susan. However, that is no excuse for dishonest behavior. Next time, tell her no. If you and Susan continue trying to learn my identity, the consequences might be disastrous for all concerned.

I do not want harm to come to you. That is the last thing I want. After all, I love and adore you.

If you misbehave again, however, I will have to punish you. Do not make me do that.

In time, I will reveal my identity to you. You must be patient, and wait until I decide the time is right.

It may be soon. A plan has occurred to me. If we could run off together, many difficulties would be solved.

Will you come with me?

Where, you ask.

Somewhere far from here, I think. We might consider the lonely, peaceful stretches of a desert. Perhaps Nevada or Arizona would be nice. I will buy a camper truck, and we will live like gypsies, traveling the back roads and never staying anywhere too long. There won’t be anyone to tell us no. We’ll be free! We’ll be together forever, just you and me!

Can you imagine such a life? Won’t it be wonderful?

You don’t have long to wait. Next week, perhaps, I will buy a camper truck—what they call a recreational vehicle. Then we’ll be ready.

Please write soon, and tell me how much you like my plan. Maybe you have ideas of your own to add.

I do hope we shall soon be together. My thoughts are with you daily, and dreams of you fill my empty nights.

 

With all my love,

Your Secret Admirer



 

“Good gripes,” Susan said, handing the letter to Janice. “I knew it, the guy’s bonkers.”

“Do you want to…”

“Janice!” her mother called. “Telephone.”

She hadn’t even noticed the ringing. “Back in a minute,” she told Susan.

At the open door of her mother’s study, she said, “I’ll get it in the den.” She hurried downstairs. As she said, “Hello” into the den phone, she heard her mother hang up.

“Hi. This is Freddy Miller.”

“Oh, how you doing?”

“Okay, I guess.” He didn’t sound too sure. “Have you talked to Susan yet?”

“She’s here right now.”

“Oh, no. Don’t tell her it’s me, okay?”

“All right. What I thought I’d do, I’d talk to her sometime tonight. Why don’t I call you back after she’s gone?”

“Oh, okay.”

“Talk to you th—”

“Janice! One more thing. You won’t tell her, will you, about how you’re helping me?”

“It’ll be our secret,” Janice assured him. “Just between you and me.”

Upstairs again, she found Susan still looking at the letter.

“Who was it?” Susan asked.

“Nobody, just Wendy Jones.”

“That turkey.”

“She wanted to know about the history assignment.”

Susan lost interest, and waved the letter. “Talk about turkeys, this guy is a prize. I figured one thing out while you were gone. He’s definitely a grown-up, or he couldn’t buy an R.V.” Susan’s glasses had slipped. She wrinkled her nose, raising them so she could see Janice. “Think about that for a minute.”

“I already have. Do you want to see the letter I wrote to him?”

“Let me at it.” She pushed her glasses back.

Janice took a handwritten letter from her top desk drawer. She sat on the bed beside Susan. Together, they read it:

 


Dear Secret Admirer,

I am glad that you like me so much. I’m sure you are a very nice person, in spite of your threats about punishing me, which I didn’t like one bit. I would still like to meet you.

You asked my opinion of your plan about running off to the desert in your camper. Well, here goes.

1. I am only a sophomore, as you know. This means I still have three years of high school to go. College is another four years, and that’s only the beginning. As of now, I plan to be a lawyer. There are too many crooked ones, and so I think an honest person like me is needed. Law school will take a couple of years, at least. Therefore, I don’t want to run away to the desert with you (or anybody else) for another nine years. Maybe even longer! By then, I’ll be twenty-four and ancient.

2. I think you must be pretty old, if you can buy a camper. You must be eighteen, at least. Maybe a lot older. My parents say I shouldn’t go out with boys much older than me, and for once I agree with them. How old are you, anyway?

3. I don’t mean to say there is something wrong with you, but you ought to have a girl friend your own age. Why are you so interested in me? To be frank, this has me worried.

4. I have no intention of running away to live like a gypsy with a person I have never even met.

As you may have guessed by now, my answer about the desert is NO. For a man your age, you are much too serious about me. It isn’t healthy or nice. This is my last letter to you.

My advice is that you stop writing to me. Find a person your own age. I’m sorry, but this is how I feel.

 

Good-bye forever,

Janice



 

“Man,” Susan muttered. “He won’t like this.”

“Let’s go to the park and deliver it.”

Susan shrugged. “Sure, why not?”


 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Janice enjoyed marching practice on Tuesday afternoon. It was even better than the day before, because now the sun was out. The fresh, autumn wind blew against her, feeling good and messing up her hair.

With the help of Marilyn, she had managed to learn the marching formations without making an idiot of herself. By now, she knew her positions so well that she hardly had to think about them.

Best of all, no Glen.

Both days, she kept a sharp watch for him in the school halls, and at lunch. She expected to see him, for sure, during band. But he never showed up.

Maybe he’s left school, she thought. Maybe he’s moved out of town. She knew the chances were slim, but there was no harm in hoping.

The drum major’s whistle blew a long, shrill note, startling Janice from her thoughts. For a confused moment, she wondered if she was in the right position.

Glancing sideways, she saw Marilyn beside her. She knew she was where she belonged.

Another long blast, then three quick short ones. She brought her feet down together and stood at attention.

The drum major raised his baton. As it came down, they started to play, “You’ve Gotta Be a Football Hero.”

“You’re doing real fine,” Mr. Chambers called when they finished the tune. “You’ll knock ‘em dead Friday night.” Then he dismissed the band.

On the bus heading home, a junior named Alice sat with her. The moment Alice sat down, she started twitching and moving her lips as if she had a rhythm in her head. She played drums with the band. Maybe she’s rehearsing, Janice thought.

“Going to the dance?” Alice asked.

“I haven’t decided. How about you?”

“I’ll be there. I’m a Squirrel.”

“Huh?”

“A Squirrel. I’m their stick man, you know. The Squirrels. We’re hot.” Tilting her head back, she closed her eyes and pursed her lips and pounded out a beat with imaginary sticks. “We’re gonna burn the air.”

Janice nodded, as if she understood. She supposed the Squirrels was the name of the rock band that would be playing at the dance. “Why are you called Squirrels?” she asked.

“ ‘Cause we’re nuts!”

The bus arrived at Alice’s stop, and she climbed off. Sitting alone, Janice thought about the dance. Unless someone invited her, she would stay away from it. Lots of girls would be going stag, but Janice hated that. The last time she’d done it, all kinds of goofs and creeps had asked her to dance. She could have just said no, she supposed. That seemed impolite, though, and she didn’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings. One guy had awful B.O., one drooled on her shoulder, one kept trying to kiss her neck. The worst, though, was a senior with a mustache who got too involved during a slow dance. He asked her to leave the dance and go to his car in the parking lot. He got nasty when she said no.

If she ever went to a dance again, it wouldn’t be alone.

The bus slowed to a halt at her stop. She hurried down the aisle, and climbed off. She was halfway down the block when Glen stepped out from behind a hedge.

A plaster cast covered his right arm, which was held against his chest in a sling.

“What’s up, sugar face?”

“Stay back.” She tried to step past him, but he grabbed her arm. “You’d better let go!”

“What are you gonna do, break my other arm?” He laughed.

“Leave me alone!”

“Who was that guy on the phone?” he asked. “The one who said he’s a cop?”

“It was a cop.”

“Sure. Come on, who was it?”

“A policeman. I called, and told them all about you, and they sent him over. Honest.”

“You’re lying.” He squeezed her arm.

“Ow!”

A passing car slow down. The man at its wheel frowned, and Glen let go of Janice. She started walking away, but Glen kept pace.

“When you see the guy again, tell him I’m gonna bust his head. If he hadn’t pulled the cop stunt, you and me…”

“Don’t!” she shouted as he grabbed her arm again. She looked back, but the car was gone.

“You’re my girl, whether you know it or not. I catch you with another guy, he’s gonna wish he’d stayed home. You follow?”

“Just try it,” she said. “You’ll be sorry.”

“Know what happens Friday? There’s a dance after the football game. I’m taking you. You’re gonna be my date. Got it?”

“No!”

“I won’t be marching in the game, thanks to you.” He glanced down at his broken arm. “I’m gonna be at the game, though. I’ll meet you when it’s over.”

“You’d better not try.”

“We’ll go to the dance and have us a good time.” He grinned.

She shook her head. Her arm burned from his grip.

“Right?” he asked again, squeezing harder.

Again, she shook her head.

He squeezed so hard that it felt as if his fingernails might puncture her skin. “Right?”

“No!”

With her free hand, she swung her clarinet case. As it flew toward Glen’s face, he let go and ducked. A corner of the small case brushed his forehead.

Janice ran.

Looking back, she saw Glen standing motionless. He wore a nasty grin. “See you later,” he called. “You can count on it.”


 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Janice, holding the bowling ball underneath her chin, started forward. She swung the ball down and back, crouched, brought it forward, and released it. It sped up the glossy wooden lane, heading dead center for the lead pin. At the last moment, it curved to the left. It plowed through the side, knocking down a half dozen pins.

Susan marked the score sheet. “You’ve gotta pick up the spare,” she said, “or you’re done for.”

The ball popped from the metal hood. Janice picked it up. She slid her fingers into the smooth holes, and braced the ball under her chin. She tried hard to concentrate. It wasn’t easy, though, with so much else on her mind.

She couldn’t forget Glen. This was Wednesday. Luckily, she hadn’t seen him all day. But the dance was only two days away; he planned to take her to it. A possible solution had occurred to her; she could simply stay home from the game. That would let down the band, though, and herself. She really wanted to march in the half-time show.

Well, she still had two days to figure something out.

She started forward, swinging the ball back, sliding a bit on her final step, and letting it go. Even as it left her hand, she knew she was sunk. The ball sped up the lane, and passed to the left of the pins without touching a single one.

Her fist hammered the air, and she stomped her foot.

“Tough luck,” Susan said, beaming. “You owe me a Coke.”

After changing into their street shoes, they put the balls away. They carried the score sheet and bowling shoes to the counter.

“Hi, Mel,” Susan said, and handed him the score sheet.

He squinted at it. He was a skinny, wrinkled little man who chewed gum and smoked a cigarette at the same time. The cigarette jerked up and down. Janice watched, expecting it to fall out. But it stayed tightly pinched between his lips as he rang up the total on his cash register, took their money, and gave them change. “So long, ladies,” he said, squinting through the smoke.

“See you,” they said.

They went to the snack bar for the Cokes. Janice paid.

“You had to buy them last time, too,” Susan pointed out.

“But you lost three times in a row, before that.”

“I’ve improved. Now I’m unconquerable.”

They carried their drinks to a row of seats behind the lanes.

“Has anyone asked you to the dance yet?” Janice asked.

“Are you kidding? Me? El chunko?” She sucked her straw, and Janice watched Coke shoot up the clear plastic. Susan took her mouth away. The level of Coke dropped. “How about you?”

“Glen asked me.”

“What did you tell him?”

“I hit him with my clarinet case.”

“Good gripes. You’re really asking for trouble with him. You lied to him, you broke his arm, now you’ve whacked him with your case.”

“He just won’t leave me alone,” Janice said.

“Have you told your parents about him?”

“No. I can’t!”

“Boy, I would.”

“Maybe I should.” Then she shook her head and drank some of her Coke. “I can handle it myself,” she said.

“Between Glen and your letter nut, that’s a lot to handle.”

Janice shrugged. “Anyway, about the dance. What’ll we do? Do you want to go stag, like before?”

“Yuck! Are you kidding.”

Janice tried to keep from smiling as Susan gave the answer she expected.

“What, did you forget about last time? You had that freak who wanted to test the back seat of his Datsun. I got stuck with Arnold Onion-breath. That was the gross-out of all time.”

“Suppose you had a date?”

“With Glen? No thanks. He’s your problem. You wouldn’t catch me a mile from that jerk.”

“Who said anything about Glen? I was thinking about Freddy.”

“Freddy?”

“Yeah. You like him, don’t you?”

She shrugged.

“He likes you a lot.”

“How do you know?”

“Do you remember, back when I showed you the first letter and you said it might have been from Freddy?”

“Yeah. Because he’s always hanging around you.”

“Who is always with me when he’s hanging around?”

“Me?”

“Right. He hasn’t been interested in me. It’s always been you he liked.”

Susan frowned. She lowered her mouth to the straw, but seemed too distracted to suck. “I guess it’s possible,” she admitted. “Even if he does like me, though, how do I get him to ask me to the dance?”

“We’ll think of something.”

“And quick.”

“Yeah.” Janice finished her Coke. She looked at the wall clock. “I’d better call home, and tell Dad we’re ready to go. Back in a minute.”

She went alone to the pay telephone, and dialed Freddy’s number. He answered right away. “All set,” she said, and hung up.

Then she phoned home. Her father answered. She asked him to come to the bowling alley in half an hour.

Back at the bench with Susan, she said, “Dad’ll be here in a few minutes.”

“Okee-doke.” Susan finished her drink.

They went outside, and stood in the light of the building’s front entrance.

“Do you really think Freddy likes me?” Susan asked.

“I’m sure of it.”

“Has he ever told you anything?”

“Not exactly. I mean, he always asks about you. That’s about all, but I can tell he’s really flipped over you. Look how he followed us to the movies last week.”

“Do you really think he followed us?”

“You, actually.”

She grinned, shaking her head in disbelief. “Oh, I don’t think so.”

“Sure.”

Down the street, Janice saw the dim, wavering beam of a bicycle light.

“Tomorrow when you see him…”

“Hey!” Susan blurted.

“You have to let him…”

“Hey, that’s him! That’s Freddy on the bike!”

“You’re right!” Janice cried out, trying to sound surprised.

He kept pedaling. When he was close, he said, “Oh, hi!”

“Hi, Freddy,” Susan said.

He dismounted, and wheeled his bike over the curb. “Waiting for someone?” he asked.

“My dad,” Janice said.

“Where are you going?” Susan asked him.

“Nowhere much. I just like to ride around, you know? You see all kinds of weird stuff at night.”

“Like us,” Susan suggested.

“Oh, you’re not so weird. But a lot of other stuff is.” His foot knocked the kickstand into place and he stepped away from his bike. He pushed his hands deep into the front pockets of his pants. “So.” He smiled. He looked nervous. “You two were bowling, huh? Who won?”

“Da-duh!” Susan raised her cupped hands like a winning boxer. “Two out of three,” she said.

“Congratulations.”

“We always play best two out of three,” Janice explained. “ ‘The loser buys Cokes. That reminds me… I have to go back inside for a minute. If Dad comes, tell him I’ll be right back, okay?”

She pushed through a glass door of the bowling alley and headed for the restroom. She felt sneaky and glad. If only she could stay with them to watch the results! No way. For the plan to work, they had to be left alone.

She used the restroom. When she came out, she checked the clock and saw that only four minutes had passed. Not long enough. She took a seat and watched a group of women bowlers. They all wore slacks and white pullovers with Alley Kats inscribed on the back. One, a chubby woman with short straight hair, kept throwing strikes. Janice watched her, amazed, for the next ten minutes. Then she went outside again.

Freddy and Susan were holding hands. They quickly let go. Both smiled at her and looked guilty.

“What took you so long?” Susan asked.

Janice shrugged. “Where’s Dad?”

“Not here yet.”

“I ought to get going,” Freddie said. He climbed onto his bike and knocked back the kickstand. “Be seeing you.”

“So long,” Janice said.

“See you,” said Susan. She had a special look in her eyes. She watched Freddy pedal away, then turned to Janice. “I don’t believe it,” she said, smiling. “I just don’t believe it. He’s taking me to the dance.”

“Great!”

“I don’t believe it. Me.” Her smile faded. “It would be neater if you had a date, too.”

“I’d just as soon go home right after the game, anyway. Especially since Glen will be around. If I did go to the dance, he’d probably cause trouble.”

“It won’t be nearly as much fun without you.”

“Sure it will. You’ll have a great time.”


 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Janice fastened the wide, white belt around her waist, and looked at herself in the mirror. She had to admit it—she didn’t look bad. The uniform fit perfectly, since Mom had taken in the pants. It was snug enough to make the most of her figure, but not too tight for breathing. The dark blue went nicely with her eyes.

She tried the cap on, and decided not to wear it until she had to. Carrying the cap, her clarinet case, and handbag, she started downstairs. Her father, in the living room, snapped to attention and saluted. Janice saluted back. “Do I look okay?”

“What time is take-off, General?”

“Dad!”

He grinned. “You look great.”

Mom came in from the kitchen. “Oh, how nice.” She walked in a circle around Janice. “Did I take in too much?”

“No, they’re fine.”

“They look a little tight.”

“They’re fine, really.”

“Let’s get the show on the road,” Dad said.

They went out to the car. The night was chilly, with a strong wind tumbling leaves down the street.

“This is real football weather,” Dad said as he opened the passenger door. Janice climbed into the front seat. She unlocked the driver’s door as Mom got in behind her.

“Will you be warm enough without a coat?” Mom asked.

“Sure. I can’t wear one, anyway, in the stands.”

Dad got in. He started the car. “First game of the year,” he said. “Who’s going to win?”

“Us, of course.”

“I hear that Ranford has a mighty tough team this year.” He started driving.

“I hear there’s a dance after the game,” Mom said.

“Yeah.”

“You didn’t mention it.”

“I don’t think I’ll go.”

“There’s no reason why you shouldn’t,” Mom said. “We can certainly pick you up afterwards.”

“It’s not that.”

“What is it?”

Sometimes, Mom was a real pain. Why couldn’t she just let it drop?

“Janice?”

“I just don’t feel like going, that’s all.”

“Isn’t Susan going?”

“Yes.” The uniform was beginning to feel much too tight. “She’s got a date, though.”

“Oh, how nice. Who’s the young man?”

“Freddy Miller.”

“Oh, Ted and Margaret’s boy. I hear he’s quite smart.”

“I guess.”

“Are you reluctant to go to the dance because you don’t have a date?”

The uniform felt very tight. She felt as if it were strangling her.

“You shouldn’t let that stop you,” Mom said. “You went without a date to the Get Acquainted Dance last month.”

“It was awful.”

“This one might be wonderful. Maybe you’ll meet a nice young man.”

“I doubt it,” she muttered.

“You’ll never know unless you give it a try.”

“I don’t want to.”

“You really—”

“Frances,” Dad interrupted, “if she doesn’t want to go…”

“These can be the most marvelous years of her life, Hal, but not if she insists on sitting home like a lump.”

“These can also be the toughest years,” Dad said. “I know. I stayed home from many a dance when I was her age, and I don’t regret it. I’m sure it saved me from all kinds of hassles and embarrassments. If she wants to come home after the game, it’s her decision. She’s only fifteen! It’s not going to cast a shadow over her whole life, missing one dance. Especially a dance she doesn’t want to go to.”

Mom didn’t like the lecture. Janice could feel her stiffen. That’ll teach her, she thought. Then she regretted it, and felt bad for causing the argument.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

Mom put an arm across her shoulders. “It’s okay, honey. Your father’s right. This time.”

“I would go if I had a date. I really would. It’s just so awful, going alone.”

“I guess so. Nothing is much fun alone.”

 

They dropped Janice off at the school’s front entrance, then drove away to find parking for the game.

She walked down a corridor toward the band room. It was spooky seeing the place so deserted. Half the lights were out. The only sounds were a few far-off, muffled notes from kids tuning up in the band room.

She walked quickly.

When she heard footsteps behind her, she looked back. She saw the white cast on the boy’s arm.

“Wait up,” Glen called.

Janice waited, her heart suddenly slamming.

Glen came up close. “How you been, sweets?”

“Okay, till now.”

“Missed me?”

“Like I miss my dentist.”

“Dentist, huh? I still owe you one for that. And I owe you one for the busted arm. If you’re real nice to me tonight, maybe I’ll forgive you.”

“I’m not going to the dance with you.”

“Sure you are.”

“I’m going home after the game. My parents are here, and I’m leaving with them.”

“Not if you know what’s good for you.”

“We’ll see about that.” Turning away, she walked toward the band room.

“See you later,” Glen called.


 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

In the band room, Janice took a white plume out of a cardboard box. She watched Marilyn to see how to attach it. A looped wire at the plume’s base fit into a metal slot on top of the cap. She slid hers in. It wiggled a bit, but she left it.

She put together her clarinet. Leaving the case and her handbag behind, she followed the others out to the field.

At the back entrance to the football stadium, the band assembled. The whistle blew. The drums began a quick beat that Janice could feel all the way inside her chest. She began to march.

Through the gate. Across the dirt track. Onto the football field. Knees high, toes pointed down. Under the goal post. Out to the center of the field where the high stadium lights made her squint.

A tinny voice boomed from the loud speakers. “And now, ladies and gentlemen, join the Webster High School Charger Band in a salute to our country.”

She clipped the music flip-folder into place just in time for “The Star Spangled Banner.” When they were done, the drums kicked up and she marched with the band straight across the field to the bleachers. As Janice climbed the stairs, she scanned the crowd. She saw Susan and Freddy. Not her parents. Not Glen. Not Mike.

During the game’s first half, she spent a lot of time scanning the stands for Mike. In a way, she didn’t want to spot him, especially if he was with Brita. She knew from Susan that Mike had planned to attend. Susan hadn’t mentioned Brita, but that meant nothing. She had probably skipped that part to spare Janice’s feeling.

At the start of the second quarter, Glen walked by. He had a big slice of pizza. He waved it at Janice.

“You aren’t going with that yuck, are you?” Marilyn asked.

“If I was marooned on an island with him, I’d start swimming.”

Marilyn laughed.

Mr. Chambers stood. “Get up the fight song!” he yelled.

A moment later, they were playing. On the field, the huddle broke up. The players rushed toward the scrimmage line, and Mr. Chambers stopped the music with a quick slash of his baton.

When the scoreboard showed ten minutes remaining before halftime, Mr. Chambers stood again.

“Here goes,” Marilyn said.

They followed him down from the stands, and along the track to the far end of the field. During the final minutes before halftime, they stood in formation just behind the goal post. Janice watched the game; the Webster Chargers were slowly battering their way through the Ranford defense. With each play, they got closer.

The scoreboard showed three seconds left. Janice checked her music, once again, to be sure she had the fight song up.

“Heads up!” someone yelled.

Down the center of the field, heads turned away, dashed two players. The one in the lead was from Webster. The other, Janice realized, must be guarding him. She wished they would watch where they were running. They couldn’t, though. The ball was in the air. The first boy reached up for it. Janice heard him gasping for breath. A gun sounded.

As if startled awake by the gunfire, the front rows of the band broke apart. Marilyn lurched against Janice. They both jumped aside.

Snarling, the Charger leaped for the ball and missed. The other boy slammed into him and tore him down. They tumbled among the band members, legs flying.

“Holy smoke!” Janice muttered.

As the boys got up, Mr. Chambers began prancing alongside the band. “Quick! Back in formation! Anybody hurt? Let’s go!”

Janice rushed back into place.

The whistle blared. The drums started their thunderous beat.

Too quick. This is all too quick, she thought, and started to march.

The drums began the lead-in to the “Charger Fight Song.”

Her music folder was gone! It must have dropped from her clip when Marilyn bumped into her.

She tried to play from memory. After hitting a few wrong notes, however, she gave up. For most of the halftime show, she marched to her positions, kept the mouthpiece in her mouth, and moved her fingers over the keys and stops. But she didn’t blow. A few of the band members glanced at her oddly. Thank heavens nobody in the stands could tell that she was faking it!

At last, they formed what the announcer called “the Charger band’s famous Block W,” and began the loyalty song. Janice knew this one by heart. She played along with the band. Hearing the beautiful, sad music all around her, and the quiet murmur of voices singing along in the grandstand, she felt very fine. It didn’t matter now, flubbing the other songs. This was the one that counted. In her mind, she heard the words of the final verse as she played it:

 



In bright or stormy weather

As all the years go by

We’ll raise our song together

For love of Webster High.





 

She didn’t know why, exactly, but tears filled her eyes as she played. She felt very proud, yet somehow sorrowful. It didn’t make sense. She didn’t care.

The tears tickled. She couldn’t wipe them off her cheeks until the song ended.

Then the whistle shrilled and the drums blammed, and she marched underneath the goal post and out through the gate.

In the field behind the stadium, the drums stopped. “Fine job,” yelled Mr. Chambers. “Beautiful. Don’t forget to leave your plumes in the band room, and have a good weekend.”

Someone tapped Janice’s shoulder.

“You drop this?” asked a trumpet player. He had her music. She thanked him, and hurried to the band room. There she dropped her plume into the big cardboard box. She broke down her clarinet and put it away.

As she left the band room, she looked down the hallway, half expecting to see Glen rushing toward her. No sign of him.

She wondered where he was. Somewhere nearby, probably. He would sure be in for a shock when she sat down in the grandstand with her parents.

She pushed open the door and stepped outside. Across the dark field, the stadium was bright and noisy. The voice of the announcer came loudly over the other sounds. “Kicking off for the Indians will be number twenty-three, Joe Stanley!”

As she crossed the grass, she saw a dark figure heading toward her. Her eyes darted to the right arm. No cast.

Maybe just someone on his way to the band room. But he didn’t carry an instrument, and he wore no uniform.

“Hi,” she said nervously as he approached.

“Hello, Janice,” he said.


 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

“Mike?”

“Yeah, it’s me.” He stepped closer, until Janice could see his face.

“What are you doing over here?” she asked.

“I came looking for you. I wanted to catch you before you got back to the stands. Do you want to sit with me?”

She shrugged. She felt warm and confused. “Sure, I guess. If it’s all right with Brita.”

“Brita isn’t here.” He took hold of Janice’s hand, and walked with her toward the stadium.

“She isn’t?”

“No.” He turned to Janice. His face looked solemn. “Have you got a date for the dance?”

She shook her head.

“Me neither. Will you go with me?”

She thought briefly of Glen. If he dared to try anything… “Okay.”

They walked to one of the stadium’s front gates. A guard let them enter.

“This way,” Mike said. He led her toward the snack bar, and she saw Susan standing alone. “My sister has a few words to say.”

Susan looked as if she might cry.

“I’m sorry,” she said to Janice. “I was so selfish.”

“What?”

Susan sniffled. She took her glasses off and wiped her eyes. “Freddy… he told me how you planned everything. How you called him from the bowling alley and fixed it up so he would just happen to be pedaling by. You did all that for me, and now I have a boyfriend and you don’t, and it’s all my fault.”

Janice shook her head. She didn’t understand.

“I don’t know why I did it.”

“Did what?”

“Lied. You’re my best friend, you know, and I didn’t want to lose you. I was afraid, if you and Mike…” She sniffed, and again wiped her eyes. “Mike hasn’t been with Brita since the night at the library.”

“But you told me…”

“I know, I know. I’m sorry. They haven’t gone out together. Not once. It was all a lie. And it was a lie when I said he doesn’t like you. Because he does, he likes you a lot.” She suddenly broke down completely, heavy sobs making her shoulders shake. “I’m—so—sorry!”

Janice watched her friend cry. She thought of the pain Susan had caused her. She knew she ought to be angry. For some reason, she wasn’t. Stepping forward, she put her arms around Susan. “Hey, it’s all right.”

“I lied… to Mike, too. I told him… that you hated him.”

“She told me all about this,” Mike said, “just before Freddy picked her up tonight. I guess the guilt got to her.”

“I’m so sorry!” Susan repeated.

“Let’s get some Coke and pizza,” Mike suggested, “and go to our seats. Freddy’s going to think you ditched him.”

 

Janice climbed up the bleachers and moved down a row to an empty space beside her parents. “Guess what?” she said. “I’m going to the dance, after all.”

“Marvelous,” Mom said. “Are you going with Susan?”

“With Mike.”

“Even better.”

“Do you want us to pick you up afterwards?” Dad asked.

“Mike has his parents’ car. He said he’ll take me home.”

“What do you think, Hal?” Mom asked.

“Fine with me. Mike seems like a responsible young man.”

“Okay, Janice. We’ll want you home by twelve.”

“Mom!”

“Give or take half an hour,” Dad added.

That brought him a sharp glance, but he smiled at Mom and it went away.

“Do you have a dime for a call?” Dad asked.

Janice checked. “Yep.” She started to get up.

“By the way, you were dynamite in the halftime show.”

“Thanks.”

“No later than twelve-thirty,” Mom said.

“Right.”

She left them, and went to the far end of the stands where Mike was sitting with Susan and Freddy. “All set,” she said.

“Great.”

“I have to be home by twelve-thirty. Mom’s orders.”

“No problem,” he said. And then he took hold of her hand.

 

Janice kept her eyes mostly on the game, but she couldn’t pay attention. Not with Mike holding her hand. Not with her confusion over all that had happened during the past two weeks. Not with her new knowledge that Mike was interested only in her. She tried to concentrate on the game; it didn’t work. Her mind kept drifting, trying to straighten it all out so it made sense and she could really believe it.

Then the game was over. She checked the scoreboard: 34-20.

We won!

Pressed close together by the crowd, they moved down the concrete stairs, around a corner, and down more stairs to the area behind the stands. The snack bar, Janice noticed, was closed; metal shutters had been pulled down over the serving window. It seemed like a special place, now. She would probably always remember standing there beside it while Susan cried and told her the truth about Mike.

She looked behind her. Susan and Freddy were far back, just at the bottom of the stairs. She raised her arm high and waved. Susan was busy trying not to bump the people in front of her, but Freddy saw. He nudged Susan and pointed. Susan’s face lit up and she waved back.

Janice stepped on the heel of the man in front of her. His head jerked around, anger on his face.

“Gosh, I’m sorry,” she said.

The anger faded. He smiled. “It’s all right.”

They passed through the gate. Mike led her aside, and they stood against the fence for shelter from the crowd. “Let’s wait here for Susan and Freddy to catch up,” he said.

While they waited, she watched the crowd. Her history teacher passed by, talking to a woman who was probably his wife. Donna Wayne and Shirley Grossman went by. So did Mrs. Evers, her counselor. Through a gap in the crowd, she saw across the sidewalk. Leaning against a tree by the street was Glen Rastick. He grinned at her, and waved his good arm. Her stomach suddenly hurt. She felt as if she had just swallowed a snowball whole and it was sitting inside her without melting.

She squeezed Mike’s hand.

“I see him,” Mike said. “Don’t worry, he won’t try anything.”

Susan and Freddy caught up. The four of them started walking. It was a long way around the stadium to the school. Janice kept looking back. She didn’t see Glen, but she knew he was somewhere close, watching through the darkness.


 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

In the gymnasium, she forgot about Glen. Streamers of crepe paper were strung overhead and balloons filled the basketball nets. The lights were dim. The music blasted her eardrums so she couldn’t think.

She didn’t want to think.

She was dancing with Mike, moving to the frenzied beat, watching him. That was all she cared about, all she wanted.

Mike’s blond hair swung as his head swayed. He couldn’t seem to stop smiling. She had never seen him look so happy, or so handsome. His eyes stayed on her, making her feel self-conscious but pleased as she danced with him.

Finally, the band took a break.

Holding her hand, Mike led her out of the gym to the punch bowl in the entryway. A couple of women wearing Booster Club buttons were busy ladling punch into paper cups. Mike took two full cups off the table.

They went to a corner near a trophy case.

“You’re a good dancer,” Mike said.

“You, too.”

“Did you see Susan and Freddy?”

She nodded.

“They look like they’re having a great time. That was sure nice of you, helping them get together.”

“Well…”

“Did you know that Freddy has been trying, all month, to get up enough guts to ask her out?”

“She thought it was me he liked. She said he might be my secret admirer.”

“Have you heard any more since you wrote him to leave you alone?”

“You know about that?”

“Susan’s been keeping me up to date. That was a good idea, telling him to get lost. He sounded crazy, wanting you to run off with him.”

“Yeah.” She tasted her punch. It was sweet like strawberries, and very cold. “The way I felt, I was nearly ready to go with him.”

“I’m glad you didn’t.”

“Me, too.”

“About Brita, you know…”

The sound of the name made her hurt. “You don’t have to explain,” she said.

“No, I want to. Up in the library that night, I planned… I don’t know what went wrong. I tried to tell her that I wanted to stop seeing her, but she suddenly, you know, started kissing me. I couldn’t stop her. I mean, I wanted to but I couldn’t. It’s not easy, when you’re… you get kind of involved in it. Even if you don’t much want to. You know?”

She remembered the night she and Susan hid to wait for her letter to be picked up. The couple on the bench. The young man had been so angry, at first. When the girl kissed him, though, it all changed.

“I guess I understand.”

“I never felt so awful in my life.”

“I shouldn’t have said what I did, either.”

He shrugged. “Anyway, it’s over now.”

“Yeah.”

They finished their punch.

“More?”

“If you do.”

He went for refills.

By the time they finished their second cups of punch, the band was playing again. They went into the gym and danced.

A slow dance came.

Mike took her hand. She stepped close to him, and he put his other hand on her back. She was glad she had left her uniform jacket on a chair with her shoes and purse. His hand felt warm and strong through her blouse. It slid up and down, caressing.

“I wish,” Mike whispered, “they’d played one like this a long time ago.”

“Me, too.”

Janice wished he wasn’t so far away. She wondered if she dared move closer. Soon, the song would end. There might not be another slow one, so she eased forward. She sighed with pleasure as Mike held her closer.


 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

The last dance was a Beatles song from her parents’ generation, called, “Yesterday.” Alice, the drummer, sang the lyrics. It was a sad song.

Janice held Mike close. They danced slowly, barely moving.

When it was done, he stopped dancing but still held her. “I guess that’s it,” he said.

“I wish it could go on all night.”

“You don’t have to be home for an hour. Why don’t we drop off Susan and Freddy, and drive somewhere. Just us.”

“Hey, that would be great.”

They found Susan and Freddy, and left. The car was parked far away, near the football stadium. Janice wanted to hurry, but she couldn’t tell the others that every minute spent walking was stolen from her time alone with Mike.

“It’s just around the corner,” Mike finally said.

“Sweet stuff!”

Janice spun around. Halfway down the block was Glen Rastick. He ran toward her.

“Quick,” Janice said. “The car!”

“You three go ahead.”

“Mike!”

“It’s time he stopped all this.”

“Please, he’ll…”

“Go on. I’ll just have a little talk with him.”

“If you’re staying, so am I.”

“Me, too,” said Freddy.

“Four against one,” Susan added. “We’ll slaughter him.”

Glen stopped running. In the street light, Janice could see his grin. It made her shiver.

“Say, sugar face, you almost got away.” He looked at Mike. “Take a hike, turkey.”

“Don’t think so,” Mike said, sounding calm.

“It’s your last chance. Get outa here, all three of you. Me and Janice got a date.”

“Nope,” Mike said.

“Nope, huh?” Bending down, Glen lifted a cuff of his jeans and took a small, dark object from his boot. He held it forward. A blade flicked out, and snapped into place.

“Put it away,” Mike told him.

“I want Janice.”

Mike reached into his pocket.

Glen took an uneasy step backwards, as if he expected the hand to come out with a knife or gun.

It came out with a leather key case. Mike held the keys toward Janice. “Take these and lock yourself in the car.”

“No, I’m staying.”

“Janice!” he snapped.

“I can’t let you fight him.”

“I don’t want to,” Mike said, his voice gentle. “He isn’t leaving me any choice.” Reaching out, he brushed a loose wisp of hair away from Janice’s forehead. “Don’t worry.”

Stepping past her, Mike started toward Glen.

“Get back!” Glen warned. He thrust his knife at Mike.

“Better think twice before you use that, Glen. You’ve been in jail, you know what it’s like. If you cut me, they’ll bust you good. And if you don’t cut me, I’ll take away that knife and make you eat it. Either way, you lose.”

Glen took a step backwards.

“And for what? So you can have a few minutes with a girl who doesn’t even like you? Me, I don’t like being where I’m not wanted.”

“You think I do?” Glen cried.

“Put the knife away.”

“No.”

Mike held out his hand for it.

“Get back,” Glen warned.

“Mike! Glen! Stop it!” Janice ran between them. “You want a date with me, Glen? You’ve got it.”

“Janice!” Mike snapped.

“I don’t want anybody hurt. Put away your knife, Glen. I’ll come with you.”

“You will?”

“I promise. Besides, I owe you for the broken date last week.” She managed a feeble smile. “And for the broken arm.”

His hand lowered. He folded the knife shut against his leg.

“Janice, you’re not…”

“Good gripes,” Susan muttered.

As Janice took a step toward Glen, Mike grabbed her arm. “I won’t let you,” he said. “This is stupid.”

“It’s not stupid. How else can I keep you two from fighting? I don’t want…” Her voice cracked and her chin started to tremble. Swallowing, she forced herself to continue. “I don’t want you hurt, Mike. I couldn’t… stand it.” She sniffed and wiped her eyes. “Just let me go, okay? I’ll be okay.”

“Janice, please.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow.” Taking a quick step forward, she kissed him. Then she backed away.

Glen gripped her hand.

“So long, turkeys,” Glen called.

Together, they walked away.


 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

“Can we go to the park?” Janice asked.

“Sure.” Glen nodded, smiling. “Good a place as any.”

He drove the old, battered Mustang with one hand. Janice was thankful that his other arm was in a cast. Otherwise, he would certainly be trying to hold her while he drove.

“I really like the park,” Janice said.

“Me, too.”

“I go there a lot, especially at night.”

“That ain’t too smart. There’s a lot of cruds hang around that place. You know, winos and stuff.”

“I haven’t seen any.”

“Yeah? Then you’re lucky.”

He stopped his car at a curb near the south end of the park. Janice’s door wouldn’t open, so she slid across the seat and climbed out Glen’s side. He took her hand. Together, they crossed the dewy grass to the walkway.

“I like it best over by the creek,” Janice said. “Where the old footbridge is?”

Glen nodded. “Yeah.”

“I’ve been there a lot, lately.”

“Yeah? Doing what?” He sounded annoyed.

“Just sitting, that’s all.”

“Who with?”

“Nobody.”

His grip tightened, squeezing her hand painfully.

“Stop that, or…”

“Or what? What’re you gonna hit me with, this time?”

“I won’t hit you, Glen. But if you don’t treat me nicely, I’ll never speak to you again.”

“Yeah?” His grip loosened. “Okay. So who were you with?”

“Nobody. I was just sitting alone, waiting.”

“Sure.”

They walked for a while in silence. The air had a damp chill. Letting go of Glen’s hand, Janice buttoned the jacket of her band uniform.

“Okay,” Glen finally said. “So what were you waiting for?”

“My secret admirer.”

“Huh?”

“I know it sounds weird, but I’ve been getting these letters from a guy who’s crazy about me. I’ve never met him, but he knows all about me. He follows me everywhere.”

“Everywhere?”

“Everywhere.” Abruptly turning around, Janice peered down the narrow walkway. “What was that?” she whispered.

“What was that?”

“That noise.”

“I didn’t hear nothing.”

Janice managed a nervous smile. “Must’ve been the wind.”

“There ain’t no wind.”

“Well…” She shrugged. “Let’s get going, okay?”

Six paces later, she snapped her head around.

Glen looked, too. He looked for a long time. His grip was tight on her hand, this time not from cruelty. This time, from fear. “I don’t see nobody,” he muttered.

“Maybe it’s only my imagination,” Janice said. “This guy—this secret admirer—he really has me spooked. He’s an adult, you see. He says he loves me, and wants me to run away with him.”

“Who is this guy?” Glen asked.

Janice shrugged. “I don’t know. I just know he’s an adult, and he loves me, and he gets terribly jealous.”

“Jealous?”

She nodded. They rounded a curve in the walk. Ahead, Janice saw the bench and the footbridge. “Can we sit down for a while?” she asked.

“Sure.”

They sat on the bench, and Glen put his arm around her shoulders. Leaning forward, Janice gazed down the walkway.

“Stop it, huh?”

“I’m sorry, Glen. I’m just nervous, that’s all. I don’t know how he’ll take it, finding me with a date. It might make him awfully mad.”

“Yeah? So let him get mad. I can take care of him.”

“I’m sure glad you’ve got a knife. Hope he doesn’t have one, too.”

“I can take care of…”

“Or a gun.”

“Knock it off, huh? Come here.” He pulled Janice close to him and tried to kiss her. She quickly turned her face away. His lips found her cheek. They left it wet.

“Glen, don’t.”

“Hey, that’s what we’re here for, you know.”

“I know, but… What was that?”

Glen looked.

“You heard it, didn’t you?”

“Yeah, I heard it,” Glen admitted.

“A footstep?”

He shrugged, and kept staring down the walkway.

“Look!” Janice gasped.

The shape of a man appeared in the light of a distant lamp.

Janice clutched Glen’s arm.

“Hey, leave go!” He tried to pull away, but she held on tightly.

The man kept walking. He moved slowly, one stiff leg dragging grotesquely behind him. He wore a dark cap, and sunglasses. The collar of his jacket was turned up.

“It’s him!” Janice whispered.

“Leave go my arm!” Glen’s voice sounded strangled.

Shutting her eyes, Janice clutched Glen’s arm with all her might. She heard the broken, shuffling rhythm of the man’s footsteps. “Don’t let him get me!” she begged.

With a scream of panic, Glen leapt to his feet and shoved Janice. She tumbled onto the walkway. “Glen!” she shouted. “Come back! Please!”

But he was running, his head turned back to watch, his mouth wide with horror.


 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

Janice, on her hands and knees, watched the dark figure limp toward her. She turned her head away. Glen was out of sight.

She stood.

“Who are you?” she asked.

The answer came in a trembling, hollow voice. “I am the one who has come for you.”

“What do you want with me?”

“I want your heart.” A low chuckle escaped the parted lips.

“You may have it,” Janice said.

She walked forward, holding out her arms. She hugged him tightly. Suddenly, a quick laugh burst from her. “Oh, Mike, you scared the daylights out of the poor guy.”

“Good.”

“How did you know where to find us?”

“I tailed his car. Never suspected, did you?”

She shook her head.

“I kept the headlights off. Clever, huh?”

“Very.”

“I don’t get it, though. How come Glen took off like he’d seen a ghost?”

“I had him pretty nervous. I kept telling him about my secret admirer, and how the guy was probably following us, and how frightened I was. Of course, I never thought you’d show up, acting like a weirdo.”

“I just didn’t want him recognizing me, that’s all.”

“What were you going to do?”

“Spy.” He grinned. “Maybe attack.”

“I’m glad you didn’t,” Janice said.

“I guess your secret admirer and I handled it pretty well.”

“Yep,” Janice said.

“Whoever he is.”

Janice nodded. She squeezed Mike tightly and smiled up at him. “Whoever he is,” she whispered.

And then they kissed.


 

 

EPILOGUE

 


Dear Janice,

The time has come for me to fade from your life. My efforts succeeded in drawing you and Mike together, and that is all I ever wanted to do.

It is best, I think, that you refrain from making my identity known to Mike or the others involved, at least for the present. Such knowledge would benefit no one, and would certainly cause embarrassment for myself. Actually, writing these letters was a very immature thing to do, I realize that now. After all, there must have been other ways of getting you and Mike together. If I had been discovered, a lot of people would have been very angry at me, and I wouldn’t have blamed them in the least. I think I have learned a lot from this experience, and I am sure I will never do this sort of thing again.

Perhaps in a couple of months, when the memory of my letters has diminished with the passage of time, you might casually bring up the matter. But that is up to you. Farewell, my friend.

 

Your Secret Admirer



 

She unrolled the note out of her mother’s typewriter. She read it quietly aloud. Then she tore it into tiny pieces, and watched the white bits flutter downward into the waste basket. They mixed with the other paper scraps and seemed to vanish.

“So long, Secret Admirer,” Janice said. “I won’t be needing you anymore, ever.”
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