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‘Trolling’ is an actual practice that has occurred in various California communities. Boleta Bay and Funland, however, are fictitious. The characters and events of the story are the creations of the author’s imagination.


CHAPTER ONE

He came out of the shadows beside the closed arcade and shambled towards Tanya. He looked like something that had crawled out of a grave in a zombie film – face grey under the moonlight with eyes like holes, head tipped sideways, feet shuffling, ragged clothes flapping in the wind.

Tanya halted. She folded her arms across her breasts. In spite of the chill wind blowing in off the ocean, she was warm enough in her sweatsuit. But now her skin started to crawl as if coming alive and shrinking. A belt seemed to be drawing tight across her forehead. She could feel the hair standing upright on the nape of her neck, on her arms.

The man shuffled closer.

Not a zombie, Tanya knew.

Zombies aren’t real. Zombies can’t mess with you. They don’t exist.

This was a troll.

One of the mad, homeless parasites that preyed on anyone – everyone – who ventured near the boardwalk or the beach. More of them all the time. The filthy, degenerate scum of the earth.

This troll, still a few strides from Tanya, reached out his hand.

She took a quick step backwards, suddenly suspected that others might be lurching towards her, and snapped her head around. She saw no one else.

She knew they were watching, though. Trolls. Two, or three, or ten or them. Gazing out from the black rags of shadows near the game booths and rides, from around corners, maybe leering up at her through cracks in the flooring of the boardwalk. Watching, but staying out of sight.

‘Can y’spare two bits, darlin’?’

She snapped her head towards the troll.

She could see his eyes, now. They looked wet and runny in the moonlight. His teeth were bared in a sly, humble grin. Some in front were missing. The wind wasn’t strong enough to blow away the sour stench of him.

‘Okay,’ Tanya said. ‘Sure.’ She swung her shoulder bag off her hip. Clutching it to her belly, she opened it and took out her change purse.

‘Can y’spare a buck, darlin’’ He bobbed his head, rubbed his whiskery chin. ‘I ain’t had a bite t’eat in free days.

‘I’ll see what I’ve got,’ she said. Her voice shook. She snapped open the change purse.

‘Whacha doin’ out here?’ he asked. ‘Ain’t safe, y’know. Lotta weirdees, if y’get m’drift.’

‘I’ve noticed,’ Tanya said.

‘Purty young fing. Weirdees, they sure like purty young fings.’

Instead of coins, Tanya plucked a white card from her purse. She jerked it forward and snapped it across the troll’s waiting hand.

‘Wha?’ He scowled at it.

‘Can you read it?’

‘Wha-sis shit?’

‘It’s a message for you.’

He ripped the card and threw it down. The wind flung the pieces aside. ‘Wanna buck, free-four bucks. C’mon.’ He jigged his outstretched hand. ‘C’mon.’

Tanya swung the handbag past her hip and behind her, out of the way. She felt its weight against her rump. ‘What the card said, you illiterate fuck, is “Dear Troll, Greetings from Great Big Billy Goat Gruff”.’

‘Wha-sis SHIT?’

Tanya lunged at him. Squealing, he staggered backwards. She grabbed the crusty front of his coat, hooked a leg behind him, swept his legs forward, and shoved him down. His back hit the boardwalk. His breath whooshed out as she stomped on his belly. He rolled onto his side and curled up, wheezing.

Tanya dug inside the neck of her sweatshirt. She drew out the whistle, turned away from the writhing troll, and blew a quick blast.

The ticket booth was a lot farther off than she expected.

If she’d run into trouble . . .

But she hadn’t.

They sprang from their hiding place beside the booth and raced towards her: Nate, Samson, Randy, Shiner, Cowboy, Karen, Heather and Liz.

The team.

Tanya’s Trollers.

Watching their charge, she felt a swelling of pride in her chest. She smiled and thrust a fist into the air. All of them pumped fists over their heads. Somebody – had to be Cowboy – let out a whoop. Nate cuffed him in the arm to shut him up.

Tanya turned to the troll. He was on his hands and knees, crawling, trying to get away. She hurried over to him and pounded down with her shoe, turning his foot, grinding his ankle against the wood. He let out a shriek and flopped. Keeping his foot pinned, she waited. At first, she heard only the rush of the wind, the distant heavy sound of combers washing onto the beach. Then came the slap and scuff of the approaching team.

In seconds, she and the troll were surrounded.

Nate patted her rump. ‘How’d it go?’

‘No sweat.’ She took her foot off the troll’s ankle.

He disappeared under crouched and kneeling bodies.

Tanya stepped back to watch, and Nate joined in.

‘Lee me be!’ the troll whimpered. ‘Lee go!’

He gasped and grunted and yelped as blows thumped him.

Turning around, Tanya scanned the boardwalk. She saw nobody. If other trolls were watching – and she was sure they must be – hoped they were – they had no interest in coming to the aid of this one.

‘No! Blease!’

Tanya looked down at the troll. Karen had one cuff of his baggy trousers. Heather had the other. They pulled and the pants shot down his pale, skinny legs.

‘Oooeee,’ Cowboy said. ‘This ol’ boy’s hung like a mule.’

‘Sure puts you to shame,’ Liz remarked.

‘My ass ’n your face.’

‘Shut up, you two,’ Nate said. ‘Come on, let’s get him up.’

The naked troll, stretched by hands pulling his wrists and ankles, was raised off the boards. He twisted and jerked. He whimpered. He flung his head from side to side. ‘Lee me be!’ he cried. ‘Lee me be!’

Tanya spread out his coat. Holding her breath, she tossed his shoes and clothing onto it. His shirt and pants felt moist, slick in some places, scabby in others. She gagged once, but went on with her task and wrapped the coat around his other garments. She picked it up. Holding it off to the side, she followed the struggling, spreadeagled troll as he was carried to a lamp post.

Its light – all the lights of Funland – had been extinguished an hour after closing time.

Cowboy slipped a coil of rope off his shoulder. He kept one end. He hurled the rest upward. The coil unwound, rising, and dropped over the wrought-iron arm of the lamp post. The hangman’s noose came down. He grabbed it.

‘No!’ the troll cried as Cowboy dangled the noose over his face. ‘Blease! I din do nuffin!’

‘He din do nuffin,’ Liz mimicked.

‘Let’s string him up,’ Samson said.

‘Hang him high,’ added Janet.

‘No!’ His head flew from side to side, but Cowboy got the noose around it.

‘Gonna stretch your neck,’ Cowboy said, leaning over him. ‘Gonna watch you do the air-jig.’

‘Let’s stop wasting time and do it,’ Tanya said. Dropping the bundle of clothes, she grabbed the loose end of the rope and pulled the slack out. She strained backwards, tugging. The troll squealed. The group let go of him. Tanya saw his legs drop. He swung down, his rump off the boardwalk, his feet pedalling as he tried to get them under him. His sudden weight yanked the rope. Inches of it scorched Tanya’s hands. Then, Samson and Heather and Cowboy joined in.

‘Okay, okay,’ Nate called.

They stopped pulling. ‘Hold on,’ Tanya said. She stepped away, leaving the other three to keep the rope anchored.

The naked troll danced on tiptoes, clutching the noose at his throat.

Tanya walked over to him. ‘You want to die?’ she asked him.

He made sobbing, whining noises. A string of snot hung off his chin, swaying.

‘You’re disgusting,’ Tanya said. ‘You’re scum. You’re a stinking pile of excrement.’

‘That means shit,’ Liz informed him.

‘We don’t want your kind creeping around, messing with us. You got no business here. We’re sick of it. Do you understand?’

He blatted like a terrified baby.

‘Hoist him!’ Tanya yelled.

The troll went up, clawing at the noose, back arched, legs flying as if he wanted to sprint on the wind.

‘That’s enough,’ Nate said.

The troll dropped. His heels bounced off the wood. His rump slapped it. His knees shot up, one of them clipping his chin and knocking his head back. Lying sprawled, he whimpered and tore the noose from his neck.

Nate snatched it from his grip.

Looped it around the troll’s right ankle, slid it tight.

‘Pull,’ Nate ordered.

The troll’s right leg shot upward.

His body followed.

When his head was a yard above the boardwalk, Cowboy lashed the rope around the base of the post. ‘That oughta hold the booger,’ he announced.

They gathered in front of the troll. He was swinging from side to side, twisting and spinning, pawing at the boardwalk which was well out of reach. His loose left leg didn’t seem to know what to do with itself.

‘Now there’s a right pretty sight,’ Cowboy said.

‘It’d be a lot prettier,’ Tanya said, ‘if we’d left the rope around his neck.’ She crouched and glared at the eyes of the dangling troll. ‘Next time, you motherfucker, we’re gonna kill you dead! Understand? So you better get the hell away from here as soon as you’re down.’

‘Miles away,’ Nate added.

With a giggle, Heather lunged in, slapped her hands against the troll’s hip and shoved. sending him high as if he were a kid on a playground swing.

Tanya toed the bundle of clothes towards him. With a small canister of lighter fluid from her handbag, she squirted the coat. She struck a match, cupped its flame from the wind, and touched it to the soaked cloth. The bundle erupted into a ball of flapping fire.

Its glow shimmered on the troll’s slimy whiskered face, on his cadaverous, swinging body.

Tanya kicked the bundle.

It tumbled and stopped beneath him. Shrieking, he grabbed his head and jerked as if trying to sit up.

‘You nuts?’ Nate yelled. Rushing forward, he booted the blazing heap. It rose into the air, falling apart, fiery clothes scattering and flying away on the wind.

The troll clutched the front of Nate’s pants. Nate rammed a knee up into his face and staggered backwards out of reach. He whirled towards Tanya. ‘What the hell were you trying to . . .’

‘He looked cold.’

‘Jesus.’

‘We could’ve had us a weenie roast,’ Liz said.

‘We could’ve had us a murder charge. Judas priest. Come on, let’s get out of here.’

They left the troll swinging by his foot above the moonlit promenade, and walked away.


CHAPTER TWO

‘Oooo, nice gams. Yum yum.’

Dave glanced towards the voice, saw that it came from the ‘mouth’ of a green sock on the hand of a beggar woman, and kept walking.

If Joan had heard the remark about her legs, she was ignoring it, just as she usually ignored the appreciative stares, comments and whistles she regularly drew during patrol of the boardwalk.

‘Yummy legs. Where was they? Home in bed, dare say, yes. Snug as a virgin’s dug when Enoch bit the weenie.’

‘She’s right,’ Joan said. ‘You’ve got gorgeous legs.’

Dave stopped. He looked back at the old woman. She was sitting cross-legged on the bench. Her leathery brown face was turned away as she glared at a young couple strolling by and chattered at them with her sock puppet. The man and woman picked up their pace and didn’t look at her.

In spite of the heat, she wore a blanket that covered her head like a hood and draped her Shoulders. It hung open, showing the stained front of a T-shirt. There were holes in the T-shirt. A faded skirt was spread across her lap. On the bench beside her was a yellow plastic dish with a few coins in it.

‘Go on,’ Joan said. ‘Give her a buck. She said nice things about your legs.’

‘Yours. What was that she said about Enoch?’

‘Who’s Enoch?’

‘I don’t know. Something about him biting the weenie?’

‘Who knows? Who cares? She’s a nut case.’

Dave walked back to her. She glanced at him through greasy cords of grey hair hanging over her eyes, then looked down. But the puppet turned to Dave.

‘Weee,’ it said. ‘Copper legs, here again, gone tomorrow. Copper legs with a Coppertone tan. Fuzzy fuzz legs.’

‘What did you say about Enoch?’ he asked.

The sock seemed to gape up at him as if startled by the question. Its wide mouth was no more than a tuck between the old woman’s thumb and fingers. A pretty sorry puppet, he thought. Didn’t even have eyes.

The mouth flapped. ‘Curiosity killed the cop, clap killed the twat.’

‘He asked you a question, lady,’ Joan snapped.

The sock shuddered.

‘Christ, Dave.’

Then flipped over as if dead.

‘What happened to Enoch?’ Dave asked.

‘Gone gone gone,’ the sock sang. ‘Mum’s the word. Where oh where was the pretty copper then? Home in bed. Nuff said.’ The sock darted, nibbled Dave’s thigh and scooted towards his crotch.

With a gasp, he lurched back. The sock-mouth caught hold of the edge of his shorts, then lost its grip.

‘Damn it, lady!’ he snapped.

Joan cracked up.

Dave rushed off without looking back at the crone.

Joan stayed at his side, laughing, ‘First class . . . interrogative technique!’

‘She tried to grope me.’

‘Going for your gun.’

Dave felt a shiver squirm up his back.

‘Should we run her in for assaulting an officer?’

‘Yuck it up, pal. You’d be laughing out the other side of your face if it was you. Jesus!’ He could still feel the damn sock. He rubbed his thigh hard with his hand.

‘I’d never get that close,’ Joan said. ‘Except maybe to cuff her. And then I’d want to be wearing gloves. And a gas mask. And maybe one of those chemical warfare outfits if I could lay my hands on one. Those people suck. I had my way, we’d get rid of every last one of them.’

‘Join up with the trollers.’

‘Just between you and me, I’d rather join ’em than bust ’em. Not that either’s likely to happen. I’m gonna get me a hot dog on a stick You want one?’

Dave glanced at his hand. It didn’t look dirty. But it had rubbed his thigh where the sock had touched him. He was hungry, anyway. They’d been on foot-patrol since the fun zone opened at ten, nearly three hours ago. ‘Grab one for me okay? I want to wash up.’

‘Use plenty of soap. It’s hard to get those troll-slicks off.’

‘Don’t get any funnier, Joan. I wouldn’t be able to stand it.’

He left his partner in line at the hot dog booth, and headed for the nearest men’s room. Funland had two sets of restrooms, one near each end of the promenade. This would be his sixth visit to one or the other.

On park patrol, they made regular stops, Dave looking into the men’s, Joan checking out the women’s.

‘If any shit’s going down,’ Joan liked to say, ‘that’s where we’ll find it.’

What they often found were loitering bums, folks of various persuasions engaged in sexual activities, and an occasional drug buy. So far today, the only restroom trouble had been a male wino barfing in a toilet of the lady’s room. Joan had escorted him out, looking as if she’d lost the tan off her face.

Dave entered the men’s room with his usual caution. It looked deserted except for a kid of about nine or ten at a urinal. The door of one stall was shut. Crouching, Dave glanced under it. Just a single pair of feet, hobbled by jeans. When he stood up, he saw the kid looking over a shoulder at him.

‘You having a good time today?’ Dave asked, and stepped over to the sink.

‘The Bazooka guns are awful neat.’

Dave smiled. ‘I like those, myself. They really blast those tennis balls.’ He tugged a few paper towels out of the dispenser, dampened one under the faucet, and started to rub his leg.

‘That a real gun you got?’ the boy asked.

‘A .38 calibre Smith & Wesson.’

‘Are you a policeman?’

‘I’d better be, don’t you think? Guy wandering around packing heat?’

The boy grinned. He zipped up and flushed and walked towards Dave, staring at him.

‘See my badge?’ Dave asked. With a wet finger, he pointed at the blue shield printed on the chest of his T-shirt.

‘Is that a uniform? You wear that all the time?’

‘Just on park patrol when it’s hot out. Otherwise, we wear blues like normal cops.’

‘Weird.’

Dave was used to such comments. His blue hat looked like a baseball cap. Instead of a Major League insignia, its front was emblazoned with the gold letters BBPD inside the outline of a star. His white T-shirt bore a similar emblem. His shorts matched the cap. He wore white socks and blue sneakers. Only the black leather utility belt, laden with holster and gun, nightstick, radio, handcuffs, and half a dozen snap-down cases, marked him obviously as a police officer.

‘Kinda neat, though,’ the kid admitted after a long inspection. Then, he ran his hands under water, pulled down a towel and dried. ‘I’m gonna be a policeman.’

‘Good deal. Maybe we’ll be partners.’

‘Naw. I’m from Los Angeles. I’m gonna be LAPD.’

‘That’s a topnotch outfit, mister.’

The kid beamed up at him, then said, ‘Well, see you,’ and hurried away.

Dave dried his leg. Then he washed his hands, smiling as he recalled Joan’s advice to use plenty of soap for the troll-slicks.

His smile slipped off when his mind did a sudden replay of the old woman touching him.

You try to be civil to those people . . .

Gloria’s so fond of them . . . I ought to introduce her to the puppet witch.

They’re human beings, Dave.

Then why don’t they act like it?

Great, he thought. I’m arguing with Gloria, and she isn’t even here.

If she had about half the smarts of Joan . . .

Forget it.

He dried his hands and hurried out into the sunlight. He found Joan sitting at a small round table at the edge of the boardwalk. She had one hot dog on a stick and a small Coke for herself. Across the table from Joan were two dogs, a paper sack of French fries, and a larger Coke. Dave sat down in front of the meal.

‘Trying to fatten me up?’ he asked.

‘You’re a growing boy. Can’t live on bean sprouts and cottage cheese.’

‘You should’ve seen what she fed me last night.’

‘Wanta ruin my appetite?’ Joan asked. She used her teeth to rip the corner of a plastic envelope, then squeezed out mustard onto the brown coating over her hot dog.

Watching her, Dave’s mouth watered. He pulled the paper wrapper off one of his dogs and took a big bite. The crust of deep-fried cornmeal batter crunched. The skin of the hot dog burst. Warm juice sprayed into his mouth. He sighed as he chewed. ‘Real food,’ he said.

‘So, what manner of culinary delight did Gloria prepare for you last night?’

‘Something in a wok.’

‘That’s a bad sign.’

‘Stir-fried vegetation.’

‘Got any clue as to what it was?’ Seeming to smile with her eyes, she took a rather dainty bite of her dog. In spite of her care, a yellow dab of mustard found its way onto her upper lip. It stayed there while she chewed.

‘I know exactly what it was,’ Dave said. ‘Most of it, anyway. Water chestnuts, bamboo shoots, mushrooms, snow peas. The best part was the soy sauce.’

‘Mushrooms aren’t so bad,’ Joan said. She tongued the mustard off her lip. ‘Sautéed, they’re good with steak.’

‘Please, don’t mention steak.’

‘Sounds like you’re in training to be a rickshaw boy.’

‘My system is being purified.’

‘I had a hamburger about yay thick.’ Joan held up a hand with her thumb and forefinger spread wide. ‘And chili fries.’

‘You’ve got a real nasty streak, you know that?’

‘So I’ve been told. You mind if I put some ketchup on those fries?’

‘I thought they were for me.’

‘They are.’ She used her teeth to rip a ketchup packet, then smothered half the fries and began to eat some.

‘Those’ll go straight to your thighs.’

‘You’re the one with the gorgeous gams around here,’ she said, and poked more fries into her mouth.

Thanks for the reminder, Dave thought. He could feel the sock moving up his leg.

‘You think the trollers struck again last night?’ Joan asked.

‘Sounded like that’s what the gal was getting at.’

‘Enoch bit the weenie? Sounds like he was killed. The trollers don’t kill them.’

‘Haven’t yet,’ Dave admitted. ‘Not that we know about, anyway.’

‘Bit the weenie usually means bit the weenie.’

‘Good thinking.’

‘I don’t see them killing someone, do you?’ Joan asked. ‘It’s one thing, rousting bums. Murder’s a pretty big step from that.’

‘Not that big. Look how it’s been going. When it started out, they were just snatching the bums and giving them a ride out of town. It’s gotten a lot meaner.’

‘Some pretty cruel tricks,’ Joan said.

‘And some rough beatings. They’re bound to end up killing someone sooner or later. If they haven’t already. And who’s to say they haven’t? The way these transients come and go, the kids could be nailing them right and left, nobody’d be the wiser till a body turned up.’

‘I don’t think it’s come to that,’ Joan said, looking down as she stirred her Coke with the straw. ‘It was just a few nights ago they tied that creep to the Hurricane’s tracks. They wouldn’t have done that if they’re already into killing the trolls and disposing of their bodies. Looks to me like they’re still into general humiliation and torment.’

‘That guy would’ve been killed the first time the coaster made a run.’

‘But these’ve gotta be local kids,’ Joan pointed out. ‘They’d know the tracks are walked before the park opens. They just did it to scare the shit out of him.’

‘Maybe they went too far with this Enoch fellow.’

‘Or maybe that old bird was just pulling your chain.’

‘We ought to try asking around.’

‘Oh, there’s a fine idea.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘Spend the afternoon interviewing slugs.’

‘Some of them must know the guy. Couldn’t hurt to ask a few questions.’

‘Couldn’t do much good, either. We’d need a translator. You know anyone who speaks Bumese?’

A smile broke across Dave’s face. ‘Where’s your humanity, partner?’

‘I save it for the humans I occasionally meet.’ She picked up the bag of fries. ‘You done with these?’

‘I haven’t had any yet.’

She waved the bag under his nose. ‘Go ahead and take one, big guy. They beat the hell out of bamboo shoots.’

When the meal was done, Joan gathered up the wrappers and Coke cartons. She carried them to a trash bin. The seat had left red marks across the backs of her legs. If the French fries went to her thighs, Dave thought, they sure hadn’t done any damage.

Put her side by side with Gloria, you’d have an advertisement for the health benefits of the very ‘poisons’ that Gloria prided herself in denouncing. Joan was a foot taller than Gloria. She had sleek muscle and flesh where Gloria was bony. She had curves where Gloria was straight and flat. Her skin glowed; Gloria’s skin was pallid and dull. Joan radiated confidence and power, while Gloria seemed like a wraith animated by nervous energy.

If they were dogs . . . Dave thought.

Neither one’s a dog, that’s for sure.

But if they were dogs, Joan would be a golden lab. Gloria would be a poodle.

‘You plan to sit there daydreaming?’ Joan asked.

‘No. Huh-uh. Mind was wandering.’ As he got to his feet, he hoped she didn’t suspect the direction of the wandering.

They resumed their patrol.

He felt lousy. Cheated and cheating. Ever since being teamed up with Joan, only two weeks ago, he’d been comparing the two and growing more dissatisfied. It was wrong. You don’t get involved with your partner, especially when she was already having a relationship. And you don’t dump on your gal the minute someone more appealing comes along.

Sure, there were problems with Gloria. But that comes with the territory. You get intimate, you find flaws. The grass is always greener . . . till you get to the other side of the hill and see it close up. Joan’s not perfect, either. He’d been on tour with her long enough to see that she was stubborn, hot-tempered, and not especially tolerant. God help anyone who ticked her off.

But she had a neat sense of humour, while Gloria . . .

Stop it, he told himself.

‘Officer?’

One glance, and Dave knew that the four men grinning at Joan were sailors. They were out of uniform, but their bristly heads and boyish faces gave them away. They looked as if they were playing hooky from high school and having a great time of it.

‘What can I do for you gentlemen?’ Joan asked.

‘Can we take your picture? Just one picture, okay? With each of us. You’d really be doing us a favour. What do you say? Okay? No funny stuff, just three pictures. We know you’re on duty, and all, but we’re gonna be shipping out in a couple of days for the Persian Gulf, and . . .’

‘Why not,’ she said.

Dave couldn’t believe it.

Seeming neither embarrassed nor annoyed, she let the leader of the group stand beside her. He leaned against her, mugging for the fellow with the camera. And before the picture was snapped, Joan put her arm around him. The kid’s face blazed scarlet. When his turn was over, he backed away from Joan, blushing and shaking his head, then whirled around and flopped on the boardwalk. ‘I’ve died and gone to heaven, mates,’ he announced.

The next sailor was a fat kid with pimples. Joan rubbed his brush cut. He rolled his eyes upwards. She hugged him to her side and the scrawny kid with the camera caught it.

The third sailor was a grinning black giant. He stood beside Joan as if at attention, ramrod straight, chin tucked down. She leaned against him, reached across his back, and squirmed her fingers into his side. He doubled over, giggling like a woman as the picture was snapped.

Then the first sailor tried to take the camera from the gawky kid in glasses who’d been taking all the snapshots. ‘Your turn, Henry. Come on.’

‘Oh, it’s all right.’ He shook his head. He made a sheepish smile. ‘We’ve pestered the lady enough.’

‘Chicky chick chick.’

‘Go on, boy, show some hair.’

‘Henry’s scared of women.’

‘Cut him some slack, guys,’ Joan said. She looked at Henry. ‘You’re not scared of me. Come here.’

The colour went out of his face. But he walked towards her.

His friends hooted and whistled.

He stood beside Joan. He was only as high as her shoulders. Bending down slightly, she tapped a fingertip against her cheek. The kid looked alarmed and delighted. He leaned in to peck her cheek. She turned her head and kissed him on the mouth and the camera clicked.

His friends went silent.

When Joan stopped kissing him, Henry wrapped his arms around her and they held each other. Dave could see his face. His glasses were pushed crooked by Joan’s cheek. His eyes were shut, his lips pressed tightly together. He nodded, and Dave realized that Joan must be whispering to him. Suddenly, a smile spread across his face.

He stepped away from Joan and returned to his friends.

‘Lucky sonofabitch,’ one of them muttered.

The black giant clapped him on the shoulders.

‘Have a good tour, guys,’ Joan said, holding up a hand in farewell.

They backed away in a group, waving, pushing each other, calling out thanks. Henry, silent, lifted an open hand and smiled sadly as if he were leaving his best friend.

Head down, Joan unsnapped a leather case on her utility belt. She took out her sunglasses and put them on before turning to Dave. ‘Nice kids,’ she said.

‘You sure made their day,’ Dave told her.

‘Let’s move it. We’ve got peace to keep.’


CHAPTER THREE

Jeremy Wayne coasted down the hill on his ten-speed Schwinn, smiling into the wind, his open shirt flapping behind him. He felt free and excited.

He was on his way to the Funland boardwalk.

He’d been there last night after a full day of unpacking at the new house, but that was with his mother. ‘For a quick look-see,’ as she’d put it. And that’s all it had amounted to. They’d strolled the length of the promenade, played no games, ridden no rides. ‘There’ll be plenty of time for that later,’ Mom had said.

Later’s now, Jeremy thought.

Whipping around a corner, he left the residential neighbourhood behind. He pedalled past the fronts of gawdy motels, souvenir shops, gas stations, markets and bars and fastfood joints. The cars on the street mostly seemed packed with teenagers, radios blaring. The people on the sidewalks wore swimsuits.

This was too awesome to believe.

He’d been happy to move away from Bakersfield. The place sucked, anyway. The way he saw it, just about anyplace would be an improvement. But this!

This was a vacation place!

And he’d be living here, just a couple of miles from Funland and the beach.

June wasn’t even over yet. The whole summer stretched before him, endless days of doing whatever he pleased – exploring the boardwalk, lying on the beach, looking at girls.

Incredible.

He pedalled alongside the huge parking lot. With no more buildings in the way, he swept his eyes across the long expanse of Funland. He saw the arch of the main gate topped by the grinning face of a clown; the walls that he knew were merely the backs of the shops, snack stands, sideshow rooms, rides, funhouses, arcades and game booths that faced the boardwalk; the curving, swooping, ghastly high tracks of the roller coaster; the towering parachute drop; the top of the log ride’s slide; the upper reaches of the mammoth, spinning Ferris wheel.

Mom, last night, had said, ‘It’s pretty tacky, isn’t it?’

He’d said, ‘I think it’s great.’

He knew it was no Disneyland, no Knott’s Berry Farm, no Magic Mountain. He’d been to some of the best amusement parks in the country, and Boleta Bay’s Funland was small by comparison. Small and primitive and pretty darn tacky.

But his.

And all the more exciting because it wasn’t like the other places. It didn’t seem commercial, pristine, make-believe and safe.

Roaming its boardwalk last night, he’d felt a tightness in his chest, heat in his groin.

Anything could happen here.

He felt the same excitement as he climbed off his bike at the front of the parking lot. He chained its frame to the bars of the bicycle rack, and headed for the main gate.

He bounded up the concrete stairs.

He walked right in.

That was another thing about this place. You didn’t have to fork out fifteen bucks or more just to get in. Sure, it cost you to do things, but you didn’t have to shell out a penny to enter.

He would be able to come and go as he pleased – every day.

Though Jeremy had close to thirty dollars in his wallet, he strode past the first ticket booth just for the pleasure of walking in free. On the boardwalk, he knew, there were always booths near at hand for buying tickets. He would just wait until he felt like going on a ride.

He patted his seat pocket, feeling the comfortable bulge of his full wallet. Then he buttoned the pocket flap.

Can’t be too careful, a place like this. From last night’s brief exploration, he knew that there were a lot of sleazy types around.

Heading down the boardwalk, he started seeing sleazy types immediately. A skinny, dirty guy in a straw cowboy hat that looked as if a horse had stepped on it, crushing its crown. A brown cigarette hung off the guy’s lip, and he looked as if he hadn’t shaved in three or four days. Jeremy saw a fat, bearded biker in saggy jeans. He was shirtless, wore a faded Levi jacket with its arms cut off, and his chest was tattooed with a skull that had a snake crawling out its eyehole. With the guy was a biker woman, skinny and mean-faced. She wore jeans and a fringed leather vest. The vest was loosely laced in front and she didn’t wear a bra or anything else underneath it. Jeremy glimpsed the sides of her breasts through the rawhide lacing, but he looked away fast. He didn’t want to be caught peeking. And what he saw wasn’t all that terrific, anyway.

This sure wasn’t the kind of crowd you saw at Disneyland.

There were a few clean-cut, family types, but he saw a lot of fat, dumb-looking people in drooping old jeans and filthy shirts. Tough guys with sneers and tattoos, many with knives on their belts. Swaggering gals in tube tops and tank shirts. Wild, laughing guys with crew cuts, who pushed each other and whooped and whistled when they spotted a good-looking gal. And bums. This place had more bums than Skid Row.

Jeremy felt some of his excitement slide into uneasiness.

This wasn’t Disneyland.

Something could happen.

He began to wish he hadn’t come here alone. It had been all right last night, when Mom was with him.

Shit, he thought. I’m not a jerk-off kid who can’t go anywhere without his mommy. I’m sixteen.

And nothing’s going to happen.

Though a lot of the people looked grubby or rough or wild, there were plenty around who seemed normal enough: nicely dressed couples, families with their kids, scads of teenagers wandering around in pairs and groups.

A lot of nifty babes.

They all seemed to be having a fine time. They seemed oblivious to the creeps.

But they aren’t by themselves, Jeremy thought.

‘Hey, cutie.’ The strident voice pushed through the other noises. ‘You in the blue shorts.’

I’m wearing blue shorts.

She doesn’t mean me.

Jeremy turned his head.

‘Yeah, you,’ the girl called. She stood inside a game booth, waving for him to approach. Behind her was a platform stacked with pyramids of metal bottles. Both sides of the booth were crowded to the ceiling with brightly coloured stuffed animals. ‘Step right over here,’ she said. ‘Come on, lover boy, don’t be shy.’ She tossed a softball from hand to hand. One foot was propped up on the low wall at the front of the booth. Her legs looked sleek. A money apron draped her lap like a towel, hiding whatever shorts she must be wearing. Her breasts, loose under her tank top, swayed from side to side as she tossed and caught the ball. ‘A dollar buys a throw. Knock the bottles down, you win a prize. You can’t win if you don’t try.’

Blushing, Jeremy shook his head, mumbled, ‘No, thanks,’ and hurried away.

Should’ve tried it, he thought. Shit. Now she’ll think I’m a dip.

I could’ve gotten a better look at her, too. Her face wasn’t any great shakes, but the rest of her . . .

‘Heya, bud.’

Jeremy stopped fast as a bum sidestepped into his path and grinned brown teeth.

‘Heya, bud. Gimme a quarter, huh? You’re a good kid, huh? Know what I mean?’ He reached out a grimy hand. ‘A quarter ain’t gonna bust you, huh? Give a guy a break.’

Jeremy felt as if ice had been jammed against his groin. ‘I don’t have a quarter,’ he said. His voice sounded whiny. ‘Sorry.’

‘Gimme a buck, kid.’ The bum’s waiting hand jiggled up and down. ‘You’re a good kid, huh? I ain’t had a bite to . . .’

‘FUCK OFF, DOG TURD!’

Jeremy flinched and staggered backward as someone lunged past him and whapped the bum in the face with a cowboy hat.

‘GET OUTA HERE! GET! VAMOOS.’

The bum, ducking and covering his head, rushed away.

The kid – he looked about Jeremy’s age or a little older – frowned and brushed off the crown of his hat. ‘Now I’ve got his fucking cooties on it,’ he muttered.

‘Sorry,’ Jeremy said.

‘That’s how you’ve gotta treat these scum-suckers.’ He mashed the hat onto his head and swept his hands along the brim to tighten its curl. Smiling, he held out a hand to Jeremy. ‘Name’s Gibson. George Gibson. My buddies call me Cowboy.’

Jeremy shook his hand. The kid gave it a hard squeeze. ‘I’m Jeremy. Jeremy Wayne.’

‘Hey, Wayne like the Duke.’

‘Yeah. Thanks for getting rid of that creep.’

‘No sweat, Duke. Mind if I call you Duke? Jeremy’s kind of a wimp name, but you already know that, don’t you. Just like George. I hate that name George. You with someone?’

Jeremy hesitated. The kid seemed friendly, but maybe he was up to something. Maybe he was even in with the bum, and this was some kind of trick they pulled to get money out of suckers. Or maybe he wants to get me off somewhere and mug me. Or maybe he’s a fag.

‘Hey, you’re here with your squeeze, just say the word. She in the can or something?’

‘I’m here by myself,’ Jeremy admitted.

Cowboy slapped his arm. ‘Hot damn, so am I. I’ll show you around. You look like a guy who could use a friend.’

‘I don’t know. I . . .’

‘Let’s go. Head ’em up, move ’em out.’

Cowboy turned away and started walking, his boots clumping on the boardwalk. Jeremy stayed at his side. Why not? he thought. The guy seems okay. If all he really wants is to be friends . . .

‘Where you from, Duke?’

‘Well, I live here now. We just moved in.’

‘Yeah? Where?’

‘Here in Boleta Bay.’

‘Yeah? Where?’

Does he want my address? ‘I don’t know,’ Jeremy lied. ‘A few blocks from here. Up on a hill.’

‘I live on Lilac Lane. There’s a wimp name for a street, huh? Lilac.’

Jeremy knew the street. It was one block north of Poppy. This kid was a neighbour. ‘Our place is on Poppy.’

‘Well, I’ll be skinned.’ He slapped Jeremy’s arm again. ‘What grade’ll you be going into?’

‘I’ll be a junior.’

‘Hey, me too!’

‘Small world,’ Jeremy said. He thought it sounded lame. If he wasn’t careful, Cowboy might get the idea he was a dork. He’d lived with that image long enough. Here was a chance to start fresh, to leave the old Jeremy behind, to be accepted as a regular guy. ‘Shit,’ he said, ‘I’ve been hoping I’d find someone to do my homework for me.’

‘Haw! Bite my butt. You had one of the waffle cones yet?’

Jeremy shook his head.

‘Come on, I’m buying.’

At the stand, Cowboy dug a wad of bills out of his jeans, ordered two ‘Super Waffles,’ and paid for them.

$3.50 each.

‘Gosh, thanks a lot,’ Jeremy said as Cowboy handed over one of the treats – a cone of crisp, sweet waffle at least twice the size of a normal sugar cone, and packed with ice cream that was drenched with chocolate sauce and topped with whipped cream, jimmies, chopped peanuts and a marischino cherry.

‘Can’t travel on an empty stomach, Duke.’

‘Where to?’

‘The dunk tank.’

They headed up the boardwalk, eating their Super-Waffles. Though he saw plenty of sleazes, rough-necks and bums, he no longer felt threatened by them. He had Cowboy with him, now. If anyone got funny, he wouldn’t have to face it alone.

Cowboy strode along, sometimes calling out to friends he spotted, including a few who were working the game booths. He seemed to know a lot of people – including girls. Plain girls, cute girls, and some who were totally beautiful. And they all acted as if they liked him.

This is great, Jeremy thought. If I can be his buddy, I might meet some of them.

He’d never had a buddy like Cowboy. His best friend in Bakersfield, Ernie, was a skinny, shy kid whose glasses were usually taped together from catching a ball in the face (one that any normal guy would’ve caught) or a fist (because something about him just pissed off every jock in school), and whose idea of a good time was raising Anchorage, Alaska on his ham radio.

A nice guy, but a real loser.

According to Ernie, all the popular guys in school were inane assholes, glandular cases, or throwbacks. The good-looking girls were vapid twits who thought their farts smelled like roses.

With a best friend like that, you didn’t stand a chance. With a guy like Cowboy, though . . .

‘Hey there, gorgeous!’ Cowboy suddenly yelled, startling Jeremy from his thoughts.

A girl smiled at him and waved at him through the bars of a cage. She sat on a narrow platform, swinging her legs. Below her bare feet was a water-filled tank with a glass front.

Even as she waved, a pitched ball struck the bull’s eye, knocked back the metal arm, and collapsed her perch. She squealed and dropped, splashing into the deep water. Through the glass, Jeremy saw her descend in a sudden froth of bubbles. Like a wind from below, the water pushed her T-shirt up her belly, lifted her long black hair above her head. She squatted for a moment at the bottom of the tank, cheeks bulging with trapped air, shirt and hair slowly drifting down, and shook her fist at the guy who’d dunked her. Then she stood. Water swirling around her shoulders, she waded to the metal-rung ladder at the side of the tank. She climbed up.

Her wet legs were shiny. Jeremy saw the outline of her panties through the clinging seat of her shorts. Her shirt was plastered to her back, her pink skin showing through the thin fabric. Her hair hung thick and glossy between her shoulder blades, almost long enough to reach the cross-strap of her bra.

Leaning away from the ladder, she raised the shelf. Its braces locked, and she climbed onto it.

‘Just a lucky throw, hot stuff!’ she yelled.

‘Yeah? Watch this!’

‘I won’t hold my breath.’

Hot stuff threw the ball at the target beside her cage. It missed and whapped the canvas backstop.

She smirked at him and clapped.

Jeremy thought it was too bad about her face. She was one of those gals who looks terrific from behind, slender and shapely, but when you see her from the front she’s a letdown. As if God decided He’d blessed her enough from the neck down, so he skimped on her face. She wasn’t exactly ugly, but her eyes seemed too close together, her nose small and upturned and a little piggish, and her mouth too wide. Her front teeth jutted out of her gums like white marble slabs.

Another ball missed the target.

‘Don Sutton you’re not, Bozo!’

The guy flapped a hand at her, put an arm around his girlfriend, and walked away.

‘Come on,’ Cowboy said. He stepped over to the man running the concession and passed his Super Waffle to Jeremy. ‘Let me have three of those balls, Jim,’ he said, handing the man three dollars.

‘Couldn’t hit the broad side of an outhouse if you were inside it!’ she called.

‘Get ready to bite the drink, Lizzie!’ He hurled the first ball. It slammed the metal target. Lizzie dropped.

Climbing out, she looked over her shoulder at him. ‘Nice shot, tenderfoot. Who’s your friend?’

Jeremy felt heat rush to his face.

‘My pal, Duke. New in town. We just met.’

‘Nice to meet you, Duke.’

‘Thanks.’

She sat on the platform. Cowboy threw. She hit the water again.

Cowboy smiled. ‘Only way to get her clean. She never takes a bath, filthy scrug.’

‘Let Duke have a try,’ she called as she climbed out.

Cowboy offered the last ball to him. ‘Oh, that’s okay,’ Jeremy said. ‘You go on.’

‘Don’t be a wuss,’ Lizzie yelled.

With a sigh, he gave the waffle cones to Cowboy, took the ball.

The beginning of the end, he thought. I’m going to miss by a mile and they’ll know I’m a dip.

He wound up and fired the ball.

Right on target!

It struck the bull’s-eye and bounced off.

Lizzie’s perch didn’t collapse. She cackled and clapped. ‘Tough luck, Duchess.’

Shit!

‘You’ve gotta throw it a little harder than that,’ Cowboy said, smiling and shaking his head. ‘Give it another try.’ He took out his money.

‘No, no. That’s okay. Some other time. I’m really wasted today. Been moving furniture, unpacking.’

‘Cowboy!’ Lizzie shouted through the bars.

‘Yo!’

‘Give Tanya a message for me?’

‘You bet.’

‘Tell her about Janet. I want to bring her along tonight. See if it’s okay, huh? Give me a call later and let me know.’

‘You got it. Adios. Don’t get your tits wrinkled.’

She suddenly looked as if she burned to punch out his lights.

Half a dozen people nearby started laughing. Jeremy was too stunned to laugh.

‘Let’s move out, Duke.’

They hurried away. Jeremy gave a cone back to Cowboy and followed him across the boardwalk. They passed through an open space in the railing, and trotted down concrete stairs to the beach.
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