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When my mother and father forsake me,

Then the Lord will take me up.

- Psalm 27:10

Chapter One

I didn’t know anything special was going on when Nana Maralyn asked me to go walking with her in the apple orchard that day.

It was late one evening after supper was over, and we walked on tiptoes so we could listen to the crickets.  Nana always used to tell me they were like people, and sang their prettiest songs whenever they were saddest, when they knew that winter was coming.  She used to say stuff like that all the time.  It was late October in Tennessee, so I guess they didn’t have much time left.

Nana kept quiet, but I could feel the soft crease in her palm where she rested her hand on my bare shoulder.  Her claws were really sharp that night, digging into my skin like tacks, and I shifted my weight uncomfortably.

“Be still, Zach,” she commanded.  I quit squirming; Nana had a way of pinching the very blood out of you when you didn’t mind her.

I was only twelve then, and I remember I went barefooted, knowing it might be for the last time that year.  I liked the feel of the grass tickling between my toes, and felt sorry for Nana Maralyn in her big black boots.

By and by we came to the little clearing with the big flat rock sticking up out of the ground.  Nana smiled, and went ahead of me so she could go sit on the rock.  She closed her eyes at first and took a deep breath, then opened them and looked at me.

“Come here, Zach,” she said, holding out her arms to me.  I went to her and sat down, wondering what she wanted.  She took a little flute from her purse and began to play a song I thought I might have heard before, but I wasn’t sure.  It made me sleepy, and when Nana Maralyn got up and nudged me down flat on my back on the rock, I didn’t resist her very much.  I could hardly keep my eyes open.  

She went on playing that tune for a long time, and I wasn’t exactly sure when it finished.  I think I might have gone to sleep, because the next thing I remember was Nana painting something cool and wet on my chest.  It felt kind of nice, but when she tried to put something in my mouth I opened my eyes to see what she was doing.  

Moonlight flooded down all around us from the fat full moon.  Nana had the sparkly perfume bottle in her hand, and held my mouth open while she shook a few drops of blood on my tongue.

“Oh, yuck, Nana, you know I hate blood,” I murmured feebly, trying to spit and sputter.  Nana wouldn’t let me, and finally I swallowed it just to get rid of the nasty taste.  She started playing her flute again after that and I drifted back to sleep.  

The next time I woke up it was morning, and I was still lying cold and stiff on that darned rock.  Nana Maralyn was nowhere to be seen.  I couldn’t believe she’d left me to sleep outside all night.  

I sat up and looked at my bare chest, which was covered with symbols painted on with some kind of gritty white paint.  It flaked off when I touched it and smelled like old cough drops or Mentholatum.  I scraped it off me and stood up, shivering a little.  I knew what had happened, then.  Nana Maralyn had done the Ceremony on me.

I was suddenly furious at her for tricking me like that, and I walked back to the house fuming.

They were all waiting for me, of course, happy and pleased as punch.  They always were, the morning after going hunting under a full moon, but today they seemed extra specially jolly.  Mama had baked a cake like it was my birthday or something, and Nana Maralyn smiled and kissed me.  Daddy picked me up with a huge bear-hug and said, “My boy’s all grown up today!” like it was the proudest day of his life.  Even my little sister Lola was grinning at me with that gap-toothed grille of hers.

I’d been getting into a blacker mood with every passing second, and finally I couldn’t hold back any longer.

“I don’t want to be a monster!” I screamed, about to cry and even more furious at them because of that.

The smile faded from Nana Maralyn’s lips, and Daddy looked like somebody had suddenly stuck a lemon in his mouth.  There was dead silence in the kitchen.

“Yes, well, I guess we all felt that way at first, Zach,” Daddy finally said, with a forced laugh.  He clearly had never felt that way, but his comment broke the ice and let everybody go back to joking and bustling around.  He put me down and I stalked off to the corner, pretending I was headed for the cookie jar back there, but really I just wanted to be left alone.  I was still madder than a long tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs.  But of course I couldn’t get away that easily.  

“Once you get used to it I know you’ll change your mind, Zach.  It’s not nice to be so nasty and make everybody unhappy, is it?” Mama whispered to me.  I couldn’t help feeling guilty when she put it like that, so I tried to smile and let on like I was convinced.  I wasn’t happy though, and I think they could tell.  I slipped away as soon as I could and went up to my room.

It was Saturday, but since there was nothing else to do I tried to work on my math homework.  It was easy stuff, so that didn’t last too long.  I cupped my chin in my hands and wondered how long it would be before my claws would start growing, and what rabbit guts really tasted like.  Would I like them better with salt, or ketchup, or maybe cheese? I laughed, even though it wasn’t really all that funny.  I pushed my tongue around my canine teeth, imagining that they already felt sharper.

Maybe I ought to explain a few things.  Everybody in my family except me and Lola is a monster.  They get mad at me when I use that word, but it’s the truth, isn’t it? Daddy says the right name for what we are is loup-garou, but I don’t care; as far as I’m concerned a monster is a monster.  Lola’s not old enough to be one yet, cause she’s only six.  It’s not that you have to be any certain age; it’s just that they couldn’t trust her to behave herself.  

But anyway, whenever they decide she’s old enough, they’ll take her out to a flat rock somewhere, and put her to sleep, and paint the right symbols on her chest with peppermint and henbane, and put a little blood in her mouth, and leave her to sleep all night under the Hunter’s Moon.  I never used to know that every full moon in the year has its own special name, but they do, and none of the others will work except that one.  I don’t know why, but that’s what Nana Maralyn told me.

I had known for a long time that I would probably have to be a monster when I grew up.  I was never very happy about it, and they all knew how I felt.  I’m not sure why I hated the idea so much.  I just never could get excited over the thought of killing something and tearing it to pieces with my bare hands just for the fun of it; not even a rabbit or a deer.  It didn’t seem right, somehow, and the older I got the less I liked it.  

They always used to tell me I’d grow out of feeling that way.  I never did, though, and the fact that all of them had gotten in cahoots together to trick me into it anyway, whether I liked it or not.  .  .  I was pretty steamed, let me tell you.  That was the last straw, as far as I was concerned.  They could go out and eat rabbits and toads and rats all day long if they felt like it, but I wasn’t having any part of it.  

If I could only think how.

Almost a month went by and I never felt any different, so I started to get curious.  I wolfed down my lunch at school and spent every second I could spare in the library, reading books about monsters and werewolves and things like that.  The other kids started to notice it after a while, but I said I was doing a special report for the young authors’ fair.  That got me off the hook; everybody knows how much I like to write.  

Most of the books were stupid, but I finally hit paydirt with a book about monsters that mentioned loup-garous on one page, even though it only had a little blurb about them that didn’t tell me much.  It said they were produced by a special kind of curse on ordinary people, and that silver was poisonous to a loup-garou, but only if they got scratched with it or it got in their blood some kind of way.  I didn’t see how that part could really help me much, though.  I didn’t want to fight one, I just wanted to keep from having to become one myself.

On the other hand, the idea that you had to be cursed before you could become a loup-garou gave me an awful lot to think about.  Nobody ever told me about that part of it before.  I knew what a curse was, and when I found out that’s what was really happening it kinda scared me, to tell the truth.  It made me wonder what all else I didn’t know.  

So then I started looking up stuff about curses and ways to cure them.  They only mentioned one cure in the loup-garou book, and I didn’t like it.  It said that you had to take the cursed person and strip him naked, and then have twelve girls beat him with switches from an alder tree by the light of a full moon until he fainted.  I decided to pass that one up unless I absolutely had no other choice.  I wasn’t sure what alder was, anyway, and how would I ever live such a thing down?  I’d never be able to show my face at school again for the rest of my life.

I got my act together at home, too.  I convinced everybody that I was thrilled about becoming a loup-garou, and I got them to tell me stories and answer questions.  Daddy seemed especially pleased with all this interest, so he was the one I worked on the hardest.  Oh, I laid it on thick.  
Me and my dad had never really talked much or been close, but this was something he cared about.  We had several long discussions, and one day I mentioned, like it didn’t interest me much, that I’d read somewhere that it was possible to “cure” a loup-garou and turn him back into a regular person.  He looked instantly suspicious for a minute.

“What have you been reading, Zach?” he demanded, scowling.

“It was only a story,” I said smoothly, and told him about the ceremony with the switches and the twelve girls.  He laughed until his face turned red and tears squeezed from the corners of his eyes.

“I’d give my eyeteeth to see it, Zach, but I’m afraid when it was over you’d simply have a very sore young loup-garou the next day,” he said.  I tried to show how relieved I was to hear that, and I think it must have encouraged him to trust me.

“No, Zach, you don’t have to worry about anybody trying to cure you.  It can’t be done.  The only way to cure a loup-garou is not to ever become one at all.  After next week you’ve got nothing to worry about,” he promised me.

I pounced on that.

“Really? What’s next week?” I asked innocently, already plotting how I might avoid it.

“Well, next week’s the full moon again, and of course you can’t really be a full-fledged loup-garou until you make your first kill that night,” he said.  

That was a very interesting little tidbit of information, and I filed it away for more thought later.  In the meantime, I put on my best worried look.

“But what if I’m sick that night or something?” I asked anxiously.  Daddy thought about that awhile.

“Hmm.  .  .  well, now, that’s a good question, Zach.  I can’t remember a time when it ever happened before, but if it did then I guess it would mean you’d have to wait another year and redo everything next October,” he said.  He paused a few seconds, and looked at me with his brow wrinkled up, like he was trying to guess what I was thinking.

“I wouldn’t worry about it though; I’m sure everything will be fine,” he finally said.  He smiled a toothy grin because he knew it would make me laugh, and that was all we said about it.

I laid in bed that night with my eyes open for a long time, just thinking about stuff.  I had my answer now about how to keep from becoming a monster (or loup-garou, or werewolf, or whatever the heck you wanted to call it), but the problem was, I didn’t like the answer much.  I would have rather just stripped naked and let the girls beat me with switches than what I was going to have to do instead.  That would have been over in one night, but this was forever.  I was going to have to run away.

Oh, I know what you’re thinking.  It was a crazy idea, and surely there must have been an easier way if I’d only thought about it awhile longer.  But see, I didn’t have the time to think very long, and I knew my family real well.  This was a really big deal to them.  

I could maybe do something to botch up this year’s hunt and make them have to wait and curse me again next fall, but even that wasn’t a sure thing.  Even if I pretended to be deathly sick, they could probably still bring a mouse in my room and make me kill it, and after that it would all be over.  But suppose I did manage to mess it up?  What then? 

They’d be suspicious then, that’s what.  They’d keep me locked up in the attic all year if they had to, and then I really wouldn’t have any way to escape.  There wouldn’t be any room to talk about it and they wouldn’t take no for an answer, ever.  They were so convinced that being a monster was the best thing since sliced bread, it was hopeless to try to change their minds.  If I wanted to stay myself and not be cursed, then the only choice I had was to leave.  It was that simple.  I knew that just as sure as God made little green apples.  

Knowing all that, it didn’t take much thought before I decided I had to get away now, while they still thought I loved the idea of being a monster.  

The really hard part was, I knew I could never come back.  Some people talk like making choices is easy as long as you know what you want, but that’s just something stupid people say.  I know better.

I looked over at my window, where the moon was pouring in through the curtains, bright and big and almost full.  There wasn’t much time left.

Chapter Two

I slipped out of bed like a cat, not making the least bit of noise.  Nana especially had very good ears, and she wasn’t far down the hall.  I didn’t turn on the light or anything because I didn’t want to attract attention, and the moon was bright enough to see by anyway.

Once I made up my mind, there were some things I needed to do right away to get ready.  I wasn’t sure exactly when the next full moon would be, but it couldn’t be more than three or four days off at the most.  Tomorrow was Friday, and I was afraid it might come before I had another school day.  Daddy had said “next week”, but that could mean Sunday for all I knew.  My best bet was to get away while everybody thought I was at school, because then I’d have almost a whole day before anybody thought to look for me.  That meant I needed to leave tomorrow, because Monday might be too late.  

I tiptoed across the room and got my backpack from the floor beside my desk.  Then I very quietly and carefully emptied all the books out, making sure to slide them ‘way far on the top shelf of the closet where maybe nobody would see them or think to look.  I kept Robinson Crusoe with me though, so I’d have something to read.  I bought it at the book fair at school a week ago and I was only about halfway finished with it.  

For clothes, I gathered some jeans and t-shirts and other things and put them in the bottom of the backpack, making sure to roll them up as tight as I could so they wouldn’t take up as much room.  I didn’t dare take all my clothes, you know; somebody might notice that.  So I just took an extra pair of everything.  That way I could wear one set while I washed the other.  

I took my Swiss Army knife too, just in case.  Whenever Robinson Crusoe got in a pickle, he always had to have tools and weapons and things, so I figured I’d better have something too.  You never knew what you might run into.  I didn’t think I’d get captured by cannibals or anything, but if I did then I wanted to be ready.

I also took my little radio and headphones that I got for Christmas last year, just for something to do.  I couldn’t use it too much because it ate batteries like candy, but I thought it would be good to have it just in case.

Money would have helped a lot, but all I had was twenty-four dollars and ten cents.  I’d been saving it up in a sock stuffed back behind everything in the top drawer of my desk, but I knew it wasn’t much.  Mama and Daddy were too stingy to give me an allowance or anything, so I had to pick up cash whenever I got the chance, running errands and stuff like that.  

If it had been just two weeks ago I would have had almost a hundred bucks from raking yards and stuff, but I spent most of that at the book fair.  I wished I had it back, now.  But Mama always said there’s no use crying over spilt milk, so I’d just have to make what I had last for as long as I could.  Maybe I could rake some more leaves or mow grass or something like that if I had to.

There was also food to think about, and that was a tough one.  There wasn’t much I could carry with me because it was so darned bulky.  I didn’t mind drinking water all the time, but food was different.  I knew a little bit about what you could eat and what was poisonous out in the woods, but I couldn’t live on acorn soup and dandelion salad all the time.  I could catch fish, maybe, but that would get awfully old after awhile.  

I was smart enough to know there might come a point when I’d be glad to have a fish, no matter how tired I was of them, so I took a box of hooks and a roll of fishing line from my tackle box and stuffed them in the backpack with my clothes.  You don’t really need anything else in a pinch, cause you can always dig up worms and cut a cane pole most anywhere.  You don’t even have to have a bobber, but if I wanted one I could use a little piece of dry wood.  

That was about all I had in my own room that was worth taking, but there were still some other things I needed from the rest of the house.  

For one thing, I needed some way to light a fire.  I knew there was a box of lighters downstairs in the drawer next to the refrigerator, and I decided to take all of those.  Lighting fires is a lot easier that way than if you try to do all that stuff with sparks and dry wood shavings.  They taught us how to do that at Cub Scouts, and I thought it was silly even back then.  I might be a country boy, but I wasn’t an idiot.  

I slipped downstairs quiet as a mouse and got myself a glass of chocolate milk from the refrigerator.  That way if anybody heard me and came to see what I was doing, I had a good excuse for being up.  

I rummaged around in the drawer until I found the lighters.  There were three of them left, and I stuck them in my pocket.  I found some extra double-A batteries for my radio in there and I took those too.  Then I collected all the food I thought I could carry that wouldn’t be missed and wouldn’t spoil.  There was beef jerky, candy bars, some string cheese, a couple of little cans of Beanie Weenies, and three apples.  That should get me by for a little while at least.  

I was pretty satisfied that I had all the basics covered at that point.

You might be thinking I forgot about the main thing in all this, like where I meant to go after I left.  You’d be wrong though.  I knew I was in a tight spot and didn’t have too many choices right then, and that’s really what scared me the most.  It would be worse than doing nothing at all if I ran away and then got caught in a day or two, cause I knew I’d never get a second chance.  Let alone how embarrassing it would be.  

My friend Jonathan ran away last year, for a little while.  He ended up back home the very next day, as soon as he got hungry.  I didn’t think I’d have that to worry about, anyway, but the problem of where to go was a tough nut to crack.  

My first idea was to go out into the wild country behind the house and hide out for a couple of weeks until people stopped looking for me so hard.  I could camp out in the woods for that long, if I had to, and while I was there I could think about what to do next.  But the more I thought about it, the less I liked that idea.  People went in there to go hiking and fishing and stuff all the time, and even worse than that, Daddy and Mama and Nana hunted there whenever there was a full moon.  I was willing to bet my beard they’d look around out there first before they did anything else.  

Oh, I don’t really have a beard, you know.  But Mama always said I shouldn’t gamble and so I couldn’t bet something real, could I? Anyway, I didn’t dare go somewhere like that, even for a little while.  It was too risky.  

So what other choices did I have?

Well, I could have asked one of my friends to hide me out for a while.  Jonathan probably would, if I asked him.  Or if he couldn’t, then there were a couple of others.  The only problem with that was, I wasn’t sure I trusted any of them not to spill the beans and get me caught sooner or later.  Probably sooner.  

No, definitely not, come to think of it.  A secret like that was just too juicy not to tell somebody, and then that person has to tell somebody else, and then before you know it everybody knows.  And even if they could keep their mouth shut, I knew they couldn’t hide me out forever.  It would only be putting off the problem, not solving it.

I sat there racking my brain trying to come up with a solution till I thought I might start to see smoke coming out of my ears.  I started to wonder if there even was a solution.

Then I hit on a good one, I thought; my uncle Justin.  I’m not sure what made me think of him right then.  I’d never met him, and I wasn’t sure if he even knew I existed.  Nobody had talked to him since before I was even born, as far as I knew.  

All I knew about him was a picture I’d seen in the back of Mama’s photo album.  He was her younger brother and (I gathered) not a monster.  I was never really clear on why not; Mama wouldn’t say much about him.  I just knew he wasn’t one and that because of that nobody would have anything to do with him.  

The only other thing I knew was that he lived somewhere in Texas, or at least he did the last time anybody heard anything.  That’s where Mama and Daddy were both from, so there was a good chance Justin might still live there.  

I knew Daddy grew up on Stonewall Street in Sulphur Springs, because I remembered hearing him and Nana mention it before.  I wasn’t totally sure about Mama, but I figured she couldn’t have lived too awful far from there.  

She wasn’t a monster till she met Daddy while they were in college, but then they moved to Tennessee and that was that.  I guess there were more rabbits there or something.  .  .  I really don’t know.  

I’d never thought much about Justin before, but now I started to wonder if he might help me.  He was the only family I had who wasn’t a monster, and surely that meant something, didn’t it? Of course he didn’t know me from Adam and who could tell what he might think if I just showed up on his doorstep.  I didn’t know what kind of man he was, if he was rich or poor, nasty or kind, or anything at all really.  I might never even find him.  If you think finding a man named Justin Wilder who (maybe) lives somewhere in Texas is an easy thing to do, just try it sometime.  

The only thing I had to go on for sure was that picture in Mama’s album, and it must have been at least ten years old.  Could I even still recognize him after all that time? Could anybody? In the picture he was about sixteen, a thin and wiry sort of guy with a blond goatee and a smile that reminded me a little bit of the way Mama smiled sometimes.

I quit thinking about how hopeless it was, so it wouldn’t get me down.  I’m not sure exactly when I decided for sure I’d try to find Justin, but the more I thought about it the less I could think of any better idea.

I wasn’t even really sure how to go about it, except to head for Sulphur Springs and see what I found when I got there.  I know it sounds like a hare-brained scheme, but like I said I really didn’t have much time to think.  I had to get out of town before I lost my only chance.  I figured I could decide what to do next after I got to Texas.

But if that was the plan, then I needed one more thing.  I catfooted into the living room and pulled Mama’s picture album off the bookshelf.  I took the whole thing, partly because I didn’t want them to guess where I was going (which they might do if only the picture of Justin was missing), but mostly because there were pictures of everyone else in there too, and I didn’t want to forget them.  

I didn’t think anybody would notice the album was missing.  Mama digitized all her photos a long time ago and stores them on CD now, mostly; she likes computers.  If anybody did notice the album was gone, it was a thousand to one they’d ever connect it with me.  And even if they did, they wouldn’t guess why.

I slipped back upstairs and put the food and the batteries and the picture album in my backpack along with the other stuff, then I zipped it up tight and went back to bed.  

In the morning I acted like it was a normal day.  I got ready for school just like always and ate a couple of extra pancakes for breakfast.  I surprised Mama by giving her a kiss before I left.  I hadn’t done that in a while, and I didn’t know if I’d ever have the chance again.

“What was that for?” she asked me, laughing a little and putting her hand up to her cheek.

“Just because,” I told her, with an innocent look.  She smiled again and smoothed my hair down a bit, like she did every morning, and then she sent me down to the end of the lane to wait for the school bus.  She usually took Lola to school herself a little later on, and with a little luck nobody would know I was missing until sometime late this afternoon.

When I didn’t come home after school, they’d probably start calling around to see where I was, and then it wouldn’t take long for them to find out I hadn’t been at school that day.  That’s when things would start to get hairy, and I knew I’d better be long gone before then.  I figured I had about eight hours to make my getaway, maybe nine if I was really lucky.

I slipped into the edge of the woods on the far side of the highway, making sure I was far enough into the trees that nobody could possibly see me from the road.  Before long the bus came along and stopped at our lane, just in case I was a little late getting out this morning.  Then when I didn’t come out, it went on again.  You couldn’t see the highway from the house, so I didn’t have to worry about anybody noticing that I didn’t get on the bus.  

I waited till it was completely out of sight before I came out of the woods again.  I had maybe thirty minutes before Mama came by with Lola, and during that time I had to do something quick.

I headed south along the highway, since that was the direction I needed to be going anyway.  It was a good thing Mama would be going the other way with Lola, but I knew I couldn’t count on that to last.  She might decide to visit one of her friends that lived down this way or go grocery shopping or something like that.  

I should have taken my bike, but I didn’t dare go back home for it now.  Nana Maralyn would be at home all day and she would be full of questions about why I wasn’t at school.  So I walked.

There weren’t any houses close to ours.  I’m not sure if my mom and dad planned it that way or not, but it meant there wasn’t anybody much to see me walking down the highway.  Of course, it also meant there wasn’t much traffic and nobody who might give me a ride.  I walked almost till noon before I came to the edge of town, and I knew that wouldn’t do.  I had to make better time than that.  

I was beginning to worry that I wouldn’t be able to get far enough away from home by the end of the day to keep them from finding me.  It wasn’t looking good, unless I found a way to get somewhere that was faster than my own two feet.

I thought about getting a bus ticket, but I wasn’t sure if I had enough money for that, and besides, I was afraid the girl at the ticket counter would remember me later if people asked.  If she did, she might tell them where I went and get me caught as soon as I stepped off the bus.  

What I really needed was to get as far away as I could, as quick as I could, with nobody noticing.  That was shaping up to be harder than I thought.

There’s a big truck stop close to the interstate in our town, and I finally decided I’d go down there and see if I could scrounge a ride somewhere.  I really didn’t even care where it was at that point, as long as it was far away from home.  I could figure out how to get to Texas later, when the wolves weren’t so hot on my heels.

I got to the truck stop about two o’clock, I guess.  I knew my time was running out, so I started nosing around the parked trucks.  The best thing would be if I could stow away in one of them, because then even the driver wouldn’t know I was there, but that’s not as easy as it sounds.  Most of the trucks are locked up tight until they get to wherever they’re going, so you can’t get inside.  But if you’re smart and if you have just a smidgen of luck, you can still find ways.

I had to be careful out in that parking lot.  Drivers don’t like it when they see people hanging around their trucks.  They always think you’re trying to steal something or slash their tires or just that you’re generally up to no good.  I didn’t want that.  So I pretended I was looking for pocket change.  You can almost always find some in a big parking lot, if you look for awhile.  If somebody saw me staring at the pavement instead of the trucks, they might just possibly not bother.  

I finally found a flat-bed truck that was carrying a load of septic tanks, and that suited me just fine.  I could open up one of the tanks and crawl down inside where nobody would ever think to look for me, and there was plenty of room in one of them.  Go ahead and laugh at me if you want to; I bet you couldn’t have found anything better in such a tight spot.

I glanced around to make sure nobody was looking.  The flatbed was screened off from the store and the gas pumps by two other tall trucks parked on each side of it, so I was ninety-nine percent sure nobody could see me.  

I grabbed the edge of the bed and hoisted myself up, using one of the tires for a stepping stone.  The tanks were sitting upright on the bed, tied down with steel hawsers to keep them from falling over.  I wasn’t sure I’d be able to climb up one of them until I found a way of scrunching myself in between two tanks and working my way up like I was climbing a tree.  They were made of concrete, so that helped a lot because of the friction.  Plastic ones would have been much harder to deal with.  

Anyway, I finally got to the top of the first one in line and unfastened the lid.  It was just clear plastic, so I popped it off without too much trouble and eeled my way down inside the tank.  It was dark in there at first until my eyes adjusted.  

The tank was about three feet across and maybe six feet high.  Not big enough to be really comfortable, but not as bad as it could have been.  I was able to reach up and pull myself out when I needed to, and that was important.  I didn’t even want to imagine how embarrassing it would be to get stuck inside a sewage tank and be discovered there whenever the truck got to wherever it was going.

I fixed the lid back in place so nobody would have any reason to come looking at the tank I was in.  Then I sat down on the concrete floor and rested my back against the wall.  It curved out just a little bit, so that made it pretty comfortable.

Then I waited.

And waited, and waited some more.  I started to think that dude would never leave.  Even the extra large all-you-can-eat catfish plate and a really hot shower doesn’t take that long to finish.  

It must have been almost two hours before I finally heard somebody messing around making sure the tie-down lines were tight, and then I knew we’d be on our way soon.  A good thing too, because I should have been home thirty minutes ago.  It wouldn’t be long before the hunt was up, if it wasn’t already.  

I heard the door of the truck slam and felt the vibration when the engine started up, and finally we started to move.

I felt the truck bounce through a pothole as it pulled out onto the highway, rattling my tank and making me hit my head against the wall.  The driver stopped again after a minute, I guessed at the red light.  Not long after that I felt us get on the interstate, but I couldn’t have told you which way he was headed to save my life.  It does funny things to your sense of direction when you can’t see where you’re going.  The truck settled down to a steady speed, and that was that.  

I let out a sigh of relief.  The odds were a thousand to one that anybody would ever find me now.

Chapter Three

Like I said, I had no idea which way we were headed.  I knew the interstate ran east-west through our town, but that didn’t help me much.  The truck might be bound for almost anywhere.  All I could do was hope it took me somewhere far from home but not too far from Texas.  

I was afraid to poke my head up out of the lid and see the signs, because either the lid might blow away in the wind or else the driver (or somebody else) might see me and tell somebody.  So I had to be content with not knowing for a while.  I figured I’d find out soon enough, if I was patient.  

It gets darned boring, just sitting around for hours inside a concrete tank with nothing to do and nobody to talk to.  If you don’t believe me, try it sometime.  There was nothing to see and not even anything to hear except the muffled traffic noises.  I didn’t want to use the radio batteries unless I absolutely had to.  I didn’t know when I might need them.  

Enough light filtered down through the lid for me to read if I wanted to, so I laid down on the floor of the tank and stuffed my backpack behind my head for a pillow and read Robinson Crusoe for awhile till it started to get dark outside.  It wasn’t real cold, not yet anyway.  The concrete held in my body heat and kept it pretty warm inside.

I started to get hungry, so I ate an apple and a can of Beanie Weenies and some string cheese.  I used the spoon on my Swiss Army knife to eat the beans, telling myself the whole time how smart I was that I remembered to bring it along.  It would have been nice to have something to drink, but I survived without it.

After that, since I couldn’t read anymore, I gave in and turned on the radio for awhile.  I thought maybe I’d hear one of the dj’s mention where his station was, and then maybe I’d know which way the truck was going.  

After awhile I heard a station in Memphis, so I knew I was headed west.  At least for now I was.  That was a big relief, even though I knew the truck might turn some other way at any time.

I was getting drowsy by then, so I turned off the radio and tried to sleep.

It got darned cold inside that tank before morning came, let me tell you.  I woke up shivering my toes off a long time before the sun came up.  It was so cold I could see my breath in the air, even in the weak light.  

I pulled out my extra clothes and tried to cover up with them the best I could, but it didn’t do much good.  I laid there miserable and freezing for the rest of the night, sometimes dozing a little bit but mostly not.  I think that was one of the most horrible nights I ever spent in my whole entire life.  

The driver ended up dropping his load sometime early the next morning.  It was still dark when I noticed him get off the interstate.  He did some stop and start driving through town for a while, and then he parked the truck.  I heard him disconnecting the trailer and felt the jerk when he pulled loose from it.  The sound of the truck gradually moved away, and then everything was quiet again.  Nobody had ever noticed I was there.

I waited just a little while, until I was sure the truck was out of sight, and then I stood up.  I felt colder than a pair of brass underwear.  I stuffed all my gear back inside my backpack, and then popped the lid off the tank with my fist and poked my head out to see what kind of place I was in.  

The trailer was parked next to a bunch of others in a big lot by a warehouse.  Or something like that; I couldn’t tell for sure what it was from the outside.  It was just a huge gray building that looked like it was big enough to hold a football stadium.  I didn’t see any people or machines moving around.

It was a frosty morning, with just a little bit of ice around the rim of some mud puddles on the parking lot.  The sun was just barely up, and it was real quiet and still, like it usually is at that time of day.  I shivered again and put on the other t-shirt from my backpack on top of the one I was already wearing.  It wasn’t enough to keep out all the cold, but it helped a lot.  I wished I’d brought a jacket.  You always end up needing the stuff you forgot at the worst possible times, don’t you?

I let the tank lid slide down and hit the dirt, then scrambled out onto the flatbed.  I jumped the last few feet to the ground, being careful not to twist an ankle.  The parking lot was deserted, but I knew that probably wouldn’t last.  People would be coming to work sooner or later and I needed to be well gone by then.  It was Saturday, but that was no guarantee the place would be closed.

There was a tall chain link fence around the property, with no gate that I could see.  I wouldn’t have minded climbing over it, except it was topped with barbed wire and that stuff hurts.  I guess it was supposed to keep people out, but it did a real good job of keeping me inside too.

So I explored a little bit.  That parking lot must have been big enough to land a plane in.  It probably took me fifteen minutes to walk to the end of it, and I still couldn’t find any gate.  I’m sure it must have had one, of course.  The truck that brought me there must have got in somewhere, but I was blessed if I could find it.  The only break in the fence I found was where the corner post met the edge of the building, and that wasn’t wide enough for me to squeeze through.  

I was starting to worry.  I could hear sounds now from the other side of the building, muffled booms and growls like somebody was running heavy equipment over there a long way off, and there was getting to be more traffic on the street.  Somebody would find me inside the fence if I didn’t hurry up and bust out of there.  

I stood there for a minute not sure what to do, then I remembered my trusty Swiss Army knife.  It had a little pair of wire cutters on it.  I didn’t know if they would be strong enough to cut chain link, but it might be worth a try.

I fished out my knife and opened it up.  Those little cutters looked pitiful, I tell you.  I didn’t think they would work, but I shook my head and tried it anyway.  I figured I didn’t have anything to lose.  

And you know, they did work, finally.  I bet it took me five minutes to cut just one link in that fence, and my hand was hurting by the time it broke in two.

I threw my knife down in disgust and took a few steps to let the building block the wind from hitting me.  There wasn’t much of it, but even that little bit was too cold for comfort.  I stood there breathing warm air on my hurt hand and sticking it under my arm pit to make it feel better.  Finally it did.

Maybe I could have cut my way out with those clippers, if I’d had a week to work on it.  But I didn’t have that much time, so I needed to think of something else.  

After awhile I got to looking at the fence a little closer, and I noticed there really wasn’t anything holding those links together.  They were just long strands of twisted metal braided together and stretched tight.  I guess I always knew that, sort of, but I never paid attention before.  I never needed to pay attention before.

I took hold of the cut end of the link I’d snipped in two and moved it back and forth to make sure.  It definitely wasn’t attached to anything.  I pushed the tip of it down real hard and discovered that I could undo the weave of the fence if I was careful.  It was sorta like braiding my sister’s hair, or unbraiding it I guess, except her hair feels a little nicer than chain link.

It still hurt my fingers and it wasn’t easy, and I still had to take the wire cutters to it one more time before I was done, but after about thirty minutes I opened up a hole I thought would be big enough for me to worm through.

I put my backpack outside first, then I stuck my head through the fence.  So far so good.  I had to push hard to get my shoulders through, but once that was done I thought I was home free.

Didn’t turn out that way, naturally.  I was squirming my way through and the dadgummed fence snagged on my belt buckle.  I don’t know how it happened, but I couldn’t move either direction.  I struggled and kicked and got scratched and sweaty in spite of the cold, and by the time I finally broke free I ended up ripping a big hole in the front of my pants right next to the zipper.  That made me mad, so I turned around and kicked that fence as hard as I could.

Probably not the smartest thing I ever did, cause the fence didn’t feel it, but you can bet your sweet cream I did.  It hurt!

So there I was with a sweaty face and a sore foot and holey pants, looking like I just came out of a fight with a bobcat.  I was glad nobody was around to see me like that.

I patched the fence up a little so maybe nobody would notice it had been cut, and then I started walking south along the street.  Nobody yelled anything while I was walking away.  

The sun was up by then, and it was beginning to get just a little bit warmer.  That was good, because the hole in my pants was freezing me to death.  I held my backpack in front of me, partly to block the wind and partly to keep from showing off my boxers to the whole wide world.  Mama still thought it was so cute to get me Spiderman underwear, and there was no way I wanted anybody to see that.
After I got far enough down the road to be out of sight of the warehouse, I started noticing cross streets now and then.  I looked at the street signs, and that’s how I found out I was on Zero Street.  I thought it was a strange name.  It made me think of candy bars, but maybe that’s just because I was hungry.

I sat down on the curb and rummaged in my backpack to see what I could find for breakfast.  I’ve got to tell you, the pickings looked mighty thin.  I ate some beef jerky and a piece of chocolate, and spent fifty cents at a Coke machine to get a Mello Yello.  It wasn’t a very good breakfast, I’m afraid.  I sat there the whole time thinking about sausage and scrambled eggs.

There seemed to be a lot of industrial-type buildings around me; warehouses and factories and stuff like that, with a convenience store sprinkled in there now and then just to spice things up.

I walked into one of the stores, and the first thing I did was go in the bathroom and change my pants.  I threw the old ones in the trash, because there was no way they could be fixed and I didn’t see any reason to lug them around for nothing.  

As soon as that was done, I went up to the counter and asked to see the phone book.  It was fabulously, deliciously warm inside that store, and I was in no hurry to leave.  I sat down at one of the booths by the front window and opened the book.  That’s how I found out I was in Fort Smith, Arkansas.  

I wasn’t sure where that was, but there was also a map in the front of the directory.  I was on the western border of Arkansas, kinda up toward the north.

That was a pretty cool thing to know, and it encouraged me.  I was a lot closer to Texas than when I started out.  But on the other hand, it was still an awful long way off.  Getting the rest of the way down there was the problem now.  

I wasn’t nearly in the rush I was when I was just trying to get as far from home as I could without getting caught, and I could afford to take some time to think about what I needed to do.  

I didn’t think it would be a good idea to try to hitch a ride on another truck, for the simple reason that I could never be sure which way it was headed or where I might end up.  What if next time I wound up in California or Yukon or something? It might turn out to be awful hard to get back from some of those places.  It just wasn’t worth the risk.  I was lucky to be as close as I was.  

After a lot of thinking, I decided it might be worthwhile to buy a bus ticket this time.  That way I could be sure where I was going and it wouldn’t take that long for me to get there.  Nobody knew me here, and they hopefully wouldn’t have any reason to remember me unless I did something dumb.  

I leafed my way through the phone book until I found the Greyhound station, then I went to one of the pay phones outside and called them.  

The woman who answered the phone thought I was a girl at first and that aggravated me, but I kept my mouth shut and let her go ahead thinking so.  I wanted information more than I wanted respect right then.  She told me a ticket to Sulphur Springs would cost me about forty-five dollars, more or less.  

That was bad news.  I only had about half that much, and I wasn’t sure how I could get the rest, unless maybe I raked leaves or something.  I couldn’t help noticing there were plenty of them to be raked.

I was fairly warm by then, so I gave the phone book back to the man at the counter and decided I better get started.

I hotfooted it down the street until I got to what seemed to be a residential type area with some nice houses.  Most of them were already raked, but there are always a few places where people just don’t have the energy or the time to get it done.  

I went up to one of those places and knocked on the door.  It had a big brass knocker in the shape of a lion’s head, which was cool.  I like unusual things like that.  

At first nobody came to the door and I started to think maybe nobody was home.  Finally I heard the door unlatch and creak open.  There was a little old woman with blue hair standing in the doorway.  She had on thick glasses with gold rims and didn’t seem to know why I was there.

“Would you like your leaves raked today, ma’am?” I asked politely.  She looked me over and seemed to think about it a minute, like she was trying to decide if I was a bloodthirsty criminal or not.

“I’ll give you ten dollars,” she finally said.  That was highway robbery, but I had to smile and say “Sure!” I needed the money too much to haggle about it.

It took me three hours to rake that darned yard.  It was a big one, and it turned out to be a breezy day.  The leaves kept blowing back across the places I’d already cleared up, which made it take ten times as long as it should have.  When I was finally done, hot and sweaty and tired, I collected my ten dollars and moved on.

The rest of the day I only found two other yards that needed raking, and they were little ones.  They still paid me more than that stingy old skinflint with the blue hair, though.  I got fifteen dollars for each yard, which meant I had about sixty-three bucks in my pocket by the end of the day.  That ought to be enough to buy the bus ticket I needed, with a little bit left over.

Chapter Four

I was tired and dirty from raking leaves all day, and I didn’t feel like walking to the Greyhound station.  I took a city bus instead, which was something I’d never done before.  I had to ask another kid at the bus stop how much it cost and how you could tell where the bus was going and all that good stuff.  It’s always embarrassing when you have to admit you don’t know things everybody else takes for granted.

When I finally got to the bus station there was a long line of people waiting at the counter to buy tickets.  Things were moving slower than granny’s molasses, but since I had no choice I just stood there and waited my turn.  After a while my mind started wandering, and I got to thinking about what I might do after I made it to Sulphur Springs.

The simplest thing would be to open a phone book and see if Justin was listed, but I knew that was a long shot.  I might do better if I got on the Internet and used one of those online phone directories.  That way I could include a bigger area than what was in the local book.  Then if I did find him I could either call him or go over to his house.

I decided I’d try that plan first, and if it didn’t pan out then I’d think of another approach.  Like Jonathan used to tell me, there’s always more than one way to tackle a cat.  He was such a goofball.  

“May I help you, sir?” the ticket woman asked me.  The line had moved up while my mind was drifting, and the question startled me.  I don’t remember anybody ever calling me “sir” before.  I guess she was just mouthing words she had to say to everybody, but it still felt weird.

“Oh, yeah.  I need a ticket to Sulphur Springs, Texas, please,” I told her.  She fiddled around and typed something on her computer, not paying me any more mind.

“One way or round trip?” she asked.

“Just one way please,” I said.  She typed a little more.  

“That will be forty-six dollars and fifty cents.  How will you be paying today, sir?” she asked.  I reached into my pocket and pulled out four tens and two fives and laid them on the counter.  They were a little crumpled from being in my pocket.

“Oh, I’m sorry sir, we can’t accept cash at this location.  Do you have a credit or debit card?” she asked.  This was a problem I hadn’t thought of.

“Uh, no.  .  .  Isn’t there any way you could take cash just this once?” I asked.

“No, I’m afraid there’s no way we can do that, sir.  We can only accept credit or debit cards at this location,” she said.  I swear that woman must have been a robot.  It sure was a lot like talking to one.  I might as well have been arguing with a fence post.  

I went and sat down on one of the benches in the terminal to think, and I guess I must have looked lost.  I wouldn’t have been surprised if I did.

“Is something wrong?” the lady beside me asked.  She was a middle-aged woman in a long flowery dress who looked like she needed to lose a few pounds.  You know the type.  The ones who read romance novels and eat chocolate all the time, and always want to pinch your cheeks.  

“I need to buy a ticket to get home, and the girl at the counter won’t take cash,” I said, truthfully enough.

“Your mom doesn’t have a credit card?” she asked.  

That was a dangerous question, because I certainly didn’t want to get into an explanation of why I was trying to buy a ticket with cash.  At least not a true one.  I thought fast.

“I’m going home from my dad’s house.  He gave me the money for the ticket and dropped me off cause he was in a hurry, and I can’t get ahold of him or my mom either one, and now I don’t know what to do,” I said smoothly.  I was also lying through my teeth, and I felt pretty cruddy about that.  The woman looked disgusted.

“That’s just like a man, to not think of something like that,” she declared, “Where do you live, honey?” 

I almost laughed, but it would have blown everything if I had, so I bit my tongue to keep from it.

“Sulphur Springs, Texas,” I told her meekly, trying to look as pitiful and helpless as I could.  It must have worked, too.

“Well I think we can take care of that.  I tell you what I’ll do.  I’ll buy your ticket for you with my credit card, and then you can just pay me back with cash.  How would that work?” she offered.  

That was exactly what I was hoping she’d say, and I gave her the sweetest smile I knew how to make.  Mama always used to say I could look like an angel when I was up to no good, and for once I really hoped she was right about that.

“Would you? I’d really appreciate that, ma’am,” I told her, oozing with gratitude.

“Why of course I will, baby,” she said, and she walked right up to the ticket counter and bought it for me with her MasterCard.

I gave her the cash, and I let her pat my head and kiss my cheek and buy me a Coke and do all those other things middle-aged ladies like to do to you for some reason.  I knew it was coming, but I figured I owed her that much.  She left pink lipstick on my cheek and that really grossed me out, but I resisted the urge to wipe the kiss away until after she was out of sight.

There are some good people in the world like that.  I don’t know how I would have got that ticket without her.  I never did know that lady’s name, but wherever she is today I wish her well.

After she disappeared I looked down at my ticket and noticed that I’d have to wait till eleven o’clock that night before the bus left.  It was barely five-thirty at the time, so I sat on a bench in the terminal and killed a few hours reading my book.  It’s one of the best ways to keep people from talking to you.  I’m not shy or unfriendly or anything, but I knew better than to talk to any more people than I had to.  The more I talked, the more chance I had of slipping up and saying something wrong to somebody who didn’t need to hear it, and the more people there would be who might remember me later if somebody came nosing around asking about me.  That kind of thing was exactly what would get me caught and sent home if I wasn’t careful.  I had to be smoke, invisible as a fly on the wall.  

So I drank my Coke the lady bought me and ate a couple of Twix bars from my food stash and waited till it was time for the bus to leave.  

Sitting around twiddling your thumbs is no fun.  There wasn’t even a TV in that danged bus terminal.  I spent about thirty minutes in the lavatory and did my best to wash a little bit of the grime and dirt off my body.  I got a wad of paper towels and wetted them down and washed my face and my hands and my neck, and also behind my ears and under my arms.  Then I rinsed my hair under the faucet and shook it as dry as I could, like a dog scattering water everywhere after it gets its fur wet.  I tried drying it with the paper towels, but they just fell to pieces and left little bits of paper all in my hair.  It wasn’t much of a bath, but it was a whole lot better than nothing.  I felt much better when I was done.

Then I went back outside and waited some more.  My hair kept dripping down the back of my neck for the longest time, till it finally dried.  I thought eleven o’clock would never come.  

There was just one more little thing that happened while I was in Fort Smith.  I barely paid attention at the time, but since it turned out to be important later on I guess I better tell you about it.

It was maybe ten o’clock, and I was half dead with boredom by that time.  There was a boy across the aisle from me, signed into Yahoo Messenger on his cell phone.  I knew that’s what it was because he had the volume turned up real loud and I recognized the little beeps and sounds it made, cause Mama is addicted to Messenger.  She talks to people on there all the time.  Usually it’s late at night, after Lola goes to bed, but I’d heard those sounds more times than I could remember.  She even signed me up for an account here awhile back, but I hadn’t thought about it in months.

After a while the boy got up and walked away, still wrapped up in his messaging, and at the time I thought no more about it.  But later I was glad he reminded me.

When I got on the bus I sat by myself and asked for a blanket and a pillow.  The bus was a lot more comfortable than the septic tank, and a whole lot warmer.  Honestly though, I was so tired from raking yards all day that I probably could have slept on a park bench and thought it was heaven.

I did stay awake for a little while, looking out the window.  You couldn’t see much except the dark silvery outlines of tree-covered mountains against the sky, and some little farms and things scattered on the valley floors.  It reminded me of Tennessee.  After about an hour or so I got tired of looking at scenery, and I laid my head back and closed my eyes.

I drifted off to sleep, and not long after that I had a horrible nightmare.

I dreamed I was out in the woods by myself, and there were wolves chasing me to tear me to pieces.  It had that fuzzy, unreal kind of flavor that dreams sometimes have, but that only made it worse.  I ran and ran, but they were always coming closer, and I finally felt myself knocked down from behind by a snarling monster.

I guess he ate me.  I’m not really sure, because I snapped awake right then, breathing hard and with my heart beating fast.  I used to have nightmares like that when I was really little, but it had been years since it happened.  It was weird to be having one again now.  

“Bad dream?” the kid sitting next to me asked.  He hadn’t been there when I went to sleep, so I guess he either got on the bus later or else changed seats.  He was about my age I guess, but taller and thinner.  One of those bean pole types that looks almost like he could walk through a picket fence without opening the gate.

“Yeah, I was dreaming about monsters chasing me,” I told him.  I realized how stupid that sounded even while I was saying it, but it was too late to take it back.  The other kid smiled a little, but at least he didn’t laugh at me.  

“Musta been a bad one then, cause you thrashed around an awful lot,” he said.  

Dreams are awful hard to remember, and I’d already almost forgotten most of what happened.  When he said that, it reminded me how bad it had really been, and I wished he hadn’t.

I wonder sometimes if dreams mean anything.  I’ve always heard you could dream about stuff that hasn’t happened yet, and that’s always what scared me more than anything about nightmares.  Especially that one I had on the bus.  Because I knew there were really such things as monsters in the world, even if this other kid didn’t.

All that ran through my head in just a second or two, but I didn’t say anything about what I was thinking.  He didn’t need to know all that.

“Yeah, I guess it was,” I finally said.

“Well hey, my name is Jonathan.  Nice to meet you,” he told me.

“I’m Zach.  I used to have a friend named Jonathan,” I said, realizing all of a sudden that I’d probably never see him again.  

I guess I hadn’t thought about it till then, but it wasn’t just my family I gave up when I ran away, it was my friends and my home and a hundred other things too.  

That stung more than I liked to admit, cause me and Jonathan had been best buds for as long as I could remember, and I hadn’t even told him good-bye.  

“Where you from, Zach?” the new Jonathan asked.  We were getting onto territory I didn’t want to talk about if I could help it, but I’d already told one brazen lie this evening and I didn’t want to do it again.

“Aw, I’m from Tennessee.  What about you?” I asked him, trying to turn the conversation away from me.

“I’m from Gillham, just down the road a little bit.  I won’t be on the bus much longer.  I’m just comin’ back home from visiting my sister,” he said.  He probably expected me to tell him where I’d been and what I was doing, but I didn’t take the bait.

He didn’t seem to notice, though.  He started telling me a long, drawn-out story about his cousin riding a horse to school last winter when the roads were icy and how he tied it up to a tree in the parking lot.  It sounded like something I would do.  .  .  if I had a horse, that is.  I’d been wanting one for a long time, but Daddy always said maybe someday.  

I smiled and nodded and let Jonathan talk as long as he wanted to, which seemed to be a lot.  He talked almost nonstop until the bus stopped in Gillham to let him off.  

He wanted to trade addresses and phone numbers and stuff like that, and maybe I would have any other time.  But as it was, I honestly didn’t know what to tell him for either of those things.  I told him I was moving and didn’t know my address or phone number yet, but I’m not sure he believed me.  He did give me his information.  I think I’ve still got it in my billfold somewhere, maybe.

I liked the boy, but truthfully I was glad when he left.  He was a chatterbox and I was ready to go back to sleep if I could.  Maybe we could have been friends if we’d met some other place and time, but not right then.

I’ve never seen him again since.  

Before long I went back to sleep, and as far as I know I didn’t have any more bad dreams that night.  Or if I did, then I don’t remember them.

I was sound asleep when we crossed into Texas, so I missed my first glimpse of it.  That kinda disappointed me.  I woke up when we were about forty miles from the border, just about to cross the Sulphur River.

We passed through three or four more little towns I don’t remember, and maybe it wouldn’t have taken so long if we hadn’t had to stop in every last single one of them.  We stopped for nearly an hour in Mount Pleasant just for breakfast.  I do remember that one, because the first thing I saw when we came into town was a billboard of a cowgirl holding up a big plate of cheesecake and saying “Welcome, Y’all!” I was hungry at the time and cheesecake sounded pretty darned good right then.  

I knew I better save my cash though, so I ate a candy bar and an apple sitting outside on a bench in front of the restaurant, cause the driver wouldn’t let us stay on the bus while he wasn’t there.  

It was still early, and I could see dew glistening like diamond dust on the leaves of the oak trees that bordered the parking lot.  The sun was really bright that morning, and I had to shade my eyes with my hand to keep from squinting.  I try never to squint because Nana told me your eyes can get stuck that way and never come loose.  I’m pretty sure that’s not true, but why take any chances?

Not long after breakfast the bus pulled into Sulphur Springs.  

Chapter Five

It was about mid-morning when we got to the bus station, and that suited me just fine.  It was a bright, coolish kind of day, with showers of yellow leaves coming down off the sweet gum trees whenever the wind blew.  A good day for walking, and that was a fine thing.  I found out you had to do a lot of walking in Sulphur Springs if you wanted to get anywhere.  Everything is so sprawled out and far-flung it takes forever to get around if you don’t have a car.

They had some of those free city maps that the Chamber of Commerce puts out, so I took one before I left the bus station.  

I made my way to the public library, intending to follow my plan of getting on the Internet and seeing what I could find out.  I’d come as far as I could with what I already knew, and now I needed some more information.  I was in Daddy’s home town, and I was hoping and praying Justin wasn’t too far away.  If he was, I didn’t know what I might do.

But you know what? When I got there the dadgummed place was closed.  I should have remembered it was Sunday.  So many things had been going on the past couple of days that I just didn’t think about it, I guess.

That left me out of luck as far as using the Internet.  I wouldn’t be able to do that until the library opened back up tomorrow morning, and in the meantime I had a whole day with nothing to do.

I don’t know why I did it, but for some reason I walked over to Stonewall Street and looked at the houses.  Curiosity, I guess.  I didn’t actually know which one Daddy and Nana Maralyn used to live in.  They never mentioned any address that I could remember, and I’m sure I must have walked right past their old house that afternoon without knowing it.  It gave me a weird feeling, to think about my dad growing up on that street and maybe playing in one of those very yards I was looking at when he was a kid.

It had always been a sort of unwritten rule in our family that nobody talked about the time before they became monsters or discussed any family members who weren’t one.  It was almost like it was taboo or something.  I’d never paid attention or cared much before, but now, standing on that street, I decided I did care.  

There were so many things nobody ever told me.  I didn’t know my grandparents (well, except for Nana Maralyn), or whether I had any aunts and uncles or cousins, or anything at all like that.  Justin was the only family member I’d ever even heard of, and pretty much all I knew about him was a name and a face.  Everybody else in the world knew all that stuff about where they came from, and I wanted to know too.  

Maybe it seems like it was a strange time for me to want to get all balled up in family history when I was in such a tight spot in so many other ways.  You’d think I’d have more practical things on my mind right then, like what to eat and where I could sleep that night.  I don’t know why it came over me all of a sudden like that, all this wondering about things I never thought about before.

A little kid was playing t-ball in one of the yards, and I watched him for a little while.  Daddy used to be a fast pitch all-star in high school, and he could still throw pretty good when he wanted to.  

When I was little, he used to play ball with me in the back yard sometimes, and I remember I always used to wish I could pitch as well as he could.  So I practiced and I practiced till I learned how, and I’m not half bad these days if I do say so myself.  Baseball used to be one of those things he and I could always talk about, till he decided it wasn’t something he cared about anymore.  I’m not sure exactly when that was, but for the past several years we hadn’t done much together at all.  He wanted to talk about money and monster stuff and I wanted to talk about baseball and books, and so we ended up barely talking at all.

When I thought about it, Mama was the same way, though.  She just had different reasons.  Lola was her whole world, and even though she did make an effort to hide it and be fair, everybody always knew who her favorite was.  After my sister was born, she wasn’t much interested in me anymore.  

Neither of them were.  Not really.  They looked forward to me joining them in all their monster stuff, but that was only because that was what they cared about.  I got the feeling they didn’t really value anything I thought was important and didn’t much care how I felt about things.  It was almost like any other boy in the world would have done just as well to fill my place.  That bites, you know.

I stood there feeling sorry for myself and wallowing in my unlovability for a while until I decided I was being stupid about the whole thing.  I’d known all this stuff for years, so why was it all of a sudden upsetting me now? It wasn’t like me to get all bummed out like that, and I don’t know what put me in such a bad mood that day.  Maybe it was just the place I was in, and all that broody thinking I was doing.  

I decided to put it out of my mind.

I didn’t stay on Stonewall Street much longer.  It was too depressing and made me think too much.  If I’d known it would do all that to me I never would have gone there in the first place.  It was a headache I didn’t need right then.  

I eased my way back downtown, walking slowly with my thumbs hooked in the corners of my pockets.  I went to a Taco Bell not far from the interstate and had a bean burrito for a dollar.  It was nasty, but at least it was cheap.

I wandered around aimlessly the rest of that day.  I looked in store windows, and fed the pigeons with some popcorn I bought.  Yeah, I know it was probably a waste of money, but I did eat some of it myself.  I was still in that funky mood from earlier, and sharing with the birds cheered me up a little.

Lots of places had their Christmas decorations up already, and when it started to get dark I enjoyed looking at lights and things for a while.  But in a way that was depressing too, because it only reminded me I wasn’t home.

It was the full moon that night, too.  I could tell before it even got quite over the treetops.  Mama and Daddy and Nana would all be out hunting tonight, cause you could bet your beefcakes they wouldn’t miss that for all the cows in Texas.  And if I’d been home, then I would have been right out there with them, and that would have been my last night not a monster.  I shivered.  

I was careful not even to step on a bug or swat a fly that whole night.  I wasn’t sure what was big enough to count as making a kill, and I wasn’t taking any chances.  I had no intention of getting turned into a monster now, just because I was careless.

Later on I had to think of a place to spend the night again.  You know, one of the most annoying things about running away is that you can never find a good place to sleep.  I went back to the bus station and slept on a bench that particular night.  At least it stays open twenty-four hours and nobody thinks it’s very strange if you’re sleeping there.  It’s also noisy, bright, and full of people all the time, and I swear the bus company must have tried every kind of bench in America before they found the very hardest and most uncomfortable kind possible.  It was worse than gym bleachers.  

When I woke up Monday morning the first thing I did was look at my fingernails.  Mama and Daddy and Nana all have really hard, sharp nails even on ordinary days, almost like claws, and Nana had told me once that that was a good way to recognize a loup-garou when you saw one.  You can bet I looked real close that morning, and except for a little dirt my fingernails looked just the same as they always had.  That was a huge relief.  Now at least I knew I’d be safe till next fall, even if I did get caught.  For a little while, I was sky-high with excitement.

I jumped up and went back to the library not long after it opened, eager to get started.  I guess I was still pumped up over dodging the bullet on getting turned into a loup-garou, but it didn’t take long to bring me back down to reality.

All the public computers were busy when I got there (of course!), so I had to cool my heels in the lobby and wait for one.  I finished reading Robinson Crusoe while I waited.  I was almost done anyway, and when I finished I put it back in my pack.  I really didn’t like the ending much.

I still had to wait a while even after that, so I read the newspaper.  Finally there was a vacant computer, and I sat down and got to work.

Like I said before, I had no idea where to find Justin except somewhere in Texas, and hopefully somewhere near Sulphur Springs.  I knew it was probably too much to hope for that he was still there, but you never can tell about things like that.  I was fairly close to Dallas, and there are lots of people there.  

To tell the truth, I kind of hoped he didn’t live in a big city.  I like the wild places too much for that.  But at the time I cared more about finding him at all than I did about what kind of place he lived in.  I wouldn’t have cared if he lived in a pup tent on a vacant lot.  Well, maybe I would have cared about that, but you know what I mean.

I went to a website that had all the phone book listings in the country on it and tried to see what I could find.  Even limiting the search to Texas, there were twenty-two Justin Wilders or JJ Wilders and so forth.  I didn’t know Justin’s middle initial, so I couldn’t cross out all the JR’s and JB’s and JT’s and all that crud.  

For a while I got discouraged, but then I took a piece of scratch paper and a pencil and started writing them all down.  It would have cost me ten cents a page to print that stuff, and I couldn’t afford it.  

I had a horrible thought while I was writing down those names and phone numbers.  What if Justin was married and the phone was listed under his wife’s name? What if he only had a cell phone, or no phone at all? Worst of all, what if he moved away ten years ago and was living nine hundred gazillion miles from here? 

I finally decided there was nothing I could do about any of that, so I’d better work on what I had before I started worrying about what to do if none of those people turned out to be the right one.  You can’t always be worrying about what might happen.  The stuff you already have to deal with is hard enough.

It would have been easiest if I could have just called all those guys and asked them a few questions.  But I didn’t have a phone, and it would have cost way too much to try to do all that on a payphone.  So I had to tackle that cat a little bit different kind of way if I wanted to get anything done.  

I used Google and came up with some personal websites for several Justin Wilders.  I was able to cross out three of the people on my phone number list that way because I found out things about them that meant they couldn’t be the one I was looking for.  Two of them were too old, and one of them had posted a picture of himself that looked nothing like Justin at all.  

It might sound like I was making progress in whittling down the number of people I had to check out, but even though I was able to cross out a few, I also had to add five more people I found on Google that I hadn’t seen on the phone book site.  It was enough to drive me crazy.  It also made me wonder how many others I might be missing because I didn’t know where to look for them.

It would be dull to tell you about everything I looked at that afternoon, cause I was there till they closed that night at ten.  In the end I wound up with a list of people that had twelve names on it of people that might possibly be Justin.  One in Amarillo, two in Dallas, one in Tyler, three in Houston, one in Lufkin, one in Daingerfield, one in Mineral Wells, one in New Boston, and the last one in Wolfe City.  

I didn’t know where any of those places were except Dallas and Houston, so I had to haul out a Texas road map and fiddle around until I found them all.  

I sort of wondered about the Wolfe City one, and if maybe Justin had a sense of humor.  It sounded like the kind of place a werewolf might want to live.  

Except Justin wasn’t one, of course.  I guess for a minute I sorta forgot that was the whole reason for finding him in the first place.  

I noticed that most of those towns were in the eastern or northeastern part of the state, and that was a good thing.  None of them were what you might call close.  But it was a heck of a lot better than having them scattered everywhere.  Wolfe City was the closest, and it was about thirty-five miles away.  None of the others were closer than sixty miles.

After the library closed, I spent one more night at the bus station.  I knew if I spent too many nights in there somebody would start to notice after awhile, so I tried to make myself as inconspicuous as possible.  I slept in a corner away from the ticket counter where it was hard to see me and not too many people had any reason to come.

I used up the last of my food that night.  I ate my last piece of beef jerky and the last can of Beanie Weenies.  I still had a little money, but precious little, and I knew it wouldn’t last long at all if I started buying food with it.

Tuesday morning I went back to the library and tried to see if I could find out any more about the people I was looking at, any little clues that might help me.  No such luck, though, and I didn’t know any other websites to check.

I finally decided I’d just have to bite the bullet and use a payphone to check out the rest of them, in spite of the cost.  It was a dollar apiece for every call, and that would eat up the rest of my money real fast.  

I decided it was probably wise to check out the closest ones first, but what could I ask these people when I called? I was afraid if I just came right out and told them who I was and what I was looking for, they wouldn’t believe me.  The only proof I had was that picture I got from Mama’s album, and I couldn’t show them that over the phone.  Mama hated talking about Justin so much, what if he was the same way?  He might not admit he even had a sister, even if I asked about her by name.

Maybe it sounds like I was being a worry-wart, but things start not being very funny when you’re completely alone and almost a thousand miles from home, in a place where you don’t know anybody.  I never realized how scary and lonely it could be.

I started feeling sorry for myself again, and I almost decided to give up and go home, tell everybody I was sorry and start eating bloody rabbits once in a while.  

It’s bad when you get so sick at heart that you start thinking about stuff like that.  I’m not sure what kept me from doing it.  All I know is, I felt like somewhere deep down, somebody was reminding me to have courage.  

So after a while I did, and I decided not to give up at least until I didn’t have any choice.  One of my teachers used to talk about guardian angels sometimes.  Maybe it was something like that.

Anyway, I went outside to a payphone and started calling those numbers.  I’d decided there was really nothing else I could say except the honest truth, and hope things worked out.

Wolfe City was first on the list, but as it turned out, when I called that number all I got was message telling me it was disconnected.  That was good in a way since I didn’t get charged for the call, but it didn’t give me much information either.  So I moved on to the next one.  

Neither of the Dallas guys was the right person.  One of them was nice enough; he just told me he wasn’t who I was looking for and wished me good luck.  The other one was ruder about it but he said basically the same thing.  

Out of the other nine, I got five answering machines, two more disconnected numbers, and two more people who turned out not to be the right one.  Those two were the ones in Tyler and Mineral Wells.

It’s awfully hard to tell much about a person just from hearing his voice on an answering machine.  Some people don’t even bother to say anything themselves, and others seem to want to talk your ear off before they’ll even let you leave your message.  But sometimes you can tell a little bit.  I figured out that two of the people in Houston were black, the one in Lufkin was older than dirt, and the one in Amarillo was a foreigner, so that eliminated four more possibilities.  

One of the disconnected numbers was in Houston, and the other was in Daingerfield.  The number in New Boston just rang and rang, so I bet he probably didn’t have an answering machine at all.  Most everybody does nowadays, so it made me think maybe that one was a really old guy too.  

I drummed my fingers on the phone and thought some more.  The one number that I knew was working was in New Boston, which was maybe eighty miles away.  Two of the disconnected ones were pretty close too, even though they were in opposite directions.  

I knew I couldn’t automatically cross out a number just because it was disconnected.  Not unless I knew what the reason was.  They might just have forgot to pay their bill last month or something.  I didn’t dare eliminate the numbers unless I knew for sure.  So that left me with four numbers to check on: Wolfe City, Daingerfield, New Boston, and Houston.  

When all the water was boiled out of the pot, the real question at that point was how to get to any of these places.  I’d found out everything I could without actually going to the address itself to see it with my own eyes.  

The hardest would be that one in Houston because it was so far away, so I decided to put that one off till last.  The other three were not too awful far.  

The problem was, I’d spent almost all the rest of my money making those phone calls.  I had not quite three dollars left, and that won’t get you too far.

Chapter Six

As it turned out, I had to spend more than two weeks in Sulphur Springs.  The rest of that Tuesday and most of the rest of the time I was there I spent working my tail off to make some money.  There weren’t nearly so many yards that needed raking as there had been in Fort Smith, but I mowed some grass, and picked up trash, and swept parking lots, and did some other odd jobs like that.  

People will usually let a kid do something for them, if you ask them the right way.  I learned that from my dog.  He wasn’t supposed to eat food off the table, but he could look at you with such pitiful eyes that you’d give in sooner or later and let him have a little bit.  I figured if it worked on me, then it ought to work on other people.  So I made sure to look extra pitiful whenever I went up to anybody’s house.  It wasn’t such a hard thing to do, under the circumstances.  

I had to be careful not to look too pathetic, though, because then people start asking questions about where you live and stuff like that.  Things I definitely didn’t want to answer.

I did have one little piece of luck early on, though.  Some people paid me thirty bucks on Tuesday afternoon to clean out their garage, and they told me I could keep anything I found in there that I wanted.  There was a bunch of things I might have wanted if I’d had anywhere to put the stuff, but the only things I ended up taking were some clothes that fit me, a little box of assorted tools, a few books, and an old BMX bicycle.  

The bike was the real prize.  It had two flat tires and a rusty chain, and it was beat up and scratched and ugly as sin.  Somebody had tried to paint it black with a spray can, and then they’d painted the words “The Beast” on the crossbar with what looked like red fingernail polish.  They even put little drippy things under the letters to make them look like blood.  I thought that was sorta cool.  

It didn’t look like much, to be sure, but everything worked okay.  The bearings were tight and except for the chain it didn’t have much rust on it.  I had to get new tubes for the tires and a new chain, but that stuff didn’t cost much.  I had the old beast fixed up in less than an hour, and then I had a lot faster way to get around town than walking.  You’d be amazed how much difference it made.  The little tool kit had everything in it that I needed.

I found two pairs of jeans and three black t-shirts that were a little too big for me.  They looked like concert t-shirts, because they had Poison and Metallica and Def Leppard on them.  They were old and musty and a little holey, but not so much that I couldn’t still get some use out of them for a while.  There was a black jacket so big it hung down almost to my knees, but I took that too.  Those people really liked black stuff, as much as they had of it.  

I didn’t dare keep sleeping in the bus station anymore, so I bought me a sleeping bag at Wal-Mart for ten bucks at the same time I got the tubes and chain for The Beast, and then I started sleeping in that.  It was warm enough to keep me from freezing outside.  

That night I slept under a little bridge where the highway crossed a dry creek bed at the edge of town.  But I didn’t like that very much.  It didn’t stop the wind from blowing right in my face, and the sound of cars passing by over your head isn’t a very nice thing to listen to all night long.  Worst of all, anybody who looked very close could see that I was there.  I decided after just one night that that would never do, and Wednesday morning I started out to look for something better if I could find anything.

I was riding The Beast over on the north side of town when I passed a big vacant lot, all grown up in trees and thickets and heavy grass.  I looked it over a bit and thought it might have some thick bushes I could crawl up under that would probably be a better place to sleep than under the bridge.  It would at least block the wind and be a lot more private.  

I wormed my way in there and found the remains of an old burnt down house.  That didn’t interest me too much, but when I elbowed my way into the back yard I struck pure gold.  There was a big home-made dog house back there, almost hidden amongst the weeds.  It was maybe eight foot square and four feet high, with a wooden floor up off the ground and a shingled roof.  I’m betting it was for a Rottweiler or a Mastiff or some other bigger kinda dog like that.  Whatever it used to be for, it suited me just fine.  

It had been empty for a long time, so it wasn’t nasty or anything.  I could still smell dog a little bit when I crawled inside, and there was some old musty dirty straw that I had to throw out.  But once I did that, I had a place to sleep that was warm and dry where nobody would ever think to find me, and at that point that’s all I cared about.

I took to leaving my sleeping bag and my backpack inside the dog house every day, so I wouldn’t have to carry them while I was raking leaves and working.  

I fixed the place up pretty nice as time went by.  One of the first things I did was to get a piece of plywood for a door.  I went to the lumber yard and got them to give me a piece of scrap wood for that, and they even cut it the right size for me.  They weren’t too busy on a Wednesday afternoon and I guess they probably thought I was building a tree house or something like that, so they were willing to be nice about it.  They didn’t even charge me for it.  

I rummaged around in the burnt out house till I found some screws and hinges, and I bought a cheap hasp and padlock set so I could keep the place locked up.  I put it on with the screwdriver from my tool kit, and then I had a door.  I got a little thing of cherry air freshener to kill the musty dog smell, and I hauled some fresh hay in there to make me a softer place to sleep.  I even found a little oil lamp for fifty cents at a yard sale so I had lights after dark if I wanted to read.  It wasn’t half bad.  

It sounds weird, I guess, but I was really proud of myself for having my own little house, if you want to call it that.  It wasn’t much, but at least it was mine and it was more than some people had.  It was much nicer than a tent, and I’d never minded living in one of those for a week or two when I went camping in the summer.  

Maybe that just shows how poor and pitiful I really was by then, but like I said, I don’t think it was that terrible.  I came home every evening about dark, lit my lamp for a little while and read one of my books till I got sleepy, then I blew out the light and got up again in the morning and went roaming on The Beast looking for another odd job to do.  Sometimes I found one and sometimes I didn’t.

I brought water home from the car wash down the street in an empty milk jug I snatched from a trash can, and I tried to at least wash the parts of me that showed, if not every night then at least every other night.  I would have dearly loved a shower, but you do what you have to do.

It rained on Friday, so I had to stay inside all day long that day.  There wasn’t much to do besides read my books and listen to the sound of rain hitting the roof.  It didn’t leak, and the walls shut off the wind.  Other than being a little cold I really couldn’t complain, and I just wrapped up in my sleeping bag and snuggled a little deeper into the hay.  I was reading A Wrinkle in Time, which was one of the books I found in that garage I cleaned out.  

I listened to my radio for a little bit at lunch time, mostly to hear the weather.  I had a box of crackers and a spray can of Easy Cheese there in the dog house that I kept for emergencies like that, so I didn’t have to go out in the rain to find anything to eat.  I wouldn’t have wanted to leave fresh tracks in the mud anyway.  

I had to be careful that I didn’t beat a trail through the weeds even on dry days, so I always went in a different way each time to keep from leaving any signs I was there.  I might be fairly comfortable now, but I didn’t dare forget I was still hiding.  

Things were fairly tolerable for the time being, but when I stopped to think about it I knew I was just frittering away time and not getting much done except just barely surviving.  It’s easy to forget that, when you’re so busy trying to live from day to day, but when I laid awake at night on my straw tick, I had plenty of time to think.  

I was having to spend almost all the money I made just to buy food.  I ate greasy fried chicken and corn dogs and tater logs out of those hot boxes at convenience stores.  I had a lot of those nasty bean burritos at Taco Bell, and whatever I could find on the dollar menu anywhere else.  You can survive on less than ten bucks a day if you really have to, but sometimes I didn’t make that much.  Leaf raking season was pretty much over and done with, and jobs were starting to get scarce.  

Worse than that, I knew sooner or later somebody would notice that I wasn’t in school when I was supposed to be, or they’d see me slipping in and out of the thicket where my shed was.  It was only a matter of time before something like that happened.  

I wasn’t too much afraid of anybody trying to hurt me, cause I think I can hold my own in a fight if I had to.  I was more afraid of busybodies.  There are all kinds of people out there who think they’re doing you a favor by meddling in your business.  People like that wouldn’t see how much I’d done.  They’d see a twelve year old boy in dirty clothes living in a dog house all alone in the winter and raking yards so he could have money to eat, and they’d feel like it was their duty to “help” me by sending me home.  They wouldn’t care a bit that they might be sending me back to something worse than where I was at, and they wouldn’t believe me if I told them why.  Those were the kind of people I had to stay away from no matter what happened.

I was having a hard time deciding which of those places I found on the Internet that I should check first, because I knew a wrong choice could put me in a really bad situation.  I’d just now managed to arrange things so I was barely getting along by the skin of my teeth.  What if I got to New Boston, or Daingerfield, or Wolfe City, and it turned out that wasn’t where the right Justin lived? How would I get the money or have the time to check the other ones? Or even to get back to Sulphur Springs? 

To make things worse, winter was coming on fast, and I promise you it can get bitter cold at night, even in Texas.  Right now I was at least sheltered and safe to sleep at night, I had a locked door and a home of some kind, and if I left Sulphur Springs I’d be right back to being homeless and on the mercy of the world.  I didn’t like that feeling at all, and in a lot of ways it just seemed safer to sit tight where I was, even though I knew I couldn’t do that forever, or even for much longer.  Pretty soon there wouldn’t be any more yards to rake, and then what would I do? 

If you want the honest truth, I was afraid, and I had pretty good reason to be.  I was afraid to leave and I was afraid not to.

Nobody ever taught me how to pray.  It wasn’t something we ever did at home.  But I’d always heard there was a God, and I thought it couldn’t hurt to ask Him to show me the right way to go.  I sure didn’t have anybody else to ask at the time.  So that’s what I did, right there in my little shed in Sulphur Springs, on Sunday night two weeks after I first rolled into town.  I didn’t know if He heard me or not.

When I woke up the next morning, I decided to head for Wolfe City.  Partly because it was closest, and partly because, oh, I don’t know, it just seemed like the right choice to make.  Maybe it was God answering my prayer, or maybe it was something else.  Sometimes you do things without really knowing why.

I locked up the shed and kept my key, just in case I ever needed to come back, and I hid The Beast under some burnt wood and trash from the old house.  Then I walked down to the carwash and started chatting with anybody that looked friendly.  It’s the best way to get a ride.  People don’t always like to stop for you on the side of the road, but if they’re washing their car they don’t have any choice but to listen to you.  If you seem friendly enough then sometimes they’ll do you a favor.  

I ended up hitching a ride with a high school kid who took me as far as Cumby.  That was only ten miles or so, but it was the best I could do.  I had to pay him ten bucks to take me, but other than that he was nice enough.  I didn’t gripe about it, even though my cash was running really low again.  There are times when you just don’t have a choice, and I probably stank enough that he deserved ten bucks for putting up with me.  

You never notice things like that yourself, but it had been two and a half weeks since I had a real shower and it wouldn’t have surprised me that I was getting pretty ripe.

He dropped me off at a convenience store downtown, if you could call it that.  Cumby was too small to have much of a downtown.  

Anyway, I had a map, and since I didn’t have any other way to get where I was going, I decided I’d just have to walk the rest of the way unless somebody was nice enough to pick me up.  If it took me two or three days, it wouldn’t matter much.  I was used to sleeping in uncomfortable places by then, and I had my sleeping bag to keep me warm.  

Mama used to say the job you never start is the one that takes the longest to finish, so I took a deep breath and got started.  I walked north up the main street for a little while, then turned left by a big house for a few blocks and then right again at the First Baptist Church.  After that it wasn’t long till I was out of town.  Like I said, Cumby isn’t a very big place.

It was the first time I’d actually been out in the country since I left home, because you couldn’t count while I was inside the septic tank or on the bus.  There wasn’t really much to say about the countryside as I went along, just a bunch of rolling pasture land with some clumps of little trees here and there and along the fence rows.  It wasn’t like Tennessee, but it was pretty in its own way.  

Just being back out in the country cheered me up a lot, and for the first time in days I wished I had somebody to talk to.  It was just me and bunches of cows, though, and they don’t talk much.  Oh, and lots of big round hay bales, too, but they talk even less than the cows.

I walked all day to get to Commerce, and my good mood gradually wore off.  I was a little disgusted that nobody stopped to give me a ride.  It was eleven miles from Cumby to Commerce, and I was bone tired by the time I made it into town late that afternoon.  My feet were numb from walking, and where they weren’t numb they ached.  I wasn’t used to doing that much leg work in such a short space of time.  

I wished I could have brought The Beast with me.  It would have made things a whole lot easier.  But I hadn’t, and eleven miles on foot is a lot farther than you think it is, I promise you.  So I wasn’t in the best mood I’ve ever been in, to say the least.

I saw a gas station coming up not far down the road, and when I got there I turned into the parking lot and went inside.  I paid for a coke and sat down on one of the benches in the front of the store by the sliding glass doors.  I closed my eyes and laid my head back against the cinder block wall, too tired to even move.  It felt so good to get off my feet.

I think I must have dozed off for a while, because when I opened my eyes it was getting to be dusky outside.  I was mad at myself for wasting time like that, but I was just so, so tired.  I hadn’t even opened my coke from earlier, so I twisted off the cap now and drank about half of it in several big gulps.  I was still tired even after sleeping, and my muscles were stiff and sore, but I thought I could move on now for at least a little while.  I’d have to find somewhere to spend the night before long.  I missed my shed, just like I knew I would.

I trudged a little farther down the street, and before long I came in sight of some buildings that looked like a college campus.  I figured that sounded like a promising place to go, cause there are always lots of kids in places like that and there tend to be people around pretty much all the time.  After a little hunting I found the library, and it was a monster; five stories tall.  

I breezed in like I owned the place and didn’t even glance at the girl behind the circulation desk, just headed right on past her down the hall to the left.  There were stairs that led to the upper levels, but I was hoping to find an elevator.  I’d had about as much as my legs could take for a day.

I found the elevators before long and went all the way up to the fifth floor.  It was quiet up there, with no students in sight.  Just a lot of shelves of dusty books and some plastic couches and coffee tables.  I always wondered why they put those in libraries, since I’m sure you’re not supposed to drink anything in there.  It seems like tables and chairs would work better for studying.

The only other features were a computerized card catalog station, and a water fountain that hummed quietly to itself by the elevators.  

Almost the entire fifth floor was one big room, and there were these huge windows all around where you could look outside.  I walked up to the closest one and looked out to the east, and it seemed like you could see forever.  Texas looks dadgummed flat from that high up, I have to say.  I didn’t see a single hill, and for a second I was homesick for Tennessee.  But I knew if I thought about that too much I’d drive myself batty.  

Instead, I went over to the other bank of windows that looked west, to see if I could figure out where Wolfe City might be.  I still had my map, so I knew about where it should be.  I knew it was somewhere off to the northwest.  I just wanted to see it with my own two eyes.

I looked down and found the main highway that ran through Commerce, and followed it with my eyes till it joined another big highway next to a McDonald’s and a football stadium.  The stadium was marked on my map, so I knew I had the right place.  I followed the highway northwest for a while, as far as I could.  

It got all hazy and blurry from the distance before long, and I couldn’t have said for sure whether I was looking at Wolfe City or not.  I knew it wasn’t a very big town, and there were houses and things scattered pretty evenly all over the place.  It was hard to tell if they were clumped up a little thicker in one place.  I thought so, but I couldn’t be sure.  But then again it was fourteen miles away, so I might have been imagining things.

I turned away from the window, disappointed.  I guess I hadn’t realized how bad I wanted to see the place.  You might think I was putting way too much hope in this one spot when Justin might not even live there.  And maybe I was.  But I’d been running for what felt like forever, even though I knew it wasn’t even three weeks yet, and I’d already decided I didn’t like it at all.  I was ready to have it all be over.

Chapter Seven

That night I stayed in the library.  It was a little bit risky, but I thought it was worth it to be able to stay someplace warm.  

I waited until right before closing time, and then I went out onto the fire stairs and climbed up the steps that led to the roof.  The roof door was locked, of course, but I hid up there as high as I could for about thirty minutes, like a bat in a cave.  If anybody had come down the fire stairs and looked up there they probably couldn’t have kept from seeing me, but luckily nobody did.

I waited until I was sure everybody was gone, and then I slipped back down the steps and through the door.  The lights were off, but it wasn’t hard to see because of all the windows.  

A library looks really spooky in the dark, I have to say.  If I had let myself think about it, I would have been imagining I saw all kinds of ghosts and bogies out of the corners of my eyes.  I decided real quick that I better think about something else besides that.  

I crossed the room and laid down on one of the plastic couches.  It was already almost midnight, and I wasn’t used to staying up that late.  The whole time I’d been in my shed in Sulphur Springs, I hadn’t stayed up more than two or three hours after dark, and this time of year that meant I’d been going to bed about eight thirty.  So I was yawning my head off already.  

I set the alarm on my watch to wake me up at six thirty in the morning so I could go hide again before they came to turn the lights on upstairs, and then I laid there for awhile with my hands behind my head and looked out through the windows and thought about things.  

You couldn’t see very many stars because of all the light from the town, and for some reason I missed that.  In my room at home there was a window that looked out to the east, and sometimes on dark nights I used to leave my curtains open so I could pick out the stars I knew.  I went through a phase where I was all into astronomy and stuff.  I knew how to find a bunch of them.  Aldebaran and Achernar, Antares and Canopus, Regulus and Vega, I knew all those and more.  I thought it was so cool they all had their own names like that.  It made them seem like people.  

I think Sirius is my favorite star, though, because it’s so bright and blue and because it’s supposed to be called the Dog Star.  I thought that was awesome, even though I didn’t know why it had that name.  I asked Nana one time, and she used to tell me it was because it was high in the sky in the hot summertime and it caused all the dogs to slobber in the water that time of year.  

I don’t know if that was true or not or where she heard such a thing, but I do remember being grossed out every time I saw a little bit of foam on the water at the swimming hole after that, cause I thought it was dog slobber and I didn’t want to get any of it on me.  It’s funny what you remember sometimes, isn’t it?

I couldn’t see Sirius through the big window, though, so after awhile I gave up trying.  I did find Achernar, still twinkling blue like he always had.  

Watching the stars made me forget about spooks, and after a little while I closed my eyes.  It was good to feel like I was back on the right track again, making some progress toward trying to find Justin and getting things settled for once and all.  

That’s the last thought I remember having before my alarm woke me up.  It was still dark, and it seemed like the whole night had gone by in an eyeblink.  

I was still nine tenths asleep and had this fuzzy idea I was in my own bed at home.  I groaned a little bit and rolled over cause I didn’t want to wake up that early.  

I guess I probably would have gone right back to sleep again in spite of the alarm, cause I was just that dead beat, and if I had then I would have got caught red handed when the librarians came to turn the lights on.  

Lucky for me though (well sort of) the couch was narrow and when I turned over I rolled right off and hit the concrete floor.  My head and my right knee clipped the sharp edge of that darned coffee table on the way down, and you can bet your aunt’s girdle that woke me up for sure.

I sat there on the floor rubbing my ear and my knee and wanting to kick that danged table.  I’d bit my tongue too when I hit my head.  You’d think they’d keep dangerous things like that away from public places, wouldn’t you? I would, if it was up to me.

Anyway I didn’t kick it cause I didn’t want to make any noise.  I just gave it a black look and hoped somebody chopped it up for firewood someday soon.  Then I hobbled over to the east windows to see outside.

I say it was dark, but not completely.  You could see the first streaks of light down low in the sky, even though it was too dark to read or anything yet.  I was still groggy and not thinking too clearly, so I stood there in front of the window like an idiot for several minutes and didn’t move.  I was probably in plain view of anybody who happened to be outside on the lawn at such an uncivilized hour, if they happened to look up in just the right place.  

As soon as it dawned on me what I was doing, I backed away from the window real quick and melted into the shadows amongst the books.  You never just “go” into a shadow, you know, you always “melt” into one.  I like that.  It made me feel all sneaky and invisible, like nobody could possibly find me, and that’s exactly the way I wanted it right then.  
I shook the cobwebs out of my head and decided I had to get smarter than that, no matter how worn out I was.  It scared me that I’d been so careless.  It wasn’t like me.  

At least I hoped it wasn’t.

Before long the lights came on, and I was extra specially careful to be completely quiet and still for a little while.  I heard the door shut when the librarian left the room, but that didn’t mean I was safe just yet.  I had to wait for the library to actually open so nobody would wonder how I got in there.  

I couldn’t leave immediately even after that, because for a little while I knew they might remember who they’d seen walk through the doors that morning.  I had to give them time to forget.

It wasn’t hard though.  As soon as the building was officially open, I walked right out in the open and sat down on the couch to read a book for a little while.  I don’t remember what it was; just something I picked off the shelf at random to make it look like I was doing something in case anybody came by and wondered why a kid was at the library on a Tuesday morning instead of in school.  

Nobody did, so I guess it didn’t much matter one way or the other.  In fact nobody even came up to the top floor the whole time I was there.  It was so quiet you could have heard a pencil hit the carpet, if anybody had dropped one.

When about an hour had gone by, I decided that was enough time.  I got up and went downstairs to the first floor, and walked right past the circulation desk just as bold as brass.  The lady was looking at her computer and didn’t even glance at me when I walked out the door.  So much for that!

It was a little frosty outside that morning in the patches where the sun hadn’t managed to shine just yet, and the air was chilly.  I stopped to put on my jacket before I went anywhere else, and when I pulled it out of my backpack even I noticed that it didn’t smell too good in there.  My clothes were starting to get pretty grubby and dirty, cause I hadn’t had a chance to wash them all week.  I couldn’t afford it.  I had to eat.  The clothes I got from that garage in Sulphur Springs were never too clean to start with.  

I hate being dirty.  It makes people think you don’t ever wash.  Even when that’s the truth, you still don’t want people thinking it, do you? 

There was no wind that morning, and nothing much to hear except a few birds in the trees and some traffic noise.  The campus was deserted.  I guess most of the students were in class right then, but for whatever reason I didn’t see anybody.  

It looked like it might turn out to be a really pretty day, and I would have enjoyed it more if my feet hadn’t been so sore and I hadn’t still been so tired and hungry.  I nibbled on a devil’s food cupcake that I got from a vending machine, but that was about all I could afford right then.  

If you had asked me a month ago how I’d like it if I got to eat candy and cokes and junk food for every meal, I probably would have thought it was a great idea.  But now it seemed a lot less appetizing.  I would have given a lot for some real food right then.  I wondered what Justin was having for breakfast that morning.

By and by I passed a pond with a fountain in the middle, and crossed over a busy street with four lanes of traffic.  I spotted the football stadium, so I knew I was at the right intersection.  I dreaded the idea of walking another fourteen miles, but at least I knew that was the last of it.  You can put up with a lot of things, if you know they’ll be over soon.

I can’t really say much about the walk, except that it seemed to take forever.  By the time I dragged myself into Wolfe City it was maybe an hour or so before dark, and my feet and legs were hurting so much I didn’t think I could take even one more step.  My whole body hurt.  If you’ve ever been totally and completely exhausted then you know how I felt right then.  I’d had as much walking as I ever wanted to do ever again in my life.  I’d only thought yesterday was bad, but it was nothing compared to that second day of hiking.

I didn’t let it knock me back, though.  I told myself I was almost there and soon everything would be all right.  I wanted to believe Justin was there in Wolfe City so bad I guess I convinced myself.

Because if he wasn’t.  .  .

My only choice then would be to walk that whole thirty-five weary miles back to Sulphur Springs, and when I got there I’d be too sore and exhausted to do yard work for a few days at least.  Then I’d have a choice between starving or rummaging in trash cans, and I couldn’t decide which one would be worse.

I came to a little convenience store and mustered enough energy to go up to the counter and ask to borrow their phone book.  Phone books are wonderful things, when you stop to think about it.  Where else could you find so much information so fast?

I sat down and flipped my way through it, and sure enough, there was Justin Wilder listed.  It gave his address as 392 Wild Buck Lane, wherever that was.  

There was a big blown-up map of Hunt County on the wall by the door, so I went over to it and picked out Wolfe City first.  Then I started combing through the surrounding area looking for that street name.  I looked and looked until I was blue in the face, but I could not find the darned thing.

I finally gave up and decided to ask the clerk.  She was a red-faced girl with orange hair who looked like she was bored, but I hoped maybe she might know where the dadgummed road was.

“Excuse me, miss, do you know where Wild Buck Lane is?” I asked her.

“Is that in Wolfe City, sugar?” she asked.

“Yeah, it’s in the phone book but I can’t find it on the map,” I told her.  She chewed her gum and thought about it.

“Naw, seems like I mighta heard of it before, but I don’t remember where it’s at,” she finally said, “But that map on the wall is not too good.  There are some better ones on the rack over there next to the Icee machine.”

“Uh, thanks,” I told her, and wandered over there to see what she was talking about.  

I found the map stand, and it did indeed have some new county maps.  They were that annoying kind that have the plastic wrap around them so you can’t look at them without buying one.  I swear, whoever thought of that idea ought to be shot first and then fed to the hogs.  

The map cost two dollars, and that meant I had a choice between buying the map or getting something to eat that night.  I had two dollars and thirty cents left in my pocket, and that was the last drop.  Paying that kid for the ride to Cumby yesterday almost broke me.  

The girl at the counter wasn’t paying any attention, and for a second I was tempted to just take one of the maps and slip it up under my shirt and leave.  When your back is up against a wall you start thinking about stuff like that.  I don’t remember ever stealing anything in my life and I really didn’t want to try it now.  I could imagine what Justin would say if the first time he ever saw me was when he had to come get me at the police station for shoplifting.  What a great first impression that would make.

On the other hand, I was so hungry my head hurt.  I hadn’t had anything to eat all day except those two chocolate cupcakes early that morning.  So I dithered and dawdled and couldn’t make up my mind what to do.

In the end I decided not to take the map, since I know you’re probably all on pins and needles wondering what happened.  I know, I know, it sounds like a lot of build up for nothing, but it mattered a whole lot at the time.  

I was reading a story once about a boy who got thrown out on the street in London or someplace like that, and I remember something an old man told him, that you never did wrong by doing right, no matter how hard it was at the time.  I sure hoped he was right about that.

What I did do was buy myself a roasted hot dog smothered with so much mustard and chili and nacho cheese that it was dripping over the edge of the plastic container.  It cost me ninety-nine cents, and I intended to get every penny worth.  It was a self-serve kind of thing where you got your own bun and reached into the wiener-roaster with some tongs to get the one you wanted, then you got your own chili and cheese from a dispenser, however much or little you wanted.  

I still had a little over a dollar left, so I got me an extra large Coke to go with it.  I had no idea when my next meal might be, so I wanted this one to count.

I sat at a booth and attacked the food like I hadn’t seen any in days.  I got cheese and chili all over my chin and my fingers, but I didn’t care.  I licked them clean, and when I was done I licked the container clean.  Laugh if you want to, but you’ve probably never been that hungry before.  And if you have, then you know how it feels.

I killed the Coke with one last gulp, then sat there for a little bit resting my feet and relishing the feeling of being full.  Then I went and got a free refill on my Coke and refilled my hot dog container with chili and cheese.  I didn’t have the money to get another dog, but a bowl of chili and cheese would suit me just fine, and there was a sign over the dispenser that said extra chili was just twenty-five cents.  I could afford that.  Barely.

I went in the bathroom and washed my hands and my face to get the cheese off, then I went back out to the map stand.  I looked at those maps with a hangdog look on my face, I’m sure, because after a minute the orange haired girl came up behind me.

“You find the one you need?” she asked.

“Yeah, I think so, but it costs too much,” I admitted, pointing to the map of Hunt County.  She reached past me and picked one up.

“Well I don’t guess it matters if you just look at it for a minute,” she said.  She tore the plastic off and handed me the map like it didn’t matter a bit.

“Thanks,” I told her.  I wasn’t sure what else to say, so I unfolded the new map and looked at the list of street names down in the bottom corner.  Sure enough, there it was: Wild Buck Lane.  I ran my fingers across the map to where it said the street should be, and found it.  It wasn’t long, just a little spike off the highway maybe a half mile west of town.  

The thought of walking another half a mile was depressing, but I was so excited I finally knew where to find the place that I didn’t care.

I folded the map back up and handed it to the girl, and she put it back on the rack without bothering to slip it inside the plastic jacket.  I grabbed my Coke and my chili cheese and headed out the door with a smile on my face, sure that everything was almost over.
Chapter Eight

I’d like to be able to say things turned out the way I expected them to, but maybe that was too much to ask for.  

I made it to the road just as it was getting dark outside, and I saw that it was a short street with several little white houses that were all pretty much the same.  They weren’t bad looking, but not particularly nice either.  The ones near the highway were pretty close together, but the farther I went down the road the more straggled out they got, with big gaps and lots of trees in between them.

There were lights on in most of them, but nobody was outside.  Just as well, I thought to myself.  Number 392 was the last one on the street, where it petered out into a narrow dirt track that went on into the woods somewhere.  It was a long way from the other houses, set way back in the thickets where you wouldn’t have guessed it was even there unless you just knew.  

I didn’t see any lights on, but that was okay.  I was ready to knock until I woke somebody up, or wait on the doorstep half the night if I had to, if nobody was home.  I headed for it eagerly, just as fast as my sore feet would take me.  It had a longish dirt driveway that cut back from the street, and the yard was kinda weedy and grown up, but I didn’t pay much attention to that.  

I finally came to the house itself, and when I did I got a nasty surprise.  Tacked up on the front porch was a nice big red and white “For Sale” sign.

When I saw that, all my hopes suddenly came crashing down faster than a cat could lick its tail.  I didn’t realize till then how much faith I’d put in this one place, and having the rug yanked out from under my feet so fast like that was more than I knew how to take.  

I sat down on the porch steps and cried for awhile.  I know it was babyish and it didn’t help, but I couldn’t keep from it that night.  I think that was the first time I ever cried since I broke my big toe playing football last summer.

After a little bit I shut off the waterworks and thought about what I should do next.  There are times when you just don’t feel like going on, but you still know you have to, and that was one of those times for me.  The first thing I had to do was get back to Sulphur Springs and rest a few days at the shed and try to save up a little money if I could.  There were still those other places to go check, New Boston and Daingerfield and so on.  

I knew in my mind that there was no reason to give up just yet, but I was so tired, and so cold, and so grubby and broke and uncomfortable in other ways, the disappointment was hard to take right then.

I’d have to start out tomorrow and get back to the shed as fast as I could, but the most immediate thing to think about was what to do that very night.  I could tell it was going to be a bitter cold one, because I could already see my breath in the air even that early.  It wasn’t the kind of night I needed to spend outside with no shelter, not even wrapped in a sleeping bag.  I had nowhere to go and no money, and December is a cruel time of year to find yourself in that position.

I went up to the front door of the house and tried the knob.  It was locked, like I halfway expected it would be.  I figured I had nothing to lose, so I walked around to the back door and tried that one too.  It was also locked, and I really wasn’t in the mood to break in.  I looked under the mat to see if there might be a key under there cause that’s where we always kept our key at home, but there wasn’t one.

There was a deck built on top of the garage with a door leading out onto it from the second floor of the house, and I wondered if that was locked too.  

A rose trellis was built up against the side of the house and the corner of it barely butted up against the edge of the deck.  I thought I might possibly be able to climb it, but I wasn’t sure.

There might have been a ladder or something in the garage if I’d thought to look for one, but at the time I didn’t.  I was too tired to think of anything like that.  

Instead I went to the rose trellis and started climbing.  It was tricky, because the holes were just barely big enough for my shoes to fit inside, and some of them had big rose branches growing through them.  The thorns tore holes in my jeans and stuck me in the hands and arms more than once on the way up, and that trellis was none too sturdy either.  It swayed and creaked every time I made a move, making me think it was about to fall over any second.  It’s probably a thousand wonders it didn’t.

I made it up there without falling, though, and then I had to grab hold of the edge of the deck and pull myself the rest of the way up.  That was hard because I couldn’t get any leverage with my feet except on that rickety trellis, so I had to pull up my whole weight with just my arms.  As exhausted as I was right then, it took almost more strength than I had left.  

I managed it finally, and left a big scrape on the side of my ribs when I dragged myself up over the splintery lip of the deck.  It trickled a few little beads of blood.  No worse than the thorn pricks on my hands and arms, but it stung.

I picked myself up and crossed the deck.  There wasn’t much up there except a wooden picnic table and a barbecue grill that somebody had made by cutting an oil barrel in half and putting hinges and handles on it.  I thought that was pretty cool, actually, but it wasn’t the time for idle curiosity.

I got up to the door and found it locked just like all the others.  At least that’s what I thought at first when I tried the knob and it wouldn’t open.  The knob turned, but when I pushed on the door it wouldn’t move.  I shoved harder, thinking maybe it was just stuck, but it was stubborn as a drunk mule no matter how hard I pushed.  

I guess that shows how tired I was, because as soon as I tried pulling, the door opened without a hitch.

I stood there feeling really stupid for a minute or two, then I decided I better go on inside if I was going to.  I was a little scared to go through with it, to tell the truth, but I didn’t know what else to do at that point.  

I buttered up my conscience by telling myself I wasn’t going to steal anything or hurt anything, just sleep there for the night and then move on as soon as I could the next day.  I still didn’t like it, but if the place was for sale then at least I wouldn’t be bothering anybody, I hoped.

I went inside and shut the door, which opened into a dark upstairs hallway.  I tried the lights for a second just on the chance that they were still turned on, and I was surprised when they were.  I turned them off again right away cause I didn’t want anybody outside to see the light, but it was on long enough for me to see that there were three doors opening off the hall and some stairs leading down to other parts of the house.  

I waited for a little while till my eyes adjusted to the dark, then I felt my way along the wall to the first door.  It turned out to be a bathroom, and when I turned on the faucet I discovered the water was still running too.  

I started to have a wild hope that I might actually get to take a shower, because goodness knows I needed one worse than I ever have in my whole life.  But before I could get too excited I was disappointed to find out there was no hot water, just cold.  I figured the water heater was probably turned off or something.  

I went back out into the hall and continued with my exploring.  Both of the other doors upstairs led into bedrooms, which was what I expected.  

The first one looked like an old lady’s room.  There was enough moonlight coming through the window for me to make out a handmade quilt on the bed, and some powder boxes and perfume sprayers and pill bottles on top of the dresser, and some little whatnots of various kinds scattered here and there on shelves.  It smelled like cinnamon potpourri, and it had that dusty, unused look of a room that nobody really lives in.  

The other room looked like a guy’s room, and it didn’t have that empty unlived- in feel, either.  It was darker in there because that side of the house faced away from the moon, but I could still see a little bit.  There was a big bookshelf with a lot of paperback books on it.  There were about six or seven baseball caps hung up on nails by the window, a computer on a desk, several pictures that I couldn’t make out in the dim light, a rebel flag hung on the wall, some posters I couldn’t read, and some other unidentifiable stuff.

I went downstairs and came out into a living room where there was a huge brown overstuffed couch and a big screen TV, and not really a whole lot else.  The people didn’t seem to believe in having a lot of furniture or knick-knacks, that’s for sure.  

The kitchen was blue and white tile, and there was a table in there in one corner.  No dining room.  I opened the refrigerator and found it stocked with food, even milk and eggs and stuff like that which doesn’t keep too long.  That made me a little bit uneasy cause it made me think maybe somebody lived there after all and it might not be a good idea for me to stay.  I decided I couldn’t worry about it right then, though.  I just made up my mind to leave as soon as possible the next morning.  

I did notice that the milk had been expired for almost a week, even though it didn’t seem to have gone sour yet.  I wondered if maybe the people had just not bothered to clean out the refrigerator when they left.

There were only two other rooms downstairs.  One of them was for laundry and such, and the other one looked like a workshop.  There was a countertop that ran all along one wall and a bunch of tools hung up above it and some pieces of equipment sitting here and there.  I recognized a drill press and an air compressor with a hose coiled up beside it, but the other stuff it was too dark to see.  I still didn’t quite dare turn the lights on, not even down there.  

There was a thermostat in the downstairs hallway and I did risk turning that light on, since it couldn’t be seen from outside.  The heat was turned down to 50 degrees, and that made me feel better about things.  If anybody was staying there they would have had the heat turned up higher than that.  

I turned it up to 70 and heard the furnace come on.  I found the water heater in a closet in the hall and saw that it had been turned down real low too, so I turned it back up.  There was a little wheel you had to turn, just like on the thermostat.  

It didn’t take long before the house was warm and cozy, and the water was running hot.  That was just exactly what I wanted.  

I stripped off my clothes and threw them in the washer and turned it on, then I went in the bathroom and had a long hot shower.  I couldn’t get enough of it.  It felt so good I didn’t get out till the water started to run cool again and my fingers were all wrinkled up.  It was wonderful to be really clean again, especially after almost three weeks of barely washing at all.  I even washed between my toes and inside my ears.  

I didn’t get out till there wasn’t a drop of hot water left.  I dried off and hung up my towel so it would dry, then stood and looked at myself in the mirror for a minute.  I was pretty sure I looked a little thinner than I used to be, but other than that I didn’t seem much the worse for wear.  Same old sand-colored hair, same old bright blue eyes, same old snub nose with the pale little freckles scattered across it.  You couldn’t really even see them unless you looked close, but I knew they were there.  I flexed my muscles a few times and pretended I was the Incredible Hulk, and made a horrible face at myself.  Mirrors always make me laugh.  

I finally got tired of being silly and put on my last pair of boxer shorts.  I didn’t have anything else to wear because all my clothes were still wet in the washer.  It was done washing by the time I came out of the bathroom, but I still had to put them in the dryer, and I wasn’t going to wait an hour for them to get dry.  I was so tired I could barely keep my eyes open.  That hike from Commerce had just about killed me.  

I went back upstairs to the guy’s bedroom and fell onto the bed.  It seemed like a better choice than the old lady’s room, if only because I don’t particularly like the smell of cinnamon.  He also had a softer bed than she did.  It felt like it was made out of one huge marshmallow under the sheets, just the way I like it.  

I curled up under the comforter and I think I was asleep almost as soon as my head touched the pillow.  I don’t think I’ve ever slept so sweet in my life as I did that night.

When I woke up in the morning I could tell it was late.  There was light shining in my face from the sun, and I moved my hand in front of my eyes to block it.  I felt pretty good.  I moved my legs and I could tell they were still a little stiff, but not too bad.  Nothing like yesterday.  

I stretched and yawned real deep, feeling soreness in every muscle, then I got up and padded down to the dryer in my bare feet to get my clothes.  They were dry, so I put on some jeans and the Poison t-shirt, not bothering with socks and shoes right then.  I folded the rest of the clothes and set them on top of the dryer so I could come back and stuff them in my pack before I left.  They all fit in there pretty well now since I wasn’t carrying all that bulky food around like I was when I left Tennessee.  

I wanted to wash my jacket and my sleeping bag too, and so I threw those in the washer together and started it up.  I decided I could wait that much longer before I left the house.  Neither one of them would take long to drip dry.

After that I wandered into the kitchen to see if there was anything I wanted to eat.  I felt bad about using all this stuff without asking, but what else could I do?

I drank some of the expired milk (which was still okay), and had a bowl of cereal.  It was the cheap generic froot loops that come in a huge plastic bag from Wal-Mart, but that was okay.  I didn’t care about that cause they taste just the same anyway.  I know, cause Jonathan’s mom used to buy that kind and then use them to refill her empty box of real Froot Loops so everybody would think she bought the expensive kind.  She was weird like that sometimes, like anybody would go snooping through the kitchen to see what kind of cereal she bought anyway.  I smiled a little, remembering that.

I finished my breakfast and washed my bowl and spoon and glass and put them on the dish drainer to dry.  Then I went back upstairs to get my shoes and make the bed while I was waiting on the washer to finish doing its thing.  The least I could do for the guy whose house I’d slept in was to make sure I left it the way I found it.

It didn’t take long to shoe my feet or finish the bed, and then I was left with nothing in particular to do for a while.  I satisfied my curiosity by looking around in the guy’s room a little more.  I was too tired and I hadn’t been able to see much last night.  

Maybe I shouldn’t have been so nosy, but I just think people are interesting, you know.  I like to know what they’re like and what they think about, deep down.  People are all so different, and you can learn a lot about somebody from the things he puts in his room.  This dude was no exception, and after a while I decided I liked him, whoever he was.  

There were a couple of posters with Bible verses on them.  One was about thinking about true and noble things, and the other one was about not giving up when things were hard.  I could definitely relate to that one.  

His baseball cap collection was interesting too.  There was one from Texas A&M, and a camouflage one, and one from the Hard Rock Café in Dallas, and several others.  I wondered if he really liked to play ball or if he was just a cap collector.

There was a picture of an old lady in a blue dress on the wall, and several pictures of a young woman with long brown hair.  She was kinda pretty, except in one where she was sticking her tongue out at whoever was taking the picture.

It appealed to my curiosity, I guess, but by itself there was probably nothing in that room that I would have remembered a month later.  

But that’s when I hit the bombshell, and after that nothing was ever the same.

It was the last picture I looked at, way back on a corner of the bookshelf.  I let my eyes fall on it carelessly, not expecting anything, and in a split second I recognized my mother.  

She was a lot younger in that picture, but there was no mistaking it.  She was standing next to Justin with a pine tree in the background, with the old lady in the blue dress from the other picture sitting down on a stool in front of them.  It was the right house after all, and I’d found Justin at last.

Chapter Nine

I stood there open-mouthed for a minute.  Here I’d been thinking I might still have to search half of Texas and maybe even then not find the man, and come to find out I’d been sleeping in his bed all night long and eating his food and didn’t even know it.  I had to have time to switch a few gears in my mind, let me tell you.

As soon as I could wrap my head around the idea that I’d actually found him, I was carried away by a flood of curiosity.  

If this was Justin’s house, then where was he at?  Why was he selling it?  Who was the old lady in the picture?  Who was that girl with the long brown hair?  Why was the phone disconnected?  I had a thousand questions in my mind and no quick answers for any of them.

I satisfied my itch to understand by rooting through his desk drawers and his closet and anywhere else I could think of that might tell me something about him.  I found a lot of interesting stuff.  

I came across a couple of dried smelling oranges in his sock drawer, which reminded me of Mama.  She always went out in the pasture and picked a couple of them to put in my sock drawer at home every fall.  To make the clothes smell nice, she said.  These were still fresh, not all dried out like they always got after a few weeks.  I picked one up and smelled of it.  It had that same sweet orangey smell I remembered, and for a second I was more homesick than I’d ever been since I left Tennessee.  After a minute I put it back amongst the socks and moved on.

Justin didn’t seem to wear much of anything except jeans and t-shirts, so that really didn’t tell me much.  He kept everything folded up neatly, and most of the shirts were nothing special.  There was one that had Garth Brooks on it and another one with a picture of a lion roaring and holding some keys in its paw, and a caption that said “The Lion of the Tribe of Judah has Triumphed!” 

I had better luck in his desk drawers.  In the top drawer I found an old pay stub from an oil company in Atlanta, Texas, a place which I had never heard of before.  I also found an old rent receipt for an apartment in Texarkana, Texas.  

There was an AT&T cell phone bill addressed to Justin Wilder at this address.  I opened it up and saw tons and tons of calls to Magnolia, Arkansas, but nothing else that really jumped out at me.  I wondered who it was he called so much in that town.  

In the other drawers I found a half empty box of orange Tic Tacs, a lot of miscellaneous papers and junk, some more photos of people I didn’t recognize, a checkbook from Century Bank, and an expired Texas driver’s license for Justin.

I picked up the driver’s license and studied it for a while.  Mama always used to complain that driver’s license pictures look like mug shots, and I guess maybe they do.  This one sure did.  Justin looked about like he did in the picture I already had of him, except he was a little older and he wasn’t smiling and looked like he was stoned.  That made me feel better about recognizing him when we met.

I tried turning on his computer, but it was password protected and so I couldn’t find out anything.  There were limits to how snoopy I was willing to be, and trying to hack Justin’s computer was way beyond the pale.

I found a .22 hunting rifle and some shells in the closet, and that pleased me.  I can shoot pretty good when I want to.  Daddy kept telling me I could have a real gun when I turned thirteen, but in the meantime I went shooting with Jonathan and his dad lots of times.  There’s an old rock quarry way back in the woods behind our house where we used to go set coke cans on top of boulders and either knock them off with the .22 or else blow them to kingdom come with the shotgun.  I hardly ever missed.

You want to know something really weird, though?  There was a whole separate box of .22 shells in that closet where the nose of the bullet was made of silver.  I recognized it because the tip of the bullet was black instead of gray or coppery like it should have been, and when I rubbed the tarnish off then it got all shiny and bright.  

I couldn’t imagine where Justin had got such a thing, cause you can’t exactly walk into a gun shop and ask for silver bullets.  Not unless you want them to laugh at you.  He must have special ordered them from somewhere.  That made me very curious indeed about why he thought he needed something like that.  The only thing silver bullets were good for that I knew of was to poison a loup-garou or make one very sick.

While I was rummaging through the closet, I noticed an access panel in the ceiling for getting into the attic.  I thought about it a minute, then dragged the bedside table up to the closet door and climbed up there.  It was none too sturdy, but the panel slid back easy enough and I was just tall enough to poke my head through into the attic.

It was dark and musty up there, and there wasn’t much to see.  Just a bunch of wires and insulation and stuff like that.  No floor, and not even enough room to stand up straight if you climbed up there and stood on the rafters.  It wasn’t much more than a crawl space.  

I was disappointed and about to go back down when I spotted an old Prince Albert cigar box half buried under some of the insulation.  It was close enough to the access panel for me to grab it without getting up into the attic, so I pulled it out.  I had to strain a little to reach that far, and just as I got hold of it the darned table fell over.

I hit the floor, of course, and smacked my shin on the door jamb so hard I felt sick at my stomach, but at least I didn’t break anything.  It just felt like I did.

I dropped the box when I fell, and it came open in midair and spilled out a bunch of change and dollar bills all over me and the floor.  

As soon as my leg stopped hurting enough for me to think about anything else, I picked up the money and counted it on the bed.  There was four hundred and sixty-three dollars and fifty-two cents.  It was more money than I’d ever seen in my entire life.  I guess Justin kept a slush fund at home in case the bank was closed or something like that.

I put the change back in the box and set it down on the desk in front of the computer.  There was four hundred and fifty dollars in paper money, so I laid down on the bed and folded it up and turned it over and over in my hands for a little while.  I knew I couldn’t spend it because it wasn’t mine, and I wasn’t thinking about stealing it.  I just liked the feel of holding that much cash in my hands.  What can I say?

It made me wonder again where Justin had got off to.  I could understand moving somewhere else and selling the house, but if that’s where he was then I couldn’t figure out why all his stuff was still here and the lights were still on.  He couldn’t be gone for good just yet.  He’d have to come back here at some point to get his stuff, wouldn’t he? And surely he wouldn’t leave all that money in the attic and the food in the kitchen.  I wouldn’t have, if it was me.

The more I thought about it, the more certain I was that he’d come waltzing in sooner or later if I just waited long enough, and therefore the best thing I could possibly do right then was to stay exactly where I was for a while.  If I stayed at the house then I’d have plenty of food and a warm place to sleep at night and everything else I needed, plus I’d be sure I wouldn’t miss him if he showed up.  If he came in and found me asleep in his bed or something then it might be sorta awkward trying to explain who I was and why I was there, but that was a problem I’d just have to deal with whenever it came.  I hoped he wouldn’t be too mad at me.  But in the meantime there was no place else I could think of to go except back to Sulphur Springs, and that wasn’t very practical at all.

So that’s what I did.  I spent my time doing various things.  I laid on the overstuffed couch and ate popcorn and watched horror movies on the bigscreen, which were two things I was never allowed to do at home.  Mama said she didn’t like it when popcorn got in the carpet, and since Lola couldn’t watch scary movies that meant I wasn’t allowed to watch them either.  

Justin had a big collection of movies to pick from; everything from Nightmare on Elm Street to Scary Movie, and when I got tired of horror flicks there was Indiana Jones and The Day After Tomorrow and even The Lion King.  

There was also an Xbox and I thought at first that would be fun, but it didn’t take long for me to find out he didn’t have many games for it, and no cool ones at all.  Just tennis and golf and boring junk like that, so I think I only played it maybe once or twice.  It was mostly all movies when I was downstairs.

When I got tired of watching those I read some of his books.  He had a lot of really old science fiction stuff and that was okay, but you get burnt out on anything after a long enough time.  I’m a fast reader, and I sliced through King Solomon’s Mines and Perelandra and Journey to the Center of the Earth in just three days.  That’s speedy even for me, but when you don’t have much else to do then you can go pretty fast.  

After about three or four days of sitting around the house I started to get a horrible case of cabin fever.  It didn’t even really help to go outside in the back yard, because there was nothing to do out there either.  There was a bicycle and a four-wheeler outside, but both of them were locked up.

I thought about The Beast when I saw that bicycle and wished I had it with me.  Ugly as it was, and no longer than I had it, I really liked that bike.  I wondered if it was still under the trash at the burnt house and if Justin would maybe take me to Sulphur Springs to get it.  I could polish it up, make it look a little nicer one of these days.  If I’d had The Beast with me then at least I could have run around Wolfe City a little bit and got out of the house now and then.

But on the other hand, maybe it was better I couldn’t.  I didn’t want anybody to see me coming and going from the house, and I had to be there when Justin got back.  

I did find a fishing pole and a tackle box in the garage, and a little exploring led me to a pond out in the woods behind the house.  It wasn’t a real big one as ponds go, but it looked like it might have some sweet bluegills in there.  It had a thicket of bamboo growing on the far side which somebody had to have planted there.  It was too tall and thick to be the wild kind.  There were a few sweet gum trees on the bank, and the water was dark as iced tea from the leaves on the bottom.  

That was on Friday afternoon when I discovered the pond, and since I had nothing particularly better to do I took the pole and the tackle box from the garage and sat down under a big magnolia tree that grew on the bank and fished for a while.

It was one of those warm days you get in December now and then, with lots of sunshine and just a little breeze, when it feels more like spring than winter, except you know it won’t last.  I was more or less recovered from my trip and back to my old self again.  I’d been at the house since Tuesday night.  

I wished Justin would hurry up and get home, but then again I didn’t.  I still didn’t know what he’d say or if he’d even let me stay with him.  I hadn’t even nibbled on the question of what I’d do if he said no.  But on the other hand, I really thought he was a person I could get along with, and I liked his place.

I guess I had this notion that he’d understand everything perfectly and not say a word about it, and he’d give me the extra bedroom for my own and we’d just live happily ever after.  It was a nice thought, wasn’t it?

One of my worst habits is that my imagination is too good.  I build up all these wonderful daydreams about what I want and the best way things should go, and then it never ends up happening like that.  

I started wondering what it would be like to go to school in Wolfe City and if they had a good baseball team.  I wondered if Justin would take me to the lake during the summer and if I could have a horse someday like I’d always wanted, and if I’d make friends with any other kids.  

I was so lost in daydreaming and painting myself this beautiful picture in my head that I didn’t even notice when a man came walking up behind me through the woods.  The path was clear of dead leaves, and he didn’t make much noise in his tennis shoes.

He must have stood there and watched me for a while without me knowing, but finally he cleared his throat.  I was so startled I dropped the fishing pole and whipped around to stare at him with bug eyes.  

There was my Uncle Justin, no doubt about it, and he was looking at me with a frown on his face.  Not quite a scowl, but he sure didn’t look pleased to see me.

“Young feller, I don’t mind you fishing in my pond, but I do expect you to ask me first.  Specially when you borrow my pole and my tackle box too,” he said.  He had a thick Texas drawl, just like Mama does.

This was not the way I had hoped to run into Justin for the first time, with him thinking I was a sticky-fingered trespasser who took things without asking.  It wasn’t the best way to get things off on a good foot, not by any stretch of the imagination.  

I took a deep breath and looked him right in the eye, like Daddy always told me I should do when talking to a grown man.

“Uh, you probably don’t recognize me, but my name is Zach, and I think you’re my Uncle Justin.  I’ve been waiting to see you for a long time,” I told him.  I decided it was best to get right to the point.

His eyes narrowed a little bit and he stared at me long and hard.  He looked like he didn’t quite believe me.

“And what would make you think that, young feller?” he finally asked.

“Cause I know you have a sister named Jenna in Tennessee, and I’m her son.  She gave me this,” I said.  

I fumbled in my pocket for that old picture of Justin I took from Mama’s photo album, and offered it to him.  He took it without thinking, and I could tell he recognized it.  He looked back at me again, and this time his face was impossible to read.  He still didn’t look pleased, but I couldn’t have told you what he was thinking to save my life.

“Where’s Jenna then?  Why are y’all here?” he demanded.  He was starting to scowl for real now, and I knew I better say something quick.

“Mama is still back home.  She’s not with me.  Nobody is with me.  I came here alone cause I ran away before they could turn me into a monster cause I don’t want to be one and you’re the only person I knew who might help me,” I blurted out all in one breath.  

Justin looked thunderstruck when he heard that, but gradually I watched his expression soften up a little bit after he had a chance to take it all in.

“That’s an awful long way, kid,” he told me.  

I thought about how long it had really been, and how lonely and hard and how I like to have never made it at all.  Justin had no idea what an awful long way it had been.  

I just nodded without saying anything.

Justin took his cap off and scratched his head and took a deep breath.  I’m sure he was baffled and that me showing up was the last thing on earth he ever expected, but he handled it better than a lot of guys would have.

“Nobody knows you’re here?” he asked me.

“No sir, nobody,” I told him.  He shook his head like he still couldn’t quite believe it.

“I guess you better come up to the house and we best have a long, serious talk, boy,” he finally said.  

I wasn’t sure if that sounded good or bad, but I was in no position to argue with him about it.  All I could do was hope and pray he’d listen and see things my way.  I did owe him an explanation, because I knew I was asking him for an awful big favor when he didn’t even know me.

Justin turned around and walked up the path toward the house without looking back to see if I was following him.  Maybe he hoped I wasn’t, for all I knew.  Most people are not too happy when you drop a big fat problem in their laps with no warning, and he was probably no exception.

He walked fast, and I had to trot to keep up with him.  I left the fishing pole and the tackle box down by the pond cause I didn’t want to remind him of me borrowing them without asking.  Things were likely to be difficult enough already.

We came up into the back yard and I saw Justin’s truck parked in front of the garage.  He drove a black Dodge Ram 4x4, which was exactly the kind of truck I always wanted myself someday.  He won a few extra points for that.

We came to the front door and he fished out his keys and unlocked it.  He threw them carelessly in a basket just inside the foyer and then sat down at the kitchen table.  He leaned back in his chair and waved me over to sit down myself, and when I did he just stared at me again until I thought he’d burn holes in me with his eyeballs.

“So talk,” he finally told me.

Chapter Ten

So talk I did, for what seemed like a year.  Justin listened without saying much, except to ask me a question or prod me to go on when I stopped for breath.  He didn’t grill me or act like he didn’t believe me; he just sat there real quiet and took it in.  It was hard to tell what he thought about it all.

I told him about the Ceremony and how I was supposed to kill something on the night of the next full moon to finish becoming a loup-garou.  I told him why I didn’t want to be one, and how Mama and Daddy meant to make me do it anyway whether I liked it or not.  I told him about riding on the septic tank truck and the lady who bought my bus ticket in Fort Smith, and I told him how I found him on the Internet and how I lived in the dog house in Sulphur Springs and raked yards.  I finally told him how I walked to his house from Cumby and got there Tuesday night.  I didn’t hide the fact that I’d been staying there waiting for him to come home, either.  I figured if I wanted to live with the man, I better not start things off by lying to him.  

Finally I wrapped it up, maybe an hour or so after we first came inside, and Justin put his face in his hands and didn’t ask me anything else.

“Aw, man,” he finally said, mostly to himself.  That was all he said for a long time, but he finally looked at me.

“Well I’m not gonna turn you out on the street, Zach.  But what do you want me to do? You know your mama’s gonna come lookin’ for you, don’t you?” he said.  

Now if I had to be totally honest, I’d have to admit I hadn’t really thought that far ahead.  Finding Justin and convincing him to let me stay with him was as far as I’d ever planned.  When he pointed it out to me, I saw he was probably right.  But whether he was or not, I couldn’t let it go at that.

“I don’t know what she might do.  But I can’t go back there, Justin, I just can’t.  You know what will happen to me if I do,” I pleaded.  He didn’t look happy.

“Yeah, I know,” he said, looking down at the table.  There didn’t seem to be anything else to say, and the silence dragged out till it started to get uncomfortable.  At least it did for me; I guess Justin was too wrapped up in his own thoughts to notice.

“Your mama and me used to be pretty close, you know,” he commented after a long time.  

It didn’t exactly have much to do with anything I had just told him, and I wondered why he said it.  I have a bad habit sometimes of talking too much, but that night I managed to zip my lips and let Justin talk.  It sounded like he might tell me some things I had wanted to know for a long time, if I had the sense to shut up and be quiet.

“We talked about everything, always did stuff together.  Then she met your dad and got off into all that business he was in.  You know what I mean,” he said.  I nodded without saying anything.  I knew exactly what he meant.

“She was different then.  Wasn’t interested in anything else anymore.  Wouldn’t go to church, wouldn’t do anything with her old friends anymore.  She told me all about what was goin’ on, let me watch her tear the throat out of a deer the next full moon.  She wanted me to join up and do it with them too, even though I wasn’t much older than you back then.  She told me it was the most awesome feeling she ever had and I’d never be sorry I did it.  But I never would go along.  Didn’t think it was right, and I told her so.  Made her mad at me after awhile.  We fought about it all the time.  She started fighting with Paw and Gran, too, wouldn’t listen to anything they told her anymore.  They thought she was on drugs.  I almost wish she had been,” he said.  

All this was news to me, but I resisted the urge to ask questions.  I kept quiet as a mouse.

“Finally she and your dad pulled up stakes and said they was gettin’ married and movin’ away.  They never said where.  After that I never heard hide nor hair else till you showed up on my pond today,” he told me.  He sounded sad.

“You never tried to find her?” I ventured to ask.

“No, she made it clear she was done with me and all the rest of us.  Like to have killed Paw and Gran, cause they raised us both you know.  Paw never did get over it.  I think he died partly from grief, a couple years after Jenna went off and disappeared.  I lived here with Gran till she passed away this past summer, except when I was workin’ in the oil fields.  She woulda been proud to meet you, Zach.  I wish she could have,” he went on.  

I wasn’t sure what to say to that either.

“I’m sorry,” I finally told him.

“Aw, you couldn’t help it, bubba.  Don’t worry about it.  But we have to think what to do with you, though.  I’m not set up too good right now for takin’ care of a kid.  I’m gone all week, and I was fixin’ to sell this place and move closer to work.  You’d have to be in school and all that, and sooner or later they’d find you if they looked.  I’m not that hard to find,” he told me.  

I had my own opinion about how hard Justin was to find, but I didn’t think it was a good time to mention that.

“They don’t know I was lookin’ for you, and I never said anything to them,” I pointed out.  He still looked doubtful, and I was desperate to change his mind.  I knew if I couldn’t convince him now, I’d never be able to do it later.

“You could go ahead and sell this place and we could move to wherever your work is.  I don’t mind that.  And I’m old enough to take care of myself,” I promised.

“What about school, though?” he asked.

“I don’t know, I could tell them I was in home school or something up till now.  They wouldn’t know any better.  You could tell them I’m your nephew who just came to live with you.  People do that kind of stuff all the time.  I’m sure it would be okay,” I said.  

I tried to sound as confident and sure of myself as I possibly could, cause I knew if I sounded like I had any doubts, then Justin would end up having at least ten times as many.  He thought about it for what seemed like a long time, and then he took a deep breath, like he’d made up his mind.

“Well, we’ve still got a little while before it matters much.  You can probably miss this last week or so before Christmas, and then you won’t have to be back in school until after New Year’s.  Maybe we can figure somethin’ out by then,” he finally said.

“So I can stay?” I asked him hopefully, hardly daring to believe it.  He finally smiled then, for the first time since I met him.

“Yeah, Zach, you can stay,” he told me.  A surge of relief washed over me and I didn’t mind at all letting him see how happy I was to hear that.  I jumped up and threw my arms around the dude and gave him a bear hug.

“Whoa, bubba, slow down,” he laughed, “We still got a lot of things to figure out.” 

I knew that was true, but right then I didn’t care.  I was too happy to have a home again after all that time.

We talked for a long time that day, about a bunch of different things.  I really liked him a lot.  He was funny and pretty smart too.  He was a geobiologist for an oil company, whatever that was.  I never did quite understand what it was he did.  I just knew he had to travel a lot to drilling sites and that kept him away from home except on the weekends, mostly.  That was why he’d been gone all week.

After a while, the winter daylight started fading away and Justin noticed it.

“Come on, boy, if you’re gonna stay with me awhile then you need some stuff.  You can’t go around in holey shirts and wore-out jeans,” he told me, getting up from the table and heading for the door.  I got up and followed him.

We went outside and jumped in his truck, and he drove to the Wal-Mart in Commerce.  I remembered walking that road just four days ago, and it’s amazing how much faster you can get somewhere when you drive, isn’t it? 

We went inside and he bought me some new clothes and a toothbrush and a Texas Rangers baseball cap and some new tennis shoes.  He got me a prepaid cell phone so I could call him if I needed to, and he gave me thirty bucks to spend however I wanted.  

It had been quite a while since I had that much spending money for whatever I wanted.  I bought myself a George Strait CD and saved the rest for later.  You never knew when you might need some extra cash.  I’d learned that lesson real well.

After that, he took me down the street to the Lone Star Pizza Works by the football stadium.  We ordered an extra large sausage and pepperoni pizza with double cheese, which is my favorite.  When the food got there, he asked a blessing before we ate.  I’d seen people do that before, of course, but not in quite a while.

Justin smiled and laughed a lot and seemed like he’d changed his mind and decided to be glad I was around.  He made me feel like he was glad, anyway, and that was something I wasn’t used to and hadn’t expected.  I would have been satisfied if he’d just agreed to let me stay with him.  He didn’t have to do all this extra stuff he was doing, and I loved him for it.  

There are times when I look back and think how strange it was that he won me over so fast like that.  Maybe it had something to do with me being alone and far from home, but it wasn’t only that.  I didn’t know what it was about him that I loved so much, not back then, but I do now.  It was goodness.  He walked close with God and he really lived it.  You don’t find too many like that.  It took me a long time to learn what it was that made him so different, cause until I met Justin I never saw it before.  At the time, I just knew he was the best uncle I ever had.  

Well, he was the only uncle I ever had, to be honest, but you know what I mean.  Mama didn’t have any other brothers or sisters, as far as I knew, and I didn’t know anything at all about Daddy’s family, except Nana Maralyn.  Like I said before, nobody in my family ever talked about their relatives if they weren’t monsters.  I thought Daddy was an only child, but I wasn’t totally sure.

“Yeah, your dad was from Sulphur Springs, just down the road a piece.  That’s really all I know about him.  Only met him a couple times.  He never mentioned any family except his mama, and you already knew about her,” Justin told me when I asked him, shrugging his shoulders.

That wasn’t really a whole lot more than I already knew, but I decided it wasn’t so important to know right now.  I could always find out more later.  

After we finished our pizza, Justin took me to a movie rental place and got some games for the Xbox, and then we drove back home.  He played some games with me and beat me at baseball, but that was no surprise.  He’d had a lot more time to play the game than I had.  If it had been a real baseball game outside then I would have beat the tar out of him.  I’m the best pitcher on my team.  

But he beat me fair and square on the Xbox, so I tackled him and knocked him down on the floor and we rolled around and wrestled until he pinned me down by the couch and I had to give up.  

I hadn’t done anything like that in years.  Daddy used to wrestle with me when I was little, but not in a long time.  Maybe it was because Justin was younger and still enjoyed stuff like that, or maybe he just liked me better.  I don’t think it’s wrong to say that, cause you can love somebody without really liking them very much.  You have to have something in common to be able to like a person.  

I think maybe me and my dad had that problem, cause we didn’t care about the same things.  So I guess he probably maybe loved me, but he didn’t much like me as a person.  You can always tell.

It was different with Justin though.  He laughed at stuff I thought was funny, and talked about things I thought were interesting, and enjoyed stuff I liked myself.  He was so much like me.  I’d only met him half a day ago, and I could tell that already.  

There are times when God gives you things that are so good you never would have dared to ask for them or even dream they were possible.  Justin was like that.  I don’t think I ever told him so, but I hope he knows it.

We spent that whole weekend at the house, mostly, just talking and doing things, and we drove around Wolfe City a little bit.  I got to see where he and Mama went to high school and I got to visit the cemetery where my grandparents were buried.  They died in a car wreck when Justin was only a baby, so he and Mama had to live with their grandparents till they grew up.

I learned lots of things like that which I never knew before.  I filed it all away in my mind to think about later, when there was more time.  

Every night Justin called his girlfriend Eileen in Magnolia and they talked for at least an hour or two.  She was the girl in the pictures with the long brown hair who liked to stick out her tongue at him.  He told her about me and some of the reasons why I was there, and it didn’t seem to faze her any.  I talked to her for a minute myself just cause she wanted to say hi to me.  She sounded like a nice person, the best I could tell.  

Sunday morning Justin took me to church with him, and I was afraid I wouldn’t like that at first.  I almost said I didn’t want to go.  But I didn’t want to disappoint him, so I bit my tongue and went.  I expected it to be dull and boring, but it really wasn’t.  When we got there he sent me to the youth group and said he’d pick me up later.  

I had more fun than I thought I would.  They had a band and we mostly sang songs that were easy to learn.  Then we studied something from the Bible, but I have to confess I don’t remember what it was.  Something about Christmas, no doubt, but I forget exactly what.  We played some games and finally we had a potluck dinner of chicken spaghetti and garlic bread with grape Kool-Aid and peanut butter cookies.  I decided if church was like that every Sunday then I might not mind going after all.

Going to church wasn’t the only thing I had to get used to, living with Justin.  People always have their own personal habits and ways of doing things, and he was no exception.  He ate whole wheat bread and he liked to crunch ice cubes with his teeth while he watched movies and he had a bad habit of liking to get up at the crack of dawn every day.

That one was especially hard for me to get used to, because when he got up the first thing he always did was go in the bathroom and shave.  

That by itself might have been okay, except he always sang while he did it, and that woke me up every time.  He also sang in the shower, and in the truck, and sometimes just around the house while he worked on things.  He was just happy I guess, but it wasn’t something I had ever seen somebody do so much.  He sang anything from country love songs to old hymns to Camptown Races and Oh Susannah.  You just never could tell what might pop into his head.  There were times when I wanted to laugh at him for it, and late Sunday afternoon I finally did, when he was singing Grandma Got Run Over By a Reindeer at the top of his lungs.  I swear I couldn’t help it, I just busted out laughing.

He stopped singing and gave me an innocent look.

“What is it?” he asked, like he didn’t already know.
“Aw, just you singin’ all the time,” I finally managed to gasp.

“What, you don’t like my singin’?” he asked, pretending he was all hurt and brokenhearted.  

“Yeah, you’re just silly cause you do it all the time, that’s all,” I told him.  He didn’t seem the least bit perturbed by that, and he ruffled my hair and jumped onto the couch.

“Come here, bubba, we need to talk about some things,” he told me.  He was taking up most of the couch himself because he was lying down sprawled out like a warm breakfast, but I sat on the end of it by his feet.  He sat up to give me more room.

“You know I have to go to work tomorrow, right?” he told me.

“Yeah, I know that.  I’ll be okay,” I said.  I wasn’t really looking forward to another week at the house by myself, but I was okay with it.  I’d find something to amuse myself.

“Well, I been thinkin’ about that, Zach, and I don’t think it’s such a good idea for you to stay here all week by yourself,” he said.

“Where else would I go?” I asked, not really liking the way the conversation was going.  I guess deep down I was afraid he’d changed his mind and decided I couldn’t stay with him anymore.  Was this just a long winded way of breaking the bad news to me gently? 

As it turned out I was worrying for nothing.  He wasn’t thinking anything like that at all.  

“I think I’ll take you to work with me this week, and maybe that way you can help me look for a new place.  You kinda caught me by surprise, Zach.  I was gonna move, but not this soon.  Now we have to move things up a little bit,” he said, rubbing his stubbly goatee.

I didn’t know much of anything about Texas or where he needed to work or anything like that, so I didn’t think I had much advice to give.  I didn’t feel like I had a right to demand anything from him, anyway.

“Aw, I’d be happy with anything you could find, Justin,” I told him.

“Yeah, I’m sure you would, bubba, but all the same I’m sure there are things you like and things you don’t,” he said.

That was true, and since he was the one who asked I felt better about telling him some of what I really wished for.

“Well, can it be somewhere in the country, sorta like this?” I asked.  He smiled again.

“Yeah, we can probably manage that part without too much trouble, Zach,” he told me.

“What about somewhere with hills, and rivers to swim in, and a place where I can go horse riding?” I asked him, encouraged by the way he was so easygoing about it.  I was mostly thinking about Tennessee when I said that, and I guess he knew it.  

“We.  .  .  ll, maybe,” he said, “We’ll have to see what we can find.” 

He didn’t seem too sure about that part, so I left it at that.  I was sure he’d do the best he could, and I knew I ought to be thankful for whatever I got.  But I’d be lying if I said I didn’t miss the mountains and the wild hickory trees, and the sound of whitewater falling over rocks.  They say there’s no place like home, and I guess that’s true.  I missed it more than I ever thought I would.

I let my mind drift away for a minute, thinking about all the things I’d left behind.  The mountains and the whitewater, Jonathan, going target practicing in the quarry, my bike, my family, school.  .  .  where should I even start?  If I made a list of things, I could probably go on and on till the cows came home and still leave out a bunch.  How could I ever even begin to replace it all? 

The answer to that one was easy, of course.  There wasn’t any way.  You can never have the same thing twice, and it’s hopeless to try.  It never works like that, and all you end up doing is breaking your heart against a solid rock.  That’s why when you lose things you have to let them go instead of trying to get them back again.  You can’t do it, and you only hurt yourself worse if you keep on.  Never cry for the moon.  

I’m not sure who told me that or where I learned it, but even back then I already knew it was the truth.  The sooner I stopped thinking about the past and started focusing on making a new life for myself, the happier and better off I’d be.
Chapter Eleven

“So where do we stay this week, then?” I asked abruptly.  It was mostly for the sake of changing the subject, so I wouldn’t be thinking about home anymore.

“Texarkana.  It’s close to where I work most of the time,” he said.

So we gathered up clothes and stuff for a week and piled in the truck.  Justin locked up the house and headed down through Commerce and Cumby and got on the interstate and headed east.

“How long will it take to get to Texarkana?” I asked him not long after we left.

“Aw, just about two and a half hours,” he said.

Justin is one of those people who doesn’t like to talk much while he’s driving, so I didn’t try to make conversation with him anymore right then.  I looked out the window at the woods and the cow pastures beside the freeway instead, and thought about how unreal it all seemed.  The whole journey from Tennessee to Texas felt almost like it happened to somebody else, a long long time ago.  I was glad it was over.  

I did get one sharp reminder, though.  When we went through Sulphur Springs, Justin stopped and got us something to eat at that Taco Bell by the interstate.  I didn’t tell him it was the same one where I used to go and eat bean burritos because it was all I could afford.  

He wouldn’t let anybody have food in his truck cause he said it made a mess.  So we got out and ate inside the restaurant, and I didn’t let on how much I didn’t like the memories it brought back.  Like I said, I’d just as soon forget about all that.  But Justin didn’t know, and I kept it to myself.  There was no reason to bum him out over something he couldn’t help.

There was one thing I wanted while I was in Sulphur Springs, though, if I could talk him into doing it.

“Hey Justin, can we do something real quick before we leave Sulphur Springs?” I asked him.

“Maybe so.  We’re not in that big of a hurry.  What’s on your mind, Zach?” he asked me.

“Well, if there was time and you didn’t mind doing it, I just wanted to get my bike while we’re here,” I said.

“Is it far?” he asked.

“No, not too far.  I can show you how to get there,” I told him.  Justin shrugged.

“Sure, if you want to, Zach.  We’ll have to lay down a blanket or something in the truck bed so it doesn’t scratch the paint, though,” he said.  

That was fine with me, so after we left Taco Bell I showed him where to drive until we came to that weedy vacant lot where I had my second home.  When I counted up the days, I realized I’d only lived there for a little more than a week and a half, but it seemed like a whole lot longer than that in my memory.

We pushed our way through the vines and bushes until we got back there where the dog house was.  It was just like I left it six days ago, with the little padlock still hung on the door.  

“So this is where you stayed all that time, huh?” Justin asked me, looking at everything.

“Uh-huh,” I told him.  While we were there I decided to get the rest of my stuff, so I pulled out my key and unlocked the door.

It smelled like hay and wild cherries inside, and for a second I had a powerful memory of crawling in there to sleep at night.  Justin stuck his head inside after me.

“I’m amazed you made all this yourself, Zach.  You’re a pretty smart cookie,” he told me, looking at the door and the hay and the lamp and everything else.

It felt good to hear him say that.  I hadn’t been thinking anything except trying to stay alive when I was living there, but I was glad he thought I had done all right.  

I gathered up my books and my oil lamp, and somehow the place seemed empty without them.  I could have taken my padlock too, I guess, but for some reason I didn’t.  I just snapped it back on the hasp and locked the place up.  It seemed like the right thing to do.  I’d probably never come back there again, but it was my place, in its own unique way, and I didn’t want to leave it in bad shape.

We dug The Beast out from under the burnt wood, and it seemed just as good as it always was, and just as ugly.  Justin laughed when he saw it.

“You really want that old thing, Zach?” he asked me.

“Yeah, I really do,” I told him.  I couldn’t have said why I wanted it, except maybe because it had a colorful story behind it now and that gave it some character.  We’d been through a lot together, me and that bike, and I didn’t want to leave it behind.  Justin was laid back enough that he didn’t much care, so we carried it out front to the road where the truck was parked.  Then we laid my sleeping bag down over the truck bed and put The Beast on top of it.

“Need to get me a bed liner one of these days,” Justin told me while we loaded the bike.

That was about all there was to it.  We drove down past the Southwest Dairy Museum and the carwash where I used to get my water, and then got back on the interstate.  Not long after that we left Sulphur Springs behind.  

It took about two more hours to get to Texarkana, maybe a little less.  I had been asleep when I came through there on the bus two weeks ago, so everything was all new to me.

Justin got off the interstate onto Summerhill Road and drove all the way downtown to Seventh Street.  It didn’t look like a very nice neighborhood, and when he pulled into a cheap-looking motel I wasn’t surprised.  That was the only kind I’d seen for a while.  This one was painted-over brick, sorta old and run down, and it advertised weekly rates.  Justin parked the truck in front of Number 3.

“Now this place ain’t much, Zach.  I just use it as a place to sleep and clean up while I’m workin’, cause it’s cheap and it’s never been anybody but me.  So don’t expect too much,” he warned me.  

He didn’t need to tell me that.  I already didn’t expect too much, just from looking at the outside of the place.  I was good about keeping a poker face and not letting myself look disappointed, though.  And I really wasn’t, not all that much.  After you’ve lived in a dog house for a few days then a run-down motel is a piece of cake.  Justin went to the office and got a key, then let us inside.

The place was just as run down and old inside as it was out.  The walls were painted a dark brown to hide dirt, almost the same color as the carpet.  The carpet had cigarette burns on it, and so did the blanket on the bed.  It smelled dank and musty and when we turned the lights on I swear I saw a roach run under the bed out of the corner of my eye.  

I didn’t say anything about it, but I was hoping we wouldn’t have to stay there very long.  Justin looked sheepish, and I knew he’d seen the roach too.

“Like I said, it’s not much, but we only have to stay here till Thursday,” he told me.  Well, that answered that question at least.

We took our clothes and stuff out of the truck and put them in the room, and then we watched a movie on TV for a while.  I think it was Weird Science, but I can’t remember for sure.  I wasn’t paying much attention.

Eileen called at eight, and after that Justin was occupied talking to her for the rest of the evening.

I didn’t mind.  I watched the rest of the movie and then a couple more shows on TV and then I went to bed about eleven.

Justin woke me up the next morning while he was doing his shaving and singing thing, but I went right back to sleep before he walked out the door.  It was still dark outside when he left.

I finally woke up about eight thirty, I guess.  My bike was sitting in front of the TV, and Justin had left a key on the table by the door with a ten dollar bill and a note written on a page torn out of the back of the phone book.

Zach, there’s several stores not far from here when you get hungry, but don’t get lost.  I’ll be back about six.  Call me if you need me.

I noticed he’d also left a business card with the name and address and phone number of the motel, just in case I did get lost I guess, and he’d put my phone on the charger before he left.  He always thought about little things like that.  

I took a shower and put on some clean clothes, and stuck the money and my phone and the room key and the business card in my pocket, and then I pushed The Beast outside and locked the door.  I felt like it was high time for some breakfast.

I wasn’t sure which way to go, since I didn’t know where anything was.  I headed west so the sun wouldn’t be shining in my face; it seemed like as good a way to go as any.  I was on a fairly major street, so as long as I didn’t turn anywhere I probably wouldn’t get lost.

It wasn’t too cold that morning, but it was fairly cloudy and looked like it might rain later on.  I rode The Beast for maybe ten or twelve blocks, and passed under a freeway overpass.  I came to a McDonalds and had a sausage and cheese biscuit.  I don’t especially like McDonald’s, but they’ll do in a pinch.

If I’d known where anything was, I might have gone somewhere else and found something to do.  But that first day I didn’t, so I got a burger and a coke for later and then I rode back to the motel and stayed there the rest of the day till Justin got back.  

There was nothing to do besides watch TV all day, and I was sick of that after just a few hours.  My books were still in Justin’s truck.

That turned into my regular schedule the rest of the time we spent at the motel, and let me tell you, four days can seem like a long time when you’re bored.  Justin got back to the motel about six o’clock every night and usually took me somewhere to eat and maybe to do something fun if he wasn’t too tired.  I knew sometimes he was a lot more worn out than he pretended to be, but he always tried to take care of me the best he could.  He was a good man.

We ended up staying Thursday night too, cause Justin wanted to get up early and have the whole day to get stuff done, he said.  There was no reason to go to Wolfe City on Thursday night just to turn around and come right back to Texarkana the very next day.  I could see the logic in that, but that didn’t mean I had to like it.  

I endured it somehow, but I’ll tell you, I’ve never been so glad to see the last of a place as I was that nasty motel.  Me and roaches don’t get along.

We got up early Friday morning and left the motel about seven or so.  For once I didn’t mind getting up early, because Justin said we needed to go looking for a house that day, among other things.  

He stopped at an Exxon station and got a newspaper, then fished a blue pen out of the glove box and started reading the sale ads to see if there was anything that looked interesting.  He also made some phone calls to several real estate agents and stopped by a couple of offices.  He wouldn’t let me go inside when he did that, so I don’t know what he said or what happened.  He usually came out with a few sheets of paper that had pictures of houses and information about them.

After that, we started driving around to look at places.  Justin had worked there long enough that he was able to get around pretty much without a map most of the time.  

Texarkana is sorta strange.  Half of it is in Texas and the other half is in Arkansas, so I was never completely sure what state I was in.  When we went past the post office downtown, he stopped and took a picture of me with one foot on each side of the border.  I knew we didn’t have a whole lot of time to dawdle, but he was never in such a hurry that he didn’t have time for fun stuff like that.  I still have that picture somewhere, I think.

The first house we looked at was on Buchanan Road, and it was okay I thought.  It was a brick one with three acres of pine woods behind it.  But Justin vetoed that one until we looked at all the others first.  He said it was better to know what all your choices were before you made up your mind about something like that.  I’m sure he was right.

We looked at a lot of houses that day; I don’t remember exactly how many.  At least ten or twelve.  As laid back and easygoing as he usually was, I can honestly say I’ve never seen Justin as picky and demanding as he was with those houses.  There always seemed to be something he didn’t like about every one we saw.  Some were too old, some were not big enough, and some didn’t have enough land with them.  There was always something missing.  He was a lot more particular than I would have been.  But he was the one spending the money, so I guess he had a right to be as choosy as he wanted to be.  

Finally, when I had just about decided he’d never be satisfied with anything, we found a place he liked.  

It was east of town, where there were some hills covered in woods.  There was a place out there up on the side of a hill where you could look out over Coca Cola Lake.  It came with ten acres, and a wooden dock down on the lake shore, and a fenced in pasture, and a bunch of oak and hickory trees all around.  

The house itself was just one story, white, with a deep porch and four square columns across the front.  It had three bedrooms, one for me, one for Justin, and one for extra space.  There was a built-on shed for all of Justin’s tools, and it was way out in the country with no close neighbors.  It seemed like it had everything a boy could ever want, and I fell in love with it right away.  

“I think this is the best place we saw all day,” I told him after we had walked around and looked at it.  

We were standing on the porch looking out across the lake when I said that.  I’ve never been sure why they call it Coca Cola Lake, unless maybe it’s because the water is sorta dark.  But it didn’t look dark that day.  It looked blue as a marble that some really big giant kid had dropped in the valley.

“Yeah, I think maybe this is the one we want, Zach,” Justin agreed.  

He went to the real estate agent that very afternoon and shook hands on the deal.  I never knew things could get done that fast.  They just signed some papers, and the agent handed Justin the keys, and that was that.

“Well, Zach, we got a choice, you and me.  We can go back to the motel for one more night, or we can stay at the house tonight instead.  Which would you rather do?” he asked me when we got back outside.  As if there was any doubt!

“I think we should definitely stay at the house tonight,” I told him.  If I never saw that nasty roach motel again in my life it would be way too soon.

So we went to the store and got an air mattress and some blankets and pillows and candles.  There was no furniture in the house, and no water or electricity either, but neither one of us minded roughing it for one night.  Justin called the power company and they said it would be Monday before they could come turn the electricity on.  He didn’t have to worry about water, because there was a well with an electric pump, so as soon as the power came on then the water would too.

We ordered a pizza and some boneless hot wings and went back to the house not long before it started getting dark.  We lit the candles and I lit my oil lamp from Sulphur Springs, and we blew up the air mattress and laid it against the wall.  Then we sat there crosslegged and ate our pizza and drank some coke.

It can be really quiet in a house at night when there’s no electricity to run anything.  There are none of those little background noises from the refrigerator humming or a heater running or anything like that.  You never notice those things till they aren’t there anymore.

“Tomorrow I guess we need to go back to Wolfe City and start loading things up.  That may take awhile,” Justin said.

“It didn’t seem like there was a lot of stuff to me,” I said.

“Not so much at the house, no.  But a lot of stuff I already packed up in boxes and put in a storage building, Zach.  We have to get all that, too,” he told me.  I hadn’t known that before, but it made sense.  I always did think the downstairs part of the house looked awfully sparse.

“It might be a bigger job than you think it will, but I hope we can get it all done over the weekend if we give it all we’ve got,” he went on.  I thought he was probably right.  

There wasn’t much to do with no electricity, so we went to bed not long after that, intending to get up early and head for Wolfe City.

I have to say, it was doggone cold in that house with no heat after the sun went down.  It reminded me of that first night when I ran away from home and had to sleep inside the septic tank.  It wasn’t quite that bad, but cold enough.  I slept next to Justin on the air mattress and we put all the blankets on top of us.  It wasn’t too bad like that, except his feet were like blocks of ice every time one of them touched me.

I couldn’t go to sleep for a long time that night, partly from Justin’s icicle toes and partly because it was so quiet and still.  I’m used to at least a little bit of noise at night, and now all I could hear was Justin breathing.

He must have thought I was asleep though, because after a while he put his hand on top of my head and started talking real soft and low so I could barely hear him.  I don’t know what all he said, but I heard something about asking God to remember me and bless me.  When he was done he smoothed my hair down and pulled his arm back under the covers, and before long he was asleep.

I never had anybody pray over me like that before, at least not that I know of.  I wondered if he’d ever done it before when I really was asleep, and what he might have said.  He could still surprise me sometimes with things like that, no matter how well I thought I knew him.  

I hope I can be like that someday.  

We spent that whole weekend going back to Wolfe City and renting a U-Haul and loading it up with all the stuff from the house and the storage building over there.  Justin wasn’t a pack rat, but it seems like there’s always more to load up than you think there will be.  It took three trips to move everything.  

The old house looked empty and lonesome with all the stuff gone, and Justin seemed a little sad.  I guess it’s always hard to walk away from where you grew up and everything you remember after so many years.  I know the feeling.

“Well, there it is,” he said to himself when we loaded up the last two boxes.  Before we left, he cut some branches from the rose bush on the trellis and put them in a Ziploc bag with a little water.

“Gran always loved these roses,” he told me.  They were red ones, with white and pink streaks in the middle.  Later on, he planted them all along the front porch at the new house, and they took hold real well.  

We finished moving everything by Sunday afternoon, and Justin didn’t have to work the whole next week cause it was Christmas.  

We spent all day Monday working our tails off getting stuff unloaded and put away in the right places.  It seems like that took even longer than packing everything.  

We didn’t quite finish.  The extra bedroom was still stacked full of cardboard boxes, but at least all the major big stuff was put where it belonged.  Justin said we’d worry about the rest of it after Christmas.  

Early the next morning, which was Christmas Eve, we took the truck out in the woods on a dirt road and chopped down a big cedar tree and set it up in the living room in a five gallon bucket filled with water and rocks.  Most of the ornaments were still stashed in one of those boxes in the extra room, so that called for a trip to town to buy some more.  

While we were out shopping for ornaments, Justin took me to a flea market and got me a bunk bed for my room.  I was sorta surprised the place was still open on Christmas Eve, but on second thought maybe it’s not that surprising.  They were probably trying to sell as much as they could at the last minute.

While we were at the flea market I waited till Justin wasn’t looking, and I spent ten bucks to get him a coffee mug with a wolf on it, full of butterscotch candy.  That was his high school mascot in Wolfe City.  The wolf, that is, not the butterscotch.  I knew it wasn’t much, and I knew I was buying it for him with his own money that he gave me, but it was something I really wanted to do.  The old lady who ran the mug booth wrapped it up for me and put it in a bag before he got back.  He never noticed I bought it.  

We spent maybe another hour or two at the flea market after that, getting some other things we needed.  I got all new stuff for my bedroom to finish it out; a bean bag chair and a wooden desk and some green blankets and a couple of posters and pennants and such.  The only things I ended up having in there from Tennessee were my Robinson Crusoe book, my backpack, and the few clothes I brought with me.  I got rid of those old ones from Sulphur Springs, but I kept my oil lamp and a couple of the books I got while I was there.  Of course I still had The Beast too, but it was outside in the shed.  

When it was finished it didn’t look anything at all like my old room, but like I said before, that was probably a good thing.  The less I was reminded of that, the better.

Chapter Twelve

After we got back from the flea market, Justin left me alone at the house for a couple of hours that afternoon while he went back into town.  He still had some things he wanted to get, he said.  

I tried to make myself useful while he was gone.  I hung curtains and put away the silverware and things like that.  I couldn’t unpack many of the boxes because I wasn’t sure where the stuff was supposed to go, but I did what I could.  

After a while I went outside and wandered down by the lake to stand on the dock.  You could tell it was old, but the wood was still solid.  It ran out into the lake about thirty feet.  The water was too dark and the day was too gray to tell how deep it was.  There was no wind at all, and the surface was smooth as a big mirror, reflecting the bare gray limbs of the trees all along the bank.

It was peaceful, and I decided not to disturb it by throwing rocks in the water like I might usually have done.  

The lake was small enough that you could see the other shore with no trouble.  I guess there might have been houses and things all along the bank, hidden back behind the trees.  You couldn’t see them, though.  For all I could tell, I might have been the only person in the world who ever laid eyes on the place.  

I liked that idea.  It made me feel like an explorer in some new and unknown land.  The dock under my feet sorta spoiled that illusion, but as long as I didn’t look down I could still pretend.  Sometimes my imagination gets the better of me.  

You could see a long way to the west, and I sat there for about an hour and watched the sun go down across the lake.  I didn’t say anything, didn’t do anything, just watched.  It was gold and crimson and orange, and it turned the water gold where the light touched.

I sat there until the sun slipped down below the edge of the world and everything started to turn gray.  There was getting to be just a little bit of a chill in the air, so I got up and walked back home.

It’s strange, but I think watching that sunset from the dock is when I first started thinking of that house as home.  Always up till then when I thought of home I thought of my mom and dad’s house in Tennessee, but after that, home was Justin’s place.

Why then? I honestly couldn’t tell you why, except that sometimes you just feel things.  It’s sort of like when you’re waking up real slow in the morning and you finally know you’re awake and not dreaming anymore.  It had been growing down deep for a long time, and that was when it finally broke the surface.  I wish I could put it into words better.  

When Justin got back he had bunches of presents with him, some for me and some for Eileen.  They were already wrapped so there was no chance of sneaking a peek at what they were.  Not that I would have done that anyway, you know; I’m just saying nobody could have done it even if they did want to.  

A little bit later Eileen came over.  I heard her pull up in the yard, but she didn’t come inside right away.  Justin had me busy making popcorn, so I didn’t think much about it at the time, even though I was really curious to meet her.  

I knew a little bit about her already.  I knew she was a chemist for the same oil company where Justin worked, and they had to share lab space.  I guess that’s probably how they first met, talking about oil and grease and all that other funky stuff they have to work with all the time.  

But whatever it was they used to talk about, I knew here lately they’d been talking a lot about me.  So Justin told me, and that made me even more curious about her than I would have been otherwise.  

Eventually she did come in, carrying several more packages in her arms.  I was disappointed to see that hers were already wrapped too.  She was too much like Justin that way; she never missed a lick.  

“So here’s the amazing Zach,” she said when she walked in, smiling at me.  

It was the first time I’d ever seen her in person, and I have to admit she was prettier in real life than she was in those pictures.  Maybe it’s because she didn’t stick her tongue out at me, but I think it’s because she was just really beautiful.

She set her packages down and kissed me on the cheek and said she was sure we’d get along just fine.  I don’t even remember what I told her cause she made me turn red, but I liked her an awful lot.  

Sometimes I wonder why Eileen kissing me made me turn red, when that lady who kissed me in the bus station in Fort Smith didn’t do that?  A kiss is a kiss, isn’t it?  Justin saw my face and thought it was hilarious, but then of course he would think it was funny.  

“Looks like you two are gonna be really good friends,” he said, still laughing at me a little.

“Uh, yeah,” I said, or something like that.  I was still a little tongue-tied.

He finally contained himself and let me off the hook by suggesting that we sing some Christmas carols.  

Justin wanting to sing was nothing unusual, so that’s what we did.  He and Eileen did, anyway.  I didn’t really know all the words; I just sang the parts I remembered.  They took turns picking the songs.  I remember he wanted to sing Oh Come All Ye Faithful and she wanted to sing Silent Night, and there were some others I didn’t recognize.  They wanted me to pick one too, but when I said I couldn’t think of anything they didn’t insist.  After we got done singing then we opened all the presents.  

That was something else a little unusual about Justin that I wasn’t used to, that he opened gifts on Christmas Eve night instead of Christmas morning.  He said it was because it was more like when the wise men came to bring their gifts to Jesus, and that’s what Christmas was supposed to be about, not Santa Claus.  I guess that’s true, but I never heard anybody say that before.

Justin and Eileen gave each other lots of things, I don’t remember what all.  I remember she gave him a red and white Santa cap and he was silly enough to wear it all night.  He gave her some diamond earrings and a pair of leather gloves, among other things.

Justin smiled when he opened the mug I gave him and passed out some of the butterscotch to everybody.  He said it was perfect to go on his desk at work.  As far as I know that’s where he still keeps it, to hold pencils and things.  

Besides the kiss, Eileen gave me a pair of cowboy boots and a couple of games for the Xbox.  Justin gave me some money and some more clothes, and a remote control monster truck.  But then, he’d been buying me stuff all week too.  

They both saved the best thing for last, though.  

After everything was opened and the wrapping paper was piled up in snowdrifts all over the floor, I thought that was all of it.  But then Justin stood up, looking all mysterious.

“I think maybe we forgot somethin’, didn’t we, babe?” he asked Eileen.

“Yeah, I think maybe we did,” she told him, smiling.  They both looked at me.

“What is it?” I asked, cause I really didn’t have a clue what they were talking about.

“Go outside and see,” Eileen told me.  I was game, so I got up and put on my jacket and went outside.

Tied up to a tree in the front yard next to Eileen’s truck was a brown and white horse, with all the leather and tack sitting on the ground beside him.  I didn’t know what to say and just stood there with my mouth open for a minute.

“Go on, he’s yours all right.  You have to take care of him though, cause he’s not a toy.  I’ll teach you how to ride when it gets a little warmer outside in the spring,” Justin told me.  

I didn’t say anything else.  I just walked down the steps and went up to my horse and started to get friendly with him.  Horses have a strong smell if you’re not used to them, or at least this one did.  I wrinkled my nose a little bit, but I was more than willing to put up with that.  I found out later that he was really a present from Justin and Eileen both.  Her parents raise horses on a big ranch in Magnolia, and that’s where this one had come from.  

Justin is a man who never overlooks anything, like I said earlier.  He must have remembered me saying something about wanting a place where I could ride.  Either that, or he just knew me that well already.  

I got up on his back for a minute and they took some pictures, then we went and put him in the pasture.  We took some pictures out there too, of all three of us standing together in front of the gate, with Justin on one side and Eileen on the other and me in the middle.  She has one of those cameras with a delay button so the person taking the photo has time to be in it too.  I still have those pictures too, up on my bedroom wall.

Eileen went home not long after that, so she could get back to Magnolia before it got too late.  She stood on the front porch kissing Justin for like ten minutes before she left, though.  I knew that’s what they were doing even though I was back inside by then.  I could see them through the front window.  And no, I was not spying, but when they didn’t come in right away I peeked out through the blinds long enough to see what was keeping them so long.  

I thought about razzing him for it when he came back in, but I finally decided not to.  He probably would have just laughed and asked me if I was jealous, and that would have embarrassed me all over again.  He stood out there and watched until her truck disappeared through the trees, then he came back inside with that silly Santa Claus cap still parked on his head.

“Well, bubba, did you have a nice Christmas this year?” he asked me after he shut the door.

“It was the best,” I told him.

“I’m glad, then,” he said.  

We didn’t say much more, cause it was getting late and we were both sleepy.  I put on some shorts and an old t-shirt and crawled up under the covers on my top bunk, and laid there for a little while looking at the ceiling not far above my head.  It was white, with little whorls in the paint that made it look almost like clouds.

I heard Justin singing something to himself in the kitchen, but it was too low for me to tell what it was.  In a minute he came in and climbed up the bunk ladder part way to make sure I was warm enough and to say goodnight.  He always did that much, so it didn’t surprise me.  What did surprise me a little was when he tucked the covers around my neck and then kissed me on the forehead before he climbed down to go to bed.  

I guess everybody was handing out kisses that night.

After he left I touched my forehead with one hand.  The skin still tingled a little where his stubbly goatee had scraped against it.  It reminded me of something Daddy might have done a long time ago when I was little.  It made me feel safe, like I always used to back then.  

I went to sleep not long after that, happier than I’d been in a long time.  You might say I had everything I ever wanted, and I knew I’d never have to worry about becoming a monster ever again.  Justin and Eileen seemed to think the world of me, and what more could a kid ask for than that?

Well, there was one other thing, and I guess you probably know what it is before I even tell you.  I had to let Mama and Daddy know I was all right.  I didn’t want them to worry about me.

That took some careful thinking, cause I sure didn’t want to get Justin in trouble and I for double sure didn’t want Mama and Daddy to know where I was at.  So that meant I couldn’t call, and I couldn’t send a letter, and I guess standing on top of the truck and yelling probably wouldn’t do much good either, would it?

I finally figured it out, even though it took me a few days to hit on the answer.  That boy sitting across the aisle from me in the bus station in Fort Smith is what gave me the clue.  I was thinking back over everything that had happened, like I did sometimes, and I remembered him using Yahoo Messenger that day.  

As soon as I thought about it, I knew that was the answer to my problem.  There was no way to trace an instant message as far as I knew, and Mama used Yahoo all the time.  I could talk to her that way and she wouldn’t be able to tell where I was unless I slipped up and told her something.  I hoped I was smarter than that.  

So I got online and signed in to my old account that she set up for me last spring.  I almost never remembered the password, but I got it right on the third try.  Then I sent Mama a message.  She wasn’t on right then, but I knew she’d get it when she did sign in.  She never went more than a few days without talking to her friends.  

I told her I was okay and I was in a good place where I’d be safe.  I said I was happy and that I had to leave because I didn’t want to be a loup-garou.  I told her to tell everybody I loved them and please not to look for me, but I’d come back to visit someday when I could.  

I didn’t know what else to say, and it was harder than I thought it would be.  But I read the message one last time, decided it was good enough, and clicked the send button.

Then I waited.

I checked my messages a lot over the next few weeks, and you know, I never did get an answer from her.  I knew she would have gotten the message by that time, so at first I thought maybe she just didn’t know what to say.  At least that’s what I told myself for a while.  

It bothered me a little bit.  I was expecting her to be mad at me, or to beg me to tell her where I was or to come home or something like that.  I was ready for any of those reactions, and I thought I could handle them.  But getting totally ignored left me confused and more than a little hurt.  I wasn’t sure what to think.  It might have bothered me more, if I hadn’t been thinking so much about something else those next few weeks.  

Right after New Year’s, Justin put me back in school, but not the kind I was used to.  He started me out in a little private Christian school not far from the house.  I think he had to, since he didn’t have my birth certificate and all that other bull which a regular school always wants, and there was no way to get any of it right then.  The owner of the school he picked for me was a friend of Eileen’s and so they were a little more laid back about stuff like that.  

It was close enough that I could walk or ride The Beast if I wanted to, and on rainy or cold days Justin usually took me himself.  There were only four other kids in my class, which was way smaller than I was used to.  But other than that it wasn’t especially different than my old school.  We studied math and history and science and all that good stuff just like I always had.  We played football every day at lunchtime, and I made some good friends and got used to things soon enough.  

Well.  .  .  I have to admit there was one big difference between that place and my old school.  We talked about God all the time, in every class.  I learned more about that subject in a week than I’d ever heard before in my whole entire life, and that’s what it was that had me doing so much thinking right then.  

I can’t say I never wondered about it before, of course, but it wasn’t something I’d spent tons of time thinking about, either.  And it wasn’t that anybody pushed me about it even then.  They just told me things, and if I asked a question they answered it, and then they left me to make up my own mind.  

There’s no specific moment I can lay my finger on and say that’s when I decided to believe, but I know when the day was.  I was sitting on the dock by the lake, fishing with Eileen one Sunday afternoon during Spring Break.  It was warm and sunny that day, with a little breeze making ripples across the water.  I can’t remember where Justin was that day, but me and Eileen were pretty tight by then.  I found out she’s a good fisherman.  She could sweet-talk a bass out of the water on days when nobody else could have done it.  

Anyway, if you had asked me that morning what I thought about Jesus, I would still have said I wasn’t sure.  But when I came back from the lake, if you’d asked me the same question, then I would have called him savior and King.  

I’m not sure why particularly then.  I wasn’t thinking much about it while we were fishing.  I was thinking more about the warm sun and the cool water on my bare feet, and talking to Eileen about horses and stuff, and watching the breeze blow her hair back.  I remember she forgot to bring a pony tail holder that day, and her long hair kept tickling my face when the wind blew it that way.  

Sometimes something grows and grows in your heart like a drop of water getting bigger and bigger on the lip of a faucet, and finally it gets big enough to fall.  That’s the best way I can describe how it happened.  

However it was, I’m thankful.  

Epilogue

All that was six months ago, and now I’m sitting here on my porch in Arkansas, looking out over the lake and fixing to go feed and water Buster and maybe brush him down.  I can ride well enough not to fall off anymore, even though it took a few weeks of being really sore to learn how.

When Justin gets home in a little while, we might go riding around the lake before it gets dark, and I think Eileen might come over tonight and make us a shepherd’s pie for supper, if I ask her just right.  She’s a really good cook when she has time to be.  

Justin tells me they’re getting married this fall, and then she’ll come live here with us all the time.  And I say the sooner the better.  Anybody who can run a kitchen like that girl can, she definitely gets my vote.  

There are times when I still want to chew on the past like a dog with an old bone, going over it in my mind again and again till I’m sick of it.  I’m not sure it even helps much, but it’s been hard sorting out how I feel about everything.  

Justin was the one who said I should write down this whole story of what happened from the very beginning, and if I did then maybe I’d understand things better and have an easier time letting go.  I didn’t believe him at first, but I decided it was worth a try.  It took longer than I thought it would and I found out you have to think about things in a different way when you’re telling a story to somebody else than when you’re just brooding about it.  That by itself helped a lot.  

He also told me awhile back that everything happens for a reason, and read me a verse from the Bible about how all things work together for good to those who love the Lord, even the really bad things.  Then he said he was sorry about me having to run away, but he loved me and he was glad God brought me to live with him.  

That was something I really needed to hear, and it probably did more good than anything else he could have said.  I’m sure he knew that when he said it.  He understands me so well.

Eileen tells me things like that too, but she has a little bit different personality than he does.  Justin loves me like the sun loves the green grass; warm hearted and kind as springtime, always ready to play or listen to how I feel.  Eileen is more like the ground under my feet, steady and sure, more practical and not quite so much of a dreamer.  

You might say he’s the one who builds castles in the sky and she’s the one who puts the foundations under them.  If you want to figure out how you feel and what you want and the things that will make you happy, then you go to Justin.  If you want to figure out how to make those things actually happen in the real world, then it’s better to ask Eileen.  

I love them both so much.  

I wonder sometimes about Lola, and what will happen to her when she gets older.  I guess she’ll have to make her own choices then about what she wants to do.  Maybe by the time she’s ten or twelve she’ll be curious enough to want to find me and ask me why I left, and maybe by then I’ll know the right words to tell her.  I pray about that an awful lot.  

I still haven’t heard anything from mom and dad, even though I sent them several more messages.  I guess they don’t want to talk to me anymore or have anything to do with me since I don’t want to be a monster.  

I think I always sorta knew that’s how it would be, deep down.  I just didn’t want to admit it to myself for a long time.  I won’t pretend it doesn’t still hurt me sometimes.  I cried a lot at first, till I learned to accept it.

But Justin loves me just the way I am, and so does Eileen, and so does God, and that’s all I need to know.

The End
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All things work together for good to those who love God,

Who are called according to His purpose.

· Romans 8:28
Chapter One

They caught me on a night when the moon was full, just like I always knew they would.

It was late September, and if you took a deep breath you could catch the first taste of fall in the air.  I love that time of year, and that’s why I went down to the lake that night to toss pebbles in the water and watch the ripples wash the shore.  Justin and Eileen were at a conference in Houston, so I had the whole place to myself for the weekend.

Maybe I should have known better than to go traipsing down there alone on a full moon night, but it had been a long time since I ran away from home, almost two years in fact, and I guess I was starting to get careless.  Besides that, I wasn’t expecting anything to happen right there in my own back yard.  

Not till the dude grabbed me, anyway.

Without a snarl or a growl, or even so much as a crunch of dead leaves under his feet to give me any warning, somebody snatched me from behind and slapped his hairy paw across my mouth to keep me from yelling.

Oh, I fought like a tiger on crack, but it didn’t do me any good.  I had one arm free and I used it to yank loose the silver cross I always wore around my neck for just such an emergency.  It was made with a sharp point at each end, and as soon as I got hold of it I swung my hand up and nailed the dude right on the forearm.  You might not think it sounds like much of a weapon, but for me a sharp piece of silver was better than all the guns and knives in the world.  

The man cursed, and I think he almost let go of me for a second.  I felt his hold loosen up just a little bit, but not quite enough for me to break free.  Instead I felt a sharp little prickle in my side where his other arm was wrapped around me, right under my ribs.  At first I thought it was a knife, but then I found out later it was a shot of horse tranquilizer.

I had time to be surprised that the silver hadn’t done anything to the man, and I remember wondering what went wrong.  Then everything went black.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *

I woke up with a pounding headache inside a dark stuffy place that smelled like wet dirt.  I wasn’t thinking too clearly yet, and the first thing that crossed my mind was that I was inside a coffin.  That was such a horrible idea that I screamed, or at least I tried to.  That’s when I found out my mouth was covered with duct tape.    

My hands and feet were taped up, too, and that’s an awfully scary way to wake up, if you’ve never tried it.  For a little while, terror threatened to drown out everything.

I took a deep breath and forced myself to calm down, though.  I might be packed like a sardine in a can, but I was still alive and I didn’t seem to be hurt except for the headache.  My hands were taped together at the wrists, but I could still move my arms.  I reached up and felt the ceiling, which was no more than a foot above my face.  It felt like cardboard, and there was enough give that I could tell it wasn’t a coffin at least.  Not that I’ve ever actually been inside a coffin before, you know. . . but I was willing to bet they didn’t make them out of cardboard.  Nobody is that cheap and tacky.

That did wonders for my nerves, and I started to explore the situation a little better.  The first step to getting yourself out of a pinch is to find out exactly what you’re up against.

Whoever taped me up must have been in a hurry, because they were awfully careless about it.  If they’d thought to tape my arms down to my sides then I probably would have been out of luck, but as it was I had some wiggle room.  I brought my hands up to my face and pulled the tape off my mouth first, and then I started gnawing on the strip around my wrists.

Duct tape glue is really nasty, just in case you ever wondered.  I wouldn’t advise chewing on it unless you absolutely have to.  It gets stuck in between your teeth and I think they must flavor it with dirty motor oil, the way it tastes.  I felt like gagging.  

It took me a good long time to chew my hands free.  The tape tore hair off my wrists when I pulled it loose and I gritted my teeth from the pain.  I didn’t dare make noise, though, so I had to pull slowly even though it made it hurt more.

As soon as I could, I felt in my right jeans pocket where my cell phone should be.  It was still there, so I flipped it open and used the backlight from the screen to look around.  I was definitely inside a cardboard box, just like I thought; one that was barely big enough to hold me.  There was some half-dried red clay mud on the walls down close to my feet, which must have been where the wet dirt smell had been coming from.  

I tried to call Justin or Eileen, but all I got was a “call failed” message.  Wherever I was, there was no cell service.  I didn’t waste time crying over it, though; I just closed the phone and slipped it back in my pocket.  I didn’t want to run the battery down when I might need it later.  

As it turned out, I still had my pocketknife and my billfold and all my other stuff, too.  The only thing missing was the silver cross from around my neck, and I might have dropped that on the ground when the man knocked me out.  I felt almost naked without it.  

I strained my ears to hear the slightest noise, but it was quieter than a cave in there.  No engine or traffic sounds, no machinery, no voices, nothing.  

I finally decided it was stupid to wait around for the man with the hairy hands to come back and find me.  I had to get out of that box.  

I pushed up with my palms, but the lid would only move a little bit before it stopped firmly.  It was probably taped shut on the outside or some such thing, but I was ready for that.  

I opened the little blade on my knife and stuck it into the side of the box way up high, and then sliced down in one smooth cut.  You should never let your knife get dull, you know.  You can never be sure when you might need it.  You might never get trapped inside a cardboard box, but then again you never know.  Just a few hours ago I never would have seen it coming myself.  I always sharpened both blades at least once a week, and right then I was glad I did.  I made two more quick cuts and then knocked out a piece of cardboard about twelve inches square.  

The first thing I saw when I got the hole open was a spare tire lying flat on some dirty gray carpet, and the back of a leather car seat.  I couldn’t see much more than that because of the angle.

There was darned little room to move around inside that box, and I had to struggle a while and nearly scraped an ear off on the edge of the hole, but eventually I was able to push my head out to get a better look around.  I was in the back cargo hold of a Bronco or a Blazer or something like that.  The box I was in was tied up with plastic cords, just like I thought.  Good enough.

I quickly sliced another cut in the box to make the hole bigger, and then wormed the rest of my body out.  

The windows were tinted really dark, but it was daylight outside and I could see well enough.  There wasn’t much out there except a dirt road lined with thick pine trees behind me, and in front there was what looked like a deer camp.  There were five or six cinder block buildings of pretty good size, and two other cars parked not far away.  I was close enough to the nearest building to see dew still glistening and steaming on the metal roof, so it couldn’t be very late yet.  There was nobody in sight, but I knew better than to hang around.  Somebody might show up any second.

I checked real quick to make sure there were no keys in the car.  I knew that was probably too much to expect, but you never know.  People are careless sometimes.  

Oh, I don’t really have my license yet, by the way, but I do know how to drive when I need to.  Justin lets me drive the truck now and then on back roads where there’s no traffic.  I’d never tried to drive anything alone yet, but I figured this was an emergency and nobody would blame me for doing whatever I had to do.

No keys, though, so I gave up on the idea of driving away.  Instead, I eased open the back hatch of the Blazer just enough to slither out, and then shut it again as quiet as a whisper.  If I had to walk then that’s what I’d do.  

I was barefooted and that complicated things, but I knew I couldn’t stay on the road.  That was the first place they’d look when they found me gone.  I wasn’t thrilled with the idea of walking through the briers and rocks with no shoes on, but it looked like I didn’t have much choice.  So I took a deep breath and trotted off into the woods as fast as my feet could take me.

I didn’t think anybody had seen me, but of course I couldn’t be sure.  For the next hour or so I didn’t slow down for a second, even though I never heard anybody coming after me.  I knew enough to head straight toward the sun so I wouldn’t start walking in circles.  I didn’t want to run around all day and then end up right back at the camp again.  Following the sun would keep me going in a straight line, at least.  But as for where in the world I was, that was a whole ‘nother question.

I checked now and then to see if my phone had service yet, but it never did.

The land was really steep and rocky in places, and that slowed me down.  You can’t climb as fast as you can walk, and the rocks were hard on my bare feet, just like I knew they would be.  

After a while I came to a rocky stream, and I stopped to wash my sweaty face and take a drink.  It looked like it was going to be another bull-roaster kind of day.  September is like that now and then. . . it can still be hotter than a hen in a wool sweater, some days.  I couldn’t help wishing this hadn’t been one of those times, but there was nothing I could do about it.  In the meantime the creek was clear and cold, and the water tasted delicious to a boy who was almost dying of thirst by then.  I splashed some of it on the back of my neck and my arms, and then I sat down on a big gray boulder and dangled my sore feet in the current.  It felt so good I didn’t want to get up.

But I knew I wasn’t out of danger yet, and I didn’t dare just sit and wait for Hairy Paws to come scoop me up.  If he was a good enough tracker or if he had dogs then he could probably still follow my trail through the woods and catch me.  I wasn’t sure about that, and when you don’t know then you don’t take chances.  

The little creek flowed somewhere off to the south, and I decided to follow it for a while.  If you’re lost in the woods, that’s almost always a good idea.  A flowing stream will usually lead you to people sooner or later.  It also keeps you from getting lost and gives you water to drink, and you don’t leave any trail or any scent to follow.  

Daddy taught me all those things, back when we still used to talk about stuff sometimes, and for just a second I was grateful to him for that.  Then I remembered he probably only did it to make me a better werewolf someday, and that wrecked the whole thing and left a sour taste in my mouth and for a while I almost hated him.  

Justin would have told me to let it go and love him for whatever good there was in him, but that’s hard, you know.  It’s easy to get bitter when somebody does you so much wrong, and every time I thought I was over it, little things like that kept reminding me at the weirdest times. 

I decided not to think about it right then. 

I slogged down the creek for several hours, and watched it get gradually bigger.  The land was awfully mountainous, and I’m not sure how I could ever have made my way through if I hadn’t had the stream.  There were lots of little waterfalls about three or four feet high, but I could jump over those if I was careful.  It was hot work doing all that hiking, and those occasional dunks kept me cool.  I was hungry enough to gnaw the bark off the trees, but there was nothing I could do about that.
After a while, I came to a bridge.

Well, sort of.  It was just a little foot bridge that crossed over the creek, and there were some picnic tables and a sidewalk on the left bank.  It looked like a little park or some such thing, but there wasn’t a soul to be seen.

Somebody had mowed the grass around the picnic tables not more than two or three days ago, and there was a Styrofoam cup still sitting on one of them, still half full of somebody’s old coffee.  When I nosed around a bit more I found a parking area, and then a dirt road that led away from it.  

For a while I couldn’t make up my mind whether to take a chance on the road or to keep following the creek a little farther downstream.  The coffee cup and the mowed grass made me think this was a place where people visited fairly often, so after a lot of thinking I decided maybe the road would be a better choice. 

Before I left the campground or park or whatever it was, I scrounged an empty plastic Coke bottle from the trash can and rinsed it out several times before filling it up at the creek.  I knew I’d get thirsty and there was no telling the next time I’d come across any water.

It wasn’t all that long before the road came to a T-junction, and there was a sign posted.  The left arrow said Hwy 8 - 5 miles, and the right arrow said something about a lake.  I don’t remember exactly, because as soon as I saw that highway sign I didn’t care what might be in the other direction.  I turned left.

The sign forgot to mention that the road ran steeply uphill most of the way, but I can promise you I noticed.  It took me about three or four hours, but eventually I did make it to the highway with no particular trouble, except for my feet.  They were killing me by then from walking barefoot on those gravel roads.  They eat up your skin like sandpaper.

When I got to the highway there was no sign to tell me which way to go, so I shrugged and went east.  It kept the sun out of my face, and I figured that was as good a reason as any.  

I felt pretty good about things at that point.  It seemed like the worst was behind me.  I was tired and hungry and uncomfortable in other ways, but that was okay.  I could probably thumb a ride to the nearest town, and then I could call Justin and have him come get me.  And in the meantime while I waited for him to get there, I still had nineteen dollars in my pocket.  I was looking forward to a nice juicy cheeseburger.  It’s amazing how delicious food is when you haven’t eaten in a while.

So I stuck out my thumb whenever I heard a car coming, and waited for somebody to pick me up.  Hitchhiking is kind of a chancy business, you know.  You can never be sure who might stop, and there are some very strange people in the world to say the least.  But right then I was ready to make friends with just about anybody. 

That highway might have been built on the moon for all the cars I saw, but no matter how far out in the woods it is, every road has at least a little traffic.  Two or three cars blew right past me without stopping, which is about what I expected.  But after a while, a green Mustang with Alabama plates pulled over not far in front of me.  

I hobbled up as fast as I could on my sore feet, and opened the door and sat down.  The air conditioner was running, and the cold air inside felt wonderful.  It was a girl driving, which sort of surprised me.  Girls don’t usually stop for anybody, but maybe she thought I was young enough to be harmless.

“You look like you could use a ride,” she said with a smile.

“Yeah, I just need to get to the nearest store,” I told her.

“Sure thing,” she agreed.  She had long blonde hair and she couldn’t possibly have been more than twenty.  I laid my head back on the seat and pretended to close my eyes since I didn’t really want to talk, but she was so pretty I couldn’t help watching her out of the slit of my left eye.  She reminded me of someone I might have seen before, but I couldn’t think who or where.  It niggled at my mind like a gnat, till I finally decided it wasn’t important.

A few miles down the road we went around a sharp curve, and she put both hands on the steering wheel to turn it.  That’s when I noticed what long, beautiful fingernails she had.  Long, beautiful, sharp fingernails, perfectly manicured.  Almost like claws, in fact.  That’s when I knew her for what she was.

My heart almost stopped, and I’m sure it came right up in my throat.  I swear I could feel it sitting there on the back of my tongue.  I don’t think I could have said a word if my life depended on it.

I didn’t let on.  I kept pretending to rest while I thought desperately of how to get myself out of the hole I’d stepped into.

It was just barely possible that she didn’t know who I was or have anything to do with me, of course.  I knew how unlikely that was even while I was thinking it, but hope will make you grasp at straws and make a fool out of you if you’re not careful.  I knew I’d be crazy to believe she had nothing to do with me.  That was way too much of a coincidence.

On the other hand, I was fairly sure she didn’t realize (yet) that I knew she was a werewolf, and that gave me one slim advantage.  She wouldn’t be on her guard quite so much.

On the third hand, if she was specifically looking for me, there was no way she’d really take me to a store and drop me off, or even let me out of the car.  Not unless I did some really smooth talking between now and then.  I got a firm handle on my voice (I hoped) and opened my eyes with a fake yawn.

“So what’s a pretty girl like you doing out here in the middle of nowhere?” I asked her with a smile.  Eileen always tells me what a cute boy I am and what beautiful blue eyes I have, and I always used to laugh it off when she said such things, but if there was any chance it could help me then I was willing to give it a shot.  Girls like all that flirty stuff for some reason, and I was betting this one was no different.  She laughed a little.

“Oh, I’m just here with my family on vacation.  Mom sent me to the store to get some ice and things,” she said.  It sounded reasonable, even though I didn’t believe it for a second.

“You’re from Alabama?” I asked.

“Yeah, Huntsville.  Guess you saw my tags, huh?” she asked.

“Yeah, I did.  Uh, so you’re just going to the nearest store, then?” I asked, like I didn’t care much.

“Yeah, but that’s in Glenwood.  The store in Norman doesn’t have Cherry Dr. Pepper, and Mom won’t drink anything else,” she said glibly.  I pounced on that.  

“Would you mind very much if I rode to Glenwood with you?  I know it’s a lot to ask, but I’d really appreciate it,” I said.  I had to play things real carefully so I didn’t make her suspicious.  I wanted her to think she had me fooled.  She probably wouldn’t attack me as long as I wasn’t putting up a struggle.  It was a lot easier for her if I went along willingly as long as possible.  The gloves would only come off when I tried to get away from her. 

“Sure, I guess,” she shrugged, “it’s only a few extra miles.”

“Thanks a lot.  It’s not every day you run into a girl as awesome as you,” I told her, and smiled my best smile again.  I was in danger of overdoing it, but all I can say is that I wasn’t at my best at the time.  Sitting next to somebody who could rip you to shreds with her bare hands makes it hard to think straight, believe it or not.  The girl didn’t seem to notice, though.  She just laughed again.

“Yeah, that’s what my boyfriend tells me all the time,” she said.  That’s what I was expecting her to say, so I had that one covered.

“Well, dang.  Lucky guy,” I said, snapping my fingers.  She smiled.

“Thanks anyway, honey.  It was a sweet thing to say,” she told me.  I was pretty sure I had her fooled at that point, so I didn’t push it any more.

Not long after that, we started passing a few houses and things, and it didn’t look quite so deserted as it did before.  We came to a junction and turned right, and I saw a gas station up ahead a few blocks.  That’s what I’d been waiting for, and it was time to make it or break it.  I crossed my fingers and prayed for it to work.

Chapter Two

“Hey, could we make a pit stop at that gas station for just a second?  I’m starving,” I asked her.  She didn’t look really happy with that idea, but as long as we were still playing the game it was hard for her to say no.  She tried, though.

“Do you think it could wait till we get to Glenwood?” she asked reluctantly.

“Well, see. . . if I don’t eat then I get car sick really bad.  I promise it won’t take but a minute,” I squeaked, doing my best to look as sick as possible.  That almost always works, and this girl was no exception.  Her eyes opened wide and she pulled over in front of the gas station right away.  Nobody likes to get vomit in their car.

I opened the car door and walked into the station, which had a hole in the wall convenience store on one side.  As soon as I was sure the girl couldn’t see me, I took out my cell phone and tried to call Justin again, only to find that I still didn’t have any service.  I texted him instead just on the off chance that he might get it later.

I bought a Coke and some Cool Ranch Doritos since I really was dying of hunger, and when I paid for them I brought up the subject with the clerk.

“Uh, can I use the phone, ma’am?  It’s really important,” I asked her.

“Is it a local call?” she asked.  I knew that was coming.

“No, but I’m willing to pay for it.  I’ll give you five bucks,” I said, pulling out the cash.  The sight of money has a wonderful way of motivating people sometimes.

“Well, you can use mine if you want to, but keep it short if you can,” she told me, handing me her cell phone.  I noticed she used a different company than mine, but that was okay.  That was probably why she had service and I didn’t.  I called Justin as fast as I could push the buttons.

All I got was his voicemail, but that didn’t surprise me much.  He was still at that dadgummed conference, and he’d probably be in and out of seminars where he couldn’t get to his phone all day long.  I left him a message saying I was at a gas station in Norman, Arkansas, and asked him to come get me.  I couldn’t say much more than that, not with the clerk standing right there in front of me.  She’d think I was loony.  I figured Justin was smart enough to fill in the blanks well enough, anyway.  He’d know if I asked him to come all the way from Houston to pick me up, there’d have to be a really good reason for it.  I told him to hurry as fast as he could and I’d call him back later when I had a chance to.  Then I gave the girl back her phone and the five dollars.

I got one other thing while I was there, too.  They had a rack of souvenir items against the wall, and amongst the postcards and shot glasses and assorted trinkets, I found something better than I dared hope for: a set of red heart-shaped ear rings with a ceramic bass in the center.  I guess they were supposed to mean “I love bass fishing” or something like that.  They were perfect!

No, I do not wear them, but the reason I wanted them was because they had sterling silver posts.  It said so, right there on the label.  They were $8.95 and that just about cleaned me out, but it was well worth it.  Now I had a powerful weapon to use.

There was a garage attached to the store where they changed tires and things like that, so I went that way and walked out the back of the building so the girl in the car wouldn’t see me leave.  I’m pretty sure I wasn’t supposed to use the back door, but nobody said anything.

As soon as I got outside I hurried away, being sure to keep the gas station between me and the Mustang for as long as I could.  While I walked I tore the ear rings open and dropped the extra one in my pocket while I held the other one in my hand.  I wanted to be ready to defend myself if I had to.

I quickly found out there aren’t too many places to hide in Norman, and I started to get a little scared again.  I didn’t dare stay out in the open for too long.  Before very much longer Blondie would figure out I’d slipped the noose, and then she’d be after me.  She’d probably be furious, too, and there’d be no fooling her next time if she caught me again.  

I spied a bridge over a little river and made a beeline for that, walking as fast as I could without running.  If you start to run then people get curious, and I didn’t want anybody to remember seeing me.

I made it to the bridge in double quick time, and ducked underneath it after glancing around to make sure nobody was watching.  There were a lot of big gray rocks under there and a little bit of sandy beach down next to the water, so it wasn’t too bad of a place to hole up for a while.  I climbed way up near the top where it was harder for anybody to see me, and there I sat.

I tore into the chips and the coke while I had time, and I don’t think anything ever tasted so good.   

Hiding under a bridge like a troll in a fairy tale was not the best plan in the world, I have to admit, but it was the only thing I could think of right then. 

Now and then I heard cars passing by on the bridge over my head.  They made the whole bridge shake and rattle around me like it was about to fall apart any second, but none of them stopped.  The girl in the green car must have figured out I’d flown the coop by then, and I was willing to bet she was hot on my heels.  Others too, most likely.  Back up on the roads was the last place on earth I needed to be.

I moved downhill a little bit so the bridge didn’t make so much noise when cars went by, and then I sat there tossing pebbles into the water for a while and thinking about what I should do.  The river was clear and blue, gurgling and splashing over gravel bars and rocks, but it was no more than about waist deep.  It was hot even in the shade, and the water looked inviting to say the least.  I wished it was just an ordinary day and I could jump in for a swim.

I noticed an old river tube caught in the debris under the bridge stanchions, and that gave me an idea.  There was one way I could get far away without being seen on the roads, if I could make it work.

I picked my way down to the bank, then waded out there to look at the tube a little closer.  Sure enough, it had a hole in it about the size of a pencil, but it seemed otherwise okay.  A holey tube won’t do you much good for long, but it might work just long enough to save my bacon, if I played my cards right.

I stuck my left thumb in the hole to plug it, then started to blow up the tube with my mouth.  I left it a little bit loose and flabby on purpose so there would be less chance of leaking, and waited a minute to see whether it held air.  It seemed to be holding steady for the moment at least, and I decided to risk it.  If it blew out on me later, I could always swim if I had to.

The water was shallow enough that I could climb into the tube without too much trouble, so I clumsily got into the seat while trying to leave my thumb plugging the hole.  It wasn’t easy to twist myself around and find a comfortable spot, but I finally managed it.  Then I paddled out into the current as best I could with one hand.  Before long the stream grabbed me, and away I went at a pretty good clip.

Floating a river is fun, if you’ve never tried it.  I’d done it lots of times with Justin and Eileen.  Not usually in a leaky tube, to be sure, but as long as it held air I was okay with it.  The late afternoon sun sparkled off the water, which was just a tad bit chilly but not too cold to handle.  If it had been very much later in the year I wouldn’t have been able to stand it, but as it was I didn’t mind so much.

I wrapped up my phone in the empty Doritos bag from the gas station, rolling it up as tight as I could to keep it from getting wet.  I could brush the chip crumbs off later, but phones don’t handle water too well.

I thought I knew where I was, now.  I’d been to Norman once before to go digging for quartz crystals and to float this very river for a few miles.  At least I thought it was the same river.  It had been a year or so ago, but the more I thought about it the more certain I was.  I was maybe a hundred miles or so from home.  I just needed to head south, and that’s the way the river would take me anyway for now.  

The Caddo River doesn’t really have what you’d call whitewater, exactly.  Just a few little riffles and such, not enough to even pay attention to.  I remembered that much.  I’d been in a canoe the last time I was here, but it shouldn’t make much difference.  I had to keep an eye out for logs and rocks and willow strainers, and that’s about it.  With a bit of luck, it would carry me all the way to Glenwood.  

I’d have to get out of the water there and start watching my back again.  The river didn’t go much farther before it fed into Lake Degray, and then there wouldn’t be any current to carry me anymore.  So, Glenwood it would have to be.  

Blondie probably didn’t have a clue where I was right that minute, but she might very well guess where I was headed, especially since it was the only close town.  She surely knew where I lived, and she probably also knew there was no other way for me to get there except by going through Glenwood.  Not without going forty or fifty miles out of the way, and I didn’t have time or money for that.  There were mountains all around, and the river and the highway followed the one and only gap through them.  She’d be watching that place like a hawk on a mouse-hole.  

But for the meantime I was safe from prying eyes, so I relaxed and laid my head back on the tube and closed my eyes.  I knew better than to go to sleep, but I wanted to think.

Who were these people that seemed so bent on catching me, and what did they want?  I knew the girl was a werewolf; her fingernails gave that away, and it was hard for me to believe she wasn’t connected with the people at the deer camp.  But on the other hand, why hadn’t my silver cross done anything to the man who caught me in my own back yard?  That made me wonder if maybe he wasn’t one.  But if not, then why was he helping them?  And again, what did they want with me?

That’s the one thing I kept coming back to.  Why me?  And why now?  I had wolves in my family, sure, but I hadn’t seen or talked to them in two years.  No one had ever bothered Justin just because his sister was a loup-garou, so why should it matter if my parents were?  What did they want?

Try as I might, there was no way I could figure that one out.  Not unless I found out more, and I didn’t know any way of doing that right now.

The river gurgled and whispered to itself, and the quiet and the solitude were starting to make me sleepy.  I raised my head to shake loose the cobwebs; it would never do to fall asleep in the tube and then hit a log or a rock and get dumped in the river with no warning a split second after waking up.  That was a good way to lose my tube in the current or even drown.

The rest of the afternoon passed without too much to say about it.  The banks glided by smoothly and swiftly, and the occasional riffle was no trouble.  Every now and then I had to blow some more air into the tube when it got too flabby.  I almost got tangled up in a willow strainer once, at a place where the current passed close to the bank and tried to pull me right under a thicket of low-hanging branches.  I had to paddle hard with my right hand to keep from getting sucked in there.  

After a few hours I passed a place where the bank had been turned into a parking lot, and I felt the water turn suddenly warm around me right through there, which startled me.  I guess there was a hot spring under the water or some such thing.  It felt nice, but after I passed through it and got back into the ordinary water it only reminded me how cold I was.  I thought again about how it was really too late in the year to be floating like this.

There were some people lounging around on the tailgate of a red pickup truck in the parking lot, and they seemed to think it was way too cold to be out there on the river, too.

“You’re gonna freeze your butt off, boy!” they called out cheerfully.  They meant well, so I didn’t take offense.

“Nah, I’m all good!” I yelled back, just as cheerfully.  They laughed and waved me off.  I didn’t mind the conversation so much, but what did make me uneasy was that I could see the highway the whole time I was in that little area.  Anybody driving by could have seen me on the river just by turning their head.

That didn’t happen, though, and it wasn’t more than a few minutes till I floated under another bridge and back into the woods again.  It only seemed like a week.

By that time I was getting really tired of riding on that dadgummed tube, and dusk was coming on pretty fast, too.  It wouldn’t be more than thirty minutes till the stars came out.  Any other time I wouldn’t have even thought about staying out on the river after dark, and certainly not without at least the moon.  It was way too dangerous.

But as it was, I was probably safer on the water than I was on the road.  The moon would be up in an hour or so, and as long as I kept my eyes peeled and my ears pricked and paid attention to what was around me, it would probably be okay.  

I hoped.

And so it was.  I won’t say I enjoyed it much, but I’ve gone through worse things.  After a long time I saw another big highway bridge up ahead and a bunch of yellow and red canoes down below it on the left bank.  There was a shallow gravel bar where I ran aground on purpose, and then I clambered my way out of the river like a waterlogged rat.  I was shivering by then and being wet didn’t help, but there wasn’t much I could do about it.

I climbed up the bank and came to the highway, then scooted across an old football field till I got to a Wright’s grocery store.  I couldn’t go inside soaking wet and with no shoes on, unfortunately.  They kinda frown on that, even in Arkansas.

Instead, I went behind the store beside the trash dumpster and took off my shirt and wrung as much water out of it as I could, and then I did the same thing with my shorts.  It felt weird getting buck naked in a public place like that, I have to say.  It was fairly dark behind the store, but still.  If anybody had come waltzing around the corner right then I think I would have died three times before I could hit the concrete.

I was still damp after I finished, but at least I was dry enough not to drip river water all over the place.  There was nothing I could do about my bare feet, so I decided I’d just have to brazen it out.  Maybe they wouldn’t say anything to me about it if I didn’t draw attention to myself.

So I breezed inside like I owned the place and got me a turkey and cheese sandwich and paid for it with almost the last of my change.  That one bag of chips hadn’t done much for me, and even that was hours and hours ago.  Nobody said anything about my feet.

I went back outside and ate my food, and that’s when I found out my cell phone was soaked.  The water must have got in at some point, in spite of the Doritos bag.  I shouldn’t have been surprised, I don’t guess.  I sighed and wiped it as dry as I could on my shirt tail.  There was a chance it might work again after it dried out.  Sometimes they do.

There was a pay phone in front of the grocery store, and I still had fifty cents left in my pocket.  I walked over there and tried to call Justin one more time.  All I got was his voicemail again, but I let him know I was in Glenwood at the grocery store and he needed to come get me as soon as he could.  I told him everything this time, since there was nobody around to hear what I was saying.  

That’s when I got careless.  Instead of finding somewhere to hole up and hide for a while, like I should have done, I went back and sat down on the bench in front of the grocery store.  I don’t know what I was thinking, looking back.  Maybe somewhere in the back of my mind I had the notion that Justin might try to call the payphone back or something like that.  I don’t know what I thought, honestly.  But I was bone tired, and I felt safe at that point, and so I stupidly sat there in a public place in full view of the highway.  I could kick myself for it, but there you go.

After a while, a dark blue Blazer pulled into the parking lot, and I paid no attention even when it circled slowly around the lot and came near the front of the store.  Sometimes people do that, you know, when they’re looking for a parking spot close to the doors.  I think they probably waste more time circling the lot than they would if they just walked all the way.

Anyway it was late and so this one found a spot pretty close to the front, and three or four people got out.  It was too dark for me to see them very well or I might have thought one of them looked awfully familiar, but as it was I didn’t notice.  

One of them pulled something out of her purse, and a second later I felt a sharp sting when something hit me in the chest.  I just barely had time to look down and see a dart sticking out of my shirt, and after that everything went dark.  
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