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He shall lead them unto living fountains of waters,
And God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes.
-Revelation 7:17
Prologue

Among the native tribes of America, it has long been told that deep underground, in a cavern green as emerald at the heart of the world, that the blessed of God might find a fountain clear and cold, and that anyone who drank of that water might live far beyond his years, young and beautiful till the end, and that his dearest wish might come true.

Now the fame and the echo of that story have gone far out into the wide world, and many heroes and great men have searched for the Fountain in vain.  It is said that DeSoto himself tried to find it, and Ponce de Leon the Lion-Hearted, and perhaps many another whose name is no longer remembered.  But none ever succeeded, for the way is hidden except to those who are chosen, and found worthy.

This is the tale of a boy who found himself chosen, though no one who knew him would ever have suspected he was anything but ordinary.  He was no different than any of a hundred other youngsters, except that he had a mind to dream, and faith to believe, and courage to set aside himself for the sake of those he loved.

And although he would have laughed if anyone had suggested such a high calling for him, he learned in time not to wonder at the works of God, who may often choose to lift up the weak and humble things of this world to fulfill His purposes, when the strong stumble.   

Chapter One

Brian found the amulet in an old cigar box in the attic.  He wasn’t looking for it, or anything in particular really.  He just liked rooting around up there sometimes, especially on days when Mama was in a bad mood.  He’d learned long ago that it was best to disappear for a while at times like that, if he didn’t want a smack in the face.  Out of sight, out of mind.  

She’d finally passed out on the couch around two a.m. last night, and Brian had known even then that she’d probably wake up with a killer hangover the next morning.  That was never something you wanted to stick around for; not if you were smart, so he’d planned to get up early and take Brandon fishing for a while.  At least till she had a chance to mellow out a little bit.  

But there’d been a cold gray rain falling when he opened his eyes that morning, forcing him to rethink his plans.  It wouldn’t do, to take Brandon out in the weather like that; the kid was always catching colds.  Bran was still two weeks shy of four years old; a bit more than ten years younger than his big brother, and Brian loved him above all things in the world.

So instead he’d come up to the attic, to root around amongst Papaw’s old Army trunks for a while.  The whole place was full of junk his grandfather had dragged back home from all over the world, and no matter how often Brian dug through it, there was always something new to see.
Not all of it was pleasant, to be sure.  Some of Daddy’s old things were up there too, here and there, and it always made Brian a little sad when he stumbled across anything like that.  He hadn’t seen his father since Brandon was a baby, and sometimes that still stung.

But he didn’t come across things like that very often, and since fishing was a no-go, then treasure-hunting in the attic seemed like a good backup plan.
So he’d crept out of bed, leaving Brandon still asleep, and tiptoed quietly upstairs.  He switched on the dusty old floor lamp before picking a trunk at random, close enough to the door that he could see if Bran woke up and came out into the hall.  He’d probably sleep for hours yet after staying up so late last night, but then again you never knew.  

But in the meantime, Brian pulled up a chair, threw back the rusty iron latches, and lifted the lid of the trunk he’d picked.  It smelled faintly musty inside, and as usual it was full of assorted junk; a baby cuckoo clock no bigger than an apple, a set of ivory throwing knives, postcards, a beeswax candle that still smelled like honeycomb, dozens of other trinkets and souvenirs like that.  They were tossed in the trunk carelessly, with no particular order; just a random jumble of odds and ends. 

He found the cigar box at the bottom of the trunk under a piece of cardboard, almost like someone had tried to hide it down there for some reason.  Probably no one had, of course, but the idea tickled his sense of adventure.  He pulled it out and blew dust off the lid, then tore off an ancient strip of duct tape that held it closed.  Inside he found some crumpled rice paper yellowed with age, and wrapped up inside it was a silver necklace with a small medallion-type amulet attached.  It was badly tarnished in spite of the wrapping, but there was no doubt about what it was.

Brian was delighted; this was real treasure!

There were seven blue gems set in a circle around a carven picture of a flowing fountain on the front of the medallion, and there was a smooth crack that ran all the way round the edge of the back side, as if it was meant to open up like a locket.  There didn’t seem to be any catch or knob or button that he could push to pop it open and let him see what might be inside, but while he was looking for one he did find an inscription of some sort which he couldn’t make out through the tarnish.  His curiosity was strong now, though, and he wasn’t to be put off by such difficulties.  He spit on the edge of his shirt tail and rubbed hard until he could read the writing, but even then he was none the wiser.  The words simply said

         
 “Thumb Here.”  

The letters were sloppy and blocky, like someone had scratched them there with the point of a pocket knife. 

“Thumb here?” he repeated aloud, thinking to himself what an odd thing that was for someone to put on a piece of jewelry.  It was clear enough, though, so he shrugged his shoulders and stuck his thumb where it said, wishing the silver wasn’t so gummed up and nasty.  It might actually be worth something if he could get the tarnish off.     

The instant he touched it, a sharp pain stabbed his hand, and he cried out wildly without thinking.  It felt almost like he’d touched a burning hot coal, and he dropped the thing instinctively.  He quickly looked at his thumb and saw no visible injury.  It didn’t hurt anymore either, and his alarm changed quickly to puzzlement.  He wiggled his fingers to make sure they still worked.  They seemed fine.  Then he listened to see if anybody was coming to check on him after that wild cry, but the house was silent.  He must not have been as loud as he thought.

He stared down at the amulet suspiciously, and then cautiously prodded it with his big toe.  Nothing happened, but he couldn’t help noticing that the gummy black tarnish was all gone.  Silver gleamed brightly even in the weak light from the lamp, and he noticed for the first time that the flowing water in the fountain-picture was speckled here and there with tiny chips of what might have been diamonds, glittering and beautiful.  It looked like someone had scrubbed the whole thing spotless in the blink of an eye.  

In fact, it was almost like his wish had come true.  

The thought came to him out of nowhere, and he felt a rush of excitement.  Brian had always believed that there had to be something more out there than just the dull and humdrum world he was used to.  So when something magical was suddenly dropped in his lap, he wasn’t at all disbelieving, as some people might have been.  When reality is harsh, one learns very quickly to look beyond it.  

Eventually he got bold enough to pick up the amulet by the chain and examine it again, this time a lot more closely.  A ring of tiny words was now etched sharply into the gleaming surface around the edge, but they were much too small for him to make out what they said and he soon gave up trying.

He thought back carefully, trying to remember exactly what he’d done.  His head was full of vague ideas from a hundred fairy tales and movies about how things like this were supposed to work, but he couldn’t remember doing anything special except touching his thumb to the medallion.

Well, fair enough.  He’d give it a try.  It was worth a hurt finger to find out the truth, if that’s what it took.

He looked at his shirt tail, where the spit-and-tarnish mixture from earlier was gradually turning into a smudged brown stain as it dried, and decided that would make as good an experiment as any.  Therefore he took the medallion in hand, and gingerly touched his thumb to the back.  He was braced for the pain this time, and was puzzled when it didn’t come.  Nevertheless, he forged ahead.

“I wish my shirt was clean,” he said distinctly, but this time he was disappointed.  Nothing happened.  Brian wasn’t willing to give up just yet, though.  He looked down at an old pair of socks on the floor. 

“Come here,” he ordered them in a firm tone.  Again nothing happened, and Brian was frustrated.  What was he not doing right?

He tried to think again what he’d been doing when the tarnish disappeared.  He’d been looking at the medallion, thinking about how it would look if it was clean.  He hadn’t actually said a word, come to think of it.  He’d just thought it.  Okay then, so maybe he had to visualize what he wanted, instead of talking out loud.  He decided to try it again.

This time he didn’t say anything, just envisioned the socks rising up off the floor and landing beside him on top of the trunk lid.  Now there was no doubt about it.  The socks floated obligingly off the floor and came to rest beside his elbow, exactly where he’d wanted them to go.  There was still no pain though, and Brian broke into a huge smile.

He was eager to try some more, but then he hesitated.  Mama was somewhere downstairs, and he didn’t dare let her catch him doing magic, of all things.  The first thing she’d do would be to take the amulet away from him, and if that happened. . . 

Brian felt a cold chill at the very idea.  Mama was nasty enough already, without giving her magical powers to make things even worse.  There was no way he could let that happen.  What he really needed was a place where he could be sure she wouldn’t walk in and catch him, but that was impossible as long as they were both under the same roof.
He glanced outside.  The rain had stopped for now, and there was nothing to keep him from leaving the house for a while if he wanted to.  Fishing was forgotten for the day, but the creek was still the best hide-out he knew of, far from Mama’s prying eyes.  He was sorely tempted to go snatch Brandon out of bed and slip away while they still had the chance.   

Then a problem came to mind, and he hesitated.  Brandon had a really hard time keeping secrets, and it wouldn’t do much good to go hide in the woods to do his experiments if the kid came right back home and blabbed everything, now would it?  

He thought about slipping away by himself and leaving Brandon at home with Mama for a little while, even though he didn’t like the idea very much.  He was pretty sure Bran would sleep for hours yet after staying up so late last night, but then again he might not.  If he did wake up early, it was a pretty good bet that Mama would end up screaming at him for spilling cereal on the floor, or making too much noise, or some stupid thing like that.  Not to mention she’d probably tear Brian to pieces for not watching him, as soon as he got back home.  

Not a good outcome, either way.

Nevertheless, he was almost dying with curiosity to find out more about the amulet, and he was blessed if he could think of any other solution.  

He decided to risk it, just this once.

He slipped the amulet in his pocket and crept stealthily down the painted wooden stairs, stepping lightly and near the edges to avoid creaks.  A thin film of dusty grime had sifted out of the wallboards since the last time he swept, and tiny particles of dirt clung unpleasantly to the bottom of his bare feet every time he took a step.  He made a face and wished for the millionth time that it wasn’t so hard to keep the old place clean.

He didn’t stop on the second floor, not wanting to wake up either Brandon or his mother.  He wasn’t sure if she’d ever roused herself enough to stagger her way to bed last night or not, but he didn’t want to find out the hard way by disturbing her.  

The kitchen was deserted when he got to the bottom of the stairs, and he surveyed the wreckage from last night glumly.  Glasses half full of unfinished milk from supper stood huddled together on the dull green Formica countertop, and dirty plates were piled high in the sink.  An empty Absolut vodka bottle lay at a drunken angle against the base of the refrigerator where Mama had thrown it, and a fleet of cigarette butts floated grotesquely in a pool of spilled beer on the floor.  A slightly dried-out meatball lay in solitary splendor under Brandon’s chair on a thin veneer of splattered spaghetti sauce.

There was more, but Brian had seen enough.  The cleanup job would be bad enough without having to think about it ahead of time.  He crept a little nearer to the archway that separated the kitchen from the living room, to see if Mama was still asleep on the sofa.  She wasn’t, but someone had turned on the TV, and presently he noticed muffled sounds of movement coming from the bathroom.  It sounded like Mama was brushing her teeth, and before long he heard something clatter on the floor and the sound of cursing.  It sounded like she was in an especially nasty mood, and he felt a strong urge to disappear again.  

He suffered a fresh twinge of worry about leaving Brandon alone with her, and he glanced upstairs one last time with furrowed brow, half tempted to put off his expedition for another day.

But Brian was fourteen, and the thought of waiting for anything was hard to endure, let alone something as amazing as this.  Therefore he tiptoed quietly across the faded yellow linoleum to the back door, reminding himself once again that Brandon was still asleep, and that the quicker he left, the quicker he could get back.  

He shut the screen door slowly behind him, careful not to let the rusty hinges squeak too loud.  It didn’t seem to matter how often he oiled them, that high-pitched squeal always came back in a few days.  He listened to make sure Mama hadn’t noticed, and then he set off purposefully across the pasture.

He quickly covered the open ground and slipped through the rusty barbed wire fence on the far side, careful not to let his jeans or his shirt get snagged.  Ripped up clothes were too hard to replace.

His bare feet crunched wetly on dead vines and pine straw as he followed the little path into the woods beyond the fence, and once or twice he had to wade through a flooded spot.  That was all right, though; he knew the way.  By and by the trail curved away northward, following the little valley up into the mountains, and before long he came to higher and drier ground again.  

At one place, an outcrop of stone jutted out over the creek, with a beautiful view of almost the whole valley to the south and a deep swimming hole underneath where you could cannonball off the rock if you were brave enough, and beyond it there was the wooded mountainside where no one ever went.  That’s where Brian was headed.

He and Brandon had always called that place Black Rock, though Brian couldn’t remember why.  It didn’t really look black, except when it was wet.  It was Brandon’s favorite spot when the weather was nice, because there were lots of lizards and bugs to catch while they basked in the sun, and there was a sandy beach beside the creek that was perfect for castle building.  Brian liked to go there and read or throw rocks even when Brandon wasn’t with him, because it was a good place to be alone with his thoughts, and in the fall he sometimes hunted on the mountainside.  

Not always in the fall, actually, although he didn’t like to talk about that very much.  Hunting deer out of season was always risky, but there’d been several times when it was either that or go hungry.  Not much of a choice, when you thought about it.

But for now, the most important thing of all about Black Rock was that Mama absolutely hated the place and never went there.  Brian had no idea why she felt that way, but he was glad she did.

A low growl of thunder rolled through the dense pine woods, and he looked up at the sky anxiously.  The clouds were still dark and heavy with rain, and he wondered for a second if maybe his expedition hadn’t been such a good idea after all.

He hesitated again, not wanting to get soaked, but eventually curiosity pulled him onward.  He could always stand under a tree for a while if he had to.  It wasn’t quite ten minutes later when he finally emerged from the woods and stood on top of the big stone outcrop.  All around the Rock was a little meadow maybe a hundred feet across, full of wildflowers when the season was right, although at the moment it held nothing but thistles and sedge grass, most of it dead from the summer heat.

The castle he and Brandon had built last week on the sand bar had melted into a shapeless blob coated with pockmarks from the rain, and there were several fresh deer tracks coming down to the water to drink.  Little bits of embedded mica twinkled on the surface of the Rock, which was still dark and wet in most places.  

Brian pulled the amulet out of his pocket and toyed with it.  The jeweled silver glittered like broken glass, even on such a dreary day.  It was a beautiful piece of work, whoever made it.  Strangely enough, there was no clasp or catch on it as you would have expected to find on a necklace.  The chain was made all in one continuous piece.  The only way to put it on was to slip it over your head.

Brian wasn’t sure he liked that idea much.  He wasn’t on good terms with pain in any form, and he still remembered what had happened to his thumb earlier.  It had only been just that once, sure, but what if the same thing happened to his neck or chest?  He wasn’t keen to find out the hard way.  But a necklace is meant to be worn, and with a deep breath he whisked the chain over his head before he could change his mind.  

It hung lightly around his neck, the silver disk lying flat against his heart.  He grasped it in his hand and held it as far away from his body as he could before he tried anything else with it, though.  Might as well be as careful as possible.

His legs were coated with mud and dirt up to the knees from the flooded path, and he could feel scattered smudges of thick red clay slowly pulling hair as they dried on bare skin.  His face was slick with oily sweat, curling down in streamers from his forehead.  He felt grubby, and this gave him an idea for his first experiment.

“I wish I was clean,” he said, imagining himself just that way.  Again he felt nothing at all, but when he looked down every particle of dirt had vanished from his body.  His clothes were cool and fresh, and even his teeth felt newly brushed.  Brian smiled with pleasure, more confident now.  His eye fell on a nearby rock.

“Come here,” he commanded it, holding out his right hand.  The rock trembled and then gracefully floated into his outstretched palm.  Brian laughed with delight, throwing the rock into the creek and casting his eyes about for more things to work his magic on.  Nothing could have knocked a chip off his satisfaction at that moment.  

He played with the amulet fondly, dreaming such dreams as would have seemed unbelievable just yesterday.  But now!  Now all things were possible.

The summer sun had scorched the tall grass around Black Rock into a wide field of standing hay, which not even the recent rains had been able to bring back to life.  The dirt was pale and rocky, full of little white stones that looked like the bleaching skulls of field mice, and Brian eyed all these things thoughtfully.  

Moving rocks and cleaning off mud was all very well, but surely there was something more dramatic and interesting he could do.  The dead grass and gloomy skies didn’t seem to offer very many possibilities at the moment, though.

It would have been a much different place in the springtime, full of wild flowers and swallowtail butterflies and sometimes a few deer grazing at the edge of the woods.  That was Brian’s favorite time of year, and for a fleeting second he wished it was March instead of September.   

A wild thought entered his mind, and he began to smile at the very audacity of it.  He walked slowly to the center of the little meadow, and his left hand reached up to clasp the amulet curiously.  Could he do it?

“Give me spring,” he whispered, conjuring up the vivid image in his mind.  Before the last word fell from his lips, the meadow began to change before his eyes.  The dry grass broke up into wispy fragments quickly swept away by the wind.  Dormant seeds burst into new life in a spreading pool of green around his feet, sending up pale tendrils already heavy with the buds of flowers.  Lavender stars peppered the ground with a sprinkle of blooms, and chains of golden daffodils appeared across the far side of the meadow. 

For a second he was awed by his power, and stood staring at the changes he’d made.  He thought about gathering up armfuls of the daffodils and carrying them back home to brighten up the drab old house just a little.  Mama liked flowers.  She might even. . . well, what would she do, actually?  

When he stopped to seriously think about it, he realized he was dreaming with his head in the sand.  Mama wasn’t a fool.  She knew it wasn’t the right time of year for daffodils, and at the very least she’d ask him where they came from.  And then what would he say?  

It wasn’t just the daffodils, of course.  Anything strange that happened around the house might cause problems.  Mama was suspicious, and he knew from experience that it didn’t take much to set her off.  The least careless remark, the most minor incident; anything could cause an explosion.

It came to mind again that Brandon would probably be the worst problem he had when it came to keeping the secret.  He was seldom out of Brian’s company, and he was way too curious about things.  He just didn’t understand the need to keep his mouth shut sometimes.   

The cool wind had dried a sweaty trail of hair against the curve of his cheek, and Brian absentmindedly brushed it away.  He turned his back on Spring, the thought of his mother having temporarily soured his taste for any more playing around.  He unraveled a sprig of honeysuckle which had grown around his ankle and headed back for the downward path, feeling deflated.  What good was magic if you couldn’t use it?  

He walked quietly into the leaf-scented shade of the hickory trees, paying no attention to anything above the tips of his toes.  He was lost too deep in thought.  Maybe if he was super careful and only did things Mama wouldn’t notice, then he might get away with it.  That was an unsatisfying compromise, but it was the best thing he could think of at the moment.  

He sighed, and decided it was probably about time he headed home; he needed to be back before Brandon woke up, just in case.   

While he thought thus, he felt a single fat raindrop land on his arm, and again he glanced up at the sky uneasily.  This time dark thunderheads were piled up like play-doh in the west, and the wind was starting to pick up again.  From where he stood, he could see rain falling in dark gray sheets maybe half a mile away, and it was moving his direction.

He made a run for it, gambling on the chance that he could make it to the house before the rain did.  Brian was a fast runner, and if he’d been wearing his shoes he might possibly have made it in time.      

But he was barefoot, and that slowed him down just a bit.  He was crawling through the fence when the rain caught him, causing him to rip a long hole in the back of his t-shirt from trying to slip through the barbed wire too quickly.  He cussed under his breath and ran across the pasture to the back door, angry at the fence, and the rain, and himself most of all.  He didn’t have so many shirts that he could afford to tear them up like that.  

He quickly got a grip on himself as he reached the house, though.  There were worse things in the world than holey shirts, and the slightest display of bad temper was as sure a way to provoke Mama to anger as he knew of.  

He scuffed his feet and made sure to let the screen door slam (but not too loudly, of course) when he walked into the kitchen.  If he made a little noise he could let Mama know he was there without actually having to speak to her.  She was out of the bathroom now; he noticed the back of her head where she sat on the couch watching one of her soaps.  On the screen, an actress was passionately kissing a character Brian had never seen before, and Mama seemed rapt.  She either didn’t notice him or didn’t bother to say anything.  Brian didn’t really care which, as long as she left him alone.

He didn’t see Brandon with her, so he slipped upstairs as quietly as possible.  A quick touch of his amulet wiped out the creak in the seventh step just as his foot touched it, and a second one swept the dust all clean.  Those were things nobody would notice, or if they did then Brian could always say he’d fixed them by hand.  Caution, caution was the thing to remember.

He didn’t start to worry until he got to the bedroom and found no Brandon there either, and when a quick look in the upstairs bathroom and out the back window also failed to turn him up, Brian reluctantly decided he had no choice but to ask Mama, although he dreaded it. 

He almost skipped the seventh step on his way down before remembering that he didn’t have to anymore, and then he deliberately set his whole weight on it just to listen to the silence.  He was starting to feel a little better about things.  He might have to be careful, but his power was far from useless!  He fixed two of the worst cracks in the wallpaper and removed a scratch on the banister without missing a beat, and then slipped through the kitchen as quiet as a whisper to stand hesitating at the entrance to the living room.  Then he waited carefully for a commercial break before clearing his throat.

Mama didn’t look back at him.

“What?” she asked irritably.

“Um, I just wondered if you knew where Brandon might be, Mama,” he asked, in the humblest and most respectful voice he possessed.  Mama hated disrespect above all other crimes.

“I don’t know where he went.  Go find him yourself if you want him,” she said, in a tone that meant the subject was closed.  Brian mumbled something that might have sounded like a thank-you, and then quickly retreated.

He searched rapidly through the house, checking all the places he could think of that were big enough for Brandon to be hiding in.  He went back upstairs, looking in the hall closet and even venturing into Mama’s room.  No Brandon anywhere.  

Then he thought of the attic.  It seemed unlikely; Bran didn’t usually go up there by himself, but there was always a first time for everything.

Brian quickly climbed up the narrow steps and poked his head through the door.  It was too dark to see much, so he grabbed a rafter in one hand and felt his way forward, groping for the lamp stand.  He couldn’t remember switching it off earlier, but he guessed he must have.

When his eyes had adjusted to the darkness a bit, he immediately saw the lamp knocked over on the floor and the bulb smashed into a thousand pieces.  He doubted Mama had been up there, so it must have been Brandon who’d done it.

“Great,” he muttered.

He explored the boxes and piles of junk one at a time, being careful not to step on broken glass, and finally he found Brandon curled up in a ball in one corner, almost hidden behind a stack of old newspapers.  Brian could barely see him at all except when he moved, and he seemed to be making no effort to come out.  Then he realized the kid probably couldn’t tell who he was in the dark.

“It’s me, Beebo.  Come out and tell me what’s wrong,” he said.  

That got results.  Brian staggered and barely kept from falling backwards into a mountain of rusty gas pipes heaped up behind him, almost bowled over by what felt like a human cannonball.  Brandon wouldn’t do anything but cry for a long time, and Brian soon gave up trying to ask him anything.  It could wait.

Instead, he sat down and held him till he stopped crying before trying to talk to him again.  Brandon still wasn’t having any of that just yet, though, and the tears threatened to start all over again.

Eventually he calmed down to the point that Brian was able to pick him up and carry him out of the attic, and that was progress at least.  It wasn’t until they came out into the hall that he saw Brandon’s left eye was almost swollen shut.

Brian went cold inside.  Black eyes don’t come from falling; only fists can do that.  

Still, he said nothing, and took Brandon to their room.  When he got there, he shut the door and sat down in his old rocking chair by the window.  He knew, in a way, that this was just as much his fault as it was Mama’s, because he was the one who’d wanted to go off and leave Brandon alone with her.  He knew better.  He couldn’t pretend he didn’t.

“Let me look at your eye, Beebo,” he whispered.  Brandon turned his face up, looking at him with one bright blue eye.  He couldn’t see out of the other one, which gave him a strange, lopsided look.  

Brian didn’t care about being secret anymore.  He closed his eyes, and imagined Brandon’s eye the way it was supposed to be, and then kissed it.  And when he looked again, there was no trace of the black eye left.  Brandon looked at him soberly and laid his head on his brother’s shoulder, and then it was Brian’s turn to cry.

Chapter Two

“Where’d you go this morning, Brian?” Brandon asked him finally, when both of them were a little calmer.

“Oh, nowhere much,” he replied, still not wanting to say too much about the amulet.

“Yes you did.  I saw you cross the pasture and you was gone forever,” Brandon contradicted.  Brian shook his head and sighed.  So much for secrecy.

“I had to go up to the Rock for a little while, bubba, that’s all,” he said.  That was all Brandon really needed to know.

“Well, you stayed gone too long.  Mama was mad cause you left and didn’t tell her,” Brandon told him.  Brian tasted a fresh surge of guilt when he heard that.

“I’m sorry, bubba.  I won’t do that anymore, okay?” he promised.  Brian figured a little humility never hurt anybody, and Brandon smiled.

Before either of them could say anything else, they were both startled by the sound of the front door slamming, followed by Mama’s old green Monte Carlo spinning out of the pothole it had made in the driveway.

Brian glanced out the window just in time to see the car turn north on the highway, and he knew instantly where she was headed.  There was nothing in that direction except a twenty mile drive to the nearest liquor store at the county line, or a little farther to the nearest bar.  That meant she wouldn’t be back for at least an hour or two, maybe not even for the rest of the day if they were lucky.  Brian felt a weight slip off his shoulders as he watched her leave, even though he knew what it probably meant for later.

The rain was falling heavily now, and it looked like it meant to keep on for a while this time.  That was just fine with Brian, now that Mama was gone.  He meant to catch up on some sleep for a few hours, if he could only convince Brandon to do the same.  If Mama came home drunk again later on and started trouble, there was no telling how late it might be before she let them go to bed.  

Of course, it was always possible she’d meet somebody interesting at the bar and stay out till midnight or maybe even all night long, but that was no sure thing.  Brian knew better than to count on it.  

So he found a more comfortable position in the chair, and started rocking while they watched the rain together.  Before long, Brandon laid his head down on Brian’s shoulder and his thumb crept slowly toward his mouth, a sure sign of sleepiness.  Brian slipped an arm around and gently dislodged the thumb, but Brandon wasn’t nearly asleep just yet and put it right back.

“Sing me a song, Brian,” he asked suddenly.  This was a normal request, and Brian didn’t mind.  Music was a thing that came naturally to a boy who spent so much time alone.  He’d found an old guitar in the attic a few years ago and learned to play it by ear, but he had a good singing voice, too; a high treble that hadn’t quite started to change yet.  He would have died a thousand deaths before letting anybody else hear him sing, but for Brandon he didn’t mind.    

So Brian sang softly for a while, an old song he remembered from church and which both of them had always loved, especially the last verse:

“Oh, they tell me that He smiles on His children there,

And His smile takes their sorrows away,

And they tell me that no tears ever come again,

In that lovely land of unclouded day,”

By the time he finished the song Brandon was asleep.  The thumb had fallen out of his mouth, leaving a thin thread of slobber stretching from his lip to his hand.  Brian carefully pushed his mouth shut so he wouldn’t get drooled on, and that was that.

The back of the rocker was high enough for Brian to rest his own head there, so he did.  After a while, the wind shifted around to the south, blowing the rain in heavy sheets against the windowpanes and blocking most of his view.  Brian closed his eyes, and before long he was fast asleep, too.

He slept for several hours, until finally the discomfort of sitting in the rocker woke him up.  It was still raining a little, but other than that the house was silent.  Brian listened carefully for the sound of the TV or anything else that might tip him off that Mama had made it back home, but there was nothing.

He yawned, and rubbed the sleep out of his eyes with balled fists.  His neck ached from sleeping in such an odd position for too long, and the rest of him wasn’t too comfortable, either.  He wanted to stand up and stretch his legs.  He carefully got up from the chair and laid Brandon on the bed without waking him, and then rubbed the back of his neck to ease the cramp.

As soon as that was done he padded downstairs to get a drink of water and possibly clean up the kitchen while he still had time.  He knew Mama would be furious if she got home and found it still dirty, and she might show up at any moment.  She’d been gone for hours already.  He almost dared to hope that maybe she really would stay out all night this time.  He knew it was almost too good to be true, but you never could tell.  

He went to the screen door and peered outside at the rain.  It had slacked off to a slow drizzle again while he slept, and there were heavy wisps of smoky white mist drifting across the face of the mountains in the distance.  It made them look dreamlike and insubstantial, like a country in some fairy tale he’d never heard before but would have very much liked to hear.  They were called the Crystal Range, and the name only made them seem even more mysterious and beautiful than they already were.  Brian watched them for a few minutes, eyes unfocused, lost in thought.  Many times, he’d looked at those distant mountains and wished he could run away to some shining land where there were no tears and no miseries, where fathers never disappeared, and mothers never gave their children black eyes, and all things were forever bright and beautiful.  It was perhaps the dearest and deepest wish of his heart.

He knew it was nothing but a childish daydream, of course, and for a long time he’d told himself it was foolishness even to wish for such things.  The world didn’t work that way, and it was no use to break his heart with longing for things that could never be.  So he’d told himself, many more times than he could ever remember, until he’d come to believe it for the most part.

Still, he was a little sad when he turned away from the mist-shrouded mountains, and no amount of reasoning about the way the world worked could quite shake it loose.  He’d never spoken of these things to anyone; it was simply his own private sorrow, always there in the back of his mind but seldom thought of anymore.     

He sighed, and turned his attention to cleaning up the mess in the kitchen instead.  That was something practical he could think about, instead of empty pipe dreams.

He grabbed a wet dishrag from the sink and mopped up the meatball, which had somehow gotten crushed since earlier and was now smeared greasily across the floor in a long maroon trail.  The empty vodka bottle by the refrigerator was quickly thrown in the trash, and he was in the middle of sweeping up the beer and cigarette butts when he suddenly realized there was no reason why he should have to work so hard.

He glanced at the stairs and listened, to make certain Brandon was still asleep.  He hadn’t seemed to think much about what Brian had done to his eye, but the less he saw, the better.  Brian stealthily touched the amulet, then closed his eyes and imagined the kitchen to be spotlessly clean.  He wasn’t sure whether it was really necessary to keep his eyes shut or not, but it did help him form a clearer image of what he wanted, and surely that helped, didn’t it?  

When he looked again, no one would ever have guessed the kitchen had ever been messy.  Not a speck or a stain was on anything, almost like someone had scrubbed the whole room with a toothbrush.

Brian smiled with satisfaction and then headed back up to his room.  It always made him vaguely uneasy to be down there in Mama’s territory for very long, even when she wasn’t home.  Now that his work was done, he was ready to be upstairs again.

The room he shared with Brandon was the second one on the left hand side at the top of the stairs, and besides the attic, it was Brian’s only real refuge.  Mama did have obscure scruples at times, and one of them was that she let him do pretty much whatever he liked with his room.

On the wall above his bed was a tattered picture of his grandfather, and on the back of the door was a height chart for Brandon and a faded copy of the Ten Commandments.  A single goldfish swam lazily in a glass bowl on top of Brandon’s toy chest.  In the corner was a dirty-clothes box that had once held Washington apples, and just above it a big red crayon scribble that he’d never been able to scrub off the wall.  Other than that, everything was as spotless as Brian could make it.   He liked order and stability in his world, and this was one of the few places he could make it happen.

Besides the bed and the desk, the only other piece of furniture was the big antique rocking chair.  Brian had salvaged it from the dump a few months ago with one of the arms broken in half, but he’d fixed that by binding it tightly with half a spool of yarn, and then he’d wrapped the other arm so it would match.  It was still a little wobbly, but not too bad.  

Brandon was still sleeping, so Brian sat down in the rocker and soon fell to daydreaming about Spring in the mountain meadow, and all the great things he might do in the world.  

He still had the hole in his shirt from climbing through the fence that morning, and it crossed his mind that it might be worthwhile to try fixing it.  He wasn’t worried about holding the amulet away from his body anymore; he simply let it rest against his chest.  The metal had quickly picked up his body heat and lay almost unnoticed against his skin, just a round flattened lump under his t-shirt.  

He traced the shape of it with his forefinger, and then with a silent wish he sealed up the hole in his shirt.  He reached behind his back to make certain it was really gone, and his hand met nothing but smooth fabric.  He nodded with satisfaction.

He glanced again at Brandon, but the boy still seemed dead to the world for the time being.  Cleaning the kitchen had put Brian in the mood to try something else, but he was still afraid to be too obvious about it.  So, what to do?

A tiny fleck of paint on one of the windowpanes caught his eye, and with a snap of his fingers it was gone.  The windowsill was already as clean as he could scrub it, but upon further inspection he decided it still lacked something.  He erased the paint off the surface and polished the wood underneath so that it almost glowed.  Brian contemplated this change for a second, then dyed the faded curtains a rich midnight blue, at the same time mending every tiny run and spot-hole.

The colorful window was in such contrast to the rest of the room that Brian decided to go a little farther, just to see how it would look.  He could always put it back the way it was.

He turned his attention to the wallpaper, which was cracked and peeling in spots.  Some of the places were discreetly patched with scotch tape, but Brian thought that looked pathetic now.  He soon fixed the problem, restoring the paper to like-new condition.  He bleached the fly-specked ceiling to bright white, and polished the hardwood floor, too.  He sealed up a rip in the mattress where stuffing was coming out, and fixed the tatters in Papaw’s picture.  Soon, the brass doorknob glittered like gold, every piece of clothing in the closet became brand new, and the fishbowl turned sparkling clear.  Even the goldfish looked bigger and brighter than ever before.  Within minutes, Brian had changed the room utterly, and he could hardly contain his pleasure.

He knew it couldn’t stay like that, of course, and with a disappointed sigh he changed everything back the way it had been before.  Almost.  He didn’t undo the floor polish or the new curtains, and he didn’t dirty the fishbowl or dull the goldfish.  He also left Papaw’s picture alone.  He thought those things were small enough that they wouldn’t be noticed, and if somebody did notice then he could explain them pretty easily.  In fact, if he was slow and careful enough, he thought he might even fix up the whole house little by little when Mama wasn’t paying attention.  

He had high hopes.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *

Mama came home at three a.m. that night.

Brian and Brandon were long since in bed asleep by then, but Brian snapped awake when he heard her kick the front door open.  Sometimes the wood swelled up a little bit from the moisture when it rained and made it stick against the jamb.  All it took was a little extra coaxing, but of course Mama was too impatient for that; especially if she’d been drinking. 

Brian was instantly on edge, his heart pounding, and he half sat up in bed.  Brandon hadn’t stirred, and that much at least was good.  The longer he stayed out of it, the better.

Brian knew better than to show his face unless he had to, so he kept quiet and listened instead of getting up.

He heard Mama talking downstairs, and then he caught the sound of someone else’s voice too; a man this time.  That wasn’t good, and Brian strained his ears to see if he could figure out who it was or what they might be saying to each other, but it was too hard to hear.

He debated with himself about the wisdom of creeping to the top of the stairs and trying to figure out who the dude might be and just how drunk Mama really was.  If she was already close to passing out then he didn’t have much to worry about, but if she was just now getting started then he didn’t dare go back to sleep for a while.  He didn’t like not knowing.  But then again, if he got caught spying the consequences could be terrible.

After a while, he decided it was worth the risk.  He stealthily got up and tiptoed across the room, where he paused to put his ear up against the crack of the door.  They were still downstairs; that was good.

With utmost caution, he ever-so-slowly turned the doorknob, and then opened the door just enough to slip out into the hall on his hands and knees.  It was dark except for the light welling up from the stairway, and that was all to the good, too.

Brian crept close enough to the top of the stairs so that he could hear what was being said, and then laid down on his stomach with his chin cupped in his hands.  Mama was laughing, and so was the man.  Then he heard some other woman’s voice, too.  They all sounded just about medium drunk, but nowhere near ready to pass out yet.  That was bad; it was the most dangerous time of all.

They seemed to be talking about politics, of all things. . . a topic which didn’t interest Brian at all.  He was pretty sure he’d never met the man and the woman before, but at least they didn’t seem like the kind of loud and dangerous drunk that you had to keep an eye on.  Brian didn’t care how many people his mother dragged home as long as he didn’t have to deal with them and they didn’t get mean.

Well, maybe on some level he did care, but that was another one of those impossible pipe dreams that did him no good at all to think about.

He listened long enough to make sure there was nothing going on except drunk-talk, and then shook his head in disgust and got back up on his hands and knees to crawl back to bed.  Hopefully whoever-they-were would be gone before morning.  In the meantime, Brian was glad it was no worse.

He wasn’t as careful on his way back to the bedroom as he should have been, and his foot accidentally bumped against one of the little tables that held Mama’s houseplants.  It teetered over and fell to the floor with a loud thud, spilling dirt and baby spider plants everywhere.

It was too much to hope for that no one down below had heard the noise, and Brian’s worst fear came true when he heard footsteps coming upstairs.

There was no chance to hide and precious little time to make up a story, but he tried.  He scrambled to his feet just barely before Mama’s head appeared in the stairwell, with a furious look on her face.

“What are you doing out of bed, Brian?” she demanded, before she even made it up the stairs.

“I’m sorry, Mama.  I was just on my way to the bathroom.  I’ll clean it up,” he promised, trying to sound as sorry and as scared as he could, not daring to meet her eyes.  Then she noticed the spilled pot for the first time.

“You clumsy little. . . Get downstairs right now and find something to clean that up with!” she bellowed, and he hurried to obey.

He didn’t quite make it past her.  She caught him with a punch to the nose that made him see stars, and he stumbled against the stair banister, barely catching himself from falling.  He gripped the wood tightly and took a deep breath to steady himself through the pain, and then headed downstairs.

His whole face was throbbing, and he could feel warm salty blood running down his chin and dripping onto his shirt, but he dared not stop to wipe it away.

He made it to the bottom and saw a burly man sitting at the kitchen table with a half-empty bottle of Absolut vodka in front of him, Mama’s favorite brand.  Next to him was a woman with stringy gray hair who looked like she’d seen better days.  Much better days, as a matter of fact.  Both of them were laughing.

“Sometimes you got to teach the little hard heads a lesson, dontcha, Peg?” the man called out, and Mama laughed too.

“All the time,” she agreed, and cuffed Brian again to show him she meant it.  She only caught the side of his head above his ear that time, but it hurt badly enough to make him stumble again.  He grabbed the broom and the dust pan from beside the refrigerator with trembling hands, and said nothing at all while he rushed back upstairs to clean up the spilled flower pot.

He was very good about not letting himself cry in front of his tormentors, not till he got back upstairs and out of sight.  But when he heard them still laughing and socializing in the kitchen just like nothing at all had ever happened, then he couldn’t hold himself back any longer.

Still, he wept quietly, as he’d learned from long experience to do.  And after he’d cleaned up the mess, he went to the bathroom and washed his face and his shirt to get rid of the blood.  His nose and his temple still hurt something fierce, and his eyes were still puffy and stung from crying.

“You’re really a mess, boy,” he murmured to himself, staring at his reflection in the mirror.  It wasn’t all that funny, but he smiled a little.  Then he winced, because the movement hurt his nose.  Mama hadn’t pulled her punch, that was for sure.

He washed his face again, mostly because the cool water felt good on his hurt spots, and then he swallowed three ibuprofen tablets and went back to bed.  Brandon never woke up, and for that at least he was thankful.

He told himself again that it was just the way things were, and he cursed himself for being so clumsy as to knock over the plant, and even for being stupid enough to get up in the first place and try to spy on his mother.  Didn’t he know better, after all this time?  If he’d had a lick of common sense he would have gone back to sleep without even thinking about trying such a foolhardy stunt as that.  But he had, and so now he had to pay the price for it.  Simple as that.

He found it hard to go back to sleep, partly from the pain and partly because his swollen nose made him snuffly and blocked his breath.  Every now and then he heard Mama and her nameless buddies give an especially loud whoop of laughter that startled him wide awake again.  They seemed to be having a merry old time down there, he thought to himself.

At that moment, Brian hated both of them with such a smoldering hatred that anyone who’d seen his face right then might have taken a step backward.  But there was no one in the darkness to see, and no one to know it except Brian himself.  And God, perhaps, if He was watching.

Brian was ashamed of himself for thinking such a thought, but sometimes he couldn’t help wondering why God never seemed to lift a finger to save the people who suffered and didn’t deserve it.  Brian couldn’t decide whether he personally fit into that category himself, but surely Brandon did?  Sometimes he didn’t know what to believe at all anymore.

“God, if you’re really there, please do something to change this.  If you don’t then I guess you’re not real anyway, but I hope you are,” he whispered under his breath, and after saying this deeply bitter and disrespectful prayer, he finally slept.

The strangers were gone the next morning when Brian got up, and so was Mama for that matter.  She had to work the day shift at the diner that day, Sunday or not.  She probably had a hangover again from too much vodka; Brian certainly hoped so.

He felt a little better, himself.  His nose was still tender to the touch, but it didn’t look swollen anymore and the bruise on his temple was far enough back that it was hidden under his hair.  That was good; he would rather have crawled through sewers than to let anybody notice his battle scars.  

He told himself it could have been worse; he remembered one particularly horrible night not long after Daddy left, when she’d lost her temper and actually shot at him with the little pistol she kept in her purse.  He couldn’t remember anymore what it was that she’d been so mad about, that time.  Brian had never been so terrified in his life, either before or since, and the memory was seared into his brain like a white-hot branding iron.  In fact, there was still a bullet hole in the wall of his bedroom to remind him.

Brandon had been barely a year old at the time, and Brian dreaded to imagine what might have happened if that bullet had passed just three feet lower, through the place where he lay sleeping that night in his bed, totally oblivious to what was going on.

There were times, after an especially painful binge, when Mama wouldn’t touch a drop of alcohol for weeks and hardly said a cross word to either of them.  But as soon as Brian started to think there might be just a drop of kindness under all that hateful crust, she always fell right back into the same old rut.  Brian didn’t believe she would ever really change, but at least life was a little easier when she was trying.

A hard and bitter look crept onto Brian’s face as he remembered these things, and he touched the amulet without thinking.  He’d been caught off guard last night, but never, ever again would he let things get out of control like that.  If Mama ever did anything to hurt him or Brandon again then he’d give her a taste of her own medicine, next time.  He had the power now to deal with her in such a way as to make her wish she’d never laid a finger on either one of them.  He could do that much, and he would do it, if he had to.  He swore it on a stack of Bibles and on the heads of everyone he loved.

The oath left a bad taste in his mouth almost as soon as he formed the words, and he hoped it never had to come to that.  Nevertheless, he meant what he said.  He was no tear-stained and terrified little boy anymore; he had power that was almost invincible, and she had better watch out.

Chapter Three

He cooked sausage and scrambled eggs for breakfast that morning, and made cereal for Brandon, and after they ate they walked the half mile to church, as they usually did.  

He sent Brandon to his preschool group and then sat next to Rachel McCray on the third pew, for lack of a better seat.  They were the same age, but not particularly close.  She lived on the road to Falls Chapel, maybe ten miles away, and they didn’t see each other much except at church or at school. Brian had always thought she looked kind of like a rat; she was too thin, and her nose and chin were a little too sharp, and the Coke bottle glasses she always wore didn’t help matters any.  He vaguely remembered that there was supposed to be something wrong with her, but he’d never been curious enough to ask anybody exactly what it was.
He didn’t particularly like her, but the only other seat he could find was next to Adam Crenshaw and Patti Sue Jackson, whom he liked even less.  Adam was a football player and Patti Sue was a farmer’s daughter; both of them were popular, good-looking, and fairly rich, and worst of all they both knew it.  Brian always got the feeling they were looking down their noses at his raggedy clothes and cheap shoes, on the rare occasions when they talked to each other at all.  He was in no mood to deal with all that today. 

“Hey, Mad Dog,” Rachel murmured when he sat down beside her.

“Hey, Raych,” he answered, smiling tiredly at the nickname.  His middle name was Madaug, after his great grandfather, and he’d made the mistake of letting that fact slip out a few years ago.  It was supposed to be pronounced Madug, not Mad Dog, but people always seemed to think it was hilarious to mangle it like that.  Yet another thing he felt like choking his mother for.  Or maybe biting her, come to think of it.  That might be a lot more appropriate.  
“Are you okay?  Looks like you’ve got a pretty good bump on your head,” she said.

“Really?  Is it that noticeable?” he asked.

“Well, no, not unless you’re close up, I don’t guess.  What happened?” she asked.

“Oh, it was nothing much.  I fell down the stairs last night, that’s all.  Busted my nose, bonked my head; it was just a stupid accident, really,” he lied.

“Oh, okay,” she said.  Then she paused, as if choosing her words carefully.

“Everything’s all right, isn’t it, Brian?” she asked, awkwardly.  It was almost like she knew what really happened, and for some reason that infuriated him.

“Sure.  Why wouldn’t it be?” he asked, with just the slightest tinge of a hard edge to his voice.

“No reason at all.  I’m sorry,” she apologized hastily.  He hesitated, and then decided it was better to just let it go at that.

“No problem,” he said, with a fake smile.  In fact he was worried.  If blind-as-a-bat Rachel McCray could see that something wasn’t quite right, then probably other people could, too.  Brian could imagine the gossip all too well, and he suddenly hated Mama even worse than before.  The shame was worse than the punch.

He glanced at Patti Sue without thinking, half expecting to see a knowing smirk on her lips.  But she was only reading the bulletin and didn’t seem to have noticed Brian at all, actually.

He quickly looked away again and told himself to get a grip; just because Rachel noticed he had a bump on his head didn’t necessarily mean the whole town was talking about him behind his back.  It was crazy to let Mama make him so paranoid.

With some effort, he put on a mild and pleasant face that showed nothing of how he really felt inside, and after a while he managed to put the incident out of his mind.   
After church they walked home again, and then Brian fed Brandon and sent him to watch Tom & Jerry cartoons in the living room.  He had another project in mind to try out with the amulet that day, and it was one he definitely didn’t want any witnesses for.

It had crossed his mind that it would be nice to have some money, and he’d been thinking about ways he could make that happen.  He had several ideas he wanted to try, and hopefully at least one of them would earn him some serious cash.  That was what he had in mind for his afternoon’s project.

The first thing he tried was to pick up a sheet of notebook paper and imagine it turning into a stack of twenty dollar bills.  But that turned out to be harder than he thought it would be, partly because he discovered that he wasn’t totally sure what a twenty dollar bill ought to look like.  Oh, he’d seen them before, of course, but he’d never paid close enough attention to remember all the minor details, and he was uneasy about getting something wrong.  That could land him in a lot of trouble, if he made a mistake.  He wasn’t sure he had it in him to be a counterfeiter.

Well, okay then.  If he couldn’t print money, then what could he do to earn some?  He thought vaguely about diamonds and gold and things of that sort, and he decided that would be his next experiment. 

Brandon had a big bag of marbles in his toy box, and Brian quietly went upstairs to fetch them.  They were only glass, but they sparkled prettily in the sunlight and reminded him of lost jewels.  Maybe, with just a pinch of luck, he could turn them into real jewels.  He picked one up between his thumb and forefinger, and tried to imagine what a diamond would look like.  He found that rather difficult too, when it came right down to it, since he’d never seen a diamond the size of a marble before.

Still, he tried, and the marble did change into something that looked mighty similar to what Brian imagined a diamond ought to look like.  He remembered that diamonds were supposed to be able to scratch glass, and so he tested his new-made bauble on the kitchen window above the sink.  It scratched it, all right, but Brian still wasn’t satisfied.  There might be other things that could scratch glass, too.  Besides that, a diamond that big was probably worth a lot of money, and for that very reason it would probably turn out to be hard to sell.  There had to be a better option.

He picked up another marble and imagined it turning into gold instead.  He knew what gold looked like, and this time the magic worked perfectly.  He opened his eyes and saw that the marble was a bit smaller than before, but other than that it did indeed look exactly like gold.  Brian nodded, much better pleased.

He didn’t want to use up all of Brandon’s marbles, though, so he put the rest of them aside and fetched a handful of pea gravel from the flower pot in the bathroom.  Mama used it to put out cigarette butts whenever she was in there, and Brian washed the ashes off in the sink before he did anything else.

As soon as he got back to the table, he converted the gravel into a handful of gold nuggets that sparkled and glittered in the light.  All the pieces were smaller than before, which he didn’t quite understand, but he shrugged it off as unimportant.

After a bit of thought, he went up to the attic and removed a piece of loose floorboard near the back wall, his well-trusted hiding place.  Inside was an old Crown Royal bag, and he pulled this out, listening to the coins jingle inside.  Brian liked Crown Royal bags.  The purple cloth and gold trim made him feel rich, like a king.  

Feeling rich and being rich were two different things, of course.  Brian’s hoard contained not quite forty dollars, painstakingly collected over the past six months.  Quarters left over from trips to the store, nickels and dimes salvaged from sidewalks and baseboards, all of it had gone into his hiding place.  He’d learned to be tight as tree bark with his money, but now it seemed less important than before.  He took out the change and hid it in an old shoebox where nobody was likely to look, and then he filled up the bag with his nuggets.

He didn’t fill it up completely, but even so the bag was awfully heavy.  He remembered reading somewhere that gold was supposed to be heavy, though, so he wasn’t worried about it.  He stuffed the bag in his pocket and decided to call it a day.

He thought he could probably sell the gold at the pawn shop that Mama sometimes used.  They had a sign in the window specifically saying that they bought gold, and Brian knew the owner well enough to know that he was a greedy man who could probably be talked into making some kind of deal.  With a little luck, he could slip away from school at lunchtime on Monday, get his business done, and be back before anybody realized he was gone.  If things worked out right, he’d soon be a very rich young man.  Let Adam and Patti Sue and everybody else chew on that for a while.
There was still the question of how to explain where he got so much gold, of course.  He knew people tended to get mighty curious about things like that, but Brian had a ready answer for them.  He’d just tell them he found it amongst his Papaw’s stuff in the attic.  Everybody in town knew what a pack-rat his grandfather had been, so it wasn’t a totally unbelievable story.  And even if people doubted it, they wouldn’t be able to prove anything.  It would never cross their minds to think he was manufacturing it out of pea gravel at his kitchen table, and that was all that really mattered.  If they wanted to invent some other story about where it came from, then so be it.    

So it was that Monday morning he went to school with a pocket full of gold nuggets and so much enthusiasm that he could barely endure his morning classes.  He’d never felt so impatient for anything in his life as he did for the lunch hour to come that day, and when it finally arrived he wolfed down his food in record time and quickly slipped out to the parking lot.

This was technically against the rules if you didn’t own a car, but enforcement was fairly spotty.  Brian was counting on the fact that nobody would remember he was on foot.

Apparently no one did, because he wasn’t challenged when he headed in that direction.  Several kids were already out there, sitting on tailgates, talking on cell phones, and occasionally smoking.  None of them paid Brian any mind.

He crossed the entire lot and casually slipped into the trees on the far side when he was fairly sure no one was looking.  Then he set out for downtown as fast as he could walk.  The pawn shop wasn’t far from the school, but then again he didn’t have much time, either.

There didn’t seem to be any customers at the shop when he got there, which was so much the better.  He patted the Crown Royal bag in his pocket and fought down the nervousness that threatened to ruin the whole deal.  He reminded himself several times that he was a customer, and he had just as much right to be there as anybody else did.

“Hey, Mr. Johnson,” he said cheerfully when he walked in the door.  Mr. Johnson glanced up from reading the newspaper, and he didn’t smile back.

“What can I do for you, son?” he asked, in a bored voice.

“Well, I saw the sign in the window. It says you buy gold,” Brian said, a little nervously.

“Yeah, we do.  But I’ll give you a piece of advice, kid. Whatever you’ve got, take it back to whoever it belongs to before you get caught with it,” he said, in that same bored tone.  Brian bit his tongue to hide the surge of anger he felt at the man’s casual assumption; he couldn’t afford to take offense, no matter how insulted he felt.  He took a deep breath and told himself he was there to do business, not to make friends.

“I didn’t steal anything, Mr. Johnson, honest,” he said.

“Uh-huh.  Well, let’s see what you got, then,” he sighed, putting his feet down on the floor and sitting up straight.  Brian quickly pulled out the old Crown Royal bag and shook out a handful of nuggets onto the countertop.  Mr. Johnson didn’t look impressed.

“Painted pea gravel ain’t worth much, kid,” he commented.

“Just test it, please,” Brian said.  He knew Mr. Johnson had chemicals to test for whether gold was real or not; he’d seen him use it on one of Mama’s rings a few times.  The man grumbled and muttered under his breath, but nevertheless he pulled out a vial of testing acid and dripped a little of it onto one of the nuggets.  There was no reaction, proving the piece was real.  Mr. Johnson looked up at Brian with wary eyes.

“Where’d you get this, son?” he asked, and Brian lost his patience.

“Where I got it doesn’t matter, Mr. Johnson.  You can see it’s real, and I promise you I didn’t steal it, and you can have it for half the usual price if you’ll just keep your mouth shut and not ask me any questions,” he said boldly.  He’d never said anything like that to a grown-up before in his whole life, but he figured if Mr. Johnson could be rude then so could he.
For a second Brian was afraid he’d gone too far, but Mr. Johnson didn’t seem to care.  He just knitted his brows while he stared at the gold, and Brian could almost watch the wheels turning in his mind as he considered the various aspects.

“I think we can do business along those lines, Mr. Stone,” he finally said, and stuck out his hand with a saccharine smile.  Brian shook it with a smile of his own, knowing perfectly well that the man thought he was cheating an ignorant kid.  That was all right, though.  Brian could make all the gold he wanted, and if he had to give Mr. Johnson a cut rate deal then he was ready to do it.

They weighed out the nuggets, and when it was all said and done, Mr. Johnson laid nine hundred and forty-seven dollars into Brian’s hand.  It was more money than he’d ever seen in his entire life.

“You got any more nuggets like that?” Mr. Johnson asked lightly, after he counted out the money.  Brian could almost see the greed in his eyes.

“I think I might could scrounge up some more; I’m not sure,” he replied, just as lightly.

“If you do, then you’ll bring them to me first, right?” he asked.

“Sure thing.  We got a deal,” Brian agreed, and that was that.

It turned out to be a sweetheart deal, indeed.  Every day at lunch after that, Brian slipped into the pawn shop to deliver another bag of nuggets and carry home another wad of cash.  He kept it hidden under the same loose floorboard in the attic where he’d always kept his stash, where Mama couldn’t find it.  God only knew what she’d think or do if she came across a hoard of money like that.  Some of it he spent on things for the house and stuff for him and Brandon, but by the end of the week he still had close to ten thousand dollars stuffed away up there, if he counted right.  It was a good feeling, knowing that.

As he grew bolder, he started doing more things around the house, too, gradually ceasing to care very much whether Mama noticed or not.  He still feared her at times, but not nearly the way he had just a week ago.     

Therefore by Thursday Brian had already fixed most of the subtle things around the house. . . the scratches and cracks, the ground-in grime, the creaky wood and the flaky paint.  The place still didn’t look all that different at first glance, but the details were already very clear to anybody who looked close enough.  Mama couldn’t help but notice, but so far she hadn’t said anything.  Not yet.  She surely knew Brian was behind it all, but apparently she hadn’t thought it was anything beyond an inexplicable attack of cleaning.  After all, he hadn’t yet changed anything which couldn’t be explained with a lot of elbow grease, and he never changed anything at all unless she was gone first.  

But that wasn’t all.  He used his newfound wealth to do all kinds of things he’d never had a chance to do before.  He bought anything he wanted, without even looking at the price.  He went places and hung out with people who would barely have spoken to him a week ago.  Even Adam Crenshaw started acting like they’d been best buds since kindergarten.

Brian wasn’t stupid; he knew the only reason Adam and the others suddenly liked him so much was because he was generous with his money, but for the time being he honestly didn’t care.  He was enjoying himself too much.

And then there was his main project, the one he lavished more care and love upon than any other, and that one he shared with no one but Brandon. 

If anyone had visited Black Rock about that time, they might have noticed something different about the place.  Brian remembered what he’d done to the little meadow that first day, and in his enthusiasm he decided to beautify the whole area.  He worked unceasingly on the land all round the Rock, until it gradually became a radically different place than it had ever been before.  The first thing he did was to kill all the bugs and snakes and creepy-crawlies.  He destroyed every thorn and every thistle, every weed and every wasp.  Nothing dangerous or ugly was allowed to invade his little kingdom.  It was reserved exclusively for all things bright and beautiful, and he set an invisible barrier to keep any new pests from getting in.   

About forty acres was the limit of his power to maintain all this, but within that circle the land was becoming like a page from a fairy tale in which every day is high spring and there is no stain to be found on a single leaf or stone.  By Thursday evening it was almost perfect, with only a few little touch-ups remaining.

If Brian had thought about it, he might have connected all this with that old, heartbroken longing he’d felt when he gazed at the misty mountains of the Crystal Range after the rain, when he imagined some place where no bad thing could ever come, or when he sang Unclouded Day to Brandon and dreamed of the same thing.  But Brian was young, and it never crossed his mind to connect the dots in that way.  All he knew was that the place touched his heart and made him happy, and that was good enough.

He spent as much time up there as he could, when he wasn’t busy with Adam or other things.  Sometimes he didn’t even come home till after dark.  That wasn’t so very unusual, of course, but at first he’d worried that Mama would get suspicious and maybe even come up there looking for him.  But she still seemed oblivious for the time being, and if she noticed anything different about the house or about Brian’s behavior, she didn’t see fit to mention it.

So it was that on Thursday evening he was planting white oaks, setting acorns with one hand and then making them grow into tall trees in less than a minute.  He kept one eye on his work and the other on Brandon, who was playing in the dirt not far away.  Brian had never left him alone again since the day he got the black eye, and that meant he had no choice but to take him along up to Black Rock, even if it meant partially letting him in on the secret.  

He still worried sometimes that the kid might slip up and say something about what he saw to somebody who didn’t need to hear it, but so far he seemed to accept it all without question, like it was the most natural and ordinary thing in the world.  He hadn’t even asked how any of it was possible.  Brian told himself that even if he did mention it to somebody, they’d probably just think he was imagining things.  Nobody paid much attention to what a little kid said, especially not a wild story like that.  

At least he hoped not.  

Still, Brian always wore the amulet under his shirt and never said a word about it, just in case.  The less Brandon knew, the less he could talk about.

Brian stood up from planting acorns and wiped a trickle of sweat off his forehead.  It was hot work, growing trees.  But he loved white oaks, and he didn’t grudge the effort.  It was well worth it.  

He looked down the trail at Brandon playing in the dirt, and with a half-smile lifted him up off the ground and dusted him off.  Brandon had loved that at first, but he was starting to get tired of it.  

“Put me down!” he cried, struggling uselessly against the breeze.  The sun was beginning to slant low across the ravine, and it was almost time to call it a day.

“I think I might just carry you home that way, Beebo,” Brian replied, teasing him.  He wasn’t serious, but from Brandon’s howl you would have thought he was pulling hair.  Brian floated him closer and set him down on his feet.

“I didn’t mean it, silly boy,” he said.

“Yes you did,” Brandon said, crossing his arms and scowling furiously.

“All right, I’m sorry then, okay?” he asked.  Brandon thought about that for a few seconds, and gradually stopped scowling.

“Okay,” he agreed.

Brian took his hand, and they walked home together with no more ado.

There were limits to his power, of course, and through trial and error he’d gradually figured out what they were.  He couldn’t affect anything more than about a thousand feet away, and he couldn’t create something out of nothing.  He couldn’t make things with complicated parts that he didn’t understand.  He couldn’t bring things back to life if they were dead, and he couldn’t affect anybody’s thoughts or feelings.  But he could move things, and he could change one thing into another (if he had the same amount of mass to work with), and he could usually heal wounds on living things and make them grow.  

He wasn’t inclined to complain about the things that were beyond his reach, though.  What he could do was plenty awesome enough.  

He was sure there was still a lot he didn’t know, but that didn’t worry him very much anymore either.  He looked forward to finding out everything there was to know, little by little.  He had all the time in the world, and it was a pleasure he had every intention of enjoying to the fullest.  Still, there were times when he wished the amulet had come with an instruction manual.

Mama was working the evening shift that night, so she wasn’t home when they got there.  Brian cooked a pot of macaroni and cheese and cut up some hot dogs in it to give it a little extra pizzazz, and after supper he gave Brandon his bath and put him to bed.  He enjoyed all these normal things very much, perhaps because he associated them with the nights when Mama wasn’t home and therefore he had peace and freedom for a little while.

That night, in the simple happiness of his heart, Brian gave up on secrecy.  Mama could think whatever she wanted to think; he was determined to fear her no longer.

Therefore he walked through the house with a critical eye, changing anything he felt like changing.  He denied himself nothing his heart could wish for, from marble floors in the bathroom to crystal goblets in the kitchen.  The place became beautiful as the castle of a king long ago, and Brian was delighted at what he’d done.

There were certain things he could only do with money, so he snatched up some cash from his hiding spot and called Adam to give him a ride downtown into Falls Chapel.  
Adam was cruising the streets with Patti Sue when Brian called, but both of them were more than happy to do him a favor.  Patti Sue even offered to stay behind and watch Brandon until they could get back from the store.  It was truly amazing how things had changed, Brian couldn’t help thinking.  But that was all right; he appreciated it anyway.

Once they got to the store, he bought a big-screen TV and a high-definition stereo, a brand new computer and a dirt bike, among other things.  Adam was suitably impressed, and Brian favored him with a hundred dollar bill just for the pleasure of giving it away.

All these things he set up in the house, and when he was done, he was awed all over again by the power he held in his hands.

He enjoyed it all for a little while, and then quietly went upstairs to bed.  Mama could think whatever she liked when she saw it; he could deal with her, if he had to.  

He quickly changed into a more comfortable t-shirt and some shorts without switching on the lights, then laid down on the bed beside the already sleeping Brandon, listening to the old house creak and settle for the night.

Brandon made a vague sleepy sound and moved closer to him, not really awake.  He settled comfortably against Brian’s side and then grew quiet again.  Brian reached down and smoothed his soft golden hair, just starting to get long again now after being shaved off for the summer back in June.  It looked like he was dreaming about something from the way his eyes moved, and Brian felt a gentle wash of love for him.  

“Good night, Beebo,” Brian whispered, and snuggled close beside him.  He wasn’t especially sleepy yet, but he knew that would come soon enough, if he lay still for a little while.  In the meantime, he said his prayers and dreamed about the future, and his thoughts were good ones.

Brian was happier than he could ever remember being in his whole life, and he foresaw no end to the good times and the good work he could do with the amulet in his hand.  He’d barely scratched the surface.  He had power and wealth beyond his wildest dreams, and what could he not do now?  The amulet had been the greatest thing that ever happened to him. 

He smiled again, and then slowly drifted off to sleep.

Chapter Four

He fully expected Mama to say something to him about the house at breakfast the next morning, because there was no chance whatsoever that she hadn’t noticed what he’d done.  But she was strangely silent about everything, even dazed-looking, and if he hadn’t known better he could have sworn he saw a glint of fear in her eyes when she looked at him.

That was impossible, of course, but still, the very idea of it made him feel awkward and uncertain how he ought to speak to her, or if he should even speak to her at all.  He was used to living in fear of her, but to have the shoe switched so suddenly to the other foot left him at a loss for how to behave.

So neither of them said much of anything, and Brian was relieved when the bus finally came to pick him up.

School was uneventful that day, but Adam had invited him to come to a tailgate party before the football game that night, just to hang out and have a good time for a while.  Brian had never been invited to such a thing in his entire life, and he was determined to go.
He hadn’t asked Mama for permission, nor did he much care anymore whether she liked it or not.  She was working the evening shift at the diner again, and Brian had hired a babysitter for Brandon. . . another thing unheard of in all the days of his life up till then.  He knew Mama wouldn’t have liked that at all, if she’d known about it, but he didn’t care much about that either.  There was nothing she could do about it either way.
He put it out of his mind and met Adam in the school parking lot as soon as class was out.

“Hey, Mad Dog, you ready to go?” he asked cheerfully as soon as Brian made it to the truck.

“Yeah, but where’s Patti Sue?” he asked, looking around.  Normally she was stuck to Adam like super glue.

“Oh, she’s already home.  Her mom came and checked her out early today so she could go to the doctor.  But hurry up if you’re going, cause she’s already texted me twice wanting to know where I’m at,” Adam said.

Brian shrugged and got in the passenger seat, not really interested in Adam and Patti Sue’s love life.  If she wanted to act like a clinging vine and he wanted to put up with it, then that was their business.

The party was supposed to be at Patti Sue’s place, down by the river.  Her daddy raised several hundred acres of rice and soybeans down there in the flat bottomlands, and he didn’t mind if they used one of the empty fields.

Adam turned off the highway onto a rough dirt road that led way back into the soybean fields, and before long Brian spotted the orange glow of a bonfire.

“There it is, Mad Dog,” Adam said, smiling eagerly.

When they got there, Adam stepped on the gas and spun his tires in the dirt before he slid to a stop, and Brian heard several people holler and clap appreciatively.

Most of the kids were a year or two older than Brian, which made him feel both slightly uneasy and deliciously grown-up at the same time.

Several people had brought radios and coolers full of Cokes, and Patti Sue was handing out wieners and marshmallows to roast over the bonfire.  Brian helped himself, and he was in the middle of roasting his second marshmallow when Adam came up behind him and clapped a hand on his shoulder.

“Come on, Mad Dog, let’s go get some mud on the truck,” he said.

“Sure,” Brian agreed, and climbed into Adam’s 4x4 with two other guys he didn’t know.  Adam revved the engine till it sounded like it might blow up, and then let off the brake.  The field was still pretty soggy from the rain a few days ago, and Adam’s big tires tore the ground to pieces and sprayed mud everywhere.

“Won’t Mr. Jackson get mad if we mess up the field like this?” Brian asked during a lull when Adam could actually hear him.

“Nah, he won’t care.  Nothing grows down here anyway,” he explained.

Brian shrugged.  If Adam didn’t care, then he sure didn’t.

Before long it was time to go to the game, so they doused the fire with river water and cleaned up the empty Coke cans and such.  Brian rode with Adam and Patti Sue, but once they got to the game those two disappeared together and left him to fend for himself.

He didn’t mind.  He just found a place to sit in the front row of the stands and cheered when there was a good play, eating hot dogs and popcorn to his heart’s content.  He was sorely tempted a few times to make the ball fly just a little bit farther and help the team score a touchdown, but he didn’t meddle.  It was enough to know that he could have if he’d wanted to.  

The game was over at nine, and Brian decided on a whim to walk home for a change.  It was only about a mile from the field to his house, and he was in the mood for some solitude after so much socializing all evening.  It was more trouble than it was worth to go hunt down Adam, anyway. 

The night breezes were cool against his skin, carrying with them the faint scent of late-blooming jasmine from somebody’s yard.  He felt at peace with himself and the world, and in the mood to do a good deed if anything happened to present itself. 

He came to Annie Summerford’s house at the corner of Maple and Magnolia, and on impulse he left a crisp hundred dollar bill in her mailbox.  Miss Annie had once been the town librarian, but Brian knew she was old and poor now.  If anybody could use some extra money, he was sure she could.  Leaving that much cash left him nearly empty-handed, but that was okay, too.  He had plenty more at home.
Helping Miss Annie made him feel good, and as he went on he kept an eye out for anything else he might do.

He passed the hardware store and the church without seeing anything else worth doing, and then the graveyard.  He removed a few smudges of gray lichen from the tombstones near the street, but that wasn’t very satisfying.  He wanted something more dramatic than that.

A few stray leaves were beginning to turn yellow on the sweet gum trees, more from the heat than the season.  Brian was tempted to move things up a bit and see what fall would look like in September, but he decided that might attract more curiosity than he felt like dealing with.  So he left the trees alone and told himself he could always try it with the white oaks around Black Rock if he liked.  He could turn them green again anytime he really wanted to, if he didn’t like it.  

He crossed the river bridge, and saw his Aunt Carolyn’s place sitting dark and silent beside the river.  A few really determined weeds were growing up through the old cattle guard, and Brian quickly killed them for her.

A full moon was shining through the trees behind him, flooding the highway with pools of silver.  Brian waded through them, following his footsteps home.  On another day he might have been frustrated by the lack of opportunities to do anything meaningful for people.  One would have thought there were more needy folks in the world than just one old woman.  But he was feeling good that night, and it would have taken a lot to darken his mood.  Maybe another day, he thought to himself.

He opened the back door and went into the house.  The babysitter was on the couch watching a movie, and he paid her and sent her home.  Brandon was already long since in bed, and Mama wouldn’t be home till after midnight.

Brian washed the dishes, and then sat down on the big overstuffed couch in the living room to watch a movie for an hour or two until he felt like going to bed.  He picked one at random, which turned out to be Predator, with Arnold Schwarzenegger.  Brian liked that just fine; anything with that many guns and explosions was always reliable entertainment.

He hadn’t been watching long when he was startled by the sound of a key turning in the back door lock, and he turned around just in time to see Mama coming into the kitchen.

This was an anomaly; she shouldn’t have been home for at least two more hours yet.  But before he could get up or think to say anything, she shut the door behind her and looked at him steadily.

“Brian, we need to talk,” she said, in a tone which he couldn’t quite figure out.  She didn’t seem angry, and certainly not drunk.  Worried, maybe?  Whatever it was, he couldn’t put his finger on it.  

Mama put down her things and came to sit in the recliner across the coffee table from him.  She seemed nervous, and she kept twisting the ring on her finger and picking at the hem of her uniform, like she didn’t know what to say.

This was so out of character that Brian had no idea what to expect.  But he’d learned from long experience not to rush her, so he sat in meek silence while she gathered her thoughts, whatever they might be.

“When did you find it?” she finally asked.

“Find what, Mama?” he asked.

“Brian, don’t play dumb.  You know exactly what I’m talking about.  The necklace,” she said.  

He was momentarily shocked that she knew about the amulet, but he quickly recovered himself.  It didn’t matter anymore whether she knew or not; there was nothing she could do about it anyway.

“Last week,” he answered, truthfully enough.

“What day, Brian?” she insisted urgently, and he couldn’t help wondering why it was so dadgummed important.

“Saturday.  Why?” he ventured to ask.  Asking Mama questions was always a risky move, but his power had made him bold.  Mama ignored the question.

“Saturday, saturday. . .” she said softly, half to herself, as if thinking hard.  He still had no idea what was on her mind, and found himself irritated by her foot-dragging.  If she had something to say, why didn’t she just go ahead and say it?

“What all have you done with it?” she asked suddenly, looking at him intently.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“I mean I know about all the stuff you did to the house and I know you got some money from somewhere.  I don’t care about all that.  I want to know what else you’ve done, if you’ve messed with anything alive or anything that belongs to somebody else,” she asked.

“Why do you need to know?” he asked.  This verged on downright disrespect, and he knew it, but Brian was determined to stand his ground this time.  He could see that his answer angered her, but for once she forced herself to speak calmly.

“Because you don’t know what you’re playing with, that’s why.  You could cause terrible things to happen and not even realize it, Brian,” she explained.

“What kinds of things?  And why does it matter how long it’s been?” he asked.

“Because it only works for seven days, that’s why, and if you found it last Saturday then tomorrow at midnight is the end of it all.  There’s no way to fix anything stupid you already did, but there’s still the next twenty-four hours to think about.  I don’t want you to make any more mistakes between now and then,” she said.  That sounded more like the old Mama; insulting and high-handed as usual.  Still, Brian could tell she was making a real effort to bite her tongue and talk to him reasonably.  And somehow that scared him more than any harsh words she might have used, because it meant she was deadly serious about whatever she said.

He was gripped by a sudden terrible fear that she might be telling the truth, and he had to swallow hard to keep his calm.  The thought of losing his power was horrible to even imagine, especially when the idea was sprung on him so suddenly that way, and when the deadline was so near.  Tomorrow!  He could never finish everything he’d wanted to do by then, not even close.  

It might be a lie, of course; but even the possibility was enough to make his throat dry and his chest tight.

“How do you know?” he asked.  It came out almost as a whisper, and Mama noticed his fear.  She smiled a bitter smile.

“Did you bother to read the thing before you went off on your little spree?  No?  I didn’t think so.  Stupid boy,” she muttered under her breath, and Brian felt hot blood rising to his cheeks.  She seemed to have a supernatural talent for making him feel like a complete fool.

“No, I couldn’t read it.  The writing was too small,” he said, surly now.

“Uh-huh.  Never heard of a magnifying glass?  Even an idiot would have known that much,” she said, scornfully.

Brian had had about as much of her attitude as he could take.  He looked up at her with smoldering eyes that held more than a little hatred, and when he spoke there was ice in his voice.

“What difference does it make to you if I do something stupid or not?  You never cared about me or anything I ever did anyway,” he blurted.  A week ago he would never have dared to say such a thing to her, and perhaps if she hadn’t been speaking to him that way he wouldn’t have said it now.  But as it was, the cold and bitter words spilled out before he could think to hold them back.

That silenced her, but Brian took no pleasure in it.  The accusation left a bad taste in his mouth, and he was almost immediately sorry he’d said it.  The words might be true, but that was no excuse.  Truth which is spoken without love can be cruel as a punch in the gut.  Didn’t he know it all too well himself?  He could see clearly that his words had stung, but hurting her only made him feel worse.

“I do love y’all, whether you believe that or not,” she finally told him.  Those were never cheap words from his mother, and he knew he must have cut her deep to make her say them now.  There were even tears in her eyes, shocking as that was.  Brian didn’t have the faintest idea what to say to her.  So he said nothing at all, taking refuge in silence as he’d done so many times before.  

But the hurt didn’t last very long, and his silence seemed to infuriate her.

“Go on, then, rockhead.  Don’t listen!  You’ll find out soon enough what happens, and then we’ll see how much damage you’ve done!” she screamed, and then proceeded to curse him with every foul name she could think of and then some.

Brian didn’t wait to hear more.  He got up from the couch and left the room without another word, and Mama let him go.  

He couldn’t have gone to sleep just then if his life depended on it, not till he calmed down a bit, so he left the house through the back door and slammed it behind him, not caring if it angered his mother.  In fact he hoped it did.

The full moon gave plenty of light to see by, and after a moment’s thought Brian set out across the pasture toward Black Rock, not caring how late it was.  He needed some time alone, and that was one place he knew he could get it.  He couldn’t decide how he felt, except that it wasn’t good.  He wanted to hit something and he wanted to cry while he did it, and what kind of a messed up mood was that?

Nothing disturbed him until he emerged onto the flat surface of the Rock, where he took a seat at the foot of one of his perfect white oak trees.  He was a little calmer by then, and the peace and beauty of his sanctuary soon lulled him yet further.  The soft breeze in the oak leaves and the quiet gurgle of the creek flowing over stones were sweet balm for his jangled nerves, just as he knew they would be.  

He pensively tossed a few pebbles over the edge of the Rock into the swimming hole, lost in thought.  Mama had given him a lot to think about, even if he wasn’t sure how much of it to believe.  

Now and then his fingers chanced across a larger rock nestled among the tree roots, and these he threw hard and fast across the little gorge until they smacked with a satisfying thwock into the old sweet gum tree on the far bank.  Its trunk was gnarled and deformed by a thousand previous impacts, silent proof that it had been used as a rock tree since long before Brian’s time.  He hadn’t used the amulet to fix it; it was too much of a landmark.  

He wasn’t sure who the last stone-thrower at Black Rock might have been, but he could still see the faded craters whoever-it-was had left behind.  The only clue he’d ever found was the name Jack, carved with a pocketknife into the trunk.  Who Jack might have been was anybody’s guess.  

Brian couldn’t remember anyone ever teaching him how to throw.  It just seemed like he always knew how.  He seldom missed the mark anymore when he chose to try, so the exercise hardly occupied his mind.

He soon decided that, whatever else she might have said, Mama had a good point about reading the words on the amulet.  He really should have done that to start with, if he hadn’t gotten so caught up in the excitement of the whole thing.  It galled him to admit that she might actually be right about something, but there it was.

All he could do was wait till morning and see if he could find a magnifying glass somewhere.  There wasn’t one in the house, as far as he could remember.  He guessed he’d probably have to get a ride to Wal-Mart and buy one.
That was one thing decided, at least.  As for the rest of it, about losing his power after seven days and all that. . . well, he’d know one way or the other soon enough.  There was nothing he could do about it either way.  If Saturday came and went with nothing happening then he’d have proof that she was a liar and he’d never have to believe her again.  

On the other hand, even if he did lose his power, there wasn’t much he could think of that still needed doing.  He had plenty of money now from the gold, and it wouldn’t take long to beef up his nugget stash a bit.  Other than that, he’d already done everything he cared the most about doing, if it came right down to it.

There was still the problem of dealing with Mama with no amulet to back him up, but Brian was a lot less scared of her than he’d been before.  If the amulet had done nothing else for him, it had at least given him a healthy dose of courage.
He wondered if the seven blue gems on the front of the amulet had anything to do with the seven days Mama was talking about, and then decided it didn’t matter.
As he mulled all this over, Brian began to feel the first twinges of sleepiness gnawing at the edges of his mind, and he decided to take a dip in the swimming hole to clear his head.

He stripped down to his underwear and took a running dive off the Rock into the deep pool below it, making a huge splash when he hit the water.  The creek was clear as crystal, and he could see the bottom even by moonlight.  In fact that was almost what it seemed like. . . swimming in a tank full of liquid moonlight.  He liked the image, and when his head popped back up above the surface he shook it to scatter droplets of water out of his hair like a dog.  He swam back and forth for a while, and then floated on his back with his fingers laced behind his head to keep his ears above water. 

The night was warm and tranquil, and he felt no inclination to go home just yet.  So in the meantime, he wished the stars a little brighter and the song of the crickets a little sweeter, and drank in as much of the peace of the place as he could.

After a while, his spirit calmed and refreshed, he climbed out of the pool and used the amulet to dry himself off before he put his clothes back on.  He’d certainly miss little things like that if he lost his power, he thought to himself.  But he was calm enough now that the thought only made him smile.

When he finished dressing, he made his way back home through the woods and across the pasture.  

The house was dark when he got there, and he supposed Mama must have gone to bed already.  Just as well; he didn’t feel like talking to her anymore at the moment, not even to say goodnight.  He tiptoed upstairs as quietly as he’d ever done in the bad old days, to lie down beside Brandon and hope for a better day in the morning.

He was very careful to wear a tight t-shirt that night, and to tuck the amulet firmly inside it so that no one could sneak in and take it from him while he slept.

That done, he prayed for everything to work out as it should, and then closed his eyes.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *

In the morning the goldfish was dead.

The bowl had turned gray with pollution, so dense and thick that nothing could be seen through the murk.

Brian could smell it even before he opened his eyes, and he quickly got up and threw it away before Brandon had a chance to see it.  He silently promised himself to get a new one in a few days, whenever he had the chance.  He wouldn’t try to pretend it was the same one, but when something died it was usually better to replace it quickly.

He didn’t give the dead fish much more thought after that, although he was soon to get a nasty surprise that gave him plenty of reason to think about it.  But in the meantime, it was a gloriously bright and beautiful day, with the first scent of fall hanging crisply in the air, and Brian was happy with the world.  Mama and all her dark and ominous words seemed like no more than a bad dream, to be swept away and forgotten in the morning light.
He changed clothes, whistling softly to himself, and then went to wake up his brother.

“Come on, Beebo, get up!  Time to go!” he said cheerfully.  Brandon groaned, and Brian tried tickling him.  That usually worked, but not today.  Brandon just rolled out of reach and pulled the covers back over his head.

“What’s wrong with you, sleepyhead?” Brian laughed.

“Don’t feel good,” Brandon finally said.

“Well what’s wrong?  Does your stomach hurt, are you bleeding. . . what is it?” Brian asked.

“No, just don’t feel good,” Brandon answered.  Brian touched his forehead, but it didn’t feel especially warm.  Nothing was wrong, as far as he could tell.

This was a complication.  He needed to go get that magnifying glass, and beyond that he had a vague idea that they might go the lake for a few hours with Adam and Patti Sue.  Brandon enjoyed things like that, as long as he had something to occupy his attention.  But not if he wasn’t feeling well.
Brian wrinkled his eyebrows and thought for a while.  It was unlikely that he’d be able to find a babysitter for a sick kid on such short notice, but the trip to Wal-Mart was absolutely necessary if he wanted to read those tiny little words on the back of the amulet.  He could put off going to the lake, but not that.
The only person he could think of to ask was Carolyn.  Fortunately she turned out to be agreeable, and by the time she got there about thirty minutes later, Brian had to admit that Brandon did look sickly.  He was pale and had dark circles under his eyes.

Carolyn took him home with her, and Brian promised to come fetch him later that afternoon. 

He felt a little bit guilty about going off elsewhere when Brandon wasn’t feeling good, but he told himself Carolyn would take good care of him and it wouldn’t be for very long anyway.

That done, he put the matter out of his mind and called Adam. 

They had to run to Falls Chapel to get to the nearest Wal-Mart, and when all was said and done it took almost two hours before Brian got back.  He didn’t dare try to read the words on the amulet in front of Adam, so he had to wait till he was home again before he gave it a shot.

As soon as he got there, he sat down at the kitchen table and took the amulet off, then laid it down flat on the tabletop so he could study it.  The writing was so tiny that it was hard to read even using the magnifying glass, but after a few minutes he figured it out, and this is what he read:

Seven days you have the power.

Touch no living thing.

If the chain is broken, all is lost.

Brian felt a sudden chill in the pit of his stomach, replaced almost immediately by fear.  Seven days.  Touch no living thing.

That was the part which laid an icy finger on his heart and filled him with dread.  Because he’d touched many living things, in all kinds of ways, and he dared not guess what the consequences might be.  His mind jumped instantly to Brandon, and the goldfish, and Mama’s warning about terrible things.  He swallowed hard.

He abruptly stood up from the table and slipped the amulet back around his neck, telling himself sternly that he had to get a grip.  He didn’t know anything for sure yet, and panic wouldn’t help anybody.  The thing to do was to find out, if he could.  

He couldn’t quite bring himself to check on Brandon first; that cut far too close to the bone for him to face it immediately.  But he could check on the trees and things at Black Rock, and maybe that would tell him what he wanted to know.
He hurried across the pasture and through the woods so quickly that he was soon out of breath, so anxious was he to find out whether his worst fears were true.  

Almost as soon as he crossed the invisible barrier between his protected land and the everyday world, he noticed that something wasn’t right.  Many of the leaves on the trees were yellowed and withered, and some even looked dead.  In places he noticed a jelly-like brown fungus growing on the branches, and that certainly hadn’t been there before.

Brian felt another thrill of dread, but he refused to give in to despair just yet.  Whatever it was, he might still be able to fix it.  He used the amulet to kill the fungus and make the plants grow healthy new leaves, but there was nothing he could do about the dead ones.  He turned those to dust instead.  There were only a few of them, so the gaps were not very noticeable.  He worked as he walked along, patiently fixing whatever was wrong.  

It was strangely silent in the woods that day, a fact which he didn’t notice for quite some time.  But presently, as he worked his way up the path, he found a dead cardinal on the ground, and Brian’s heart came up right into his throat when he saw it.  It was brilliant red, even more so than normal.  Brian had given it a little extra color at some point, just to make it look nicer.  It was hard to say what had killed it.  It didn’t seem hurt, other than the fact that it was dead.  Brian turned it to dust as he’d done with the withered trees, and it was then that he first noticed there were no birdsongs.

Indeed, Brian saw almost nothing living except the trees.  He came across several dead or dying birds, and once a dead fox.  He’d changed all the animals in his little patch of woods in some way or other. . . brightened their colors, made them bigger, given them blue eyes or softer fur or something like that.  All of them had been fine yesterday, but now everything seemed to be dying.  Even during the little time he’d spent in the area, the leaves had yellowed and dropped off several more trees.  Even the grass was dying.  

He fought hard against the spreading destruction that had dropped like a stone into his peaceful kingdom, until he was exhausted from the battle.  He couldn’t keep up.  Barely did he grow a new tree before it began to die too, and within an hour it was a dead trunk like so many others.  He tried healing a few of the birds that were still alive and found that it lasted only a few minutes before the bird was dead.  Brian was at his wit’s end, unable to figure out what was happening or how he could stop it.  His beloved sanctuary was beginning to look like a wasteland.  By sundown, there was nothing left but dead sticks and bare dust, like a bomb had exploded and destroyed every living thing.  

Just as the sun slipped below the horizon, Brian abruptly gave up all hope of doing any more good up there.  He ran down the trail towards home, paying no more attention to the dead and blasted region he’d spent so much effort to cultivate.

When he got home, he went directly to the phone.  All he cared about by then was getting hold of Aunt Carolyn and finding out whether his worst fear of all might really be true.  He got her voice mail three times, and that only made things worse.

He left the house, running down the road to his aunt’s place as fast as he could go.  There was no car in the driveway, but he hoped against hope that maybe somebody was home, that maybe Carolyn had just gone to the store for something.  He came to the front door, still breathing hard from his run, and found a note pinned to the mailbox.  He snatched it up, and slowly read what was written there.

Brian, if you read this, we’re gone to the hospital.  Brandon is very sick.  I already called your mother and she’s coming up here.  Stay home and we’ll try to call you later.

That was all it said, but that was enough.  Because he knew what was wrong, without a shadow of a doubt.  Every living thing he’d touched with the amulet had sickened and died, and he’d used it on Brandon to heal his black eye.  

Which he wouldn’t have had in the first place, if Brian hadn’t been so careless.  So whose fault would it really be, if he.  .  . 

Brian couldn’t bring himself to even finish thinking that thought, and he sat down on Carolyn’s porch and wept for the third time in a week.

Presently he went home and sat in the gleaming kitchen beside the phone, anxious not to miss any calls.  He soon found that doing nothing was unbearable, so he fixed a frozen pizza and ate as much of it as he had the heart for.  Then he wandered slowly through the quiet rooms in silence, touching things here and there.  It was beautiful, yes, but he would gladly have traded all of it just to have Brandon home safe.  What were money and things, compared to that?

Eventually Carolyn did call, and the news wasn’t good.  Brandon was still alive, just barely, but he was slipping fast.  Carolyn tried to say that nobody knew how it might turn out yet, but Brian could read between the lines well enough; what she really meant was that nobody expected him to make it till morning.

He stayed calmer at that news than he thought he would.  It might have been because he already expected it, or it might have been because he was too numb for words.  Maybe both.

He got off the phone with his aunt not long after that.  He felt dead inside, and couldn’t think of anything else to say.  He knew he must have seemed cold, but right then he didn’t have the heart to care. 

Brian pulled the amulet out from under his shirt and looked at it with hatred, wishing he’d never found it in the first place.  If Brandon died then he’d never forgive himself.  He studied the medallion forlornly, praying that he might find something to show him a way to save his brother, anything that he might have overlooked.  But the only things he saw were the glittering fountain and the seven bright gems, and the flowing script around the edge. 

Seven days.  Touch no living thing.  If the chain is broken, all is lost. 

He wished bitterly that he’d known those three things a week ago.  

Except, of course, he knew he could have known them a week ago, if he’d only made the effort to try.  It hadn’t been so very hard to figure it out.  All it had taken was a crummy dime-store magnifying glass.  But he’d been careless about that too, and now Brandon would be the one who paid for it.

He wondered very much about that third line, and what it might mean that all would be lost.  Everything he’d done with the amulet?  He’d gladly give all that up, if it would help.  

Brian seized at the tiny scrap of hope like a drowning man snatches at a life preserver, and prayed to God he wasn’t wrong.  He took the necklace of the amulet in both hands, closed his eyes, and then, with a hard yank, he snapped the chain.

Chapter Five

As always, there was no fanfare, nothing to show that the magic had worked.  Brian heard and felt nothing except the breaking of the silver chain.  But when he opened his eyes, he found a world utterly changed.  The kitchen was full of the exact same mess he remembered from last weekend, right down to the spilled beer and cigarettes on the floor.  There was no trace of any of the changes he’d made all week.  It was almost like he’d stepped back in time.  

Brian blinked stupidly, and had a surge of déjà vu so strong that he honestly wasn’t sure what was real and what wasn’t anymore.  He had to pinch himself to make sure he wasn’t dreaming.  He still didn’t believe it and pinched himself again.

After a minute, he noticed that everything wasn’t quite the same as before.  The wide-screen TV and the computer he’d bought were still there, and so was anything else he’d purchased with money.  It seemed to be only the things he’d directly used the amulet for that had disappeared.

He had a fleeting, idle thought of all that gold he’d made, suddenly turning back into pea gravel in somebody’s bank vault somewhere, and wondered how he could ever sort that out.  He sighed and thrust the idea out of his mind; he could deal with that later.  Right now the only thing he cared about knowing was whether Brandon was safe or not.
The sudden reappearance of the nasty kitchen, beer puddle and all, gave him a wild hope that Brandon might even be back home already, just like nothing had ever happened.  He’d been forced to believe stranger things lately.  

He listened, just in case, but the bottom floor was empty and silent as the grave all around him, so Brian quickly ran up the filthy stairs to check the rest of the house.

He opened his bedroom door slowly, hardly daring to hope.  Just like the kitchen, everything was exactly as it had always been before he found the amulet.  He hadn’t bought anything to put in there; it had all been done directly.  

There was a vaguely human-shaped lump under the covers, and Brian crept to the edge of the rumpled bed, trembling.  Then he pulled the corner of the blanket down, and found nothing there but a crumpled pillow.

He felt another surge of sickening fear and near-despair, but he refused to give in just yet.  He methodically searched the rest of the house until he was certain there was no one else there, and when he was sure, he went back to the kitchen and called his aunt.

She answered on the first ring.

“What is it, Brian?” she asked.

“Is Brandon any better?” he asked immediately, hoping against hope.

“He’s pretty much the same as he was thirty minutes ago,” she said dryly.  For a second Brian was startled that so much time had already gone by, but when he glanced at the clock he couldn’t doubt it.

“Okay, sorry to bug you so much,” he said.

“It’s fine; I know you’re worried.  But it does seem like maybe he’s finally stable, you know.  At least there’s that much to be thankful for.  We thought there for a while. . . .” she said, and then trailed off.

“So they think he’ll be all right, then?” he insisted hopefully, and she hesitated again.

“I don’t know yet, Brian.  It’s still pretty bad.  He’s not breathing on his own, and they’re not really sure what’s wrong with him, yet.  They said we’ll just have to take things one day at a time and they’ll do the best they can.  All we can do now is wait and see,” she said.  

“Okay.  Just let me know if anything happens,” he said.

“I will.  I promise,” she said, and that was that.

Brian went back to the kitchen table and wondered what it could all mean.  It seemed like breaking the chain had erased everything he’d done with the amulet, but if so then why was Brandon still sick?  He was stable now, and that was infinitely better odds than half an hour ago, certainly, but it was still bad enough.  Brian told himself he should have known it could never be that easy.  

He buried his face in his hands and wallowed in misery for a few minutes, racking his brain desperately for something else he might do, anything at all he could try.  He couldn’t bring himself to believe that there was nothing to be done, in spite of all the setbacks and failures in the world.

He looked at the amulet again, and for the first time he noticed that the little crack around the back side had popped open just a bit, enough for him to grab the edge with his thumbnail and open it.

This was something new, although Brian was too miserable to let himself hope that it could possibly mean very much.

Still, he couldn’t help but try it.  He hooked his thumb nail at the edge of the crack and spread the two halves apart, not sure what to expect.  

As it turned out, one side contained something rather like a compass, with a needle that pointed in the same direction whichever way he turned the amulet.  The only odd thing about it was that the needle seemed to be pointing northeast instead of north, and no amount of shaking or twisting could convince it to change its mind.  

Brian could make little sense of that, but when he turned to the other side he was none the wiser.  The back side contained some kind of verse centered across the middle, in the same flowing script he’d seen on the back.  It was just as tiny, too.

There was just the barest sliver of hope in that, if the words could tell him anything useful.  Brian had nothing else to cling to, so he hauled out the magnifying glass again, and this is what he read:

For the one who loves life more than things,

To whom love is more precious than power,

For the one who has strength of desire,

Who can bear length of days with pure heart,

Come drink, if you will, of the Fountain free-flowing,

At the heart of the world, where wishes come true. 

Brian quickly scribbled the words onto a sheet of paper, just in case he couldn’t get the amulet back open again later, wondering all the while what on earth all that could mean.  He hardly dared guess or imagine.

He shut the amulet and tried to open it again, just to test the matter, and he found that it wasn’t at all hard to open anymore.  That must have changed when he broke the chain, because it had always been impossible to open before.

Then he noticed another oddity.  The chain wasn’t broken after all.  It was all in one piece, smooth and whole, just like it had always been.  That confused him more than anything, because he knew perfectly well that he’d broken it.  He’d felt it snap, he’d even heard it.

That was another mystery Brian couldn’t even begin to fathom, but in the meantime he was much more interested in that last line of the poem, the part about wishes coming true. 

He wasn’t sure he trusted the amulet anymore after everything he’d seen.  He thought of Brandon, still lying there dangerously ill at the hospital, and he remembered the blasted devastation at Black Rock.  Maybe he hadn’t been quite as careful as he should have been, true, but still. . . using the amulet was like playing with dynamite.  It could do wonderful things, but it could also blow up in your face and kill people, too.  He didn’t know if he wanted to take that chance again.
But he also remembered wiping away Brandon’s black eye, and the light and the beauty that had seemed to glisten from every leaf and every blade of grass before the end came, and when he glanced around him at the poor and tattered room he sat in, his heart broke at the memory.  In a way, it was worse to have tasted beauty and then have it snatched away, than never to have known it at all.  Surely all that couldn’t have been just a trick and a lie, could it?  He wasn’t sorry for giving it all up to save Brandon, for life was indeed sweeter than anything in the world, and love was more precious than all his powers.  There was no trace of a doubt in his mind about those things, and never would be again.  He hadn’t realized how much treasure he really had, until he almost lost it.

But still. . . 

He remembered, all too well, the way things used to be.  He might have learned a thing or two and found a bit of courage he’d never known before, but the rest of the world had seemingly gone right back to the way it always was.  Mama would still be a drunk, and Daddy would still be gone, and Brandon still might die, and he was pretty sure he’d end up having to give all the money back once people discovered that his gold had turned back into gravel.  He might even go to jail for it.  

At the very best, nothing would have changed from before.  Brandon would come home to the same sad and broken place as always, and life would gradually settle down into the old familiar pattern.  There was a time when Brian would have told himself there was nothing better to hope for, but he found that it was hard for him to accept that kind of thinking anymore.   

He couldn’t help wondering (just a little) what might happen if he really followed the amulet to the heart of the world and drank from the Fountain.  Surely that’s what the compass-thing was for, wasn’t it, to show him the way?  Wishes coming true was a pretty strong promise, when you stopped to think about it.  

Was he being offered something more than just wealth and power, perhaps?  Did he dare to believe that he might, just might, get all those impossible things he really wished for?  Might he soften Mama’s heart, and bring Daddy back, and make Brandon really well, and turn home into as beautiful a place as ever he’d tried to make Black Rock to be?  It was almost too good to be true.  

If Brian had been a different sort of person, perhaps he wouldn’t have had the courage to believe such a thing for a second time.  But as it was, hope and fear both nagged at his heart until he was almost torn to pieces inside.  

Then again, what did all the rest of it mean, about bearing length of days with a pure heart, and where exactly was The Heart of the World?

Brian swallowed hard, and tried to judge which way the compass was telling him to go.  It seemed to point north and a little east, toward the Crystal Range and whatever might lie beyond them, the land of his fantasies and daydreams since childhood.  It seemed fitting, in a way, that that was the direction the amulet would tell him to go.  But the question of how he was supposed to get there and what he might find when he did; for that he had no answers at all.

He walked slowly to the back door and looked out through the screen at the distant mountains, and beyond them The Heart of the World.  Did he dare to believe?  For that matter, did he dare not to dare?

He felt very alone at that moment, and unsure what he ought to think or believe, let alone do.  His choices so far hadn’t turned out all that well.  He would have liked to talk to someone, anyone, but there was nobody he could think of.  Mama and Carolyn were out of the question, and somehow he didn’t think Adam or his other new buddies would be much better.  He needed a friend, and for the first time in a long time he realized that he didn’t have any. 

That only made him feel worse than ever, though.  So he took refuge in a chat room on the Internet, that last bastion of lonely souls.

The room was supposed to contain people who wanted to talk about mythology; Brian’s best guess for where he might find some information and not get laughed at for asking such questions.  So he posted the verses from the inside of the amulet, asking if anyone had seen them before and what they might mean.  

It seemed like a long shot at best, but an hour later he was rewarded with an answer from a girl in Mississippi.

“It reminds me of a story I heard once, about a flowing fountain at the heart of the world, where people could drink from it and stay young and beautiful forever, and have all the wishes of their hearts come true,” she said.

“You mean like the Fountain of Youth?” he typed back, thinking immediately of the diamond-crusted fountain emblazoned on the front of the amulet.  
“Sort of like that, I guess.  But not just anybody could find it. . . only the ones who knew the way.  The ones who got invited, you might say,” she replied.

“Invited?” he asked.

“Yeah.  There was something about having to pass a test of some kind, as to what you’d choose when you really had to. . . power and wealth, or love.  That’s why that verse you posted reminded me of the story,” she said.

“Do you think it’s true?” he asked, not stopping to think how flaky that might sound, even on a mythology forum.  She didn’t answer right away, and after a while Brian thought he must really have put his foot in his mouth.  But eventually he got his answer.

“I guess I believe there’s nothing too good to be true.  If the story isn’t real, then it must be because it’s not good enough to be true, not because it’s too good, and in that case the real truth would be something even better,” she finally said.  

Brian pondered that, and couldn’t decide what he thought about it yet.  He’d never heard anyone put things quite like that before. 

“Do you know the name of that story, or where I could find it?” he asked.

“I don’t remember, but I’m pretty sure you could find it at the library or online, if you searched a little,” she told him.

“Okay, thanks a lot,” he told her, and again she didn’t answer for a few minutes.

“I hope you find it,” she finally said, and for a second he was startled at her words, until he realized she might only be talking about the story, not the Fountain.

Brian knew a little bit about how to search for things online, but not so much that he was able to do it quickly or well.  It took him at least two hours to find anything, and the story he finally did locate turned out to be very difficult to read.  The language was awfully old-fashioned, full of words and expressions that confused him.  Nevertheless, he could puzzle it out if he tried.  It was pretty much just like the girl had told him, but still, the story was well worth reading, for it mentioned one small but extremely important detail that the girl had left out.

Maybe she just hadn’t remembered it, or maybe she hadn’t thought it mattered enough to mention, but the people in the story were led to the Fountain by an amulet, which they were warned never to lose or to part with, lest they never find the way and be lost forever.

That was enough to make a believer out of Brian, for he knew that he must be holding that very same amulet in his own hands.  And that verse, whatever else it might mean, was an invitation to come and drink.  It had to be.  So he knew the way, and apparently he was invited, if he had the courage to follow through with it.

He thought again about Brandon, and that decided him.

“All right, I’ll come,” he said out loud, and once the decision was made he felt a great weight slide from off his shoulders, and he felt calmer and quieter than he’d felt all day.

He put the amulet safely in his pocket and switched off the computer before trudging upstairs to the attic.  His money stash was still there, just as he’d left it, and he took a thousand dollars with him, for whatever he might happen to need.  He wasn’t sure what that might turn out to be, but he knew he didn’t want to be broke.  On the other hand, he didn’t want to take all the money, either.  That was just an invitation to get robbed, or worse.

He left a note for Mama, telling her he’d be back soon.  It’d probably infuriate her that he hadn’t asked first, but it might possibly keep her from calling the cops or coming to look for him herself.  For a while, at least.

That done, he kick-started the dirt bike and rode it to the dollar store downtown, where he bought some good shoes and a pair of sunglasses to keep the wind out of his eyes, and also a warmer jacket.  The bike wasn’t really made for long-distance riding, and it wasn’t street-legal either for that matter, but since it was all he had it would have to do.  He’d just have to be careful and not go too fast, and ride the ditches and back roads as much as he could, unless he could find something better at some point.

He stopped at the diner where Mama worked and had a hamburger steak with mashed potatoes and gravy before he left town.  He thought about going home and getting a fresh start early in the morning, but he quickly decided that probably wasn’t a good idea.  Mama might come home, and that would make things difficult.  It was better to go ahead while he still could.

He soon discovered that he couldn’t follow the way the amulet told him to go; not exactly.  The road didn’t run quite that way, and the best he could do was to pick the road that seemed like it went in more or less the right direction.  His best bet seemed to be the main highway that led into Falls Chapel.

He didn’t plan on riding that far until morning; his main goal at the moment was to find somewhere other than home to sleep for the night, so he could avoid Mama if she happened to show up.  

After a little while he passed a lonely barn in the middle of nowhere with no houses nearby, and he decided that it looked like an excellent choice.  It was getting late, and he was more tired than he would ever have believed possible.

He killed the bike and walked it up the lane to the barn, so as not to make so much noise.  The place looked deserted and ramshackle, and a bit spooky if the truth was told, but it must have still been used from time to time, because the loft was full of fresh hay.  Brian parked his bike in one of the horse stalls and covered it with a ratty old blanket that he found hanging on a nail.  Then he climbed up the ladder into the hay loft and found a place as close to the wall as he could, for the sake of getting a little breeze.  The late summer night was still warm.

He kicked off his shoes and curled up in the hay as comfortably as he could to wait for daylight, and in spite of the strange bedding he fell asleep surprisingly quickly.

Nothing disturbed him during the night, and nothing looked down on him except a barn owl returning from the fields near morning.  Nor did he dream, except the sweet and simple dreams of the pure at heart, of the kind that nourish the soul but are never remembered.

He woke later the next morning than he usually would have, perhaps because the day before had been so full and difficult.  It must have been almost eleven o’clock when he opened his eyes, and he might have slept even longer if a finger of sunlight hadn’t crossed his eyes just then.

He got up and stretched, yawning while he did so.  Then he put his socks and shoes on, and made his way down the ladder to where his bike was hidden under the horse blanket.

He consulted the amulet to make sure he was still headed in the right general direction, and checked his map to make sure the road would keep going that way.  All seemed to be well, so far.

It was a sunny, breezy day; good biking weather.  Still, by the time he came into Falls Chapel he was beginning to feel cramped and uncomfortable.  He wanted very much to get off and stretch his legs for a while.

It was way past noon by then, and Brian felt that it was high time for some food.  There was a little grocery store across the street from the city park, and on a whim he decided to get some picnic supplies and have his lunch right then and there.  He got cheese and bread and Miracle Whip, some smoked turkey breast, a bag of potato chips, and a two liter bottle of sweet tea.  Then he went to one of the tables as far from the street as he could, next to a fountain that splashed and glittered in the sunlight, and there he fixed himself a sandwich and some chips and laid them out on a paper towel.  He ate slowly, taking time to savor the food and also to enjoy the warmth of the day.

He wondered if anybody would be looking for him at home yet, and somehow doubted it.  He probably still had a while before anybody even noticed he was gone, much less cared.

Still, he took the time to call the hospital and talk to Carolyn for a few minutes to check on Brandon.  There was still no change, and Brian wasn’t sure whether to be pleased or worried by that news.  It sounded good at first, but then again, the longer somebody stayed in bed, not moving or breathing on his own, the worse his chances were.  Even Brian knew that much.  People got pneumonia after a while, and Brandon had always been worse than most people about that kind of thing.  He got chest colds all the time.

Brian told himself not to paint things blacker than they already were, but it made him twice as determined to find the Fountain as soon as possible, before things had a chance to turn bad.  One wish would cure everything, and he could never rest easy till it was done.    

Beyond telling Brian to go over to her house if he got hungry or needed anything, Carolyn didn’t show much interest in where he was or what he might be doing.  So much the better, he thought to himself.

Afterwards he sat and had another sandwich and tossed three pennies into the fountain.  There were only a few other people in the park, and one of them was a girl who was sitting with her grandmother and tossing bread crumbs to the sparrows.  Or at least the grandmother was; the girl seemed more than a little bored.  She saw Brian toss the pennies into the fountain, and smiled at him.

“You won’t get much of a wish for three cents,” she said.  The next bench was close enough that she could talk to him without shouting, and he smiled back at her.

“I didn’t know this was such a high-priced fountain,” he said.  It was a mild joke at best, but she laughed.

“Well, no, I guess it’s not.  So what did you wish for?” she asked.  He knew she was just making idle conversation for the sake of having somebody to talk to, but he didn’t mind.

“I wished I could find the heart of the world,” he said, truthfully.  There was no particular reason to keep it a secret; she’d never take him seriously anyway, or even understand what he was talking about.  But whatever the girl might have thought about his wish, she never got a chance to answer him.

“Here now, what’s all this talk about the heart of the world?” the grandmother broke in, staring at Brian with the oddest sort of look in her eyes.  It was almost a hungry look, he thought, like she wanted to eat him alive.  He noticed for the first time that she was uncommonly pretty for an old lady, and for a moment Brian stared back at her, curious.  She had on a pair of knitted gray mittens and a matching shawl that looked much too hot for the weather, but then Brian remembered that old people were always cold.
“It’s nothing.  I just heard a story once, about a fountain at the heart of the world where wishes come true, and I thought it’d be cool to find it someday, that’s all.  It was a silly wish,” he said, apologetically.  The girl smiled again when she heard all this, but Brian noticed that the old woman wasn’t smiling at all.

“Who told you about the Fountain?” she asked, still staring at him.
“You’ve heard of it?” he asked eagerly, almost unable to believe it.  This time she smiled slightly.
“Oh, indeed I have, child.  Indeed I have, long ago.  I even drank from it with my own lips,” she declared.  The girl glanced at her grandmother with exasperation, and then gave Brian a pained look.

“You have to forgive Granny; her mind isn’t quite what it used to be, I’m afraid,” she apologized in a low voice.  Brian was crestfallen, and could barely hide his disappointment.

“Oh, I see.  It’s all right,” he said.  But the old woman cackled and gave him that hungry look again.

“You have to forgive Janette; she thinks I’m bonkers.  But I meant what I said, young man.  Come see me, alone, at Pinecrest, room 208, tomorrow, and I’ll tell you the whole story,” she told him.

“Sure, I’d love to,” he said automatically, and Janette gave him another embarrassed look.

“Thanks for humoring her.  Come on, Granny, I think it’s about time we headed home,” she said, turning to her grandmother.

“Bonkers.  Nobody listens,” the old woman muttered, but she roused herself when her granddaughter stood up and took her hand.  Janette never looked back, but the lady gave him one more keen look as she was getting into the car.

Brian wasn’t sure if the old biddy was really crazy or if she might actually know something worth hearing, but he finally decided it couldn’t hurt to wait till tomorrow and go see her.  At worst he would have wasted some time, and at best he might find out some things well worth knowing.

But first he had to find out where he was supposed to go.  She’d said Pinecrest, room 208, wherever that was.  Brian guessed it was a nursing home, but he couldn’t remember hearing of it before.  He’d been to Falls Chapel pretty regularly, but only to go to Wal-Mart and sometimes a few other places.  Other than that, he didn’t know his way around all that well.  He’d never needed to.

A quick look at the phone directory gave him the address of Pinecrest Retirement Village, and since the town was fairly small, it didn’t take him long to find the place.  It was a long brick building with three wings and a flat roof, with a bunch of elderly folks sitting on a patio out front.  It looked old and run-down and depressing, and choosing a cutesy name like “retirement village” didn’t change the reality of what it was.

But the old lady had said to come see her tomorrow, not today, so there was no point in lingering.  

The first thing he had to do in the meantime was to find a place to stay for the night, and he didn’t much feel like sleeping in a barn again.  Then he’d see what the morning would bring. 

Chapter Six

The first thing he found was Tabitha’s House, an old ramshackle Victorian-looking house downtown which advertised itself as a bed and breakfast inn.  Brian wasn’t fussy, and since there didn’t seem to be anything else nearby he decided it would do well enough.  He parked his bike in the little parking lot and trudged up the worn concrete walk to knock on the door.

It was opened, eventually, by a bald man wearing jeans and cowboy boots.  That by itself might not have been so unusual, except that they were dark green fake alligator skin.  Real leather was never that shiny, and never that green, either.  Brian was looking down at the man’s feet and couldn’t help but notice such a spectacle, but he didn’t comment on the man’s taste in fashion.

“Can I help you?” the man asked.  He sounded friendly enough, in spite of the fake alligator boots, and Brian looked at him and smiled.

“Yeah, I’d like to rent a room for the night, please,” he said, trying to look as serious as he could.  

A skeptical expression crossed the man’s face, and Brian wished he could have looked a few years older; it would have simplified things so much.  But however skeptical the man might be, he apparently decided to err on the side of caution.

“Of course, sir.  We do have a couple of rooms available,” he agreed.

“How much for one night?” Brian asked.

“Two hundred dollars, sir,” the man said.  Brian almost choked with sticker-shock, but he’d learned long ago from Mama never to show anything on his face that he didn’t want people to see.  Therefore he remained cool as a cucumber, and didn’t betray how he really felt.  He was tempted to walk away and look for something cheaper, but the thought of the smirk on the man’s face if he did was enough to change his mind.  He’d been laughed at way too often for being poor.
“Sure thing,” he nodded.  The man’s eyes opened a little bit in surprise; he’d probably thought the price tag would get rid of a kid without having to go to the trouble and risk of refusing to rent him a room.  Most times it probably would have worked, too, Brian thought, trying not to smile.  But as it was, he’d offered a price and Brian had agreed, and that put him in an awkward position to weasel out of it.  He tried, though.

“I hate to do this, sir, but since you don’t have a reservation, we’ll have to ask for cash before you can check in.  Will that be all right?” he asked.

“No problem,” Brian agreed, pulling out his billfold and taking out a couple of hundred dollar bills.  He took his time about it, making sure the man could see that he had plenty more where that came from.

The innkeeper took the money, somewhat ungraciously Brian thought, but he offered no more objections and stood aside so Brian could come in.

Then he led his guest to a bedroom near the back of the house, on the second floor.

“This is the Tyler Room,” he intoned pompously after opening the door, and Brian wanted to laugh again.  The place really wasn’t fancy enough to deserve having all the rooms with their own names.  But once again, he kept his thoughts to himself.

“I hope you’ll find everything in order, sir.  If you need fresh towels or if you’d like anything from the kitchen, just push the intercom button by the door and we’ll be glad to bring it to you,” he said.  Then he excused himself, leaving Brian alone.

The room was decent, with polished hardwood floors and a handmade quilt on a big four-poster bed.  There was a portrait of President John Tyler on the wall, for whatever reason.  Maybe the room was named after him, though Brian couldn’t have guessed why to save his life.  

The window looked out on a street view that wasn’t particularly interesting, and there was a private bathroom.  It was nice enough, but Brian had halfway expected golden faucet handles and crystal chandeliers for the price he’d paid.

Still, he didn’t much care.  He could spare the money, and it was a lot better than the hay loft.  He’d only have to stay one night, just till he could go visit the nursing home sometime in the morning.  In the meantime he enjoyed a hot shower and put on some clean clothes, and after that he felt much better.

Almost as soon as he finished getting dressed, there came a knock on the door, and a girl’s voice.

“Room service!” she called cheerfully.  Brian was a little bit puzzled; he hadn’t ordered anything, and the girl sounded vaguely familiar for some reason.

“Come in!” he called.

She opened the door, and he suddenly found himself confronted with Rachel McCray, standing right there in the doorway with a big smile on her face.

Brian cursed under his breath.  Here he was trying his best to keep secret, and right out of the gate he had to run smack into somebody he knew.  Could his luck get any worse?      

“Is anything wrong?” she asked, seeing the shock on his face.

“Oh, no. . . I just wasn’t expecting to see you, that’s all,” he explained, lamely.  She laughed.

“Oh, that.  Yeah, I just work here a little bit now and then on the weekends and after school.  It’s a good job.  Helps me make a little money, you know.  Anyway I was in the kitchen and I saw you coming up here with Mr. Croydon, so I just wanted to come say hi,” she added.

This could be a problem, Brian thought to himself.  If Rachel went home and told somebody where he was, then it might get back to his mother and wreck everything.  He thought quickly.

“Well, hey, come in for a minute if you want to.  I needed to ask you something anyway,” he told her.

“Oh, yeah?  What?” she asked, coming into the room and sitting down on the bed.

“Um. . . this might sound weird, but I need you not to tell anybody you saw me here, okay, Raych?  It’s really, really important,” he told her.  That piqued her curiosity, and she looked at him with her head cocked to the side, like a bird watching bread crumbs.

“How come?” she asked simply.

“It’d be a long story, I’m afraid.  Let’s just say I’ve got some things I need to do, alone, and if anybody finds out where I am then they’d drag me home before I could finish,” he said.

“You mean you ran away from home?” she asked, wide eyed.

“No, no, nothing like that.  I’ll be back home in just a few days.  Just got some things to do, first,” he told her hastily.  She hesitated, and he could tell that she wasn’t sure whether to believe him or not.  That would never do; he had to find a way to get her on his side, no matter what.    

“Raych, listen.  If I tell you what’s going on, will you promise me you won’t say anything to anybody?” he pleaded.

“Brian, I don’t know if I can-“ she started, but he interrupted.

“Just listen first, before you say anything one way or the other.  Will you do that much?  Please?” he asked.

“All right.  I’ll listen,” she agreed reluctantly.

“Brandon is sick, maybe dying,” he told her flatly, getting right to the point.

“Oh, Brian, I’m so sorry.  I heard he was at the hospital but I didn’t know it was that bad,” she said.  He had her sympathy, but now came the tricky part.

“Okay.  The reason I’m here is because I heard about something that maybe could save him, but I knew nobody would let me go find it if I told them,” he explained.

“What are you talking about?  Why wouldn’t they?  What kind of a something?” she asked.  Brian took a deep breath; the next part was even trickier.

“They say there’s a fountain at the heart of the world, and if you drink from it then all your wishes come true.  I think if I find it, then I can save him,” he told her.  She looked at him skeptically, like she was trying to figure out if he was joking or not.

“You’re serious?” she finally asked.

“I’ve never been more serious in my life.  My brother might die if I don’t figure something out; I wouldn’t joke about something like that,” he reminded her.

“Brian. . . “ she started, but he cut her off again.

“Listen, I know it sounds crazy, but look here,” he told her, pulling out the amulet and opening it up to show her the pointer.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“It points the way to the Fountain.  All I have to do is follow it,” he explained, and read her the verses from the opposite side.  Then he quickly told her about finding the amulet and some of the things he’d done with it.  He left out the part about Brandon’s eye, and Black Rock, and a few other choice things; she didn’t need to know all that, not by a long shot.  He just had to tell her enough so she wouldn’t think he was nuts.       

“You really believe all this?” she finally asked.  She still didn’t look convinced; she looked more like a person who has no idea what to think.

“Yeah, I do.  There’s an old lady here in town who’s been to the Fountain herself, a long time ago.  I’m supposed to go see her tomorrow morning,” he told her.  

“I don’t know, Brian.  It just sounds crazy, you know.  Like a fairy tale,” she said, shaking her head.

“I know it does, but what if it’s not?  What if I don’t go, and Brandon dies, and then I have to live the whole rest of my life wondering if he didn’t have to,” he pleaded.  It was his last card, and if she didn’t believe him after that then he wasn’t sure what else to say to her.  But her face softened when she heard those words, and she was silent for a long time, thinking.  

“I guess I can understand that much, anyway.  I’ll tell you what I’ll do, okay?  I’ll keep it a secret, but only if you’ll take me with you,” she finally told him.

“Huh?” he said, too startled to think of anything else to say.

“You heard what I said.  If there’s really such a place as that, and it’s not just a story, then take me with you to find it,” she said, and he could find no trace of anything except sincerity in her eyes.  But her attitude mystified him.

“Why?” he asked.

“Well. . . let’s just say Brandon’s not the only one who needs fixing up,” she said cryptically.  

“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked.

“It means I’m sick, Brian,” she told him simply, with a little shrug.  He’d heard rumors about this before, of course, but nevertheless he pretended to be surprised.  She might not like it if she thought people were gossiping about her.

“Sick like how?” he asked neutrally.

“It’s called Batten’s Disease,” she said.

“I never heard of it before,” he said.

“No, most people haven’t.  It’s a rare genetic thing.  But anyway, what happens is that you gradually go blind, and forget how to walk and talk, and then usually you die by the time you’re twenty years old,” she said.  Her tone was offhand and matter-of-fact, like she was talking about the weather or a homework assignment, but somehow that only made it seem even more brutal and horrifying.  Brian didn’t know what to say.

“You don’t look sick,” he said, lamely.

“No, not right now.  Not yet.  Just my eyes, mostly, and I have to take medicine for seizures.  But it gets a little worse all the time, and one of these days it’ll get bad enough that I won’t make it,” she explained.
“There’s no medicine or anything you could take?” he asked, still in shock.

“Well. . . sort of.  There are some experimental treatments to slow it down for a while, but there’s no way to cure it.  I’ve got maybe five or six years left, if I’m lucky,” she said.

“You’re not scared?” he asked.

“Yeah, a little.  But I know I’ll go to heaven when I die, so I guess it could be worse.   Besides, I decided a long time ago I wasn’t going to let it ruin whatever time I do have left,” she said.  

“That’s pretty brave,” he told her.

“No, it’s really not brave at all.  I have to be that way, so I won’t go crazy thinking about it all the time,” she told him.

“Still sounds pretty brave to me,” he said, and she shrugged.

“You do whatever you have to do.  But I’m not quite as laid back and calm about the whole thing as you seem to think.  I’m still snatching at every straw I can get my hands on.  Even crazy fairy tales about magic Fountains,” she told him, with a small laugh.

“I’m not sure I could be that strong,” he told her, humbled.

“Sure you could, if you had to.  I try to remember all the things I love to do, and how much there is to live for.  That helps a lot, when I feel like giving up,” she told him.   

There was a long pause.

“So, can I come with you, then?” she finally asked, catching him off guard again.

“But how would you do that?  I mean, wouldn’t people be looking for you?” he asked.

“Aren’t they looking for you, too?” she asked, reasonably enough.

“Well, yeah, I guess you have a point,” he admitted, thinking hard.

“Can you. . . I mean, are you up to some hard traveling?  I don’t know how far it is, and I don’t know what might happen between here and there.  I’ve already had to sleep in a barn last night.  It’s not much fun,” he pointed out.

“I can do pretty much anything you can do, as long as I have my glasses and my medicine,” she said.  He was still doubtful.

“Are you sure?” he asked again.

“Yeah, I’m sure.  I can handle whatever I have to handle, and I won’t gripe and moan about it, either.  Like you said before, if I don’t at least try it then I’ll always have to wonder what might have happened if I did,” she reminded him.

“Well, yeah. . . I see what you mean,” he said.

“So you’ll take me with you?” she repeated again.  
Brian still had serious doubts about the idea, but he had to admit that it would be nice to have somebody to talk to and chew things over with.  And, as she herself said, she had an excellent reason not to give up until they found the Fountain.    

“Sure, why not?” he finally agreed.

“Good!” she smiled, and then glanced at her watch.

“Got a hot date?” Brian asked, and she laughed.

“No, but I need to get back to work.  I’ve already been up here longer than I should have been, and Mr. Croydon is probably already mad.  But I tell you what.  Come down to the verandah at supper time and we can talk some more.  I’ll take my break and then he can’t say anything,” she told him.

“Okay, that sounds good,” he agreed.

“All right, then.  Supper’s at six.  We’re having steak tips with mushroom gravy, and I think baked potatoes and green beans,” she said.

“Wow, fancy,” he said dryly, and she laughed again.

“See you then,” she told him, and then she went back to the kitchen.

It was only about three o’clock, and Brian still had a few hours to kill before he had to be back for supper.  He went to a secondhand store to buy some fresh clothes while he had time, and while he was there he also got a handful of used books to read and a backpack to hold his things.  After that he didn’t particularly feel like sitting in the motel room doing nothing, so he decided to take a walk.

Falls Chapel was built on a little bluff beside a rocky riverbed, almost dry so late in the summer.  All around was flat valley bottomland, boxed in on three sides by steep mountains.  

The downtown was pretty enough, with a lot of old buildings and historical sites.  Before long, Brian came to a little white chapel overlooking the river, with a few gravestones off to one side.  The grass was neatly clipped and the building itself was manicured, surrounded by a wrought-iron fence with a gate and a graveled path that led up to the front door.  There might or might not have been a “falls” below the bluff, but if there was then it couldn’t have been much of one, for Brian heard nothing.

On a whim, and out of mild curiosity, he opened the wrought-iron gate and went up to the chapel, where he found a discreetly placed plaque from the historical society, telling about how this place was the namesake for the town and how so-and-so had built it in seventeen-something-or-other and was buried in the graveyard nearby.

The front door was open, and Brian went inside to find three pews lined up in front of an altar, and a stained glass window in a starburst pattern behind it.  There was no one there, and he sat down in the front pew for a few minutes to pray for Brandon, and while he was there he added a prayer for Rachel too.

That done, he felt a little more at peace than he had before, and he left the place in a better mood.  It was getting close to suppertime by then, so he turned his footsteps back toward the hotel.

The verandah turned out to be a nicer place than he expected.  It was full of wicker furniture where guests could sit and relax, and there was a view of a goldfish pond and some woods behind the house.  Much better than the view from the Tyler Room, that’s for sure.
He took a seat as far from the other guests as he could, and then slouched back in his chair to wait for Rachel.  It wasn’t long before she came outside and spied him sitting there.

“Hey, stranger.  Are you ready to eat?” she asked.

“Yeah, I think so,” Brian told her.

“Just one second, then.  I’ll be right back,” she answered.  She disappeared into the house for a few minutes, and then returned with two glasses of tea and two covered plates on a platter.  She put the food on the table and then sat down in a chair beside him and handed him his glass.

“Whew!  Time for a break,” she said.

“Mmm. . .” Brian said, nodding.

“So how was your day?” she asked, putting her feet up on an ottoman that sat nearby and making herself comfortable.

“Oh, it was all right.  Just wandered around town a little,” he said.

“Yeah, dull place,” she agreed.

“No, it was kinda interesting, actually.  I’d never been downtown before,” he said.

“I guess so.  But anyway, I thought of something I need to ask you,” she said.

“Fire away,” he said.

“How are we getting around?  We can’t just walk all the way to the Fountain, can we?” she asked.

“No, I’m pretty sure it’s too far for that.  I’ve been riding my dirt bike, but I’m not sure if that would work so well with two people,” he said, doubtfully.

“Yeah, that’s what I was afraid of.  But I’ve got an idea, though,” she said.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Well, can you drive?” she asked carefully.

“Um. . . maybe a little bit, if I had to.  Why do you ask?” he asked.

“Because my sister has a car we might could use, that’s why,” she said.

“Aw, come on.  Your sister would let you borrow her car to go who-knows-where, for who-knows how long, with a boy she barely ever met, when you’re not even old enough to supposed to be driving by yourself?” he asked, skeptically.

“I wasn’t exactly thinking of asking her first,” she said defensively.

“You mean you want to steal your sister’s car?” he said, dumbfounded.

“No, not at all.  But she’s out of town for three months and she told me I could use it now and then while she was gone, as long as I was careful with it,” she explained.

“I’m pretty sure she wasn’t thinking about something like this,” Brian said.

“I’m sure she wasn’t.  But she didn’t say I couldn’t, either.  All she told me was to be careful with it,” she said.

“Don’t you think that’s splitting hairs?” he asked.

“Maybe it is.  But you’re forgetting one thing,” she told him.

“Which is?” he asked.

“If we really find the Fountain, and it can really do what you say it can, then I don’t think my sister will be sorry at all that I maybe took the car a little farther than she meant for me to,” she explained.

Oh.

“Yeah, I can see how that might kinda change the way she saw things,” he admitted after a while.

“Can you drive?” he asked suddenly, thinking about her eyes and her seizures.  It didn’t sound like a very safe combination.

“Yeah, I can drive okay most of the time.  I’ve got my learner’s license.  I never did it by myself before very much except to go to school or to work sometimes cause you can get a special permit for that, but driving is pretty much the same wherever you go, isn’t it?” she said.

“I guess so,” he agreed, doubtfully.

“I could bring the car over in the morning, if that’s what we wanted to do,” she offered.  

“Sure, let’s do it,” he agreed.

They didn’t talk much longer, because Rachel’s supper break ended and she had to get back to work in the kitchen for another hour or so, and then after that she was expected back home.

Brian sat for a while longer on the verandah until he finished his tea, and then he went back upstairs to his room to watch TV for a little while before bed.  There was nothing on, so he dropped that idea before long.

He thought about going to bed, and even went so far as to turn his light off and lie down on the mattress.  But he found himself restless and full of thoughts, and however hard he tried it was impossible for him to go to sleep.

As he lay there in the dark quiet, he noticed a quick flash of blue light against the white muslin curtains of his window, quickly cut off.  He might not have noticed it at all if he hadn’t been looking the right way, but as it was his suspicions were aroused, and he got up to see what was happening.  He peered out through the curtains without moving them, and down on the street he saw a county patrol car parked in front of the hotel.  Mr. Croydon was down there in his fake alligator-skin boots, talking to a cop on the sidewalk.  After a few minutes Brian saw the man look up and gesture vaguely toward the Tyler Room.

That was enough to make Brian’s heart start pounding, and he quickly put his clothes back on and threw everything he had left into his backpack, ready for instant departure should it prove necessary.  As soon as that was done, he went back to the window to look outside again.  He might be worrying for nothing, but he’d rather be safe than sorry.

The deputy and the innkeeper were both gone from the sidewalk, and seconds later he heard footfalls on the staircase.  The sound of boots against hardwood floor was unmistakable. 

Brian wasted no more time.  His door was locked, but he knew that wouldn’t delay them more than a minute or two if they meant to find him.  The innkeeper surely had an extra key.  There was no way out; not that way.

He opened the window as quietly as he could and crawled out onto the roof, then shut it behind him so they might waste a little more time wondering where he was.  If he left the window open then that was almost a dead giveaway.

The roof was a lot higher and a lot steeper than he would have liked, and he crawled gingerly across it to keep from falling or making noise.  He had to find a way down as fast as he could.

He couldn’t immediately think of any way except maybe to shimmy down a drain spout, but he doubted seriously whether the frail aluminum gutter work would hold his weight or not.  What if it broke and sent him crashing two stories to the ground?  If he didn’t break his neck or a leg, then at the very least he’d make a horrible racket and get himself caught.  There had to be a better way than that.

He thought about crawling into one of the other windows to hide somewhere else in the hotel until they left, but he soon rejected that idea, too.  The other rooms in the hotel were the first place they’d look when they didn’t find him in his own bed, and there weren’t that many of them to start with.  Not to mention the fact that he didn’t know which ones were empty and which ones had guests in them.  The last thing he needed was to break into an occupied room and get shot by somebody who thought he was a burglar.  
On the other hand, he couldn’t just stay on the roof, either.  He showed up like a fly on an ice cream cone under the glare from the street lights.  They’d spot him the second they came back outside.  
He crept slowly and carefully toward the back of the house, hoping the shadows would give him a little more cover while he tried to think of some other solution.  

What he finally found wasn’t ideal, but it worked.  The verandah at the back of the house was only a single story, which meant he could jump half the distance onto the verandah roof and then the rest of the way to the ground from there, like a giant staircase.  Two short jumps was a lot better than a single long one.    

The only thing that worried him about that plan was the noise.  If he made a huge thump when he hit the verandah roof, they’d hear it inside the house and know where he was almost instantly.
He hesitated, not liking the idea, but finally decided it was the best option he could come up with.  

He tried to muffle the sound by lying down on his belly and sliding backwards off the edge of the roof before he let go, but it was harder to hold on than he thought it would be.  He slid the last few feet or so, scratching his arms on the gritty shingles and falling heavily onto the roof of the verandah ten feet below.  So much for being quiet.

He wasn’t hurt except for a few scratches from the shingles.  He didn’t know if anybody had heard him hit the roof or not, but he dared not hang around to find out. With only the barest nod to keeping quiet, he scrambled to the edge of the roof and jumped the rest of the way down to the grass, being careful not to twist an ankle.

He immediately took off running, trying to lose himself amongst the side streets as fast as he could.  The hotel disappeared behind him pretty quickly, but it didn’t take him long to realize that he could never hope to stay hidden that way for very long.  There was almost nobody on the streets, which made him a glaring target.  His only friend at the moment was the darkness.

When he’d made it far enough from the hotel, he took cover inside a belt of hedges that ringed the bottom of a billboard sign by the highway.  It wasn’t an ideal hiding place, but much better than roaming the sidewalks.

After a while his heart slowed down and he was able to think a little more calmly.  

His mother must have come home and found the note he’d left her, and then called the cops to go round him up and haul him back home.  That was the only explanation he could think of for what had happened.  It didn’t surprise him; it was exactly the kind of thing he’d been afraid she might do.

The only thing that puzzled him was how they’d managed to find him so soon, especially in such an obscure little hole-in-the-wall place.  The only thing he could come up with was that Mr. Croydon must have said something.  

Looking back, Brian realized that going to the hotel had been a mistake, and a stupid one, too.  Fourteen year olds didn’t do stuff like that, and they didn’t usually walk around with fistfuls of hundred dollar bills, either.  No wonder the man thought something fishy was going on.

Brian sat down and pulled his knees up to his chest so he could lay his head down, then let out a long breath.  A few more stupid moves like that and he’d end up in juvenile detention for a week or two.  Mama wouldn’t hesitate to have him locked up if she thought it was the only way to knock some sense into his thick head.  She’d probably use those same exact words, matter of fact.  He knew her too well.

The idea scared him, but not as much as she probably hoped it would.  Brian had lived cheek and jowl with fear for an awfully long time.  He thought he could probably keep his head down and not get caught, as long as he didn’t do anything else dumb to attract attention to himself. 

But in the meantime they already knew he was somewhere in Falls Chapel, and that was bad enough.  He didn’t dare go back to the hotel to get his bike, and even the thought of sneaking back there long enough to wait for Rachel in the morning was enough to make his blood run cold.  What if somebody had overheard their conversation last night and they had a squad car waiting for him the minute he showed up?  But on the other hand, there was no way he’d get very far on foot, either. 

He wished he knew where Rachel lived, or even her phone number, but he’d never thought to ask.  Now he had no way to get in touch with her when he really needed to.  But then again, maybe it was better he didn’t.  Calling her at home could make her parents suspicious, too, and that was the last thing they needed.
He drummed his fingers against his knees, thinking hard.  The only thing he could do was try to catch up with Rachel in the morning, no matter how dangerous it seemed.  He might be able to go back to the hotel and wait for her, if he could find a place to lay hid while he waited.  If anybody had been eavesdropping on their plans last night then he might find himself walking right into a trap, but what choice did he have?  

But surely tonight’s escapade would have changed things, wouldn’t it?  They surely wouldn’t expect him to show up at the motel in the morning just like nothing happened, would they?  It would either be incredibly brave or incredibly stupid; he couldn’t decide which.  Maybe it was both, for that matter.

He chewed on the idea for a while but couldn’t come up with anything better.  He’d just have to try it and hope for the best.

In the meantime, he decided the hedge was probably a safe spot to stay put for a few hours, at least till they gave up looking for him.  He could figure out his next move when he was sure the coast was clear.  

His run from the law had left him drained, so he stretched out beside the hedge as comfortably as he could, and did his best to sleep awhile.

He didn’t have much luck with that, because the roots kept digging into his back most uncomfortably, and the mosquitoes nearly ate him alive.  He was able to doze a little in fits and snatches, but that was about all.

Chapter Seven

He was back on his feet not long after the first blush of dawn lit the sky, bleary eyed and tired, and wondering what time it was.

He figured they’d probably given up looking for him by then, and he felt safe enough to use the sidewalks without running the instant he saw a car on the road.  He made his way as inconspicuously as he could to within two or three blocks of the hotel, and there he stopped, afraid to go any closer.

It was almost full daylight by then, and he felt a strong urge to hurry up and hide.  It would have been easier if he’d known which way Rachel would be coming in, because then he wouldn’t have needed to go near the hotel at all.  He could have just waited beside the street until he saw her.

But he didn’t know, so there was no choice but to inch his way closer to the hotel and hopefully find a hiding place which would let him see the street without being seen himself.

That was harder than he expected.  He didn’t dare lurk too long behind fence rows or outbuildings; there was too much danger of being spotted and reported.  Nor did he dare break into an empty building or ask anyone to let him into their house.  That was another excellent way to get reported.

He thought about crawling underneath the floor of the verandah at the hotel and peeking out through the trellis, but he couldn’t remember if there was an opening he could use, and there wasn’t time to hunt for one.

The best thing he could find was a huge, untrimmed magnolia tree growing in the front yard of the house next door to the hotel, with thick branches that grew all the way down to the ground and heavy leaves that might possibly keep anybody from seeing him, if he slipped in behind them.  He quickly decided it would have to do.

He nonchalantly dropped to his knees in front of the magnolia tree, and made a show of looking around on the ground as if he’d dropped something.  But he knew perfectly well that it was better to be quick than clever, so he wasted no time crawling up under the spreading branches, praying nobody had seen him do it.  His luck had been so bad lately that he didn’t trust it.

It was almost as dark as night under the magnolia leaves, dark enough that no grass could grow and he found himself crawling on bare dirt.  He quickly found a vantage point from which he could peek out through the leaves at the street in front of the hotel, and there he waited.

It seemed like a long time, as it always does when there’s nothing to do but wait.  The sunlight gradually grew stronger until it was full day outside, but Brian’s lair was still dark as a cave.  That suited him just fine.  The blacker the better.

He kept a sharp eye out for police cars, but saw none.  Of course, that didn’t mean they might not be there, he thought nervously.  It only meant he didn’t see them.  There was nothing to prevent one of them from hiding somewhere and keeping a stake-out on the place, just like he was doing.  He kept telling himself it was stupid to think they cared about finding him that much; he wasn’t exactly on the Ten Most Wanted list.  Still, it was nerve-wracking.

At eight-thirty, he saw a black Honda Civic pull up to the curb in front of the hotel and park there.  He couldn’t see who was inside, because someone had put window tint all over the glass.  They hadn’t done a very good job, either.  It was full of bubbles, and it was already starting to peel off at the edges and turn purple.  There was a slew of old and new bumper stickers on the back, from I Love Chocolate to Biker Chick, and almost everything imaginable in between.

Whoever was driving the car didn’t get out right away, and Brian decided to take a gamble.  If it wasn’t Rachel and if the cops were hiding somewhere around then he might find himself in serious trouble, but if he dallied too long and it was her then that might be even worse.

He quickly crawled out from under the magnolia tree and trotted over to the car as fast as he could without running.  He peered through the purple tint on the window and saw that it was indeed Rachel, and then he wasted no more time.  He yanked open the door and slipped into the passenger seat as fast as he could.

“Where were you?  I thought you’d never show up,” she hissed, as she pulled away from the curb.

“There was some trouble last night.  The cops showed up and I had to run.  I almost didn’t get away,” he told her.

“What happened?” she asked, alarmed.

“I don’t know.  I couldn’t sleep, so I was still awake when I noticed blue lights against the curtain.  I got up to look and I saw the hotel manager talking to a cop down on the sidewalk and pointing to my room.  Then they headed inside, and I thought I better get out while I still could,” he explained.

“How’d you get away?” she asked.

“I had to crawl out the window onto the roof, and then I jumped down onto the verandah and then to the ground.  I’m sure they knew I was up there, but I lost them in the dark,” he told her.

“That was crazy, Brian.  No wonder they call you Mad Dog.  Don’t you know you could break your neck trying to jump from that high?” she scolded him.

“Well, yeah, but I couldn’t think of anything else to do at the time,” he shrugged, and she sighed.

“I’m sorry.  I’m sure you did the best you could.  It just scared me when you said the cops showed up, that’s all.  So what did you do for the rest of the night?” she asked.

“Hid behind a hedge and then under that magnolia tree back there, and tried to sleep a little.  Didn’t work very well,” he added thoughtfully.

“Well, I guess you can sleep in the car for a while after you tell me which way to go,” she suggested.

“I can’t sleep yet.  We have to go see that old lady first and find out whatever she knows,” he told her.

“Where does she live?” she asked.

“At Pinecrest Retirement Village, room 208,” he told her.

“Oh, okay.  I know where that is,” she said.

“Let’s go, then,” he told her.

Rachel threaded her way through town, and eventually came out onto Main Street where it ran along the river bank.  As uneasy as Brian was about staying in Falls Chapel even a minute longer, he had to talk to that lady first before he could leave. 

“Coming?” he asked Rachel when they pulled into the parking lot.

“No, I think I’ll wait out here with the car.  I know too many people in there and it wouldn’t be a good idea for them to see me skipping school like this.  They might say something to somebody.  You won’t be in there too long, will you?” she asked.

“Hopefully not,” he said.

He walked through the front doors like he belonged there, and soon found himself in an open area with an old fireplace and some threadbare couches, from which three wings diverged to the left, the right, and straight ahead.  There was an office to the left, but he was reluctant to go in there and ask for directions.  They might want to know who he was there to visit, and then what would he say?  He had no idea what the old lady’s name might be, just the room number she’d given him.

It turned out not to be all that difficult, though.  He soon noticed that all the room numbers that started with 2 were on the middle wing, so he quietly made his way down the hall until he reached 208, where he found the door shut.  There was a handwritten name beside the door: Sadie Jones.  

He hesitated before knocking, remembering that some people did like to sleep late, but he figured he might as well give it a try.  So he knocked, not very loud.

“Come in,” someone said from inside.  The voice was a little muffled, but he thought he recognized the sound of the old lady from the park.  He turned the knob and went in, and there indeed she was, sitting in a leather chair beside the window, with a pink afghan spread across her lap and a cup of black coffee in front of her.  She was wearing the same pair of knitted mittens and matching shawl from yesterday, and she seemed to have been looking through the curtains at something outside.  He caught a glimpse of roses through the dirty window before she dropped the curtains and turned to face him with a smile.
“Come in, young man, come in!  I knew you’d come.  Shut the door behind you so we can have a little privacy, and then come over here and sit down so we can talk,” she said, waving toward another leather chair in front of the window.  She didn’t seem the least bit nutty, at least not this morning, and Brian relaxed.  He shut the door behind him, as he’d been told, and sat down in the other chair.

The old lady studied him for a while after he sat down, as if she might read all the secrets of the universe in the shape of his face.  The intense look made him a little uncomfortable, but he endured it for as long as he could.  At last he cleared his throat and spoke.

“Um, I was hoping you could tell me-“ he began, but she interrupted him before he could finish the thought.

“All in good time, child, all in good time.  We haven’t even been properly introduced yet.  My name is Sadie Jones, and you are?” she said.

“Brian.  Brian Madaug Stone, that is,” he told her.

“Pleased to meet you, Brian Stone.  What an unusual name you have,” she commented.

“Yes, ma’am, so I’ve heard,” he said dryly.  As long as she didn’t call him Mad Dog, they’d get along just fine.

“I imagine so.  But tell me now, how did you hear about the Fountain, and why are you looking for it?” she asked, getting right to the point.

So Brian briefly told her about finding the amulet in his attic and some of the things he’d done with it, and how he’d broken the chain to save Brandon, and how it popped open and showed him the verses.  He told her about the girl in Mississippi who first told him the story, and how he’d looked it up and decided to find the place.  

She listened to all this without comment, and when he’d finished she asked him only one thing.

“You still haven’t said why you want to find it, child,” she told him.
“But I told you why,” he said, confused.

“You told me how it happened, child, not why you want it.  There’s a difference,” she pointed out mildly.

“Well. . . I guess the main thing is that I want to make sure my brother is okay.  I thought it could probably do that much, if it makes wishes come true,” he said.

“I see.  Is that really your only reason?” she asked, keenly.  He was tempted to say yes, partly for shyness and partly because it seemed churlish to care for anything else at a time like that, but something held him back.

“No, that’s not all,” he finally confessed, looking down at the floor.

“Ah, I thought not.  So what might the rest be, then?” she asked.

“I want my mom to stop drinking and be nice again, like she used to be when my dad was with us.  I wish he’d come back home, too.  Things haven’t been too good at home, the past few years,” he said.  It was hard for him to admit all this, especially to a complete stranger, but he forced himself to do it.

“Hmm. . . anything else?” she asked again, and Brian was surprised at the question.  Wasn’t that enough?  He glanced at Miss Sadie, who was looking at him with a very solemn expression on her face.  She really wanted to know.

“I’m not sure,” he told her, uncertain what she wanted to hear.

“Are you not?” she asked, raising one eyebrow.  This forced him to think, and Brian found that hard, with Miss Sadie watching him.

“I don’t know what you want me to say,” he finally said.

“I want you to tell me what you most dearly wish for, Brian Stone.  Think, now.  What did you do, while you had all that power?  What did you try to make happen?  What mattered to you more than anything else?” she asked.  Brian had to think again, and it made his head hurt.  What had he done, except make the house nice and make some money?  There wasn’t much else he could think of, except his silly project up at Black Rock.  He might have loved that the most, but it sounded foolish and stupid, even to him.  Surely she didn’t want to hear about that, did she?

But he was at a loss to think of anything else, and so he fumblingly tried to tell her about it.

“When I grew the white oak trees, and made the stars shine brighter, and the cardinals redder, and all those things; that’s what I loved the most, I guess.  I wanted to make the whole world beautiful like I did up at Black Rock.  I wanted to make it so there were no bad things ever anymore,” he said, almost in a whisper, not daring to glance at her face to see what she might be thinking.  If he had, he might have seen a faraway smile on her lips, and something very like a tear at the corner of her eye.  She dried it away before he could notice, and when she spoke her voice was serene.

“That’s what I wanted to hear, Brian Stone.  That’s a good wish, and a strong one too.  But I still have to ask you one more question.  Do you love this world enough to live far beyond your years, and to spend your whole life for that wish, pouring light into the darkness?  Be certain before you answer me, because it’ll be harder than you think.  There’s always a price to be paid,” she said.

“Do you mean if I drink from the Fountain, I’ll really live forever?” he asked, wide eyed.

“No, child, not forever.  That’s forbidden.  But you could live for a hundred and twenty years, or perhaps a little more, and that’s far beyond most.  And for most of that time you’d keep your youth, and your health, and you’d be just as beautiful and perfect as Adam was when he took his first breath before the Fall.  How could it be otherwise?  For you will have drunk from the Fountain that was put here at the beginning of days by God Himself, the life-giving Life and the Beauty that makes beautiful,” she said, in a sing-song kind of voice, as if she might be repeating something she’d learned long ago.

Brian was left speechless at this, and knew of nothing whatsoever that he might say.  It wasn’t what he’d expected at all.  

“I thought it just gave you wishes,” he said weakly.

“Oh, but it does, child.  It does!  It gives you the deepest desire of your heart, and nothing less. . . but only if your deepest desire was already for the one thing it can give you,” she said cryptically.
“I don’t understand,” he told her, confused.

“You will, someday,” she said.  It was an unsatisfying answer, but there was one thing he had to be sure of, though.

“So does that mean I’ll be able to make Brandon well again?” he asked.

“Among other things, yes.  But that’s the least of it.  Let me show you something, child, and then maybe you’ll understand,” she said, raising an arm toward the grimy widow.  Brian looked up, and saw nothing unusual except the flower garden outside.

“What am I looking for?” he asked.

“This,” she said softly, and pushed open the glass.

A faint breeze blew in, carrying with it a scent of roses so sweet that they might once have bloomed in the meadows of Heaven.  They were so bright and so red that they almost seemed to glow from within, and every dew drop glittered like gold in the morning sunshine.  Brian thought he’d never seen anything on earth more beautiful.  It reminded him of Black Rock, and he stared, wide-eyed, while Sadie Jones watched him.

“Yes, that’s what it’s like.  You can take away every sickness, every scar, and every stain from anything in the world, and make it to be what it always ought to have been if the world was never broken.  That’s what you really always wanted, Brian, just like I did.  And if you don’t give up, then very soon you’ll have it,” she told him.

“You did this?” he whispered, still staring at the roses.

“God did this.  But I was the one who touched them, if that’s what you mean.  The gift has faded away, these last ten years or so, along with everything else I got from the Fountain.  But it’s still enough for these few little bushes, if I tend them every day,” she told him.

“But what about the amulet?” he asked, still staring at the roses.

“What about it?” she asked.

“Why couldn’t I do this before?  I mean, I know sometimes I did, but why was I not supposed to?  Why did it have to turn out so bad, if that was what I was supposed to end up doing anyway?” he asked.

“The amulet only lasts seven days, child.  Living things can’t stand the shock of going back to normal again, once you touch them like this.  It makes them sick, and usually they die.  That’s why you weren’t supposed to touch them.  But the Fountain is forever,” she said.

“Then why not just show me the way to the Fountain to start with, instead of letting me make such a mess of things with the amulet?” he asked.

“The story was always out there, for anyone who wanted to look.  Would you have believed it enough to be sitting here right now, without that amulet?” she asked.

“No, I guess not,” he admitted.

“Well, then.  One reason was to make you believe.  The other was to test you,” she said.
“Test me?” he repeated.

“Yes.  If you’d used your power just to get rich or to hurt people you hated or anything like that, then you wouldn’t have been the right kind of person to drink from the Fountain, and the amulet would never have opened for you.  Seven days is a mercy, to limit the harm if a wicked or a foolish person found it.  But there’s no way of knowing what kind of person someone will be, till he’s put to the test,” she told him.

“But I did use it to get money,” he pointed out, remembering the gold.

“Yes, you did, but that was never what you cared about the most.  And when it came down to a choice between keeping all those things and saving the life of someone else, you didn’t hesitate,” she reminded him.  

Brian thought about this for a second.

“But could I really have kept all that stuff anyway, if I hadn’t broken the chain?  Or would everything have just disappeared no matter what I did, after the seven days was up?” he asked.

“That I don’t know, child.  I passed the test, and so did you.  I couldn’t say what happens to a person who chooses wrongly.  It may be that those people get to keep whatever it was that they loved more than love. . . empty and pitiful as that is.  Or it may be that it all turns to dust and ashes on the stroke of midnight and leaves them with nothing but a broken heart.  I have moods when both those things seem likely, but I’d only be guessing if I tried to tell you which one is the truth.  And it doesn’t matter, anyway.  Would you really have let your brother die for the sake of some riches, even if you’d known for certain that you’d get to keep them all?” she asked.

“Not in a million years.  Not for all the money in the world,” he said quickly.

“That’s what I thought,” she agreed.  
“But how did it end up in my attic in the first place?  Why me?” he asked.

“Now you’re asking questions that nobody can answer, Brian Stone.  But I believe you were meant to find that amulet, just like I think I was meant to find it, and that’s why it ended up in your attic the way it did.  Everything happens for a reason,” she told him.
There was a pause while he considered all this, and Miss Sadie seemed content to watch her roses and let him think in peace.
“So what do I do now?” he finally asked, and she laughed.

“What silly questions you ask, child!  Follow the pointer all the way up into those mountains yonder, till you come to the heart of the world.  You’ll know when you get there, trust me.  You’ll find a gushing fountain of cold, clear water and a golden cup beside it.  Then drink, if you have the courage.  I did, and that was ninety some odd years ago, my boy, and I’ve never aged a day in all that time, not till these last ten years or so,” she explained.

“What did you do for all that time?” he asked, wondering.

“I went to school and became a nurse, ordinary as that sounds.  But it was a good choice, though.  All I had to do was lay my hands on the sick to make them well, and so that’s what I’ve mostly done all these years.  It was what I cared about the most,” she said.

“But that’s faded away too, now?” he guessed.

“Yes. . . it’s like my roses.  Now and then I can still do a little bit, but not much.  There’s a lot of pain in this place, and I soften it when I’m able to.  It’s part of the reason I agreed to come live here last year.  Everybody thinks the reason the people at Pinecrest are so healthy is because they take such good care of us, but I know better,” she said, with a small chuckle.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” he sighed.

“I can guess why you asked me that question, child.  I know you’re still thinking about this brother of yours that you love so much.  But he was far gone by the time you broke that chain, and I wouldn’t have the strength to heal something like that anymore.  But you will.  If you make it to the Fountain, then you’ll have the power to undo any hurt in the world, including his.  Remember that, whenever you’re still afraid for him,” she told him.

“I’ll do my best,” he agreed, heavily.

“Shh. . . have faith, child.  Everything will work out the way that it should,” she told him.

“I hope so,” he said.

“Don’t hope; believe,” she said, looking at him earnestly, and then she opened the top drawer of her bureau and took out a pair of scissors.

“What’s that for?” he asked.

“Take this, to help you remember what you’re working for,” she told him, and then snipped off one of the brilliant red roses.  Brian took it from her without thinking, and put it in the inside pocket of his coat.

“Thanks,” he said automatically, not sure what he would do with such a gift.  But Sadie Jones only smiled.

“You may find it more use than you think.  Now go, child, while time is,” she said.         

He left the nursing home not long afterward, with many thanks and a humbled heart, not to mention a sense of fresh urgency to find the Fountain.

“Did you find out anything?” Rachel asked as soon as he got back in the car.

“Yeah, lots.  But let’s get out of town first and then I’ll tell you all about it,” he promised.

“Okay, which way do I go?” she asked.  He consulted the amulet, which still pointed northeast.

“That way,” he said, pointing across the river toward the highest part of the mountains.  

They stopped to gas up the car at the edge of town, and while they were there Brian took the opportunity to call Carolyn to check on Brandon again, and while he was at it to see if he was right about Mama finding the note.  This time she didn’t even let him get a word in.

“Where are you, Brian?  Everybody’s been worried sick, trying to find you since last night,” she said.  
Yeah, just like he’d thought.

“I was with a friend, that’s all,” he said.

“And you couldn’t have called and told somebody that?  Like things are not bad enough already right now with your brother maybe dying, and you have to go pull some crazy stunt like this.  What’s wrong with you?” she scolded.
“I. . .” he began, but she cut him off before he could say another word.
“Where are you, Brian?  Wherever it is, you better get home as fast as you can get there,” she finished.  This was the moment he’d been dreading.

“I can’t do that yet, Aunt Carolyn,” he said firmly.

“What do you mean, you can’t do that?  Why not?” she demanded.

“I can’t explain it right now, but I’ve got something I have to do for a few days.  I’ll be home as soon as I can, though,” he said.  Carolyn must have been shocked beyond words, because it took her almost a full second to think of anything to say.

“Have you lost your mind, boy?  What could possibly be so important that you’ve got to drop everything and go do it at a time like this?” she asked.

“I can’t tell you, but it matters a lot,” he said.

“Nothing could matter that much, Brian.  Go home, now.  Your mother already has the police out looking for you, do you know that?  And if they find you first then she’s mad enough she might just let you sit in jail for a while till she decides to come get you,” she said, and there was a hard edge to her voice that he didn’t like at all.

“I know.  Tell Mama I’m sorry, and tell Brandon I love him.  I’ll be home as soon as I can,” he told her, and then hung up the phone before she could answer him.

It wasn’t five seconds before the phone started ringing, and Brian knew it was Carolyn without needing to answer.  But he had no time to argue with her anymore, and if she was angry, then she’d just have to be angry.

On the other hand, it probably wouldn’t be too hard for her to call information and find out exactly where he was, using the number from the pay phone.  It was time to go, before they got busted.

“What is it?” Rachel asked when she saw his face.

“Oh, nothing.  Just my aunt, freaking out.  I called her to check on Brandon and she said my mom’s got the cops looking for me now, like I didn’t already know that after what happened at the hotel last night.  I didn’t even get to find out how he’s doing.  Same old drama,” he said bitterly.

“I’m sorry, Brian,” she told him.

“Oh, well.  Let’s just not get caught, okay?  Drive back the other way for a couple of blocks if you can, just in case the cops come by here and ask the people at the gas station which way we went,” he said.

“Sure thing,” she agreed.

This they did, and after the gas station was out of sight behind them, Rachel turned onto a side street and made her way back onto the highway with no more problems.  Soon they crossed the big steel bridge that took them out into the open farm country beyond the river, and he heard her give a little sigh of relief.  Brian’s heart was still too bitter from the phone call to do anything but stare moodily at the empty fields and wonder how bad things would have to get before they ever started to get better.
“So we’re out of town now.  What did the old lady say?” Rachel finally asked.  Brian almost told her he didn’t feel like talking for a while, but then he thought better of it; she was just trying to help.
“She said a lot of things,” he said, and then proceeded to tell her everything Sadie Jones had told him.  Rachel listened quietly to the whole thing, only rarely asking a question.
“And then she gave me this,” he finished, pulling the rose from his inside pocket.  A few of the petals were crumpled, and he thought it might already have faded just a bit, but it was still a thousand times more beautiful than the fanciest rose on earth.  Rachel’s eyes opened wide when she saw it.
“Is that real?” she whispered.

“Yeah.  She said this is the kind of thing we’ll be able to do, after we drink from the Fountain,” he said.

“So it’s really true after all,” she said, still staring at the rose.

“Surely you didn’t think I was making it all up, did you?” he asked, surprised at her reaction. 

“No, it’s not that.  If I hadn’t believed you then I wouldn’t be here right now,” she said, shaking her head.

“Then what is it?” he asked, mystified.
She didn’t answer right away, and he watched her chewing on her lip while she thought about it.  
“It’s hard to explain.  I guess till now there was still a little part of me deep down that kept wondering what if you’re wrong, or what if we can’t find the place. . .  stuff like that.  See, the first thing everybody told me when I found out I had Batten’s Disease was not to believe in miracles, ever.  All it does is break your heart when they don’t come true, and things are hard enough already without that.  They always told me to make the best of the time I’ve got, and if I don’t hope for too much then I’ll never get disappointed.  I guess it’s just hard to get over all that and start believing there’s really a chance things could change,” she told him, glancing back at the road. 

It sounded like something he might have said himself not all that long ago, he couldn’t help thinking.  Not about dying, of course, but about Mama and the way she acted.  He knew exactly what it felt like when hope seemed too good to be true.  He couldn’t really blame Rachel for having some doubts about the Fountain.  He probably wouldn’t have believed it himself, without the amulet.

“It’s okay.  I know exactly how you feel,” he told her, thinking about his own impossible wishes.

“Really?” she asked.

“Yeah, I think so,” he said, and then hesitated.  He wasn’t sure how much he wanted to tell her, honestly, but then he bit his lip and took a deep breath.

“Uh. . . you remember last week at church, when I told you I fell down the stairs?” he finally asked.

“Yeah, I remember,” she agreed.

“That’s not really what happened.  Mama came home drinking Saturday night, and we got in a fight,” he confessed, watching her closely to see her reaction.  But she only nodded.

“I thought it was something like that,” she said.  She didn’t seem shocked or upset at all, and she didn’t look at him like he was a lost puppy, either.  He hated it when people did that.

He decided maybe it was worth the risk to tell her a little bit more.  
“She does stuff like that a lot.  To me and Brandon both.  She blacked his eye the same day she punched my nose.  It’s been that way for a long time,” he said, keeping his voice flat and steady.

“I’m sorry, Brian.  I always wondered a little bit but I never thought. . .” she said, and then trailed off awkwardly.
“I never told anybody before,” he said thickly, and swallowed hard.

“It’s all right; I won’t tell anybody, I promise,” she told him.
“Anyway, I used to think it was just something I had to live with, you know.  Something that wouldn’t ever change no matter what I did.  But then I found out all this stuff about the Fountain, and I started to wonder if maybe things could really get better.  I didn’t want to believe it at first, because it seemed like it was too good to be true,” he told her.

“Yeah. . . that’s exactly what I meant,” she agreed.

There was a pause while neither one of them said anything, and Brian took the chance to pull himself back together.

“So what made you decide to believe it enough to go looking for it?” she finally asked.

“Well. . . I’m not sure I would have, if it wasn’t for Brandon.  But it was the only thing I knew of that maybe could save him, you know.  He’s pretty bad off, and then like I said earlier, things are not too good at home even if he makes it back.  I don’t want him to have to grow up that way, Raych.  It hurts too much.  I just want him to be happy and safe, you know.  I always have, and the Fountain is the only thing I ever heard of that maybe could make that happen.  Even if it’s only a maybe, I have to try.  I couldn’t take a chance on letting him down.  Not a second time,” he said.
“A second time?” she asked.

“Yeah, the whole reason he’s in the hospital right now is because of me,” he said, and then quickly told her the story of the amulet again, with nothing left out this time.  She shook her head when he finished.
“Brian, none of that was your fault.  You didn’t know what would happen,” she said.

“Yeah, it was, though.  I knew better than to leave him with Mama when she was in a bad mood, and it was stupid of me to use the amulet on his eye when I didn’t know if it was safe or not.  I’m not saying it’s completely my fault, but some of it is,” he said.

“Well. . . yeah, all right.  I can see what you mean.  But don’t keep beating yourself up over it, okay?  I don’t think Brandon would want you to do that, anyway.  Just try to make it right, if you can.  That’s all anybody can ask,” she said. 

“I guess so, but what if we don’t make it back before it’s too late?” he asked, remembering Carolyn’s words about Brandon maybe dying.  He hadn’t paid too much attention at the time, but that was a pretty high-voltage expression for her to use, now wasn’t it?  He hoped it didn’t mean anything except a bad choice of words, but who knew?    

But just then they came to the foot of the first hill and Rachel had to turn most of her attention back to driving, so he never got to hear her answer.  Maybe there wasn’t one.

The road was steep and crooked for several miles after that till they reached the summit, and then in front of them the mountains marched on, ridge after ridge, as far as the eye could see.  It seemed to Brian like he could see for a thousand miles, till the air grew hazy and blue with the distance.  Ahead was the wide world, and behind them was everything he’d ever known.  For a second he was almost homesick, and he glanced back at the valley without thinking.  There was Falls Chapel, like a little city of ants far below them, and somewhere in the hazy distance beyond it was the house where he’d spent his whole life.  

He couldn’t help wondering how much farther they’d have to go.  If they kept going this direction, they might eventually end up. . . where?  Missouri?  Canada?  Some island way out in the middle of the ocean, even?  The Fountain couldn’t be that far, could it?  Because if it was, then that was impossible.  

Or if not strictly impossible, then at least it would take so long that there was no point in even thinking about it.  But Brian had no way of knowing; the pointer only told him which way to go, not how far it was or how difficult it might be to get there.

“Are you sure you’ll be okay if I go to sleep for a while?” he asked presently.

“Yeah, no problem.  I’ll be careful,” she promised.

“Wake me up if anything happens, okay?” he asked.

“Sure,” she agreed, and he curled up in the passenger seat to sleep.

Hours later, the sunlight shining in his face woke him, and he sat up and rubbed his eyes.

“Where are we?” he asked sleepily, shading his eyes.

“Somewhere on the highway, that’s all I know.  Did you have a good nap?” she asked.

“Yeah, I feel better.  Hungry though,” he added.

“I guess we could get something whenever we pass another place.  Are we still headed in the right direction?” she asked.

“Yeah, looks like it,” he told her, after checking, “How long do you think it’ll be before somebody starts looking for this car?”

“I’m not sure,” she said, glancing at the rearview mirror in spite of the fact that there was absolutely nobody else on the road.

“Did you say anything to anybody before you left?” he asked.

“Yeah, I told them I was late for school this morning and that’s why I needed to drive Sissy’s car, and that I’d probably just go directly to work after class.  They didn’t say much about it,” she explained.

“So how long have we got before they’ll be expecting you home?” he asked.

“Maybe nine o’clock.  Supposed to be eight thirty, but now and then I have to work a little bit late if the kitchen was busy that night.  They won’t think anything of it till at least nine, I’m sure,” she told him.

“That’s still not very long,” he fretted.

“I’m sorry, Brian.  It was the best I could do,” she said.

“No, it’s all right.  I wasn’t blaming you.  I was just wondering what they’ll do when you turn up missing tonight,” he explained.

“Probably have the National Guard out looking for me, if I know them,” she said, giggling a little.  Then she saw the look on Brian’s face and sobered.

“I guess that wasn’t really funny, was it?” she said.

“Do you really think they would?  Seriously?” he asked.

“Well, maybe not that, but I’m sure they’ll call the police and report me missing, and I’m sure they’ll tell them to be looking for this car.  They may even go out and look for me themselves.  They’ll find out pretty soon that I wasn’t at work or at school today, and that’ll scare them.  Mr. Croydon will probably tell them I was with you last night at supper, so you’ll get connected to the whole thing pretty soon, too.  I’m not sure what all they might do, but they won’t just sit still, I know that much.  They might even think you kidnapped me,” she told him.

“That’s a fun thought.  We can’t keep driving this car, then, if that’s the case.  At least not for long,” he told her.

“Yeah, I thought of that, but how else will we get anywhere?” she asked.

“We’ll have to think about it for a while.  Maybe we can find something else,” he said, wishing he’d brought more money along.

Not long afterward they came into a little town whose name Brian didn’t notice, and stopped long enough to have a cheeseburger and some fries at a local diner.  It made them both nervous to be in such a public place, but Brian reminded himself that nobody had any reason to be suspicious just yet.  Rachel and the car wouldn’t be missed till that evening, and as for him. . . well, he was a hundred miles from home and there was nobody to recognize him.  He hoped.

Still, they didn’t linger any longer than they had to.  They ordered a few extra burgers for the road so they wouldn’t have to risk stopping anywhere else that evening, and then they got back under way.

They drove for hours like this, crossing the Arkansas River at Dardanelle and then climbing the steep southern face of the Ozarks.

After a while, Brian noticed that the pointer had slowly veered around to the northwest, and he realized immediately that it wouldn’t have done that unless they were getting pretty close.
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