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  This story takes place


  in the innocent insecurity


  of pre-9/11 America.


  


  Chapter 1


  


  Barstow, CA


  Leroy Smiley stood beside his mother’s casket, trying to feel something.


  Leroy stared more through her than at her. This was the woman who had birthed him, bathed him, clothed him. The woman who had provided for him, or at least tried to play it off that way. The woman who’d made him who he was.


  Maybe that was the problem. She had been a particularly unfeeling person.


  But he wasn’t. This emptiness was new.


  The placard listed her as Adalynne Jeanette Smiley. He knew it would’ve said Adalynne Jeanette Bradley if she’d have had her way. But to have her way would’ve required time, effort, probably a little cash, so she’d remained a Smiley until the end.


  The chemical fumes adrift in the funeral home invaded his mouth after conquering his nose. The place looked as sanitized as it smelled. Shades of white and grey smothered the walls and ceiling, broken only by the cheap cherry-stained wood of the casket. It felt unnaturally smooth as Leroy grazed his fingers along it. The mortician had provided her a dress suit with a wavy blue blouse; Ada had always said brown was her color, but they couldn’t know that. A layer of makeup, unable to match her hazelnut skin, gave her face a muddy complexion. Still, she looked better groomed than at any point in her forty-eight years of life. At least the years he’d been around.


  He knew he should feel something toward, about, for her. For himself. But all he felt was nausea from the pungent embalming fluids. It seemed like some sort of sick science project, as if the bell would ring and he would go to his next class, his mother waiting for him at home, but only long enough to ensure he made it okay and give him some semblance of dinner before she headed out. To do what, he wasn’t sure, but he knew one thing — it must’ve been more enjoyable than spending time with her son.


  It had given Leroy a chance to watch whatever he liked on television. And he liked it all. In fact, he realized, he’d learned more about life from those old cop shows, sitcoms, and science specials than either parent had ever bothered to teach him.


  He sulked.


  Don’t think about Baron. Just don’t do it.


  He trusted that the funeral home had done their best, but the ligature mark around her throat showed faintly. The proportions of her face were just off, too, a bit bloated and too round. Even those gruesome details couldn’t provoke emotion in him.


  Leroy looked around at the empty rows of seats. His mother was social, but not exactly sociable. She had acquaintances, but apparently none close enough to pay their respects. This was fine with him. He had no interest in dealing with the parade of barflies, junkies, and random men he imagined she spent her time with.


  There was only one person Leroy expected to show up, and he was nowhere to be found. That, too, was fine with him. There was another, though, he’d subconsciously hoped would show. Her absence buzzed in his ears like a relentless mosquito.


  It was then Leroy found direction, a reason to go on.


  She was out there, and he would find her.


  Maybe his mother had lost that. Maybe she had nothing more to keep her waking up in the morning. Wasn’t that a comforting notion. He didn’t understand how a person, especially one with a child, could simply decide to end her life. But then, there was more than a little about his mother he didn’t understand.


  A sense of excitement, of purpose smoldered inside him, the beginnings of a wildfire. He had just begun to fan the flames when someone spoke behind him. “No rush, buddy, but I’ll be in the car when you’re ready.”


  Leroy turned, but he already recognized the voice of Tim Harlow, his caseworker. Tim, a middle-aged white man in a suit, stood in the doorway, mustering as sympathetic an expression as he could, which said a lot about his sympathetic capabilities.


  Leroy nodded, but inside he sneered. The man was supposed to guide him through this tough time, yet only served as another reminder that Leroy was alone. He’d always been alone in some sense, but knowing that his mother was around, somewhere, was a comfort. That phantom notion of being tethered to someone inextricably, whatever might lie ahead, was enough to keep him going. Even that was gone, now.


  After a moment, Tim turned away and raised a phone to his ear, his voice and footsteps fading as he strolled off. “Listen, I’m not sure when I’ll be back, so you guys may have to start without me. Could be a while. You know how emotional they get.”


  Leroy wasn’t sure if by ‘they’ Tim meant black people, children, or both. He knew he should be offended, but it rolled right off him.


  He felt like he should stay, but he was starting to realize that the longer he stood there, the more he disdained this woman. He wouldn’t let her affect one more moment of his life. Now, more than ever, it was his to mold. Besides, he had planning to do.


  Leroy turned around to look at what was his mother one last time, then waded out of the room, shutting the door behind him.


  * * *


  Leroy didn’t know car seats came in leather. He’d never had trouble staying still on a drive, mostly because his mom would smack him if he did. But he had to stop himself from sliding off the seat a few times in an already unpleasant ride. With nothing to talk about and no reason to try, an hour felt like a lifetime.


  Leroy also wasn’t a fan of Tim’s driving style, having never been in a Formula One race. They breezed down the highway, weaving around and between cars and trucks, honking and swerving. Leroy was more than happy to have a handle to grasp in the few times he actually feared for his life.


  He was searching for emotion. He supposed he’d found one.


  The few times Tim did speak, his words reeked of disingenuousness. “Again, real sorry about your mom, kid. She seemed like a great woman.”


  Leroy nodded absentmindedly.


  “It’ll get better. Time heals all things.”


  He nodded again, watching the raindrops flow across the windshield and over his window like a tiny river.


  “Foster care isn’t that bad, though. You’ll make plenty of friends!”


  Leroy didn’t answer.


  “So uh, what do you think of the new car, buddy?”


  Leroy studied the finer details of the car: the electronic speedometer, the paddle shifters on the steering wheel, the heads-up display reflected on the bottom-left of the windshield. The radio had so many buttons, he wouldn’t know where to start.


  “It’s nice. Must’a been expensive.”


  “Nah, it’s just a Three series. Wasn’t too bad.”


  Leroy unbuckled his seatbelt the moment he saw the rock quarry, a familiar landmark. Soon after, the BMW pulled up in front of a squalid house he thought few would believe met the standards of a foster home.


  Tom turned to him without putting the car in park. “Well, I’ll see you next month, buddy. You need anything before that, I’m just a phone call away, k?”


  Leroy couldn’t meet his gaze. “Thanks, Mr. Tim.”


  Tom reached out and rubbed Leroy’s head awkwardly, then pulled away his hand. From the corner of his eye, he glanced at it. “Tell Ms. Stacey I said hello. Take care!”


  As Leroy exited the vehicle, he saw Tim wipe his hand on his pants. The car began to pull away before the door even closed.


  Leroy started down the gravel trail, then up the six tall stairs, always two at a time, despite how short he was for fifteen. The wood porch groaned under his shifting weight. Leroy knew how it felt.


  After three series of knocks, a boy smaller than Leroy answered, then darted back to a torn-up couch beside an older boy. “It’s my turn!” he cried, and reached for the bulky handheld gaming device, but the older boy was too quick, shielding it with his body.


  Ms. Stacey, a hearty woman clutching a landline phone with a long cord tangled at her feet, trudged out of the kitchen. “Just walk in next time.”


  Leroy’s socks slipped as he crossed the faded, fake hardwood floor, past the scuffle on the couch, past Ms. Stacey, all the way into his room.


  “Spaghetti’s ready,” he heard her call out as he shut the door.


  He took his place on the middle of the three beds in the cramped room, a spot he hated. No matter which way he turned — and, of course, he could only sleep on his side — he was staring at or being stared at by someone. All he wanted was some privacy, but that was too much to ask from an orphan mill.


  The room didn’t even have windows, which was both a blessing and a curse. There was no view, but Leroy had always found it easiest to sleep in darkness. As a child, he’d covered up every insignificant source of light in his room. The worst was the light from the hallway filtering in under his door. It was a requirement for his mother’s nightly drunken stumble to the bathroom.


  He wondered when the random memories of his mom would cease, then grew worried at the thought that they may never stop. He laid back, folding in half his single pillow for more neck support. The wall above it was bare, unlike the wall above the beds to either side of him, which bore posters of Transformers, and race cars. Leroy had the chance to get a poster, but he couldn’t think of anything he’d want up there.


  He knew he should be packing, determining what was essential to bring, what he would need to acquire, legally or otherwise. But he was so tired. When his eyes closed the last time, he was stuck on the thought of Twinkies. He’d heard once that they never go bad.


  * * *


  Leroy’s eyes opened, and he could see nothing. It was a darkness that threatened to slip him into slumber once more, but after a few moments, memories of the day rushed him. He glanced around, eyes adjusting, and saw the beds on either side of him occupied by sleeping children. A clock on a desk in the room, uncovered as of yet, told him it was past three in the morning.


  His pillow unfolded with a flop as he stood, thoughts cloudy, searching for the next step in his plan. He needed a bag. He slid the closet open tenderly, but it still creaked. He stopped, looking back to see if he’d awoken anyone. Neither child moved. If it was going to creak anyway, he figured he might as well get it over with. In one swift motion, the closet screeched open.


  His backpack hung on a clothes hanger to the left. He pulled it off the rack. It was the lightest he’d ever felt it, as school was out for summer.


  Without closing the closet, Leroy set the bag on his bed and unzipped the main compartment. A few stray papers from the most recent semester lingered inside. One was a sheet of math problems. Scrawled on it was, ‘Let me know if you’d like help with this,’ with the number twenty-six atop the number fifty. At his mother’s request, he’d submitted to the tutoring, staying after class for the next two weeks, although she apparently hadn’t thought it through, as she grew upset the first time he came home late, and not because she was worried.


  He shuffled the papers, bringing to the front a sheet with an octopus at rest amongst seaweed and rocks, drawn in pencil. Leroy was particularly proud of this, and wondered why it had been left in the bag. His next thought was of his mother ignoring his proud pleas for her to admire the picture, which angered and confused him as much now as it did then. Even in death, she had a vice grip on him.


  Leroy folded the papers in half, then dropped them in the trash.


  He began a mental checklist of the items he might need along the way: a flashlight, a knife, a small blanket — the latter was in reach, so he folded it and slipped it in the bag. A pad and pen wouldn’t be a waste of space, he determined. And, of course, food and water. He slung the bag around his shoulders and skulked out.


  He’d almost reached the kitchen when a flicker of light in the other room caught his attention, trailed by the sporadic giggles of a TV laugh track. Another late night for Ms. Stacey.


  Leroy peeked around the corner. She lay on the couch.


  That was that, he supposed. At least for tonight.


  Ms. Stacey let out a snore, shifting her position.


  Breathing a sigh of relief, Leroy entered the kitchen. From the pantry, he filled his bag with water bottles, granola bars, and some of Ms. Stacey’s plentiful beef jerky. Next, he grabbed a small flashlight, and an even smaller peeling knife. He didn’t want to be caught with a big steak knife on him. He didn’t want to be caught, period. All he wanted was to find the only person who’d ever treated him with genuine love and affection. The problem was, he couldn’t even remember her name. He’d been so young. But he could deal with that once he was free of Ms. Stacey.


  The last items he needed were drawing materials. Leroy snagged the legal pad beside the phone, then set aside the pencil and found a pen. As he knelt down to slip them into the bag, the laughter emitting from the TV abruptly changed to a fast-talking man describing the benefits of his revolutionary rotisserie. “Set it and forget it!” the crowd shouted with him to eager applause.


  The channel changed. Leroy hoped Ms. Stacey had sat on the remote, but it changed again as the woman sniffed hard, then cleared her throat—her disgusting trademark. She was awake.


  Backpack around his shoulders, he slunk back to bed. He wasn’t going to let his plan slip away because he was impatient. For once, he felt confident in his direction. He knew what he had to do. But it could wait until morning.


  * * *


  Ms. Stacey’s car was a stark departure from Tim’s BMW. Shredded cloth seats, analog indicators and radio, rattling engine; this was more Leroy’s speed, and it was strangely comforting.


  The sun lazed atop the meager Barstow skyline. As soon as she’d awakened, Leroy told Ms. Stacey he wanted to visit a friend, which put him in a difficult spot. He’d been guiding her for twenty minutes to a phantom location. He had no idea where they were, yet had to pass the destination off as a friend’s house. What if she waited until he went inside? It wasn’t her style, but she was legally responsible for him.


  He needed to buy time. “Left here.”


  “Sign says dead end. This his street?”


  “Yeah, down the road.”


  It wasn’t. There was no ‘him.’ The car turned left regardless. He had to think fast. If he knocked on a random door, someone would likely answer. He’d need some excuse, but one that wouldn’t attract too much attention.


  Houses drifted by on either side of the car as they drove.


  He could claim that there was a suspicious car following him, in the hope that they would allow him in, if only for a minute. Depending on the person, however, that could backfire. They could end up calling the cops. He could play it off as if he thought a friend actually did live there. Maybe the interaction between him and the homeowner would be enough to convince Ms. Stacey it was legitimate. He could even wait on the porch after they closed the door like he was waiting for his friend.


  “Where to?”


  Leroy looked up to find another dead end sign in front of the car.


  “Sorry. Distracted. It’s about halfway up.”


  He could see Ms. Stacey glancing at him out of the corner of his eye. She was getting suspicious. Ready or not, it was time to put the plan into action.


  “Up here, on the right.”


  He chose a one-story house, splotchy with stains that had an equal chance of being mud, pollen, or vomit, and a car in the driveway closer to death than even his mother’s. Ms. Stacey pulled alongside the curb in front. She put it in park, unlike Tim Harlow. Leroy appreciated that.


  For a moment, he wondered if he was making the right choice. Ms. Stacey wasn’t a great person or caretaker, but she had a home she was willing to share. If he went back, though, he’d have nothing again—nothing to strive for, nothing to look forward to. The last thing he wanted was to become another nameless face in the system. He knew he was making the right choice.


  “You sure you can stay a week?” Ms. Stacey asked. “I ain’t got time to be drivin’ all the way out here just ‘cause you got bored.”


  Leroy looked her in the eye, hoping he was convincing. “I’m sure.”


  “Pick you up Friday, then,” she said, lighting a cigarette.


  Leroy nodded, lost in her empty gaze for a moment, then hopped out of the car. As he shuffled up the driveway, he noticed the window shades swaying, as if someone had just looked through them. Too late to turn back now.


  At the door, he reached out and knocked. He looked back to the car. Just like he’d thought, Ms. Stacey was still there, watching him. He waved, hoping it might be enough to send her off, but it wasn’t.


  The door swung open as Leroy was yanked inside, then slammed shut.


  * * *


  The house was cavernous in more than one respect, dark, dank, and bare as it was. An oddly familiar aroma wafted Leroy’s way as his eyes adjusted, skunky and thick but not quite unpleasant. Before him stood a large black man, with a Hispanic man at a table further back in the room, weighing out a mound of powder on a digital scale. The big man opened his mouth, revealing a set of teeth a meth addict wouldn’t envy.


  “Well?”


  Leroy wasn’t equipped for this situation. “Well what?”


  “What you need?” he growled.


  “I… I don’t need any—”


  The man reached into his waistband and pulled out a sleek black gun, small enough to conceal but big enough to scare the hell out of Leroy, then slammed him onto the door with one arm, poking the weapon stiffly into his chest. The brute beckoned to his partner. “Check the window.” Tilting his head, he sneered at Leroy, beer-smoke breath fuming out. “You one of Fowler’s goons, you goin’ back to him in a box, boy.”


  Leroy couldn’t even begin to form a sentence with the prospect of death sticking in his ribs. All moisture had fled his mouth. He shook his head weakly.


  The other man slunk over to the window, peeled back the edge of the blinds and peered outside. “What am I looking for, here? A car?”


  “Yeah, a car, dammit.”


  “No car.”


  Face inches from his, the man said, “I’ma ask one more time: what you need?”


  Leroy took a second to collect himself, surveying the nearly empty domicile, but all he could croak out was “Got the wrong house.”


  The hulking man grabbed Leroy by the arm and shoved him further into the room. “You damn right about that, boy. Get over there.”


  The Hispanic spoke up as he found his way back to the table and pressed a button on the scale. “Woods, man, kid’s like twelve. No threat.”


  Woods grabbed Leroy’s backpack and ripped it off him from behind, extending Leroy’s arms just a bit too far. He sucked in air at the pain.


  His possessions tumbled out of the bag as Woods upended it. “What’s this? You goin’ to a slumber party or some shit?” He laughed at his joke as his partner smiled meekly, then tossed Leroy the bag. “Get out. Now.”


  Leroy quickly reversed the process that Woods, an appropriate name for a man of his size, had just put his items through and shouldered the bag. He stepped to the door and stopped in front of it, looking back.


  “What you waitin’ on, man?”


  Leroy twisted the handle and slipped out as quickly as he was pulled in.


  * * *


  He didn’t stop running until he was outside the neighborhood, and was out of breath long before he got there. A quick glance behind him revealed a lack of pursuers, which was reassuring. He hadn’t realized running away required actual running, and especially not from big men with guns.


  Ambling along the sidewalk, catching his breath, he tried to convince himself it was just happenstance. He’d chosen that house, and randomly. Could’ve picked any of them. It was the luck of the draw. Once he got to the train yard, things would get better.


  That last thought surprised him. On one of the many occasions he had threatened to run away from home, his mother said something that stuck with him. “You leave, and then what? You gon’ be a hobo, ride the rails, boy?” At the time he had emphatically denied it, but the idea of riding a train right out of his hated life had grown so enchanting and romanticized that somewhere deep down, he supposed he’d always known the plan.


  He wasn’t sure which way the train yard was, so he headed the direction Ms. Stacey had come from. During the ride back to Barstow with Tim, he’d seen a train yard a few miles out that seemed about as empty and inactive as possible. Bad for catching a ride, maybe, but good for not getting caught. He’d rather wait a day or two if need be than get sent back where he’d just left.


  A mile or so down the road he became aware of how sweaty he was. Must be at least ninety-five degrees, he figured, and the hot rush of exhaust from cars cruising by didn’t help. Leroy stopped a moment to grab a water bottle from his backpack, but the warm liquid left him dissatisfied.


  It was a minor inconvenience in light of the life-threatening situation he’d just endured, but enough to make him stop in when he reached a gas station.


  A middle-aged woman greeted him from behind the counter as he entered. He searched his pocket, emerging with a few dollars. He spotted a row of maps on a shelf and scanned the selection. His sweet tooth almost got the better of him as he briefly considered buying a candy bar or two and just winging it, but ultimately, he grabbed two maps — California, and the United States, though he hoped it didn’t come to the latter. Looking up, he handed them to the woman, and watched as her confident hands, tipped with dirty fingernails, slid the items over the scanner.


  “How are you today?” She looked up from her register at him.


  “Just had a gun pointed at me, but can’t complain.”


  The woman eyed him, unsure if he was joking. “It’ll be three-fifty.”


  Leroy forked over his money and received two quarters and two maps.


  Outside, he sat against the wall. It was difficult to see the tiny details, but near Barstow there was a line with three hash marks through it he gathered from the legend was a railroad. A nearby street sign informed him the gas station sat at Rimrock and Montara. He scanned the multitude of colored lines on the map, and after a moment, fixated on Montara Road. Tracing it south, he found Rimrock Road. Comparing the distance to the legend, he determined the train yard was only about three miles out. Not bad. He’d be there in an hour or so if all went well. From there, it was northward bound.


  Filing the maps into his bag, he set off.


  * * *


  The sun was merciless, a spotlight shining only on him. Drenched in perspiration, Leroy sauntered along the tan, sandy landscape. In the distance ahead, blurred by the haze of the heat, rows of train cars lined the ground as if the desert shrubbery had bucked its sporadic nature in favor of order.


  As he approached the yard, he began to appreciate how massive it was. Parallel tracks scarred the earth for miles in each direction, extending outward from the heart of the station. The place looked beyond secure. It was sectioned off with high metal fences, some even topped with barbed wire. Dozens of cars sat parked along the various buildings and warehouses. Still, he couldn’t imagine it would be that hard to hop a train. People did it all the time, didn’t they?


  Leroy came to the fence. He stared it up and down, estimating it at eight feet. Before he made his move, he wanted to make sure he wouldn’t get caught as soon as he got over. His little expedition would be over before Ms. Stacey even knew he was gone.


  On the other side of the fence, the yard was busy with a slow drone of activity—railroad workers unpacked cargo, road gangs inspected lines of track, and brakemen threw hand switches, redirecting long strains of freight cars to sit dormant for unknown periods. He gazed up at the towers, imagining how it felt to be lord of this impressive herd of iron horses.


  Ahead, the yard narrowed, and the various tracks fused into two—outgoing and incoming, if he had to guess. The fence near that part of the yard was more worn than elsewhere. Evidently, this was as good a spot as any to get in.


  He lifted his foot, placing it in one of the holes in the fence, and stepped up to grab onto it when the sound of a man speaking behind him caused him to slip off and land hard on one leg.


  “We got a climber near departure.”


  Leroy turned to find a wiry man wearing a wry grin and a rent-a-cop uniform at the helm of a golf cart. He let out a lemony snicker into the walkie-talkie he held. “I got him.” The security guard stepped out of the cart, tube socks and cargo shorts sandwiching a set of knobby knees. He pocketed the walkie and shuffled up to Leroy, hands on his hips.


  Leroy knew that if he stopped biting his lip for more than a moment, he’d burst into a nervous giggle at the sight of this silly man. He knew, too, that he was caught, and that put together, these two elements could react explosively. He trained his eyes on the ground.


  “Whatcha up to there, son?


  “Just checking out the trains, sir.” He stifled a final laugh.


  “Ah, railfan, are ya?”


  He’d never heard that term, but it made sense so he went with it.


  “Yes sir, ever since I was a child.”


  The man nudged his sunglasses down his nose with his finger. “That’s real cute. Might’a believed it if ya weren’t wearing that backpack. Ya know how many tramps I catch every day?”


  Leroy thought fast. “Half day. Just got out of school.”


  “Do ya take me for a fool, son? It’s summertime.”


  “Math tutoring. Numbers ain’t my thing.”


  “I caught ya climbing the fence, y’hear? I hadn’t stopped ya, you’d be sittin’ pretty on an outbound hopper right now.”


  It’d given him hope when the guard had referred to their location as ‘departure’ earlier, but that was confirmation he was in the right place.


  “Just looking to get a better view, sir.”


  “Now don’t lie to me, son. Nobody climbs a fence topped with barbed wire just for the view. Look, you can come with me and make this easy, or we can get the police involved. Which’s it gonna be?”


  Going with him sounded sketchy, but Leroy did not want the police involved, so he reluctantly opted for the easy way. He nodded to the man, who started back to the cart.


  “Smart choice. Hop in.”


  Leroy took shotgun and the cart started with a stir, the engine whining as it pulled away from the curb and made a U-turn.


  Leroy having complied, the guard seemed to lighten up a bit.


  “Ya know, I was just like you at your age. Not quite so dark, though. Heh!”


  Leroy forced a smile. He doubted that. The cart was headed straight back the way he’d came, erasing his progress by the moment.


  “Anyway, I used to sneak out to the yard every weekend, shoot the shit—beg pardon—with the crew, get up close and personal with the trains. They are amazing machines. That’s why I took up working here.”


  Leroy nodded, watching a train crawl across the yard like an ironshod caterpillar searching for somewhere to cocoon.


  “That was the past, though. Things is different nowadays. Security’s clamped down like a puppy waiting to get his bits lopped off.”


  The station was just ahead. Leroy wondered if he’d be taken into custody.


  “Ya know, we got an observation deck in the main building. Just ten bucks, and ya can stay out there all day long if you’d like.”


  Leroy was done observing.


  “Didn’t know that, sir.”


  As they came to the intersection of the station parking lot and the exit, the cart turned right and stopped at the main road.


  “Ya seem like a decent kid, so I’m gonna let ya out here. Come back and see us sometime, hear? The right way.”


  “I got the afternoon off, so I’ll stop by home and get that ten bucks.”


  The guard smiled at him.”That’s a true railfan. We’ll see ya later.”


  Leroy hopped off the golf cart, waved to the man, and crossed the street, scanning the strip mall before him as he wove a plan for progress.


  * * *


  It was all about the towers, he figured.


  Security wouldn’t be a problem if he wasn’t lost in a daydream. Assuming he could get in unseen, he’d have a golden chance of holing up in a car until one of the trains left. If it wasn’t his, he could easily bail before it hit dangerous speeds. How to evade the towers’ all-seeing supervision was another issue.


  A little diner called the Railway Cafe, starved for customers as Leroy was for real food, was located on a corner that allowed him to keep an eye on the departure yard while he chewed beef jerky at a table out front. The stuff might have protein, but it didn’t leave him feeling full. Maybe he hadn’t eaten enough.


  His best idea relied on the cover of night. It wasn’t foolproof, but it was a start. It was only one o’clock, though. There he was, wasting half a day pretending to read a free local newspaper. He’d already been caught there once. If it happened again, it’d expose his lies from earlier and likely be the end of the line.


  For a moment, he thought that might not be the worst outcome. In one day, he’d had a brush with death. Was this woman worth his life?


  Leroy tugged at a strip of beef between his teeth until it ripped in half. It was worth the life he’d been living. He hoped to change that.


  He lifted another piece of dried meat to his mouth, then dropped it as a train horn, deafening and robust, blared from the yard down the street. He craned his head to get a better view as a train slogged out of the yard, puffs of white escaping the vertical exhaust pipe like a string of pearls being pulled into the sky, growing blurrier and more ethereal as they ascended.


  That could be the only north-bound till tomorrow, or the day after. He didn’t know how often trains ran, or how far they went.


  Through the glass of the diner, he noticed the owner scowling in his direction. The last thing he wanted to do was offend or annoy anyone. Leroy packed up the jerky and the newspaper, in case he needed insulation at some point, pushed his seat in and vacated the premises.


  He needed to kill time, but had no idea how. If there was anything around besides a few local businesses, the rail yard, and an ocean of ankle-height shrubs, Leroy couldn’t see it. He regretted not grabbing one of Ms. Stacey’s word search booklets on the way out.


  The first task was to get out of the heat, or at least out of the sun. One of the few buildings nearby was a clothing store called Overall’s. Leroy had never been a beacon of fashion, as most of his clothes came from the same budget superstore from which his mother bought groceries, but he assumed a clothing store would have dressing rooms, air-conditioned and perfect for hiding.


  He headed down the short road toward the shop, his shadow thick and black beneath him in the overwhelming sunlight. A bell dinged inside as he pulled the door handle, and was awash in a gust of air, refreshingly chilly on his sweaty skin. The place seemed to specialize in rail workers’ clothes, and it looked the part, painted in earthy tones, walls lined with fake railroad track. Jumpsuits, slacks, and hard boots covered the shelves, and strange specialized gloves, the function of which escaped Leroy. The featured item: overalls.


  A young man near the back spotted him. “Welcome to Overall’s, home of the overall. Can I help you find anything today?”


  Leroy focused on the T-shirts he pretended to sift through. “Just looking.”


  “If you need help, let me know.”


  Leroy doubted the man would help him if he told him what he needed. He continued to shuffle through the shirts until the employee lost interest in him. Halfway between the front door and the fitting rooms to his right, Leroy slipped his shoes off and held them in one hand, then crept over to the front door, his eyes never leaving the employee. He placed a hand on the door, readying himself, then shoved it open. The bell rang as he sprinted silently to the fitting rooms, then peered around the corner at the young man, who threw a lazy glance to where Leroy used to be, then resumed folding shirts.


  He cracked a fitting room door open and slipped inside, releasing the doorknob slowly to avoid the click it made when it closed. A small bench jutted from a corner of the cramped room, decreasing the space he had to lay down, and the bright fluorescent lighting wasn’t very restful, either. Still, Leroy managed to curl up around the bench, laying on his side, which is how he liked to sleep anyway. If he couldn’t catch a train and get moving, he could think of no better way to spend the day than sleeping in the air conditioning.


  * * *


  When he awoke, the store was still and dark.


  He scampered to the front door, but it wouldn’t open, until he found a deadbolt at the bottom and yanked it upward. Outside, night had fallen, daylight replaced by dark and stars, as if the sun had split into trillions of tiny fragments.


  The plan worked even better than Leroy had hoped. He was well-rested, awake, alert. Which could prove to be an issue later, in the midst of a lengthy train ride, but he’d just have to grin and bear it.


  A mile out, the golden glow of the rail yard’s floodlights looked, fittingly, like a forcefield, protecting it from penetrators such as himself.


  He couldn’t wait to get on a train and make this place his past.


  Eager to leave as he was, Leroy knew he couldn’t rush things. Caution was key. He wasn’t sure if guards scanned the property at night as well as during the day. A yard this big, it was likely they did. Couldn’t be that hard to see them coming though, he hoped. It was his own fault that he’d gotten caught anyway. He wasn’t paying attention. He fumed at himself.


  Leroy hiked parallel to the yard, keeping a lucid awareness. He couldn’t see a car in any direction, and the terrain permitted sight for miles.


  The scent of the evening desert intoxicated him; he found himself nearly hyperventilating to fill his lungs with an aroma that was soft and pungent, lush and crisp, floral and piney. It was vaguely similar to a laundry detergent his mother had used a long time ago, but there was something missing in those chemicals that could never be manufactured, the special ingredient that only nature could add—a whiff of life.


  And if he couldn’t smell the life of the desert, he could certainly hear it. The wind blowing through the various types of brush produced a distinct sound, a constant dull roar, which Leroy found relaxing. Countless insects and frogs added layers of high-pitched chirping and thick, textured buzzing to the concerto. Occasionally an owl or a coyote would take a solo, the latter of which grew somewhat worrisome to Leroy as he lumbered down an unlit, undeveloped street on a clear but nearly moonless night.


  A cursory glance across the way told Leroy that he was nearing the departure section of the yard, as he recognized the worn section of fence he’d begun to climb. But, it might be better, he reasoned, to reach the edge of the train yard and scale the fence there. He doubted any security guards would be positioned at the furthest point from the station, and once he was in, there would be a vast number of places to hide, were he to encounter trouble.


  As he approached the embankment the train yard sat atop, Leroy sipped on a bottle of water from his bag, cool from its time in the air conditioned fitting room. He savored each reinvigorating swallow as it blazed a cold trail down his throat.


  It wasn’t the steepest hill, but Leroy had a hard time getting up due of the sand. He had to grab onto a bush at one point just to keep from falling backward. Near the top he knelt, kicking sand into one shoe by repositioning the other.


  The faint glow escaping the train yard’s bounds aided Leroy as he perused the perimeter with an eye out for golf carts. The coast looked clear as the night sky to him, but he needed to be sure. He peered hard into the darkness and examined the scene. Shadows carved shapes out of the night sky, but none of them moved. He only had to travel the parking lot between himself and the fence successfully and he’d be in.


  Sending more sand into his shoes, Leroy stood from his kneeling position and crept around the edge of the parking lot, now thankful for the dark clothes he had cursed in the harsh sunlight. His gaze darted in all directions. Still nothing, no one.


  Crouching at the edge of a row of bushes, he looked to his left and nearly fell back in shock. A tower, right there on the edge of the yard. The trees around it had obscured it from sight until he’d gotten near. The thought of turning back and regrouping crossed his mind; he didn’t really have a plan B. He couldn’t have one. It would be an easy way out, and the temptation wasn’t worth it. But squatting and thinking wasn’t going to help anything. It was time to act or go home, and he didn’t have a home.


  Leroy peeked at the tower. It was set back about fifteen feet, right on the edge of the forest. He needed to sneak past it and over the fence without putting himself in its sight, and the only way to do that was to go under it.


  He determined it was best to approach the tower from the woods behind it, using the trees for cover. From the tree line, it was about five feet to the base of the tower, and another five or so to the fence, but hopefully he could shinny over and find somewhere to hide before anyone noticed.


  Like Batman in a cartoon he’d seen he dashed around the fringe of the broad bushes and into the forest, nothing more than an inky blur.


  He’d thought it was dark on that lonesome desert road earlier, but any light from the evening sky was blotted out entirely in the thicket of trees surrounding him. He recalled the trick he’d used at home on the rare nights his mother wasn’t blackout drunk and he craved a snack from the fridge, on the off chance there was one. He shut his eyes, then counted to ten.


  Without anything to look at, he felt scratchiness around his ankles. Bad time to be wearing shorts, but traipsing through the woods was another thing he hadn’t planned for. Normally the thought of the creatures creeping and squirming about his bare legs would drive him right out of there, but he subverted the urge to run.


  At the count of ten, he opened his eyes and saw little more than before. Columns of black and grey striped his vision. He lurched forward with arms outstretched like an urban Frankenstein’s monster, counting his steps as he went. A few paces in, his hands became entangled in as thick a spider web as he’d ever felt. Unable to see, he scraped, shook, and slapped his hands, trying to get it off. He rubbed his hands on his pants desperately until he felt comfortable that nothing could’ve survived the thrashing, then took a deep breath and collected himself. Better his hands than his face, he supposed.


  A loud crack to his left caught his attention. He whipped his head around, though his sense of sight was still proving useless. Listening hard, he could hear about as much as he could see. Then, a hushed rustling. It stopped after a moment, replaced by a soft sniffing, too close for his liking. He sprinted, arms first. He was desperate to change his life, but forced to choose between being caught and being eaten, he’d happily take the former.


  His shoulder collided with a tree as he emerged from the woods and saw the tower ahead of him. He practically dove toward it, coming to a soft thud against the base. Once more, he listened intently, catching his breath. Hearing nothing but the wind, Leroy crawled around to the other side of the tower facing the fence. Halfway there he’d be fully visible to the tower guards. Making a break for it seemed to be the only course forward. The barbed wire at the top of the fence might give him some trouble, but there was no way around it. On the other side, a variety of freight cars lay inactive. He’d have to scurry behind one if he wanted any chance of remaining unseen.


  Leroy got to his feet and counted. One. He crouched. Two. Shifted his weight to his back leg. Three. Inhaled sharply. Four. Eyes fixed on the fence.


  Five. He darted out and jumped onto the fence halfway up, clenching his fingers around the metal wires until he could slip a foot in a gap, then climbed, stood on the top bar, and jumped clean over the barbed wire. He came down hard, sending another jolt through him, but kept moving.


  Leroy huddled in front of the nearest train car, rusted and old and half the height of the others. He waited for the inevitable sound of boots slapping the ground as guards ran in pursuit, their flashlights criss-crossing in the air until they landed on him. But it never came. He glanced around, looking for anyone, but as far as he could tell he was alone.


  A few tracks over, an assembled train waited on what he assumed was the outgoing track, as the engine unit pointed away from the station and into the woods. As long as he was alone, he figured he might as well explore. But he needed to stay hidden. Leroy slinked along the edge of the car, then hopped over a track and hid behind a boxcar. He grazed his hand over the weather-beaten metal, imagining the places the aged transporter had seen.


  The other side of the car was covered in a huge tract of colorful graffiti. Amazed by the work of art, Leroy stood, spellbound. He traced the edges of the paint, marveling at how fine they were. It boggled his mind that anyone could be so accurate with finicky spray paint. Not only was it vibrantly multicolored, but the artist had even touched it up with textural details. The craftsmanship stunned him. It’d take quite a bit of effort for him to get to this skill level with any medium, but he desired it greatly.


  He was lost in a ponderous haze, wondering how it the artist found the time it must have taken to create the piece without getting caught, when a metallic thunk behind him scattered his thoughts.


  “Hi.”


  Leroy turned slowly. A man in a hat that read ‘Engine Driver,’ weathered as the boxcar Leroy stood beside, tossed up a friendly wave. Leroy knew he should book it just to be safe, but something told him this man was no threat.


  “Please,” Leroy begged, “I gotta get outta here.”


  The driver advanced toward him, hands clasped behind his back. “We don’t see many your age out here. Heck, we don’t see many of any age much anymore. This your first time in a train yard?”


  Leroy didn’t know what gave it away, but he nodded.


  “Generally, we don’t give tramps much trouble. We being the crew. Just be safe. Getting yourself killed makes us look bad.”


  Leroy was buoyed with relief. He had no plans to get himself killed, and being safe was second nature to him. He was a worrier.


  “Think the tower might’a spotted me.”


  “Good thing there’s nobody up there, then.”


  Leroy couldn’t believe it. All that spiderweb torture for nothing. He could’ve waltzed right up to the fence and whistled a tune on his way over.


  “Where are you going?”


  “Folsom.” The name issued forth from Leroy’s subconscious. He hadn’t wanted to admit it, but the first stop of the journey had to be there.


  “Northbound, eh? That’s where this old girl’s headed. Can’t get you the full distance to Folsom, but we’ll get you on your way.”


  Leroy couldn’t have imagined things would go this well.


  “She don’t depart for another few hours, mind you. Got to get her loaded up. Plenty of ways to get yourself hurt during loading, so stay well back. The crew won’t bother you none if you don’t get in the way.”


  Leroy nodded. Sad news, having to wait hours to get on a train for what could be a bunch more hours. Especially considering he’d slept twice his normal amount in the last day or so. He’d have to find some way to bide his time, which he had a feeling would become a recurring challenge.


  “You could take up in that gondola over yonder.” He pointed to the half-car Leroy had first taken cover behind. “I’ll shoot you a toot when we’re leaving. There’s a boxcar at the back of the train that don’t always close, if you catch my drift, but wait for my whistle to get in. And keep an eye out for the Bull.”


  Leroy was overwhelmed by and thoroughly grateful for the kindness of this man. He was also pretty sure there wasn’t a real bull in the train yard, but he was too embarrassed to ask the driver what he meant.


  He must’ve read it on Leroy’s face, or felt it required elucidating. “The Bull is the yard cop, and I do mean an officer of the law, so watch out.”


  “Appreciate it, sir.”


  The engineer tipped his hat to Leroy, a social cue he’d never seen in real life, and marched toward the back of the train, hands clasped at his back.


  Leroy watched the man until he vanished from sight, then walked over to the gondola, as it was apparently called. He grasped the rim of the car, peering down into the metallic cavity. He half expected to see Adalynne laying at the bottom, neck stretched, facial features bulging. She wasn’t, of course. Pulling his hands away from the train, he found them covered in a dark grease, then scanned the yard for somewhere else to hide. He wiped his hands on his shorts, hoping his ride out wouldn’t be quite so grungy.


  * * *


  With the nearby tower unmanned and his train at the furthest point from the station, Leroy felt relatively safe staying out in the open. There was too much to discover for him to sit and hide.


  The floodlit yard enabled him to see far enough to spot crew members, and despite his rampant interest in his surroundings, he kept a close eye out for the Bull like the engineer had warned. He amused himself by imagining a minotaur in a police uniform, huffing and stomping his hooves. He’d have to sketch that when he got a chance. Despite feeling particularly inspired from the graffiti earlier, he needed to learn his way around a train yard, and so, set out to educate himself.


  After draining his shoes of sand, Leroy spent a long time walking the various lengths of train, studying the differences between the cars, deducing the function of each model, divining the ideal spots to ride. He’d never realized how truly massive trains were. Each car was like a giant metal tank repurposed for peaceful use. He marveled at them.


  Not long after the engineer left, he returned with a crew of ten or so workers. Leroy observed them from afar, seated against a wheel of a boxcar, which apparently was highly unsafe, as he’d learned in an earful from a boisterous woman stouter than most of the men. Intimidated by her, he scooted forward into the ballast beside the idle train.


  Occasionally, a thunderous boom from elsewhere in the yard would startle him, always managing to catch him unaware. None of the workers reacted to the noises, so Leroy figured it couldn’t be anything going wrong. Soon, a crash particularly near to him revealed the source of the tumult—train cars coupling together. After, he hardly noticed the periodic uproar.


  He watched pallets piled high and huge containers carrying mystery contents forklifted into boxcars. At the base of each car, a man knelt down to inspect the wheels, clanging each of them with a steel rod, before grunting to another who followed with a clipboard. The large woman from earlier proceeded them, inspecting the couplings and the air hoses between the cars, yelling “Good!” to the clipboard man as she went. The engineer stood idly toward the back of the train chatting with a few of the workers.


  Further down the yard, Leroy could see grain and minerals pouring into other cars from vast vertical silos, whooshing and clanging like a hail storm concentrated onto one unfortunate soul’s vehicle.


  As the last boxcar was tended to by the forklift, the large woman made her way from the front to the rear, securing doors on cars that bore them. As the woman went to close the last boxcar, the engineer intervened. Leroy couldn’t hear what they said from the distance he sat, but the woman stomped away without closing the door, the the engineer held a whistle to his lips and blew, a short, shrill note. Time to go already? A shudder flowed through him.


  The bustle of the rail yard was unlike anything he’d experienced, and he was caught off-guard by how fulfilled he felt amidst it. He almost wanted to stay and hang around, but he had plenty to do, and not much time to do it. He approached the engineer.


  “Your ride.” The driver motioned to the boxcar. Inside, large upturned rolls of paper created a platform four feet off the floor, halving the total space.


  Leroy looked to the engineer, eyebrows raised.


  “You won’t hurt nothing. It’s rolled up too tight.”


  He grasped the edge of a paper roll and pulled himself atop it.


  The man stepped back and slid one of the doors closed. “I’ll leave one side open for air. Too small to lose cargo, but big enough to lose you. So please, don’t make me regret helping you out, son.”


  Leroy settled onto a roll in the corner, shifting until he was somewhat comfortable. “No sir, I won’t. Thank you.”


  With another tip of his hat, the man strode off toward the cab.


  He had done it. Just yesterday, his current situation would’ve seemed impossible. Leroy thought back on the day, one of the strangest he’d ever lived. And he almost didn’t live through it. Now he was on a train, ready to make tracks. Leroy let an uneasy smile shine through. He’d never left California, but was eager to do so, and a little bit scared.


  A cacophony of clicks, clacks, and beeps echoed from the engine unit, followed by a mechanical whirring sound. For a moment, Leroy thought something had gone wrong, until the engine finally caught, and roared to life. All at once, the cars expelled a rush of air, pressurizing the brake system. The noise reminded Leroy of the school bus in the morning, mercifully whisking him away from home for a brief eight hours. Just like the bus, the train jerked forward and accelerated slowly. But this time, his wish had come true—he wouldn’t be returning. Better late than never, he supposed.


  * * *


  As the train pulled out of the station, Leroy found himself back in the forest. No spiderwebs to worry about, though; he was riding in luxury, tramp style.


  The train-hopping nomad definition of tramp was new to him. The version his mother had used was a bit more blue. She had been, on the whole, a coarse person. He’d often questioned how she could speak and act in the manner she had, yet never reflect on it, never realize how she rubbed people the wrong way. Maybe she had, and she just didn’t care. Either way, she’d served as a walking, talking lesson in how not to act, and he sponged it up.


  Neat rows of lean evergreens stretched back as far as he could see, yet close enough for him to discern the individual pine needles. He wondered if the trees had grown in a row naturally or were planted that way.


  As they traveled further from the station, the reach of the floodlights faded, and darkness returned. The train lurched along at a much slower speed than Leroy had hoped, leveling off around what he estimated at near forty miles per hour. Seemed sort of inefficient for a cross-country means of transportation, but he figured it was an issue of safety. He was embarking on an adventure. Safety be damned. He wanted speed and suspense and thrills, not that he’d been lacking in the latter so far.


  Folsom was a decent distance away on the map—five-hundred miles or so. At the current speed, it’d take nearly half a day to make it there, shattering his hopes of a brisk joyride. Wasn’t traveling by train supposed to be faster than by car? Japan has bullet trains and this is all America can manage? Twelve hours was a hefty chunk of minutes to spend doing anything, and a hell of a lot longer to spend doing nothing.


  The orchestra of sounds the freight parade produced thrummed in Leroy’s ears. The base of it all was a constant resounding rumble, the din of hundreds of tons of iron dragging itself along a steel track. As the train turned, the metal on metal screeched like a fierce bird of prey bearing down on a meal. The relentless rhythmic clacking was grating at first, but he acclimated to it, and after some time it began to soothe him.


  The sensation of riding the rails was not unlike another ride he’d been on—an inoffensive little roller coaster at the county fair he’d visited growing up. Those sweltering summer days at the fair with his mother made up some of the few fond memories he had of her. For a small fee he got to enjoy the rides all day, and she got to drink all the beer she could afford—a win-win situation. No matter how many times she’d denied him a cheap toy or gadget because they couldn’t afford it, there was always money for more beer. Sure, she had some trouble driving home at the end of the day, but mortal terror was a small price for a genuine smile from Adalynne Smiley and a reprieve from her grumpiness.


  Reminiscing about the fair, he felt a slight pang of pain in his chest. His mother hadn’t been all bad; she was equally enthusiastic about Christmas and birthdays when he was a teen as when he was a child. She taught him manners, despite her unwillingness to employ them herself. And no matter what she had put him through, she was still his mother. He guessed he did feel something for her, after all.


  But she was gone. He had a new life to discover. Thinking about her wouldn’t help anything. It’d only distract him. He still had to get used to that.


  The metallic walls and ceiling of the boxcar were much closer to Leroy than he would’ve liked. After a while, the wall he was leaning on began to heat up, so he scooted forward. If it wasn’t for the moderate draft filtering in through the one open door, he’d probably be baked alive in there. He questioned how anyone could survive a ride through the desert during the day in one of these things. He supposed he’d find out soon enough.


  In his bag, he found a granola bar and water. The water had begun to warm up again, but it still hit the spot. The granola bar, on the other hand, did not. He was just thankful there were chocolate chips mixed in, otherwise the fake sweetener and stale half-crunch would’ve been unbearable. He powered through.


  Unfulfilled, he went back for jerky. Half of the bag was gone from lunch, and he was only twenty minutes or so into a ride that could end up lasting all day. He took small bites, chewing thoroughly and pausing to let each settle. His mother had always told him, “Eat slow, eat less.” But he had an inkling it was more of a money-saving technique than out of concern for his wellbeing.


  He savored the meat as much as the scenery whisking by. It was peaceful. The way his mother had sneered when she spoke of it, he always viewed riding the rails as an undesirable act of desperation. But he was beginning to see the appeal. Perhaps it was something people chose to do, too.


  The scenery was grand, even in the dark; silky silhouettes of the flora, growing sparser as they chugged along, textured the rolling hills and dunes. However he couldn’t help but wonder what his fellow tramps—still felt funny to refer to himself as such—did to occupy themselves on long trips. It was too dark to sketch, and maybe too shaky.


  He wondered where she lived. Leroy had spent his life on the west coast. Maybe she lived on the east, or the mid-west. He wasn’t much for cold weather, but up north might be fun. He had experienced snow, but only as fine flakes that melted before they reached the ground. He’d never even made a snowball. Every kid should get to do that.


  Maybe she still lived in California. He hadn’t considered this. All he’d ever heard was that she moved away and he wouldn’t be seeing her again, so it was possible. It would be convenient, and would significantly lessen the length of his trip, but he wanted to put distance between him and his old life, both emotionally and physically.


  At any rate, he still had to get to Folsom before he’d have any idea where he might be headed. He shuddered at the notion, and did his best to avoid thinking about it. Dwelling on something like that could kill any momentum or motivation he had built up, and what would he do then? Live on the streets wherever he ended up?


  That was not an option.


  Leroy’s lower back and abs ached. Sitting up straight was difficult in the shaky car. He sat amongst a rainbow of multicolored paper rolls that reminded him of construction paper projects in elementary school. He laid out atop the rolls. It wasn’t great, but it was better than his old futon at home, despite the gaps and holes. If he clasped his hands behind his head, he could prop it up and see outside. It was a strain on the neck, but more interesting than watching the ceiling.


  A faint light sifted between the passing trees, producing a hypnotic strobing effect. Leroy let himself get lost in it, watching the twilit world pass.


  Gradually, the trees grew scattered, and the light more intense. Leroy gazed out the makeshift window. In one abrupt moment, the trees gave way to a majestic view. The sky was painted watercolor hues of blue and pink as the sun peeked over the skyline, spilling elongated shadows of scrub across the sandy undulations. Cacti of all shapes and sizes protruded from the ground underneath buzzards circling overhead.


  Leroy gaped at the scene. The environments of his childhood were urban, metropolitan. To him, nature was simply what took up undeveloped land. This, however, was new, and kind of overwhelming. He’d never beheld such an unadulterated view of natural beauty. He felt a soaring in his chest, as if his soul were a caged bird, finally liberated after fifteen long years. A sense of belonging overtook him. He pined to be down there amongst the bushland, to sit in the sand and relax, to feel the sun and the wind on his skin.


  He was convinced: freight hopping was no last resort.


  Enthralled, he took it all in.


  A moment later, Leroy sensed a modest increase in the train’s pace as it started down a decline. Of course it would speed up right when he began to appreciate the scenery. The view was fantastic, but he was willing to sacrifice it if it meant shortening the ride.


  Leroy felt the pull of gravity as the gradient sharpened and the locomotive gathered speed. A tinny, jangling sound caught his ear. He glanced around, trying to locate the source. His gaze stopped on the open door. Leroy crawled on his stomach to check it out.


  At the base of the door, a little metal latch vibrated. Leroy surmised it held the door open. It was already halfway unfastened, and the shakiness of the train threatened to slip it out of place completely.


  Leroy reached out with his left arm to hold the weighty door in place so he could bolt the latch. He pushed as hard as he could, but the latch didn’t budge. The door was pressing against it, preventing it from sliding. He thrust against the sliding door, but it was as stuck as the latch.


  It was hard to utilize his strength laying on his stomach, but he could see how fast the ground below was moving, and dared not sit up in front of the open door. He took a breath, tensed up, and was about to push again, when a gap in the tracks jounced the boxcar, freeing the door from the latch. It rushed forward on the sliding track, with Leroy’s right hand in the path of destruction. He ripped his hand off the track a split second before the door rolled past, slamming shut with a stout click.


  Leroy collected himself in the dark. He’d already faced more peril than he’d expected in total. He hadn’t realized life could be so dangerous.


  Leroy crouched in front of the boxcar doors. Light spilled in through the contour, creating a glowing rectangle that looked like it could be the door to heaven. It was hard to see in the dark, especially with the light spilling in through the edges, continuously re-sensitizing his eyes. He scanned the door for a handle, a knob, anything, but found none. He patted down the door, again to no avail. The inside was just a smooth metal slab. The door next to it was the same.


  He leaned against the back wall of the boxcar, but pushed himself off after feeling the hot metal through his shirt. Slumping forward, he drew a long breath that didn’t come as easily as before. The air was stale and warm, and it’d only been a few minutes. The engineer had said he couldn’t get him all the way to Folsom, but he could be stuck for hours still.


  Stuck in the claustrophobic black box, he thought of his old room. Sometimes when he had bugged his mother excessively for unreasonable things—some form of entertainment, or to stay home so he could play outside after he finished his homework—she would lock him in his windowless bedroom and unscrew the light bulb. Day or night, that small room was pitch black, save for the light sneaking through the edges around the door. On the bright side, it had cured his fear of darkness. On the not so bright side, it’d introduced him to panic attacks. The memory quickened his pulse and breathing.


  The train’s horn blared, rattling the boxcar and shattering Leroy’s recollection. He scowled, but then it occurred to him that they don’t blow the horn for no reason. He counted two long bursts, a short burst, and another long one, wondering what, if anything, it meant.


  A sheen of sweat had formed on his body, dripping down his forehead and into his eyes. It was getting hotter by the minute, and there was a repulsive odor in the air he hadn’t smelled before, just enough to tease the nostrils, but too much to ignore. It stank of decay, as if some cargo the car had carried previously sat rotting in the desert sun. He could feel the air supply getting thinner as he breathed. It all made Leroy sick to his stomach. Water provided no relief.


  If only he could get the engineer’s attention, he knew the man would open the door for him. This wasn’t a passenger train, though; there was no handle he could pull to ask the driver to let him off. He’d just have to wait for the train to stop, no matter how long it took, which was a worrisome notion.


  Some minutes later, Leroy was taking off his shirt to keep it from getting soaked with sweat, when the train sounded one long, commanding burst of the horn. He imagined an oblivious cow on the track ahead, chewing its cud, a small white bird perched on its back.


  To his surprise, the train decelerated. Maybe there was a cow on the track.


  The train ground to a slow stop, a whoosh of air deploying as the brakes depressurized. Leroy fanned himself with his shirt, and the moving air felt good, but he sweated more from the effort of it in the stifling boxcar. He gulped down air in deep breaths at a rate that was beginning to alarm him. He knew the more upset he got, the harder he’d breathe, and the cycle would continue. But he’d learned firsthand that logic sometimes failed in the heat of the moment.


  Through his increasingly ragged gasping, his ears picked up the sound of men laughing. Fists raised and ready to pound the door, Leroy halted. What if it wasn’t the crew? Maybe there was no cow. Maybe they were at a station, where something much more treacherous potentially lurked: a bull.


  He lowered his fists and focused on getting air into his lungs. His chest rising and falling hard, he closed his eyes, assuring himself everything would be fine. At some point someone would have to open the door, lest the world suffer a scarcity of colored paper. Leroy’s breathing began to slow, but each inhalation grew more desperate than the last.


  The men’s voices faded. Or maybe it was just his ears ringing, drowning them out, he wasn’t sure. He was sure, however, that if he didn’t get out soon, he had a good chance of suffocating, which only panicked him further, clouding his thoughts and senses.


  The air he drew was scratchy, almost sticky in his throat. He’d had enough. He didn’t care if he went to jail; at least he’d be alive. Leroy slammed his fists on the metal door, pain shooting up his wrists, though in his faint state, he barely felt it. He pounded harder, harder, harder, until he couldn’t anymore. Panting, he cried out “Hey, help! I’m locked in!”


  He waited a moment.


  Nothing.


  He battered the door, yelling between breaths. “Please! Let me out!”


  Still nothing.


  Leroy felt weak, his eyelids growing heavy, tunnel vision setting in. He swung his fist at the door until he couldn’t lift his arm anymore.


  And then it opened.


  The light was so intense that he had to flutter his eyelids until his vision adjusted. Before him stood a lithe, olive-skinned man, stubbly greying scruff on his face and head. Crawling toward the open door, Leroy met the man’s steely gaze. He imagined he looked like some kind of zombie, which was the last thing he did before everything went black.


  


  Chapter 2


  


  Boron, CA


  The lack of light was so intense, Leroy couldn’t tell if his eyes were open.


  He laid flat on his back. Unsure of where he was or how he’d gotten there, Leroy put his hands to the ground and felt a slick, featureless floor. As he sat up, an ethereal resistance stymied him. In slow motion, he found his footing, then waded into the liquiform darkness.


  The pitch black void stretched on in every direction. Even worse, it seemed to stick to his skin, caked-on and stinging. He opened his mouth to call out. His vocal chords vibrated and his mouth formed the words, but there was no sound. Again he tried, yet his hollering only added to the stuffy silence.


  Then, a light sparked into existence. It hung in the air, flashing red and blue, then traveled straight down like a lit fuse, forming line after line, until it finalized into the familiar outline of the boxcar doors.


  Leroy reached out for it and felt a solid object in an otherwise incorporeal environment. The door, slick and featureless, pulsated under his palms. He pressed his cheek against it, listening for anything that might give him a clue as to where he was or how to leave.Silence.


  Leroy moved his head to a different spot.


  Nothing.


  He slid to another spot, because it was all he could think to do.


  WHAM.


  Something struck the door where his cheek rested.


  WHAM.


  He tried to pull away but he couldn’t.


  WHAM.


  A slow, distorted siren slithered in his ear and saran-wrapped his brain.


  WHAM.


  A woman’s bloodcurdling scream deafened him, begging someone to “Stop, stop it, why you doin’ this he can’t take any more stop it!”


  The sounds sent a series of chills through Leroy. He thrashed as best he could in the hyper-gravity, but the more he did the more stuck he felt. It was if he was magnetized to the door, forced to bear this brutal hubbub. The shrieks and siren and pounding swelled to a deafening crescendo that drove him mad as he punched and kicked at the invisible boundary, unable to detach.


  WHAM.


  * * *


  Leroy blinked his eyes rapidly, breathing hard.


  The olive-skinned man hovered over him with a giddy expression, slapping his face. “Here we go, boy! The running of the bulls!” He grasped Leroy under the arms and extracted him from the boxcar, setting him uneasily on his feet.


  The man sprinted into the woods and let out a long, high-pitched yelp, leaving Leroy looking around, dumbfounded. He was gathering his wits, when he glanced to the right and saw a white SUV barreling toward him, a light flashing at the top.


  So that’s what the bull looked like.


  Leroy’s daze hadn’t worn off, but it seemed the strange, excitable man had the right idea. As he scrambled to the tree line, he noticed the lack of weight on his back, and realized his bag was in the boxcar. He slapped his forehead. Brilliant move. He couldn’t just leave it; everything he needed was in there.


  Leroy dashed around the boxcar and clambered atop the rolls of paper inside. Just as he snatched his bag, the bull mobile screeched to a halt behind him. He swung the bag over his shoulder and raced as fast as his addled brain allowed into the dense woodlands beyond.


  A foot trail, clearly not there for official use, winded between trees as far back as he could see. He hurtled along it, too afraid to check behind him.


  His lungs burned as he tromped over bushes and brush. That was twice in a day he’d had to haul it through a forest. At least he could see this time.


  He skidded to a stop behind the broad trunk of an old Sycamore, then ventured a backward peek that revealed only trees and a vacant trail. A calm breeze writhed through the leaves as he caught his breath. He was alone.


  A hand on his shoulder made him jump. It was the man from before. Leroy side-stepped the man’s grip and looked at him askance.


  He was panting, bent over with his hands on his knees. “The bastard did not even bother to give chase. Party pooper. Then again, why run around in the harsh sun when he can sit in a nice, cool car listening to Steely Dan? I get it.” The man unleashed a winning smile.


  Leroy didn’t know what to make of the middle-aged foreigner. On one hand, the man did rescue him. He was the one who opened the door, and the one who alerted Leroy to the bull’s presence. On the other hand, why would he go through all that trouble for some random kid? It was dumb to speculate. Better to just say thanks and move on. If that train left without him, he could be stuck there for hours, or days, even.


  “Can’t thank you enough, sir. But I gotta go.”


  The man stood up straight, breathing hard. With sass in his lightly accented voice, he said “Okay, please do not call me sir. Just because I have some grey hair does not mean I inherently deserve respect. Anyone who says otherwise is old, insecure, and full of shit.” He stuck out a hand. “I am Antoine Bevilacqua, but call me Ant. It makes me feel appropriately insignificant.”


  Leroy was at a loss. He’d never heard anything like that from an adult.


  Left hanging, Ant pulled his hand back. “So what are you doing riding the old bob tail? She barely runs one-hundred miles both ways.”


  The engineer had neglected to mention that. He must be laughing it up, Leroy thought. Maybe he’d even set up the door to close on purpose. He probably disliked anyone, let alone some inexperienced child, illegally riding the train. His train. Leroy shook it off.


  “Going somewhere. Know anything about trains?”


  “You have grit, kid. I will give you that. A little young for a sojourner, though…” Ant ran his palm over his short hair. “Are you not in school?”


  Leroy opened his mouth to speak, but Ant answered his own question. “Summer. Right. It has been a while, but I should know that.”


  “No offense, but I gotta get back on that train. Like, now.”


  “You and I both, kid. Alas, it is the end of the line for that one. It will be split up and apportioned to other outgoing engines down the yard.”


  Leroy wilted. Everything was going wrong. Why? What had he done to provoke this? “How can you tell?” He couldn’t be sure the man was telling the truth until he’d at least heard his reasoning.


  “I have been catching out here near ten years. I know these tracks like my mother’s voice.” He scratched his bristly chin. “Perhaps not the most accurate analogy, considering she passed long ago, and the sound of her voice escapes me these days. I know these tracks like my own voice. We will go with that.”


  Ant talked a lot, but Leroy couldn’t deny he found a certain appeal in the words, too. His assured confidence was inspiring, and he emitted an aura of intelligence. Leroy hadn’t come across anyone like him before.


  Well, except her. But his memories of her were old, spotty, and for all he knew, unreliable. He was a small child back then. Then it hit him: everyone likes cute little kids, but would she want a teenage Leroy Smiley?


  He set the thought aside, cursing his mind for jumping straight to the worst case scenario. Another gift from mom. But he couldn’t be deterred. The journey had begun, and there was no going back.


  “This is called a hump yard. The train rolls up to the hump, they push the cars over, then gravity and computerized tracks take care of the rest. Now, one of the trains being assembled might be headed your way. Which is… ?”


  Leroy hesitated to respond, looking off.


  “I respect your reticence.” Ant clapped his hands together. “The jungle is but a short jaunt from here. I have chili on the fire I must tend to before it gets eaten. However, if you are hungry, I suppose I could spare a few beans.”


  Leroy’s hunger ran deep, and chili sounded like a meal fit for a king. But he had ‘food’ of his own, and no time to waste. “Better keep an eye on the trains.”


  Ant shrugged his slender shoulders. “If you would rather deal with him than me, be my guest.” Ant pointed behind Leroy. In the distance, he could just make out a flashing light on the edge of the trees.


  “Your best bet is to wait it out in the jungle. I shall personally escort you to your ride when the trains are ready to go, squire.” Ant bowed, smirking.


  Leroy wanted to leave as soon as possible, but if what Ant said was true, it wouldn’t matter where he waited. The key difference was, one spot had food, and the other had police. He wasn’t sure what the jungle was, but it sounded like the better option.


  Leroy beckoned to Ant. “You first.” He wanted to have an out in case this man wasn’t who he seemed to be. For all Leroy knew, ‘the jungle’ could be what he called the back of his rape van.


  A salty grin snaked across Ant’s face as he passed Leroy. “Good instincts.”


  When he was a safe distance ahead, Leroy followed.


  Ant spoke from ahead as they walked. “I can assure you, I am no threat. I am simply a misplaced soul, careening through a capricious life, wherever it leads me. All of us are, out here.”


  Around a large oak tree sat a clearing, trampled to dirt from decades of fortune-seekers and families, tramps and travelers alike. Encircled by large stones, a middling fire flared under a pot hung from a stand made of branches.


  Ant joined two others by the fire. To his right side was an older man, scrawny with a high waist and long chicken legs. His puffy, ashen beard seemed to grow straight down from below his jawline. No mustache. His eyes twinkled behind the thick lenses of his glasses.


  As Leroy approached the fire, Ant gestured to his right.


  “Before you sits the one and only Cracker John. He is a good man. We have had countless discussions and debates over the years, and somehow he always manages keep up. Many in academia with whom I have had the… pleasure… to engage in discourse could not. Yet he is a man of few words. A rare and elegant combination, to be sure. Although you would not know by looking at him!”


  Leroy offered a weak wave.


  Cracker John offered a loose nod and a crooked smile in return.


  Ant then gestured left to a round man with a pinched, sun-burnt face, gut protruding between his blotchy wife-beater and his too-low jeans.


  “This gentleman has refused to tell me his name, yet has no problem eating my chili. He is lucky I am so munificent.” Ant turned to the man, getting close to his face. “You are lucky I am so munificent.”


  The tension broke when Ant threw his arms around both men and said “But everyone is a friend in the jungle. One cannot afford not to be.”


  The round man shrugged Ant’s arm off with a scowl.


  “Leroy.” If Cracker John didn’t have to give his last name, he didn’t either. Unless Cracker was his first name. The thought boggled his mind.


  He held his hand out to greet them. That was what men did, right? He shook hands with Cracker John and Ant, then after hesitating, the nameless man, as his hand was as stained and soiled as his clothes. The things he did to please people.


  “Leroy.” Ant stood, then proclaimed “Well, now that we are all acquainted, sort of, let us eat.” He produced four paper cups from a rucksack behind Cracker John, and ladled chili into each, before passing them around.


  Anxious to get some real food in him, Leroy immediately put the cup to his mouth as Ant warned him, his inflection ascending. “You might want to—”


  Leroy spat the mouthful of beans and beef to the ground, dropping his cup in the process. Eyes wide, he fanned his mouth, but it was no use. His tongue was thoroughly burnt. So much for enjoying real food.


  Ant finished his sentence. “Let it cool off.”


  The anonymous man cackled at Leroy’s misfortune until he could no longer contain a repulsive, hacking cough. Leroy recognized it well as that of a smoker. His mother had made those same awful sounds all too often. For a long time he had found them scary; the thought of his mother being ill aroused a primal fear in him. But he grew accustomed to, and later irritated by them. He always figured lung cancer would take her, but hanging herself, dying of her own accord, was much more appropriate. A selfish end to a selfish life.


  Leroy stared down at the scattered chili in the dirt. He felt awful for wasting Ant’s food. It could’ve been the last can he had, for all Leroy knew.


  “I- I’m really sorry.”


  Ant motioned to Leroy. “Come. Sit.” He nudged the nameless man left of him with his elbow. “Could I ask you to move over, please?”


  He looked at Ant cock-eyed over the brim of his cup, eyebrows furrowed.


  Ant elbowed him again, harder. “Scoot!”


  “Poke me with that thing again and it’s gon’ bend the other way.”


  Leroy knew there was something brewing between those two. It was only a matter of time before it boiled over. Pointing beside Cracker John, he said “I can sit over there, it’s cool.”


  Ant shook his head. “This gentleman is going to make room for you.”


  The ‘gentleman’ stared daggers at Ant, tipping the cup of chili to his mouth and chewing as he spoke. “Won’t do no such thing. This is America, not some damn Sharia state. I’ll sit anywhere I please.”


  Leroy wished he knew how to defuse the situation. The last thing he needed was more drama, more trouble. The men stared each other down, and though Ant was taller than the stubby man, Leroy couldn’t help but think he was probably not the stronger of the two.


  Leroy sidled over to Cracker John, who watched the situation unfolding with a calm amusement, then lowered himself to the ground.


  Ant noticed and turned to Leroy. “Do NOT sit there!”


  Leroy froze, mid squat.


  “If the gentleman will not make room, he will have to leave the jungle.”


  The fat man chuckled with a wheeze, his teeth like little yellow corn nuts. “Oh, yeah? And who’s gon’ make me?”


  “I will. I have shared this camp with you for two days, and not once have you contributed in any way. No food, no drink, not even a decent story!”


  The man stood, and Ant followed suit.


  “You best watch what you say to me, boy.”


  Ant stepped closer to him.


  “I do not know of your experience with the jungle, but there are rules. ‘No buzzing,’ for instance. As far as I can tell, you are a user, a taker, a mooch. In other words, a buzzard. Secondly, while ‘everyone is a friend in the jungle,’ I would certainly hesitate to call your manner heretofore friendly. That is two rules you have broken. The self-policed nature of the jungle requires someone to take charge, and I am more than happy to do it. Now, if you would like to stay and continue to enjoy what others are kind enough to share, make room for Leroy.”


  The man didn’t know how to react. He looked to Cracker John, apparently the final word in the matter, who nodded in agreement. “Rules are rules.”


  The fat man snorted and huffed, then begrudgingly stepped aside, making just enough room for Leroy. Ant motioned again for him to sit.


  Leroy hesitated, then plodded over and sank down into the seat between the two warring factions, hoping he wouldn’t be caught in the crossfire.


  “The jungle is an unpredictable place, Leroy, but if you respect it you will be just fine. Remember that. And do not worry about the chili. There is more.” Ant handed Leroy his own cup, then went to fill another.


  Leroy tested the temperature with the tip of his tongue. Hot, but just right. He ate slowly, until his patience ran out, and he scarfed the rest up.


  Looking around, he noticed everyone else as entranced by the food as he’d been. Nothing brought peace and quiet like a fresh batch of chili.


  After a minute, the rest of them had finished as well. The disgruntled man stared at the ground and spoke. “Name’s Ted.”


  Ant reached across Leroy and slapped Ted’s back affectionately. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance at last, Ted!”


  A hint of a real smile flashed across Ted’s unsightly mouth.


  Leroy was amazed by how Ant had kept his cool, explained his position, and backed it up. It wasn’t how Leroy had learned to deal with an argument, but it seemed much more effective than screaming and name-calling.


  Ted reached into his pocket, struggling to fit his hand inside. “I got something might could contribute.” He labored for a moment, then slipped out a dog-eared deck of cards. “Had planned on Solitaire, but in the spirit of friendliness…” He held out the deck to Ant, who accepted it with warmth.


  “That, right there, is exactly what the jungle is about. Yes, it is a place to wait, sleep, and eat. A semi-secure haven for travelers. But it is more than that. It is a place of community, and camaraderie. It is defined by action and interaction. Yet one must fend for himself.”


  Cracker John, arms crossed over his chest, spoke with a twang to his unexpectedly high-pitched voice. “The human experience in a nutshell.”


  Ant gestured to John. “You see what I mean? Honestly, the man is a genius.”


  * * *


  The game was poker.


  Texas Hold ‘Em, specifically. Ted had refused to play anything else, due to his undying commitment to the lone star state. This wasn’t a problem with anyone. It was his rambling on the topic that’d grown tiresome, until Ant took the reigns and regaled the group with his adventures.


  The half-baked stupor on Ted’s face as he glanced from Ant to the cards in his hand to the flop, nodding occasionally, told Leroy he’d tuned out.


  Leroy had only just learned what a flop was, let alone how to play Texas Hold ‘Em. He’d sat out the first few games, observing as the men picked up and laid down cards seemingly at random, betting cigarettes along the way.


  The pieces fell into place as he watched. He’d gathered the game was based on two things: betting and bravado. Each player made a bet before receiving two cards, then bet again. That’s where the flop—three cards players can use with their own to make a hand—came into play. Then, two more bets, and two more cards. It seemed tedious and drawn out to Leroy.


  All of which preceded ‘the showdown,’ when players created their hand from their two cards and the flop. Leroy couldn’t make heads or tails of the seemed to him arbitrary criteria for winning, but he figured as long as the others knew the rules, he didn’t need to.


  Underlying this whole dance, as Ant kept reiterating, was one’s poker face. It was fascinating to observe each man’s expressions as they played. Cracker John never once changed his manner; win, lose, fold, he always had that subtle look of mild amusement. Leroy supposed that was what made a good poker face—the hiding of one’s intentions. Ted had a good thing going, too, with his slack jaw and lazy eyelids. No one would suspect anything was going on in there with a demeanor like that.


  Then there was Ant. As much as he went on about the importance of a poker face, he didn’t seem to have one of his own. In fact, he hardly seemed to be paying attention to the game at all. He was too caught up in telling his tales, most of which seemed pretty tall to Leroy.


  “So, in an instant, he changed completely. He had a look in his eye, as if he were not human anymore, as if some primitive state of mind had taken over. Not unlike what you displayed earlier, Teddy. Ha!”


  Ted’s open mouth curled into a slight smile as he focused on his hand.


  “Then, quick as a pickpocket, he sucker punched me in the nose.” Ant exuded passion as he spoke, miming the punch he received and grinning at what seemed to Leroy an unfortunate turn of events. “You would not have believed the speed of the old man.”


  The three men laid down their cards.


  “I felt a painful crunch, then the hot drip of blood running over my lips and down my chin, but more than I remember the sound. A sickening crack reverberated throughout my skull, so loud and repulsive it sent waves of nausea through my body.”


  Cracker John interrupted him. “You win again.”


  “Oh, my.” Ant collected his winnings of six cigarettes, handed his cards over, and continued his story without skipping a beat. “Shielding my face, I blinked the tears out of my eyes. A moment passed, and no further harm came my way. When I could finally see, the old geezer stood before me bearing a knife. Needless to say, that was enough for me.”


  As Cracker John collected the cards and began to shuffle them for the next game, Leroy interjected. “Can I play now? Pretty sure I get it.”


  “A fast learner. I like that. Deal him in, John.”


  So Cracker wasn’t his first name. Still shuffling, John looked over to Ant, poker face intact. “I must take issue with giving the boy smokes.”


  “I don’t smoke,” Leroy proclaimed. “Seen what that gets you.”


  Ant cupped a hand over his mouth and whispered to Leroy, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Me neither, but there is nothing these suckers will not trade for these once the craving hits.” He handed Leroy four cigarettes. Cracker John collected the opening bet.


  “As I was saying, this crazy old man was staring me down with a knife, so I took a quick step and leapt out of the boxcar. I felt like Indiana Jones. I tell you, it must have been going fifty, easily. I hit the ground running, and rolled forward on the ballast, which felt wonderful,” he chortled. “But I was unharmed, apart from my nose. For that I was thankful.”


  John dealt two cards to each player, then held out a cracked palm for that round of betting. Ted and Leroy put one cigarette in. Ant put in two.


  Leroy checked his hand—king of spades and king of hearts. He’d deduced that the more of one type of card you had, the better, so that was probably a good hand. A smirk crept onto his face, which he relaxed before anyone noticed. He saw Ted’s shifty eyes darting from face to face conspicuously, mouth still hanging agape. Maybe his expressionless gaze earlier hadn’t been a tactic after all. Leroy stifled a giggle.


  “I removed my shirt and swabbed the blood off of my face, not realizing what a mistake that was, for it would be a long while—”


  “You done yet?” Ted snapped as he stared at the flop—three of hearts, seven of diamonds, and king of diamonds. “I can’t think with all your yappin’.”


  “The moral of the story, which I was attempting to impart to young Leroy, is that one can never be too careful around others out here.” He rubbed his head with an open palm. “Generally, too, but more so out here. That knife-wielding fogy had seemed a perfectly reasonable fellow when we entered the car.”


  “If you’re trying to get me to trust you, you’re not doing a very good job,” Leroy pointed out, a gleam in his eye. Something about Ant made him comfortable enough to speak his mind, which was new.


  Ant threw his hands in the air. “So there is a sense of humor in there!” When he realized that he was revealing his cards to the group, he hid them.


  The players put in another cigarette, then the five of hearts was played.


  “Ah, the earthworm card,” Ant murmured.


  Leroy chuckled. Coincidentally, he’d learned about earthworms and their five hearts last semester when his science class had dissected them.


  “The hell’s that mean?” Ted scratched his nose with his cards.


  Ant turned to Leroy. “He must not be a fisherman.”


  “Dunno what y’all are talking about. I’m up at the lake any chance I get.”


  Ant and Leroy shared a laugh. He was impressed by Ant’s ability to stand up to others. Leroy often went out of his way to agree with or indulge others just to keep things going smoothly. But Ant seemed to have no qualms whatsoever with rubbing people the wrong way. He almost seemed to revel in it. Leroy wished he had more of that in him.


  Four more cigarettes into the pot, and the fifth card—the king of clubs.


  “How apropos. The suit of clubs symbolizes many things.” He pointed at Cracker John. “Intellect.” Then to Leroy. “Youth.” Then Ted. “Irresponsibility, judging by the state of your laundry.” He grinned and waved his hand as if to say ‘just kidding,’ but Ted didn’t look amused. Ant pointed to himself. “Education.”


  “Last round. Call or check,” John ordered.


  The three men checked, and Leroy followed their lead.


  Ted tossed his cards to the ground. The jack of spades and nine of diamonds landed face up. “Looks like I’m playing the board. Pair kings.”


  Unfazed, John held a pair of sevens—spades and clubs. “Three of a kind.”


  Ant glanced around, then dramatically revealed his cards—six of spades and four of clubs. “Straight, three to seven.”


  Ted groaned as Ant clasped his hands together in a champion pose, then reached down and collected his winnings. “Thank you, thank you all.”


  Leroy set down his hand of two kings, ending Ant’s celebration.


  “How about that? Four kings. Leroy wins.”


  Leroy was sure he detected a note of disdain in Ant’s voice. He held out an open palm to accept the cigarettes from him.


  “Bah. Luck of the tyro,” Ant snorted.


  “Huh?”


  Cracker John’s beard moved with mouth. “Beginner’s luck.”


  Leroy found it strange that Ant could go from jovial to a sore loser when he didn’t even seem to care about the game. Then it dawned on him. Ant had taken his poker face beyond hiding his expressions—he had made them irrelevant. His humorous, eventful stories had kept his face alight with a spectrum of emotion. Not only did he prevent the other players from reading him, but he’d distracted them from the idea that they should be watching his face at all. It was the ultimate poker face.


  And yet it had failed him. Preparation and practice were critical, but Leroy was learning that sometimes they could be trumped by simple luck.


  Half-grin carved into his lips, John cut the deck and riffle-shuffled the cards with ease, which impressed Leroy. “Shall I deal another?”


  From his rucksack, Ant produced a water bottle and took just a sip, then put it back. “If you wish, but count me out.”


  Ted’s pebbly teeth showed as he simpered at Ant. “You won damn near every hand, now you lose one and you’re out?” He coughed into his fist.


  Catching a whiff of Ted’s breath, Leroy had to turn away to not gag, while making it look coincidental. It amazed and repulsed him that a living human mouth could produce a scent like that—a horrid blend of cigarettes, vomit, bourbon, and sickness.


  Ant clasped his hands together. “I simply have a limited tolerance for games of chance. Life deals them out on a daily basis.”


  A rogue gust of wind sent ash and smoke and heat into Leroy’s face. He spun around but had already inhaled too much, sending him into a coughing fit. He jumped up and away from the fire.


  “They say the smoke blows toward bodies. You have never camped?”


  Leroy ignored Ant’s question, breathing deeply the cool air outside the fire’s range. First he’d burnt his tongue, then his lungs. He was starting to think the biggest danger he’d have to overcome was himself.


  The boom of train cars connecting echoed in the distance.


  Ted gathered the cards from John and slid them into their box, kicking his leg out to loosen his pocket so it’d fit inside. “That’s my cue. It’s been a gas, y’all, but I’m fixin’ to go.”


  “Look at my little Teddy, going off all on his own! I am so proud.” Ant rose to his feet, the tallest by inches. “Where are you headed?”


  Ted stood and brushed the dirt off the seat of his pants. “One guess.”


  Preempting Ant, Leroy called out “Texas.”


  “Where else?” Ted grinned.


  Cracker John, then Leroy shook Ted’s hand.Ant pulled him in for a begrudged hug. “Be safe,” was all he said before Ted wriggled out of his grip.


  “Don’t go queer on me, now.” Ted clomped off, never looking back.


  Ant filled his paper cup with chili. “Anyone else? There is plenty.”


  Leroy practically leapt up. No need to ask him twice to eat free food. He handed Ant the cup and a moment later received it full of warm chili.


  “I can put it on the fire if you require it scalding, Leroy,” Ant snickered.


  It was the first time Leroy had genuinely laughed in so long he couldn’t remember. His smile felt almost unnatural, requiring effort to execute correctly.


  “John, would you like some more?”


  “No, thank you. I’ll be here a while. Have some later.”


  Another boom of train cars crashing rumbled its way to the jungle.


  “As you wish. Leroy, we should probably head back, as well.” Ant turned to Cracker John, who stood. They came together for a brief hug and patted each other on the back. “Take care, my friend. I will see you again soon.”


  “Good to meet you, Cracker John.”


  “Indeed, Leroy,” John nodded. He settled down next to the fire, laid back, head propped up on his bag, and tipped his hat over his eyes.


  Leroy grabbed his backpack and again trailing behind, just in case, although he more or less trusted Antoine Bevilacqua at this point. At least enough to help him find a northbound train. And he’d provided valuable information about jungles.


  The heat of the day burned through the tree tops, stagnating the air.


  “So, how you tell which train is the right one?”


  “First of all, you must know where you are going. Do you?”


  “North.”


  “In that case, it is simple. Just ask the crew.”


  “Yeah, but what about the bull?”


  “If you do not wear red you will be fine,” he grinned. “They are lazy creatures. They sit in their little hut all day until they are alerted to trouble.”


  They rounded the enormous oak tree.


  “Crews really don’t give tramps a hard time?”


  “That depends. If you act irresponsibly, you will face the consequences. In my experience they are unusually kind and understanding. Whether that is due to meeting so many travelers, or whether their benevolent nature attracts them to a job at which they may meet them, I have often wondered.”


  That was one more thing he could cross off his long list of concerns.


  Patches of sunlight grazed them as they trooped along the path, one marching toward his future, the other toward his past.


  * * *


  Ant peered out from the edge of the trees. He checked both directions, then waved Leroy forward. They meandered along the barren tracks.


  As he trudged along the tracks, Leroy appreciated the wood they were built upon. Each plank had a lifetime of history etched into it, probably older than he was. They had to be durable, which meant they must be heavy. He imagined the workers who had constructed the system, and how weary they must have grown lugging the slabs of lumber under a sweltering sun. He was uncomfortably warm just taking a morning stroll. Leroy would take a mean momma over slave labor any day.


  They found the yard mostly empty. The few cars that were left sat atop the hump, waiting to careen over and find purpose on the other side.


  He hadn’t realized how green California could be. Just a short hour away from there, his childhood residence rotted in a ratty apartment complex and equally run-down town. He was not well-traveled, but his parental situation had permitted him some long walks, and he’d never seen so lush an area. As well as the pines, junipers, and cypresses of his youth, before him were sycamores, willows, oaks—leafy trees. Bushes tangled with ivy vines, and wildflowers speckled the lawn. The sight set his mind to work, and for a moment everything seemed right; he could picture the wild landscape before him juxtaposed with the cold orderliness of the tracks, painted and framed to perfection. A creative impulse coursed through him.


  The sudden impact of two cars locking together brought him back to reality. At the top of the hump, a crewman stood outside a cramped shack. As they climbed the incline, Leroy had to ask. “You sure they ain’t gonna call the bull on us?”


  “No,” Ant admitted. “But we know where to go if they do. And please, do not say ‘ain’t.’ It makes you sound uneducated.”


  The crewman turned around at the sound of their voices.


  Ant slowed to a stop. “Hello. How are you?”


  The crewman’s greasy hair splayed from under his cap and into his eyes, causing him to blink often. He was no more than a kid, Leroy noted, still unable to grow facial hair. “Me? So-so, I guess. Long day, but ain’t they all?” He took a long swig through the straw of a Big Gulp.


  Ant and Leroy locked eyes for a moment.


  “Too true. My friend here is trying to catch out northbound. Might you be able to point us in the right direction?”


  He sized Leroy up. “Little young to be catching out. How old are you?”


  Leroy was getting tired of hearing that question. He had somewhere to go, and he’d be damned if he was going to let an arbitrary number change that. “Fifteen.” There was more saltiness in his response than he’d intended. He didn’t want to jeopardize this man’s willingness to help.


  “Your ma and pa know you’re out trampin’?”


  Ant peered at Leroy from the corners of his eyes.


  “Momma died.”


  “What about your pops? Don’t tell me he split when you were young. Ain’t nobody’s life that cliché,” he guffawed.


  Leroy shook his head. “I… ”


  He patted Leroy on the back. “My bad, man. Didn’t mean it.” The crewman turned to Ant. “You’re going with, right?”


  Before Leroy could begin to consider the implications, Ant responded.


  “Of course,” he lied.


  Or at least Leroy hoped he was lying. This was a mission. His mission. He didn’t need some adult coming along, thinking he knew what was best. He’d begun to trust Ant, but had also learned from him earlier to be careful around others. Leroy had no interest in staring down the blade of a knife, or worse.


  The worker wiped his hair to the side, only for it to fall right back into his eyes. “Track three is headed for Portland. ‘Bout as north as you can get.”


  “Thank you for your hospitality.”


  He nodded to Ant as they shook hands. “You got it.”


  As they left the crewman to his panel of switches and lights, a gondola glided by, leisurely descending the tracks to a string of cars below. It was like watching a snail crawl. They could probably halve the time it takes to classify all this if they sped things up, Leroy figured.


  At the bottom of the hill, the track split into two sets of three, each occupied with a different length of train. Theirs was the last in the third set, a long series of grainers and gondolas.


  Ant scanned it. “No boxes… Damn. We ride outside this morning.”


  “Is that bad?”


  “I suppose if you sun burn easily. Or if you are a vampire. Look at it like this—at least you can not lock yourself in.” Ant gave Leroy a playful shove.


  “Hilarious. The driver said he’d leave the door open. It shut on its own.”


  “One of the first rules of hoboing,” Ant asserted, removing a length of wood from his rucksack, “is always be prepared. Unfortunately, we will not be needing this today.” He slipped it back inside. “But you see the point, no?”


  Leroy nodded and said “No.”


  “Good. You are in the wild now. Anything can happen.”


  ‘Rape van’ was the first thing that came to mind.”But such is the beauty of this lifestyle. Each is his own man, unfettered from society. Yet in this lawlessness we may observe the human condition at its purest. One is free to act as he wishes, guided by only inherent morality. Still, it is out here I feel safest. Once in a while you get a knife pulled on you, but you take the bad with the good,” he laughed. On his raised hand, his pointer finger protruded. “He who lives without peril is never truly secure.”


  They continued along the tracks in silence. That last sentence seemed like a contradiction to Leroy. Admittedly, the rest of what Ant said did sound pretty appealing. Leroy had lost count of the times he wished he could just go hermit. He had it all planned out—a small house with a small garden in the middle of nowhere. Maybe some paper now and then so he could draw and paint, but he could sell extra produce to pay for it. It was a static way of living. Some might call it monotonous, but to him it sounded downright carefree. He longed for that life.


  As they approached the rear of the train, Ant analyzed the last grainer. The thick metal thudded under his palm as he patted it. “This is our ride.”


  Whoa, now. He didn’t like the sound of that. “You ain’t—”


  “Ah, ah, ah,” Ant scolded.


  “You aren’t actually coming, are you?”


  “Naturally, I am.”


  Leroy didn’t know what to say. It was clear that this man was brazen, but to force his way into Leroy’s plans like this was too much. “Look, it’s just… this is kinda personal, my situation, and I think I should take care of it myself, is all.”


  Ant placed a hand on Leroy’s shoulder, nodding his head. “Of course. I understand. But I am still coming.”


  “I mean, it’s nothing against you or anything. It’s me.”


  “No,” Ant rebutted, “it is me. If I let you leave here alone and something happened to you, I could not forgive myself.”


  ”You’d never know.”


  “Word gets around.” They were a yard apart, a red light on the back of the grainer blinking between them. “I am going to speak frankly, Leroy. I assume you have run away from home.”


  Leroy crossed his arms.


  “I am experienced. I know how to stay safe in the wild.”


  “You said anything can happen. You coming won’t change that.”


  Ant grinned. “Sharp mind. But one can be prepared. And I am. Further, there is power in numbers. This is no longer the golden age of tramping. Hobos nowadays are often ex-cons, violent people.”


  “I can take care of myself.” He said this despite the chord of fear what Ant said had struck in him. He was going to need a bigger knife.


  “I bet you can.”


  He couldn’t tell if Ant was being sarcastic or not. “I made it this far, didn’t I?” He said it as much to convince himself as Ant.


  “Yes, with my help.”


  “Didn’t even need it. The bull didn’t follow.”


  “You would be in that boxcar still were it not for me.”


  “Someone else would’ve helped me out.”


  “And right into a jail cell. Listen, I am not claiming you need me. You are a capable young man. I respect that. I am saying I will regret it if I do not see you to your destination. Besides, I could use a good adventure.”


  A shiftless apathy overtook Leroy. He didn’t feel like moving, let alone continuing a journey of unknowable distance. The pitch black bedroom at Ms. Stacey’s foster home didn’t seem so bad as he thought back on it.


  “We may spend the ride in silence if you wish,” Ant strained as he climbed the grainer’s side ladder, “but my presence is not negotiable.”


  An adult imposing his will. What a surprise.


  At each end, the grainer slanted inward, with a platform jutting out from the base, creating a cubby in which Ant settled with a content smile.


  Leroy stood off to the side, pouting in disbelief of his situation. He was about to ride a moving vehicle on a tiny platform from which he could easily be jounced, for an unknown stretch of time, with an unintended companion.


  “If you do not wish to remain in Boron, and I assure you that is the case, it would be wise to board.” He held out his hand to help Leroy up.


  All Leroy wanted was to find the one person who had ever truly cared about him. Now he was getting wrangled into a sidekick role.


  With a resonant sputter and a puff of coal-colored smoke, the train started.


  Leroy remained immobile.


  “Well, it is your choice.”


  For a moment Leroy thought he’d won, then Ant propped himself up and hopped down from the grainer. The procession of cars shook hard, then began to inch away. “Shall we join Cracker John back at the jungle?”


  His bluff had been called. He had to get on. The police could be looking for him right now, and he’d spent a day and a half going nearly nowhere.


  With each second, the walls of anxiety closed in. Maybe he could wait until the train was moving, then dash for it before Ant could react.


  As the train crept away from them, Leroy held his ground, and Ant did the same. Leroy stepped toward the train, and Ant followed. He stopped, and Ant stopped. They waited in stillness for a few seconds, then Ant brought his hands up to mime an invisible wall.


  “You ten years old?” Leroy snapped.


  “Are you?” Ant jeered, his voice barely audible over the racket the train was making as it picked up speed.


  Leroy watched in distress as it drifted away. “Just lemme go! Please!”


  “I can not.” The silliness faded from Ant’s face, giving way to rock-hard resignation, his eyebrows arched. He focused his solemn gaze on Leroy.


  “This is our ride,” Ant yelled. “Are we going or not?”


  A silent moment passed for Leroy amid the noise. Then, he sprinted after the train, his sneakers crunching and grinding the ballast beneath, until he caught up. He leapt and clutched the side ladder, then mounted the rungs and pulled himself atop the platform. As he settled back, breathing heavily, he turned to his left to find Ant wearing that million dollar grin, legs extended and hanging off the edge of the platform.


  “So, where to?”


  * * *


  It was twenty minutes into the ride, and Ant had talked through all of them.


  Despite his vow of silence, he spoke of many things: the types of train cars best suited for riding, the gorgeous landscapes along the Pacific Northwest, the characters he’d encountered. He spoke at length about the people, places, and things in his life, but never of himself.


  It was just as well with Leroy, who hadn’t wanted to talk about anything to anyone. He leaned on his closed fist, apathetic on the outside, but seething inside. Every word Ant spoke was a reminder that he’d breached a barrier, invaded Leroy’s personal space. He had no right to tag along. Leroy bristled. This was the future of his life, not some whimsical adventure to entertain a jaded middle-aged man.


  How silly he’d been to believe Ant’s little speech about not calling him ‘sir,’ to think that he was any different. When it came down to it, how to refer to him was irrelevant; he was an adult, same as the rest of them. All he wanted was to control Leroy, and that was exactly what Leroy sought to avoid.


  Leroy gripped the ladder, transfixed by the passing low-income housing, smoldering from Ant’s ramblings.


  It wasn’t all bad, though. In the short time he’d been riding, Leroy concluded that grainers were better than boxcars. The slanted walls at each end of the car were ideal for more than just cover and a place to sit—the lack of enclosure permitted a much fuller view of the surroundings breezing past. And Leroy could see everything he was leaving behind for miles. He liked that.


  He liked that, as Ant had taunted earlier, he couldn’t get locked in.


  He also liked that there was a giant iron V separating his side of the platform from Ant’s. It gave him some notion of privacy. But best of all, if he really wanted privacy, he could go inside the grainer.


  Through a hole in the end of the car, big enough for any reasonable-sized human, was a near empty sanctuary from everything outside, present company included. A foot-high layer of old grain padded the floor. It would be easy to sleep on such material.


  As he spent more time in there, he noticed an emergent sense of dread blooming within. His breathing accelerated. The shadows in the container seemed to grow longer, larger, even with light bleeding in from outside. That sense of claustrophobia he experienced in the closed boxcar shimmered through him, and he scrambled out of the hole and back to his seat. No reason to hang out in there. Besides, he didn’t want to be rude to Ant. His savior.


  “Coming back to the party, eh?”


  “Never been very social. Even at parties, I just sit in the corner.”


  “Was it your father? Did he hit you?” Ant’s eyes drilled into Leroy.


  Leroy was blindsided by the question.


  “The reason you ran away, I mean. It is nothing to be embarrassed about. Him, on the other hand…” Ant trailed off, a sneer on his lips.


  “Not for a long time…” Leroy wrung his hands together. “I mean, I haven’t seen him. Not for a long time. I don’t wanna talk about it.”


  He didn’t even want to think about it, but in the back of his mind he knew it was inevitable. Folsom wasn’t that far away. Those nights when he’d imagined taking off and finding his father, it had always seemed a distant impossibility, not something that would actually happen. Yet here he was.


  “A change of topic, then. It would be helpful to know your destination.”


  Funny, Leroy thought. It was less a change of topic than Ant realized.


  He leaned back on the wall behind him, obscuring Ant from view. Leroy forced the words out. “I’m headed to Folsom.”


  “Oh boy. Nothing good ever came from that sentence.” Ant peered around the metal divider. “I assume you are referring to the prison.”


  With a nod, Leroy sighed. Might as well get it all out.


  Ant recessed into his mind, gazing off. A moment later he was back. “That would be why you have not seen him in a long time. Your father.”


  “Thing is, I don’t even know why he’s in there. Last time I saw him I must’ve been, like, five. Momma wouldn’t talk about him, ‘cept to talk bad about him.”


  “I must ask again: did you run away? Because if you plan to visit your father in Folsom prison, they are going to run a background check.”


  Leroy must’ve looked the way he felt, because Ant burst out laughing. “My apologies. So you did run away. How long has it been?”


  “Two days.”


  Ant raised his eyebrows, stretching his face. “I see.”


  “I got till friday, though. She thinks I’m at a friend’s house.”


  Leroy realized he felt better after talking to Ant. Each detail he let slip reduced the pressure of the vice grip on his mind. The process was a bit painful, though, akin to popping a pimple, he mused.They both laid back and, for the first time since they’d gotten on, there was silence. An enduring silence, not one broken by Ant’s repeated remembrances of an event or person he thought Leroy simply must hear about. But to Leroy’s surprise, that wasn’t what he wanted anymore. He wanted to get it out, talk things over, pop some pimples.


  “Smiley.”


  Ant peered around the metal divider again. “Pardon?”


  “Leroy Smiley. You asked about my name earlier.”


  “Well then, it is a pleasure to finally meet you, Leroy. You know, for a kid named Smiley, you do not often smile.”


  “Haven’t heard that one before,” Leroy lied. A short time passed, then he said “If I had a reason to smile, I would.”


  “Why are you visiting your father in prison, Leroy Frowny?”


  “Because he knows.”


  “How cryptic. What does he know?”


  “He knows about her.”


  “You have a penchant for dramatics, no? Who is she?”


  “That’s what I’m trying to find out.”


  “Wow,” Ant’s eyes opened wide. “Is this a comedy routine?”


  “Hey, I didn’t ask you to come.”


  “It was not a complaint. You piqued my interest. What I meant was, who is she to you? How do you know of her?”


  Leroy sat back again, grateful for the cast metal confessional between them. “She… never mind. It’s gonna sound dumb if I say it. I can’t risk that.”


  “Not much of a risk, is it? I will not judge. Promise.”


  “I can’t risk it seeming dumb to me. This’ll all be for nothing.”


  “If you genuinely want it, it could never be dumb.”


  There was silence again, aside from the rumble of the train.


  “Can I ask you something?”


  “You just did,” Ant said.


  “How did you know the train was about to leave?”


  “Fred told me.”


  Leroy crinkled his brow. “We were the only ones there.”


  “F-R-E-D: flashing rear-end device. The red light at the tail of the train.” Ant tapped it with his outstretched foot. “When Fred starts blinking, it is time to go.”


  He’d have to remember that. As the little town beside the train tracks streaked by, an overwhelming feeling gripped his chest. He felt as if his heart was bound to explode with the words if his mouth wouldn’t. He had to let it out. Drawing a deep breath, he said “She was my babysitter.”


  Ant kept quiet and hidden.


  “A family friend. It was so long ago. Can’t remember her face, her voice, her name… But I remember the little things. Her hand on mine as she taught me how to paint. How she’d lift me up to climb the big tree behind the apartment. How safe I felt with her.”


  “That is not dumb. She sounds wonderful. Your father knows her location?”


  “I hope so. It’s all I got to go on. I’d be happy with just a name.”


  “Tell me more of this woman.”


  “Like I said, it’s fuzzy. Happiness… lived in her. She was the opposite of momma. Not really sure how they were friends, now that I think about it. In some ways, she was more of a parent to me than my own.”


  “How did you lose contact with her?”


  Leroy rubbed his knuckles. “Parents got home late one night. Momma was yelling, daddy was angry. Things got real bad. She sat in my room with me, smiling. Told me she’d always be there if I needed her. Then daddy came in and threw her out the front door, and I never saw her again.”


  When Ant didn’t answer, Leroy glanced around the divider to find Ant wearing a troubled expression, his eyebrows arched, eyes narrowed.


  It took him longer than it should have to notice Leroy staring at him. When he did, he spoke softly, yet loud enough to be heard over the engines. “There is always a reason to smile, Leroy. I will not hear anything to the contrary.”


  Leroy absorbed that. He nodded.


  “So, your plan is to find this woman and show up after… how long?”


  “Like, ten years. And yes, that’s my plan. See, this is why I didn’t wanna bring it up. The more I talk about it, the less realistic it seems.” Leroy folded his arms. “I’m already out here. I can’t just go back.”


  Even if Ms. Stacey would take him back, he’d feel like a failure. Between that, the undesirable surroundings, and the notion of what could’ve been, it would all be too much to bear. The thought put a knot in his gut.


  The train’s thrum grew louder, as if someone was steadily turning up the volume knob. But it wasn’t just the volume that increased. There was a depth to it, a reverberative quality. The sound swelled until it was all around them.


  Leroy looked side to side, then darkness encapsulated them.


  “A tunnel,” Ant shouted. “Luckily, it is a short one.”


  He felt silly. Tunnels had only existed in pictures for him previously. Once his eyes adjusted to the lack of light, he could see the walls carved from sandstone. It was beyond him how the rock formation didn’t collapse in on itself, but he figured if it hadn’t yet, it wasn’t likely to now.


  “A long tunnel can be a death trap. Diesel fumes tend to linger if it is not well ventilated. Prolonged exposure is unhealthy, to say the least.”


  There was, now that Leroy thought about it, a smoky, acerbic scent on the air. As he drew a harsh breath, sunlight washed over him, and a breeze dispersed the fumes. He coughed out what was left in his lungs, then pulled in cool, fresh air. If that was a short tunnel, he had no desire to experience a long one.


  Leroy shifted his weight and changed position when he noticed a pressure in his midsection, and the strong urge to urinate. He turned to Ant. “So, if I had to go to the bathroom…”


  Ant was slightly taken aback. “One or two?”


  “You’re in luck,” Leroy laughed. “Get it? Like urine. Any, uh… tips?”


  “Lock your arm around the ladder, find your balance, and blast off.”


  Leroy grasped the bar beside him and rose, taking a wide stance. He peeked around the divider. Ant wasn’t looking. Slipping his right arm through the ladder, Leroy wished the two of them were on opposite sides. His left hand, which had never taken on this job before, fumbled with his shorts, then he let it rip.


  Ant was right, it was satisfying. As he sat back down, he watched the sparse golden surroundings grow green and mountainous. The tracks spanned dunes and hills, winding, climbing, and then the land went flat again, as if the earth had grown grumpy momentarily.”How much further to Folsom?” he asked.


  Ant leaned forward to face him, wrapping his arms around his tucked up knees. “The tunnel back there was the Tehachapi loop,” he said with a strong accent, “which would put us a few miles out from Keene. So a few hours, yet.”


  “So what’s your deal?”


  Ant pressed a hand to his chest. “My deal?”


  “Your turn to spill the beans.”


  “I think you spilled enough for both of us back at the jungle.”


  “Don’t dodge the question.”


  Ant waved a hand. “I am simply an old fool. Let us leave it at that.”


  “No,” Leroy answered, “Let us not. Trust works two ways.”


  “Very well. What can I tell you to satisfy your curiosity?”


  “Start simple. Where are you from?”


  “Although my father was Italian, I was born in Beirut.”


  Leroy sat expressionless.


  “Lebanon.”


  “Never heard of it.”


  “It is a magical land, where wine flows as river and golden clouds rain coins,” Ant said, hands gesturing wildly.


  “Oh,” Leroy rolled his eyes. “That rings a bell. For real, where is it?”


  “I could tell you it borders Syria and Israel, but would that be of any use?”


  Thankful he couldn’t be seen blushing, Leroy shook his head.


  “Geography is one subject I have never taught, but you might be in need of some lessons. To put it simply, Lebanon is above Africa.”


  So he had been a teacher. That would explain the way he talked, his didactic nature, his wealth of knowledge. “What did you teach?”


  “Philosophy, drama, art. The cushy stuff.”


  The word ‘art’ shot through Leroy like Woods had threatened to a day prior. Of all the people he could be stuck on a train with, this guy happened to be an art teacher. It was almost too good to be true.


  “I like art. I mean, I like sketching. But paintings are dope, too.”


  Ant cringed upon hearing that. “Nothing is dope. Cannabis, perhaps. Paintings are fascinating, captivating, illuminating,” he said. “Paintings are beautiful. Terrifying. Do not undersell your intelligence, or their profundity.”


  “Ain’t, dope… anything else?”


  “Yes. Finna, whatever that means. You are not ‘finna’ do anything. You are either going to, or gonna if you are being informal.”


  “I don’t think I’ve said that, ever. Definitely not in front of you.”


  “An unrelated gripe,” Ant shrugged. “What do you sketch?”


  Suddenly embarrassed, Leroy drew a blank. “I dunno. Anything, really.”


  “Do you have something I can look at?”


  “Not with me. It’s all at Ms. Stacey’s. None of this was planned.”


  “I am starting to see that,” Ant grinned.


  “So can you teach me?”


  “Teach you what?”


  “Art.”


  With a chuckle Leroy took a little too personally, Ant asserted with confidence that “Art cannot be learned.”


  “You just said you were an art teacher.”


  “Professor. And I was. One must have a profession. But despite what they paid me to say, creativity is not tangible or quantifiable. Art has neither formulas nor rules. I can show you examples of it, and explain why they qualify as such. However, the capability to produce art is inherent. You have it, or you lack it.”


  The claim shook Leroy to the core. The one thing he loved, his one aspiration, was potentially a futile endeavor. What if he didn’t have ‘it?’ He’d be doomed to live as so many other poor souls, working jobs they hate to make just enough money to scrape by.


  “Do not look so down! Plenty of people completely devoid of talent have made millions as artists. Just turn on the radio.”


  “I don’t care about millions. I just wanna live comfortably.”


  “Unfortunately, that is harder to achieve than it seems. Life cares not about status; she hesitates to pull the rug from under no man.”


  “You make growing up sound great.”


  “Nobody said it would be,” Ant declared.


  Leroy found himself tired of talking, and slid back again. Ant must have sensed Leroy’s sudden apathy or felt the same, as he, too, went silent.


  And so they sat, each pretending the other wasn’t there, as greenery painted sections of the brown landscape like a patchwork picture. Small towns, if a handful of local businesses and a few roads qualified as such, came and went every so often, not much more than sand and shrubs between them.


  As the train emerged from an awe-inspiring gorge of rolling bluffs, a blood-red length of land came into view, seeming to stretch on forever. Whether it was dirt or plant material that caused the coloration, he didn’t know, but it was a neat sight. Just when he became convinced it would continue forever, the red tide broke, and lush fields of vegetation flashed by on either side, sectioned off into simple divisions of land like a puzzle for a toddler.


  Evidently, this part of California was used for farming. Leafy plants lined the ground in single file, proceeded by apple and orange orchards, the trees in tidy rows. There was something strange to him about seeing vegetation conform to regulation like that. It made nature seem unnatural. Leroy was confident, for once, they were planted that way purposely.


  * * *


  A quaint town came into view, each business bearing the word ‘Edison’ in its title. Ant looked on in fondness as the old fashioned buildings passed.


  It was time to tell him, Ant decided. He would require time to absorb the situation, plan his next move. The rest of the ride, four hours, at least, would be more than adequate.


  Squeezing his eyes shut hard for just a moment, Ant inhaled. “Since you are a minor, you will need an adult to visit your father in prison. I am afraid I can not be that adult.” He paused, his mouth agape, face strained. “It… was my fault, a crime of passion I fled long ago.”


  Then, adjusting his tone and volume, he got a hold of himself and said “We are approaching Bakersfield. There is a decent chance we will pass through it, in which case you would be well advised to try to make yourself inconspicuous. It is a big town with plenty of security.”


  Ant waited to hear back, but Leroy said nothing. Afraid he had upset the boy, he scooted forward to gauge Leroy’s reaction, but found his eyes closed, head propped against his backpack, out cold.


  Disregarding his own advice, Ant stretched out and relaxed, resting his bare feet on the raised border of the platform, a reckless smirk on his lips.


  * * *


  “Wake up.”


  “Baron?” The name escaped Leroy’s lips subconsciously. He twitched awake, rubbed his sleepy eyes, then shielded them. Blurry shadows and sunlight alternated as if he was watching an old movie projector. “How long was I asleep?” He didn’t give Ant a chance to answer. “How far to Folsom?”


  Ant blew air through his loosely pursed lips. “Let me see… we just left Stockton, so at this rate, could be within the hour.”


  Leroy felt his stomach churn. That was supposed to be good news. But as he thought about it, terror seeped into him. The next few steps in his plan would not be enjoyable, or easy. He had to get into the prison. This would be intimidating in itself. The place housed murderers. People who had killed people. He cringed at the thought. And that was assuming Ms. Stacey hadn’t reported him, which was out of his control.


  Then, if he got in, and this was the worst part, he would have to deal with his father. Leroy didn’t know why the man was in jail, and he wasn’t interested in finding out. His father had been absent for the majority of his life. Nothing would change that. All Leroy needed from him was a name.


  He pushed it out of his mind, a skill he’d become adept at in living with Adalynne Smiley. Sometimes, he’d learned, it was better to just deal with the situation as it happened, not before.


  As his emotions settled, he mulled other topics. He turned to Ant. “So what’s there to do on a ride like this? Seems like it can get pretty boring.”


  Ant shrugged. “To some, perhaps. To others, it is no less than the pinnacle of the human experience.” Passion flashed in his eyes. “The breathtaking grandeur of the American countryside, the liberty to live as one wishes, and good company with which to share it all.” Ant spread his arms wide, gesturing to their surroundings: plush waves of wheat for miles on one side, and a marshy river with a rapid current racing the train on the other. “If you sought freedom, you have found it.”


  Ant let that set in, then went on. “In response to your inquiry, we mostly do this.” He gestured back and forth from himself to Leroy. “Conversation.”


  That was a letdown.


  “The marvelous landscapes alone should be enough to ward off boredom.”


  “When you’re not locked in a boxcar,” Leroy quipped.


  “Right. Oh! And, of course, drinking. Which reminds me…”


  Ant produced an unopened bottle of whiskey from his pack.


  If there was one thing Leroy hated more than the harsh scent of cigarette smoke, it was alcohol. Cigarettes just smelled bad; alcohol actually affected him. He’d long suspected his mother’s blood was more amber than red.


  Ant cracked open the bottle, stared at it fondly, then lifted it in a silent toast before knocking back a few swigs and drawing a harsh breath.


  “They say not to catch out while intoxicated, but we are already on the train.” He chuckled and drank more, grimacing as it slogged down his throat. He held the bottle out to Leroy. “Eh? Eh?”


  Leroy held up an open palm. “Nope.”


  “Is this not every teenager’s fantasy? To be offered free alcohol?”


  “Not really. Not mine, at least.”


  Ant screwed the cap back on. “In Lebanon, the drinking age is eighteen, but we often start earlier. There is no stigma attached. Which is precisely why everyone here wants it. People will always desire what they cannot have.”


  That was an interesting concept. Alcohol, if nothing else, had been plentiful in his household. He’d always had access to it, whether he wanted it or not. And he didn’t. Could that be why?


  He decided it wasn’t. It wasn’t the only reason. His mother had given him ample cause to disdain the drink—mood swings, vomiting, incoherence, incompetence. He wanted none of it.


  “If drinking and the view do not cut it, I suppose all we are left with is conversation.” Ant rubbed his hands together, smiling. “My favorite.”


  Leroy wrung his hands, cracking his knuckles.


  “I know just where to start, too. Care to tell me about Baron?”


  The question was like a punch in the gut, nearly knocking the wind out of him. How did he know about Baron?


  “It must be someone important. I find that those we speak of in our sleep usually are,” Ant responded as if reading Leroy’s thoughts.


  After brief consideration, Leroy decided it couldn’t hurt to tell him about Baron. Yes, Ant might deem him crazy, but that was of little importance to him.


  “Baron was my only friend,” Leroy asserted. “He wasn’t real, though.”


  “An imaginary friend?”


  “Uh-huh.” Leroy rested his cheek on his knees.


  “A coping device. Completely natural for a young boy.”


  Leroy felt lighter hearing that. “He seemed so real. I could hear him, feel him. Then one day he was just… gone. Poof.”


  Ant nodded solemnly. “That, also, is natural. At a certain point, the mind outgrows the need for constant companionship, and—”


  “I want him back,” Leroy stated, a flat tone in his voice.


  “That,” Ant said, “is not natural.”


  “I don’t care. He was my best friend.”


  “You said he was your only friend.”


  “Which means he was my best friend.”


  “When one is young, you see, these things are acceptable. There comes a time, however, when one must grow up, live on his own. Both physically and mentally. Only then is he fit to call himself an adult.”


  “Exactly.”


  “Then again, there is nothing wrong with wanting a good friend.”


  “He’s gone. End of story.”


  “Okay. Now, is art a subject you wish to pursue?”


  Finally, something Leroy wanted to talk about.


  “Like, as a career?”


  Ant nodded.


  “Haven’t thought much about it, honestly.”


  “I am starting to see a pattern here,” Ant said with a smile. “It is never too early to start. The most successful people in life plan, and plan thoroughly.”


  Leroy inhaled deeply, looking away. “Yeah but what if I don’t have it? Planning can’t fix that.”


  “Have what?”


  Leroy thought back to how Ant had put it. “The capability to produce art.”


  “The fact that you, of your own volition, have taken to sketching as a hobby tells me there is something there, some source of creativity. Maybe it will suffice, maybe not. But it is a start.”


  That made sense. Sketching was the only thing that set his mind at ease, that fulfilled him. That had to mean something, which was a comfort.


  “And school? You will be attending college, I hope?”


  Leroy snorted. “So I can sit there while the professors lie to my face? Sounds great, can’t wait to go.”


  “I never said I lied,” Ant corrected. “My job was to provide lessons on the history, important figures, and notable techniques of the broad field of art, not to assure the students that they would be successful artists, however one defines that concept. In fact, I stressed that the vast majority of them would not be successful. So yes, I gave them a reality check. But I also gave them hope. Each student left my class with the knowledge that the world of art is unforgiving and undefinable, but true creativity is unstoppable.” Ant gazed off, his eyebrows low. “I hardly think one should be admonished for that.”


  That seemed to hit much closer to home than Leroy had intended. Time for a little backtracking. “I wanna go. I doubt I’ll have the money.”


  Ant lightened up a bit. “You see, that is why high school is crucial. Work hard enough and you will not have to pay.”


  Leroy raised his eyebrows. “I won’t have to pay anything?”


  “If you get a good scholarship, that is correct.”


  “Free college?”


  “Free college.”


  This was news to Leroy. No more slacking off when school came back, he decided, though he wasn’t even sure where he’d be by then.


  “How about role models? Anybody in particular?”


  Leroy racked his brain. Certainly nobody from his own life came to mind. There was one person, though. “Guy on TV I guess.” Leroy squinted. “Can’t remember his name. I liked him because he had an afro. White guy with an afro,” Leroy smiled. “Sometimes if I woke up early enough, I’d catch his show. It was just him and a canvas, so low budget I almost felt bad for him. But he didn’t seem to mind. He’d sit there and paint these crazy landscapes in, like, ten minutes. Lakes, snowy mountains, forests with all kinds of trees, even a log cabin once in a while.”


  Ant inhaled to speak, but Leroy continued. “And the whole time, this guy would talk so softly. I’d have to turn the sound up to fifty just to understand him. But I could tell. I could hear it in his voice. He was just… happy.”


  Ant’s fervor to speak had died down, but in that moment of silence he found his chance, snapping his fingers and pointing. “Bob Ross!”


  “Yeah! But after a while I couldn’t find him anymore. Woke up earlier and earlier to check, but the show just wasn’t there.”


  With a gentle tone, Ant said “Unfortunately, he passed. A few years ago.”


  There it was. Leroy had assumed as much, but to hear it confirmed hurt like hell nonetheless, because he seemed like a good man, and a great artist. But also because, and he knew it was dumb, he felt that as long as Bob Ross was on television, Leroy could watch, he could observe, study him. Find out what it was that made him so at peace.


  Originally, he thought being that skilled at anything would be its own reward. As he grew older, however, Leroy began to suspect it wasn’t so simple. A whole spectrum of emotion, completely disconnected from any activity or hobby seemed able to spring up within him at any time. Anger at his parents’ lack of concern for him. Anxiety at having to deal with them. Fear of what he would do without them. He doubted a skill would be enough to wash those away. There had to be something more.


  “He was known for his soft demeanor, attributable to his military experience, funny enough. After he left, he vowed to never yell again, spreading only positivity. It is a shame more people do not follow his lead.”


  That was one thing they could agree on.


  “You know, he donated each painting he created on the show to help local television stations. He held seminars, recorded instructive videos, published how-to books. He did it all,” Ant sighed. “The world is a lesser place without someone like him in it.”


  Leroy wasn’t surprised to hear that. Bob seemed like a genuine soul. Then it dawned on him that maybe this was a cause for Bob’s incessant happiness. He didn’t just do what he loved; he did what he loved, and used it to help others. It rung true. What good was a painting if it hung on a wall, unseen?


  Nodding his head, Ant said “Good choice, Leroy.”


  It was then Leroy noticed the buildings blowing past them growing both in number and size. He clutched the ladder beside him and stretched to look in front of the train. Hazy in the distance was a series of skyscrapers, and two huge, ornate shafts of stone supporting a crowded bridge.


  Noticing Leroy, Ant peered around the train. “Ah, the Tower Bridge of Sacramento. This is good news for you. Folsom is near.”


  Leroy wondered again about the extent of Ant’s travels. He seemed to know California pretty well. And how did he go from a teacher to a freight-hopper? The two were worlds apart to Leroy.


  Like a slideshow with too few slides, Leroy’s anxious thoughts circled back to his father. In jail. Where he was headed. If not for visitation, then perhaps a short incarceration. Lots to look forward to.


  Ant cleared his throat, then spoke. “There is something I must tell you.”


  Leroy waited.


  “This train is not going to Folsom.”


  “I know. It’s going to Portland. But we’re not.”


  Ant looked at him and nodded briskly. “My point. Unless there is a crew change before we pass Folsom, we may have to jump.”


  Leroy didn’t like the sound of that. That’s probably how so many people get injured while freight hopping, he thought. A glance down at the ground rushing past entrenched his wariness.


  “No way. We’re hauling ass.”


  “At some point the train will slow down. They always do in the big cities. That is when we jump.”


  He still didn’t like the idea, but if the train was going even half their current speed when they jumped, things would go a lot smoother.


  “From there, we either hitch it or hoof it. I leave the choice to you.”


  “You don’t think we’ll get picked up by a serial killer or something?”


  “That is the stuff of movies,” Ant chuckled. “I have hitchhiked dozens of times and not once had a bad experience. Some of them have been just that, an experience, but never one I have regretted.”


  Thinking about it, every time Leroy had seen a movie or TV show with a serial killer, they were the ones hitchhiking. He wasn’t a serial killer, and as far as he knew Ant wasn’t either. That was still to be seen, though, he supposed. Leroy suppressed a nervous laugh.


  He shot a sidelong glance at the sun, nearly straight above them. Had to be a bit past noon. If he wanted to get to the prison before visiting hours ended, they’d have to hitch a ride, he decided.


  “We’re gonna hitch. I want this done today.”


  Ant bowed his head in a single nod then turned away again.


  Leroy had to admit that a small, scared part of him actually wanted to go in and talk—or explode at, rather—to his father. To tell Roy how much he hated him for whatever he’d done to remove himself from Leroy’s life, regardless of how terrible a person he was. He created Leroy, so he was responsible for him, or supposed to be.


  Only a small, scared part of him, though. The rest was fear, anxiety, hesitation. An intense inclination to find any possible way out.


  To his left, Ant clasped his hands under his nose, brow furrowed. Leroy wondered if Ant was as apprehensive about jumping as he was. He doubted it. The man probably couldn’t count the number of times he’d hopped off a moving train. At least once, if his story about his elderly attacker was true. Must be something else on his mind, Leroy concluded.


  The train rolled by Sacramento, sunlight glinting off glassy skyscrapers.


  “I once knew a man,” Ant started, sweat moistening his creased forehead, “who found himself in a quandary.”


  Leroy looked over. Ant was facing away, hands clasped, brow furrowed.


  “You see, he had to make a choice. On one hand was the promise of a comfortable life, consistent and routine. On the other, uncertainty, but in that uncertainty lied true freedom.”


  Leroy thought he knew who Ant meant. “And what’d he choose?”


  “You tell me.”


  How presumptuous for Ant to assume he knew the life Leroy would’ve led if he hadn’t left. Some of the foster care and adoption stories he’d heard from the kids at Ms. Stacey’s had kept him awake at night. Besides, uncertainty was a small price to pay for true freedom.


  “I’d go with option B,” Leroy said smugly, although not long ago he would’ve surely gone for the former.


  With that, the tension seemed to melt from Ant’s face. His lips spread into a smile but the sweat on his forehead remained, like puddles after a thunderstorm.


  “That is what I had hoped.”


  


  Chapter 3


  


  Sacramento, CA


  A few hundred feet out, Leroy spied the sign for Interstate 80 East.


  Finally.


  A shirt draped over his head and neck, Ant slogged on ahead of Leroy. Noticing the sign, he pointed, then turned. “Ha! Just as I said.”


  Leroy laughed through his nose. Right after the giant road sign a mile back.


  The train had slowed as it passed through Sacramento, which was one thing Ant had predicted. It was a happy surprise when it came time to jump and they were rolling at ten miles per hour, tops. Since then, they’d been hiking the city’s outer limits for an hour. Maybe it was because he rarely went outside growing up, or maybe it was just today, but that afternoon felt ten times hotter than any he’d experienced prior. He’d taken Ant’s lead and covered up with a shirt, but it was getting sweaty.


  Ant had explained to him, after he put up his hitchhiking thumb to a passing vehicle and promptly got it smacked down, that hitchhiking in a city was a terrible idea. They were headed for the highway, even though Ant had also told him that hitchhiking on the highway was a terrible idea. The key, he said, was to hang out on the on-ramp. Apparently the old fist-and-thumb were nearly obsolete, as those willing to give a ride would recognize a hitchhiker, thumb or not. More often than not, Ant claimed, the thumb just got the attention of police.


  As they turned right at the intersection, an overpass came into view.


  “There we are.”


  It struck Leroy as odd to put a highway on-ramp right next to a neighborhood, but then again, it must’ve been convenient for those that lived there. Especially if they were hitchhikers.


  They reached the stretch of road leading to the overpass.


  “About halfway up is best.”


  Trudging through the grass beside the road, dodging ant hills, Leroy watched a car speed past. The driver caught a glimpse of him and looked away.


  Halfway up, they sat in the grass.


  “I know I’m full of dumb questions, but how long does this usually take?”


  “They are perfectly reasonable questions, Leroy. There are enough people in this world who will try to tear you down. Do not do it to yourself.”


  Leroy rolled his eyes. “If it’s a reasonable question, answer it.”


  “It is a difficult question to answer because there are so many factors. Afternoon is not the best time to hitch, as people tend to drive longer distances in the morning and evening. Also, there are fewer drivers between lunch and rush hour. And,” he went on, “in heat like this, people often opt to stay inside. All of which would explain the low traffic volume.”


  A weak horn behind them beeped, then again as if to compensate for the hoarseness of the first. A camper van had pulled off the road and parked. As the passenger window lowered, a scruffy young man, shirtless and smooth with a trucker hat and sunglasses, smiled at them.


  “Hop in, guys! Plenty of room!” he called out.


  Leroy looked to Ant for guidance.


  “For the record, that is not the average wait time for a ride.”


  Ant helped Leroy to his feet and hurried him into the back of the van. Tie-dye sheets over the windows gave a colorful liveliness to the greyscale interior, which was much larger than Leroy had imagined. There was a sofa on one side and a table with chairs on the other, with a small bathroom and kitchen in the back. In a cubby above that, a bed was mostly hidden behind a curtain.


  “Welcome, brothers, welcome. I’m Jordan, and this is Sheila,” he said as he patted the stout head of the golden retriever on the passenger seat.


  Noticing the dog, Ant flinched a little bit.


  “Is… Sheila friendly?”


  “Oh don’t worry, man, we’re both pacifists.”


  Ant smiled disingenuously and sat on the couch behind the passenger seat, out of view of Sheila. Leroy sat at the table.


  Jordan spoke, glancing at them in the rear-view mirror.


  “So where are you guys from? What’s your story?”


  Leroy’s mouth hung open, at a loss for what he should or shouldn’t say, but Ant started before he had to figure it out.


  “I am Antoine Bevilacqua, a misplaced soul careening through a capricious life, wherever it leads me.”


  “A kindred spirit,” Jordan laughed.


  “And this is Leroy. He is going to Folsom to speak to his father in prison.”


  Leroy shot Ant a hard glance, which Ant returned.


  “Harsh, man. But I’m happy to lighten your load, help you get there.”


  Leroy peered around the seat at Jordan. “Thanks. Can I pet your dog?”


  “She’d love you for it.”


  As he rubbed the dog’s head, she closed her eyes, licked her lips, and stretched her legs. Leroy had always wanted a pet, but even if his mother had allowed him one, he knew deep down the animal would be just as unhappy as he was.


  Scratching behind Sheila’s ears, though, he began to think that maybe it might’ve been a worthwhile investment.


  “How ‘bout you? What’s your story?” Leroy asked Jordan.


  “Ah, you know, man, the usual. The woman left me for another guy, and I’ve been drifting ever since.”


  Leroy hoped that wasn’t actually the usual. Across from him, Ant clasped his hands under his nose again, looking down.


  “Hey Antoine, man, can I ask you a favor?”


  He perked up. “Certainly.”


  “I’ve been awake and driving for like three days now, so if I pull over—”


  “I will drive, yes, that sounds like the safest option.”


  “Thanks. I wanna squeeze in a power nap.”


  Jordan steered the van to the shoulder, flicked on the emergency flashers, and parked, then jumped up from the driver’s seat and squeezed past Ant.


  “You realize that Folsom is only a half hour away?” Ant asked.


  “Perfect! Just enough time.”


  “Okay, then. May I ask just one favor?”


  “Totally, go ahead.”


  He glanced at Leroy from the corner of his eye before speaking. “Could you take Sheila back with you?”


  “Uh, sure, yeah, man,” Jordan replied, retracing his steps. “Here, girl.”


  Sheila forced her head off the chair and looked up at Jordan, a slight wag swishing her tail back and forth.


  Jordan clapped twice. “Here, girl! Let’s go.”


  Sheila’s old legs strained as she stood, then she tenderly slid off the seat. Rubbing up against Jordan, she followed him to the rear of the cabin. He slid his arms under her and lifted her onto the bed. She circled and sat at the far end. Jordan curled up with her on his side, then closed the curtain.


  “Wake me up in Folsom!”


  In the driver’s seat, Ant turned on the radio and static floated out of the speakers. Leroy moved up front, too.


  “I have not driven in years, but I believe I am still better equipped to do so than Jordan is currently,” Ant said as he scanned the stations and settled on mellow classic rock. He increased the volume just loud enough to drown out their voices, but not too loud to keep Jordan awake.


  “Why’d you make that poor dog move?”


  “I am a cat person,” Ant replied flatly, looking out the window for a gap in traffic. “Now you get to be a big boy and sit in the front seat. Besides, there is something I must speak to you about.”


  “You keep saying that. Just spill it all, get it over with.”


  “You cannot visit your father in prison.”


  Leroy was taken aback. “You gonna stop me?”


  “I do not have to. The law will.”


  Ant pulled into traffic and accelerated hard.


  “What d’you mean?”


  “You are a minor, and need adult accompaniment to visit an inmate.”


  Uncertainty rocked him, steadily giving way to the realization that Ant was right. Minors couldn’t do anything alone. How could he have been so stupid?


  “Wait, you could come with me. Couldn’t you?”


  Ant stared off. “Yes, but you run the risk of being caught regardless.”


  “No, I told you I didn’t run—”


  “I assume Ms. Stacey is a state-appointed caretaker of some sort?”


  “Yeah. Foster care.”


  Ant winced. “You know she is required to report you, right?”


  “She won’t know yet. I got till friday!”


  Ant motioned for Leroy to keep it down. “I would be willing to bet that you are already in the system as a runaway.”


  Dammit. Why did this have to be so difficult? It seemed like every time he made progress, some tiny detail came along and halted it.


  “I have decided to speak to him for you,” Ant noted.


  And there it was. Leroy’s way out. All he needed was a name. It didn’t matter who went in to get it. “All I need is her name.”


  “And I will get it for you,” Ant assured him, weaving the huge camper between cars and lanes like it was a Ferrari.


  


  Chapter 4


  


  Folsom, CA


  Jordan held the steering wheel with one hand, using the other to rub his bleary, bloodshot eyes as he watched Ant and Leroy exit the van.


  “I hope the radio did not keep you awake,” Ant said.


  “You kidding?” he chuckled. “I had the sultry sounds of the Steve Miller Band to lull me to sleep. Sheila isn’t their biggest fan, though.”


  Ant smiled and looked down. “Give Sheila my sincerest apologies.”


  Through the open passenger window, Leroy scratched Sheila right in front of the tail. She pointed her nose in the air and kicked her legs out. He’d known her less than an hour, but Leroy already knew he’d miss her.


  “Where’re you headed next?” Leroy inquired.


  “Dunno. That’s what makes it exciting,” Jordan said, fluttering his eyebrows.


  There was a contentedness in Jordan’s face, his eyes, that sent jealousy through Leroy. Here was true freedom. Just a man and his dog, doing what they wanted, when they wanted. One way or another, Leroy decided, he was going to find his own true freedom. But there were more pressing matters at hand.


  “Thanks again for the lift. Make sure to stop and get a good night of sleep at some point,” Ant said. “If only to reassure Leroy and I.”


  Nodding, Jordan put the blocky camper into gear.


  Leroy begrudgingly pulled his hand away from Sheila. “Bye girl.”


  “Be safe!” Ant called out as the van pulled away, leaving them with nothing more than two honks of a dying horn.


  Ant shook his head with pity as the van faded from sight. “Such self-destructive tendencies. That man is heavily depressed.”


  Leroy furrowed his brow. He had Jordan pegged for just about the happiest man on earth. The guy had everything. “How do you mean?”


  “He had not slept in three days, yet has kept himself occupied by driving non-stop. He is practically begging for a car accident.”


  “I think he was just tired. Probably had too much fun.”


  “Well yes, he was tired, but it is more than that. He is weary.”


  Leroy considered this for a moment, but as soon as he turned around and saw the guard tower in the distance—tall, green, pointed, like a witch’s hat—all thoughts of Jordan and Sheila melted away.


  Ant had insisted Jordan drop them off far outside the prison. They stood in the Folsom City Zoo parking lot, a giant elephant sign with googly eyes beckoning them inside. Leroy wished he could oblige.


  Ant scanned the surroundings, walking like Sherlock Holmes in the old black-and-white TV series, leaning forward with his hands together behind his back. All he needed was the Deerstalker hat and Calabash pipe. Leroy let out a stale laugh.


  Once they had circled the perimeter of the zoo, Ant scowled, then continued down the road. Leroy wanted to ask him what he was looking for, but with each step he took, he felt more sheepish, a turtle without a shell in which to hide. Speaking seemed like a monumental task at the moment.


  They strolled around the public library and Folsom community center to the same result. Continuing down the road, Ant glanced at the local police station and said “No need to go near that.” Leroy agreed.


  A hospital emerged ahead of them, its white walls bright in the unrelenting sunlight. As Ant noticed it, he clapped his hands together and sped up. “Bound to be one there.” Leroy had to jog to keep up with his long stride.


  By the time they reached the grounds of the Kindred Sacramento Hospital, Leroy was out of breath. Ant wasn’t, and began a sweep of the facility like a hound sniffing out its target. He rounded the front of the hospital, consternation on his face, then moved out toward the parking lot until at last he seemed to have found what he was looking for.


  “Ah-hah!” he said, pointing to a pay phone. He hurried over and set his bag down, then rummaged through it haphazardly, occasionally tossing out an old food wrapper or a particularly worn out sock. Finally he let out a sigh, closed the bag, gathered up the discarded materials, and pocketed them.


  “What’re you looking for?”


  “Something to write with and on. A napkin and a crayon, for all I care.”


  “I got that.”


  “Crayons?”


  “Will a pen work?”


  Ant pretended to pout. “I suppose.”


  Leroy fished the materials out of his bag.


  “Thank you,” Ant replied, and held the paper against the broad side of the pay phone as he scribbled down a phone number. “My memory is not what it was, and I dare not leave this to chance. And what is your father’s name?”


  “Roy. Smiley.”


  “I think I can remember that,” Ant said, pocketing the paper.


  “Can we get going now?” Leroy asked, afraid again that desperation was creeping into his voice. The situation was an emotional ball and chain, and as soon as it passed, the real journey could begin, however distant the destination.


  “I will go. You will wait here.”


  “Why? Isn’t there a waiting room or something?”


  “Perhaps. Even if there is, it is likely after the check-in point, which, if you recall, would defeat the purpose of you not coming.”


  “So, what, I just wait here?”


  “Please.”


  “Fine. They probably got a TV in there, anyway.”


  “No, no. You must wait here. In this spot, by the phone.”


  “What? Why?”


  “I will tell you when I call.”


  “But it’s hot as hell out here!”


  “Trust me.”


  “I don’t know if I do!”


  “Calm down. If you want the information you seek, you must allow me to get it the only way I know how. And that entails you awaiting my call.”


  Leroy crossed his arms, scowling.


  “I know it seems unorthodox, but believe me. I will explain later.”


  Leroy glanced around. “Fine. I’m sitting over there, though.” He pointed to a bench in the shade beneath the hospital’s awning.


  Ant rubbed his stubbly chin a moment, then relented. “That is acceptable.”


  Leroy headed to the bench, muttering under his breath. “Better be.”


  “Leroy!” Ant yelled out from behind him.


  He turned to see Ant striding toward him.


  “Promise me one thing.”


  “Look I told you, I’m not waiting out here if I can’t sit on the bench.”


  “Promise me you will always choose option B. Choose freedom.”


  Looking at him askance, Leroy said “Yeah. Okay. Whatever.”


  “It is all that matters,” Ant pleaded.


  “Do me a favor. Ask him why he didn’t come. To the funeral.”


  Ant nodded, handing Leroy his bag.


  “See ya,” Leroy said, and continued to the bench without turning back.


  * * *


  See ya. Leroy’s two final words played over and over in Ant’s mind. The same two words the boy had probably spoken to friends upon departing their company, perhaps leaving school. He wondered if Leroy thought of him as a friend. It didn’t matter now.


  He watched the boy plod away under the weight of their two bags and lay on the bench, hugging his backpack, knees in the air, eyes closed. It dawned on Ant that it might be quite a while before he could truly relax in such a manner again. Ant headed toward the prison.


  He wanted to question his decision, to take back what he’d said about visiting Roy in prison. Hell, he could just run to the highway and hitch a ride back to Sacramento, then catch out from there.


  But Ant didn’t have it in him to do that. If life had taught him anything thus far, it was that he was an option B kind of guy. Like Leroy. Ant doubted the boy really meant it when he said it, not deep down. He couldn’t know for sure at such a young age. Ant, however, saw it clear as day. Leroy was a wanderer. It was in their blood, and impossible to escape. He’d find out soon enough.


  Back on the main road, he peered at the prison through the distant trees. The rattle of a diesel engine hummed behind him, and he turned to see a white bus, bars over the windows, pass by. In big red letters on the side, it said ‘Folsom City Prison—One way, no return.’


  Ant almost wished he could just hop on and get it over with. He stepped off the blacktop onto the grass beside the road, a pleasant cushiness softening his step. Might as well take in nature while he could. He curved away from the road and headed toward the tree line. It was a more direct route, anyway.


  Hadn’t he always said that life is about experiences? If nothing else, it was a digression from the life he’d been living for the past decade. At least it would be fresh. At least it would be new.


  Strangely enough, as the prison loomed larger in the distance, a sense of serenity overcame Ant, bolstered by the beauty of the foliage around him. He was doing the right thing. Antoine Bevilacqua was the past, and he knew it. Leroy Smiley was the future. Ant missed desperately helping to shape the minds of the future. By doing this he could get some of that back, if indirectly.


  The juxtaposition of the forest and the prison amused Ant. They were exact opposites; one was natural, unrestricted, owing its existence entirely to the freedom to grow at will, while the other was man-made, enclosed, and upheld the tightest of regulations.


  They had one thing in common, Ant mused. They were both born of chaos.


  Maybe he’d write a book. Plenty of lesser people had done it. Skinheads, murderers, Voltaire… If Hitler could write a book, why couldn’t he?


  Hitler had the advantage of a pure, burning hatred to fuel him, though. Ant had purged himself of those feelings long ago.In the trees, birds sang of freedom, or at least that’s what Ant imagined they were singing about. Nature was really trying to drive the point home.


  The hospital, and Leroy, were long out of sight as he glanced back. Ahead, trees blocked out the prison, and for a minute Ant pretended he was taking a leisurely stroll. Then, as he emerged from the forest, it came back into view, a fence of stone topped with concertina wire towering before him.


  Ant stopped and took a moment, sighing, before dragging himself over to the main building. Without thinking twice, he stepped inside.


  For a prison, the place was rather inviting. A blue and white berber carpet lined the floor, with wooden furniture in light hues and informational posters plastered onto the walls. A plump woman with brown hair growing in gray at the roots and an abundance of blush typed busily at the front desk.


  “Good morning. Visitor’s center, please,” Ant said.


  Eyes still on the computer monitor, she pointed to a sign on the wall, typing with one hand in the absence of the other. “Follow the arrows.”


  Ant obliged.


  * * *


  Leroy didn’t know how long he’d been laying on the bench, as he’d been drifting in and out of a light sleep, but if the amount of sweat dripping off him was any indication, it must’ve been a while.


  He’d been tired a lot more than usual recently, he noticed, but he chalked it up to mental, not to mention physical, exhaustion. The upheaval of his old life was bound to take a toll, and if all it cost him was a nap now and then, well, that would be just about best-case-scenario.


  Sleeping while he waited for a phone call wasn’t the smartest idea, but whatever; he didn’t understand why Ant had to call him, anyway. If he missed the call, he’d just get the information when Ant got back, which for his hydration’s sake, he hoped would be soon. How long could it take to drag a name and maybe an address out of the man? Even if that man was Roy Smiley.


  Occasionally Leroy had glanced around in a half-asleep stupor and caught the receptionist glaring at him through the glass doors of the hospital, which ordinarily would’ve caused him to leave for fear of getting yelled at, but at the moment it didn’t bother him. He was still blissfully consumed by the fact that he didn’t have to see his father. It was the one aspect of the trip that had troubled him above all others, and as if by magic it was wiped off his to-do list. He could hardly believe it still. Should be smooth sailing from here, he thought.


  He felt so empowered, in fact, that he decided he was going to go right inside and ask if they had a water cooler. Hospitals had those, right? Sick people would certainly appreciate a cool glass of water, he figured.


  Leroy slung the bag over his shoulder and made for the door.


  * * *


  “Photo identification, please.”


  The security guard at the visitor’s center, another full-figured woman nearly as tall as he was, which oddly enough, Ant found attractive, held her hand out to him. He examined it, lost in the paper-thin grooves of her palm and the slender curves of her fingers, then snapped out of it and forked over his ID. Not the best time for his weakness for women to rear its head.


  She glanced alternately at Ant and his driver’s license, typed his name into the system, then handed the card back to him. “And Social Security.”


  Ant recited the numbers with which he’d been born, as the woman’s blue and white swirled fingernails, perhaps to match the office decor, clacked on the keyboard. He shifted his weight, standing before his very own Saint Peter. Unlike heaven, entering wasn’t the hard part—the problem was leaving.


  The guard scanned the screen as Ant awaited for the inevitable response of hostility that would begin the long process of his incarceration. Thus, he wasn’t at all surprised when she lifted her gaze from the screen and planted it firmly on his face, giving him a full-on stink-eye. Better get used to it, he thought. It would likely prove to be the kindest look anyone would give him for years.


  His serene calm had dissipated into numb anticipation. He had to admit, though, that he was looking forward to meeting his cellmate. He wasn’t sure if prisoners got cellmates at Folsom, but he hoped so. Even a hulking murderer who liked to cuddle forcibly would be better than solitude.


  “And who are you here to see, Mr. Bevilacqua?”


  He wanted to tell her not to call him mister, that he didn’t deserve the title, that no one really deserved that title, but decided to forego it. He’d learned to choose his battles, and though he wished to engage her in conversation regardless of the subject, he knew being a smart ass wouldn’t get him anywhere. Perhaps he could do a little sweet talking if they ever crossed paths, maybe during his brief daily allotment of free time.


  “Roy Smiley,” Ant replied, feeling old.


  “That son of a bitch?” The guard snorted. “Good luck.”


  He’d been so focused on his own impending lockup that he’d practically forgotten why he was there. He was going to meet Leroy’s father. He looked forward to seeing where the boy came from, even if he was a son of a bitch. The notion brought a bit of feeling back to him.


  A loud buzz shot through the hallway, and the door opened. Ant stepped through, and another guard wrapped a paper bracelet around his right wrist.


  “Does this indicate that I am old enough to buy alcohol?”


  The guard didn’t find Ant’s joke amusing. Taking care to stay in front, the man silently led him down the hall. On the walls were pictures of wardens and other executives of the prison dating back nearly a century. The vast majority of them were old and white and male, Ant noticed as he passed. How perfectly fitting. He stared hard at the image of Rick Hill, the current warden, a clean cut man years younger than him. Better get used to that face.


  * * *


  Leroy shivered as a gulp of water cold enough to make his teeth ache splashed down his throat. It felt like it’d been forever since he had a drink that wasn’t warmer than room temperature.


  In the corner of the empty waiting room, he shivered for another reason: his sweat-soaked shirt clung like a wetsuit, chilling him in the wintry hospital.


  Across the room, the receptionist peeked at him before twitching away and returning to her phone conversation. What did she think was going to happen? Did she expect him to steal the cooler, or a chair?


  As he sipped from the conical paper cup, he saw a man in scrubs with a hair net and clipboard engage the receptionist. She put the call on hold and turned to him, away from Leroy. This was his opportunity. He didn’t know what for, since as far as he knew there was no rule prohibiting him from being there, but he snuck into the hallway regardless.


  On the walls were pictures of chiefs of staff and other high-ranking employees. Leroy noted that each of them up until the late eighties was an old white male, and even then the females were white. Figured.


  He entered the bathroom and was hit by a thick floral scent, not unpleasant but a bit overwhelming. He gawked at the paint on the walls, a lighter shade of cream dappled with a darker mocha brown by what must’ve been a sponge. It was a simple technique, but it produced such a fascinating effect. That same sense of creativity, a desperate impulse to compose, burbled up in him like acid reflux.


  And yet it saddened Leroy. This was probably the finest room he’d ever been in, and it was a public bathroom. The bathroom he’d shared with only his mother had never been near this clean, and this one probably saw dozens of people a day. He grew ashamed of himself, of how he’d allowed himself to live.


  Crowded bouquets of flowers framed the spotless mirror on each side. He rubbed one of the petals between his fingers. They were real. This place had fresh flowers daily, and he couldn’t even bother to clean off the toilet seat. Sure, there were employees paid to take care of these things for the hospital, but it didn’t change the fact that Leroy had found it difficult to accomplish a simple menial task.


  Leroy left the bathroom feeling no more cheerful, but a little lighter. He’d been in the hospital for a good ten minutes. Better get back outside.


  Ambling through the hall, he cast an offhand glance into an occupied room, and stopped in his tracks. He knew it was impossible, but he could swear the man curled up on the hospital bed was Ant. Leroy stepped into the room.


  He lay on his side, facing away from Leroy. Darkened from exposure to the sun, the man’s olive skin contrasted with the white gown he was shrouded in. His hair, salt and pepper and only stubble, matched Ant’s exactly. Even the shape of his head was similar.


  He knew there was no way it was Ant on the bed, but he was compelled to make sure. Stepping around the bedside, he glimpsed the man’s face.


  In an instant, the knot in Leroy’s gut unraveled. Of course it wasn’t Ant; the man’s nose was too small, his lips too big, and his eyes set too close together. Leroy breathed deeply as a figure moved into the doorway.


  “Who are you?” the nurse said, glancing at her clipboard. “There’s no family listed here. If you aren’t family, you gotta go.”


  “I’m sorry. Thought I recognized him, is all. I’ll go.”


  Leroy squeezed around the nurse, who refused to move from the doorway for a moment, even to let him out, despite her request. On his way through the waiting room, he filled another cup with ice cold water and carried it through the front door, the receptionist glaring at him the entire time. He hated to leave the cool lobby, but he had to.


  Outside, it took a moment for the ringing to register with him, but when he realized it was the pay phone he dashed off, spilling his water on the concrete. It was only a dozen yards away. He didn’t know how long it had been ringing, but he felt he could make it if he just ran fast enough.


  By the time he picked up, though, he knew it was too late. As he put the receiver to his ear, an infuriating dial tone confirmed it. Why couldn’t Ant have waited just a little longer, just another damn ring or two? He slammed the phone down on the hook. He could blame Ant all he wanted, but deep down Leroy knew the only one to blame was himself.


  * * *


  Ant clasped his hands under his chin at the first in the row of phone booths, unintentionally eavesdropping on the only other visitor in the room. He’d waited fifteen minutes already. How could it take so long to get a prisoner to the visitor’s center? Roy was not exactly indisposed.


  At the other end of the row, a woman stared longingly at a bald, tattooed man through the glass as she recounted a child’s birthday. How could this guy, locked up in this hell hole, not be satisfied with somebody—anybody—who cared about him? For a moment Ant wished he could trade places with the man and have a woman long for him like that, instead of dealing with a son of a bitch who was likely as disinterested in conversation as the bald man seemed.


  This, however, was about Leroy, not him. Ant couldn’t go back and change the way he’d lived, but he could better the way Leroy lived. He would.


  Then, on the other side of the glass, a guard opened the door. In stepped an inmate, portly over what must’ve once been an impressive physique, and lighter skinned than Leroy, that Ant could only assume was Roy. Even after seemingly letting himself go, he was intimidating. He sauntered into the room without looking at Ant, throwing a suspicious glance at the bald man on the phone, who did the same. As he sat, he seemed to look everywhere and nowhere at once.


  Roy gripped the phone and put it to his ear, lazily licking his teeth under his lips, as he finally glanced at Ant, who grabbed the other phone. Some time passed before he realized Roy wasn’t going to speak. Unsure of where to start, he said “Do you not wonder why an ostensibly random man has come to visit you out of the blue?”


  “Don’t much care,” Roy replied in a deep, gruff voice.


  “My name is Antoine Bevilacqua. I have a few questions for you.”


  “Told y’all before, ain’t doin’ no interview.”


  “Although I have the utmost respect for journalists, I am not one.”


  “Oh yeah, great people.” Roy sucked his teeth and looked off.


  “Well, real journalists.”


  Roy grunted.


  “What are you in here for, Mr. Smiley?”


  “You the one visited me. You don’t know?”


  Ant shook his head.


  “Just pick a random inmate, or what?” Roy said.


  Ant looked back at him silently.


  Drawing each word out, Roy said “I killed my boy.”


  He looked at Roy cock-eyed. “I was just with Leroy.”


  “Not him, fool. My first-born. Baron.” Roy looked away.


  The response rocked Ant. His thoughts clouded over. Tinnitus grew louder inside his head, forcing everything else out. Poor Leroy. Ant couldn’t imagine the psychological effects of a lie of that caliber. A wave of profound sadness for the boy pulled him under.


  A smirk tilted Roy’s lips.


  “Are you aware that Leroy is under the impression Baron was an imaginary friend?” Ant asked, a faint ringing left in his ears.


  “Do it look like I have much say in the boy’s life?”


  Ant rubbed his closed eyes, still in disbelief.


  “Wouldn’t put it past that mother of his, though.”


  Ant looked up. “You do realize that she passed recently, right?”


  That tilted smirk came back. “I heard.”


  “Did the prison prohibit you from attending the funeral?”


  “Nah, they asked me if I wanted to go. Told ‘em fuck no I didn’t. ‘Less she got mauled by a bear and it was open casket or somethin’,” he chuckled. “Bitch killed herself. Like she had it so bad. Look at me.”


  The man’s insensitivity astounded Ant. “And what about Leroy?”


  Roy grunted. “What about him?”


  “It seemed as though your absence upset him.”


  “Boy ain’t visited me once the ten years I been here. Don’t owe him shit.”


  “Right,” Ant snapped. “You only created him, murdered his brother, then abandoned him at a young age. What could you possibly owe him?”


  “Talkin’ like you know me,” Roy sneered. “I don’t even know if he’s mine. The men Adalynne was with ‘sides me, I can’t count ‘em on two hands.”


  Ant did not doubt that. He wasn’t sure whether or not it would be good for Leroy to know this. If Roy was his father, his father was a murderer. But if Roy wasn’t his father, things could get complicated quickly for Leroy. He didn’t want to shake the boy’s foundation, even if it was an unhealthy one. The revelation about his brother was enough to deal with. “Regardless of his parentage, you should feel lucky to have a child like him.”


  “Funny. Always seemed a bit soft to me.”


  “Well if I recall correctly, the last time you saw him he was about five years old. Which is perhaps not the best representation of the man he will, and has, become.” Ant said, feeling flustered. “Leroy is a fine boy.”


  “See, that gets me wonderin’ what you doin’ with a young boy anyway.”


  “Nothing like what you are implying, I assure you. Leroy ran away from foster care. I am simply helping him get where he is going.”


  “Then remind me why we chattin’, again.”


  “There is a woman in your past.”


  “They’s a bunch’a women in my past.”


  Ant shut his eyes. “She is not one of them. I hope.”


  “Who, then? Quit dancin’ ‘round it.”


  “That is what I came to find out.”


  “You ‘bout to lose your chance, you don’t get down to it.”


  “Right. I am sure you have better things to do.”


  “Hey, just keep pushin’ it.” Roy dangled the phone beside him.


  But Ant didn’t believe Roy had any intention of abandoning the conversation. His body language certainly didn’t show it. He leaned forward, his gaze now fixed intensely on Ant. For all his bravado and threats to leave, he seemed almost happy to have a visitor.


  Ant gave Roy a stern look, and he put the phone back to his ear.


  “You do not get many visitors, do you, Roy?”


  “I get more’n enough. They all fake, but I get ‘em.”


  “‘Fake’ people?”


  “Reporters, cops, crazies. Nobody real. One white boy came in here askin’ should he kill his brat like I did mine. What’s the best way, and all.”


  “That is reprehensible. What did you say?”


  “Told him to get outta my face ‘fore I bust the glass to get to his.”


  “So, who do you want to see?”


  Roy motioned to the woman in the room. “Someone like her.”


  “You and me both.” The two men, dissimilar as could be, sat there a moment in agreement. “The woman Leroy is interested in apparently used to babysit him. He claims she was a friend of the family.”


  “Ah. Yeah, they was always close, those two.”


  Ant’s face lit up. “So you remember her?”


  “Course. She and Ada was always together. Night and day, them two.”


  “Was she as lovely as Leroy made her sound?” The question escaped Ant’s lips before thought about it. How embarrassing. He could have asked her name, but his first question was for a confirmation of her loveliness—a loveliness his own mind had manufactured. Leroy had never called her that.


  “She was a sweet young thing. Never did like me much.”


  “I have a hard time believing that,” Ant sassed.


  “Rehema.”


  “Pardon?” Ant asked, wondering if he had just been insulted.


  “Rehema Shepherd,” Roy replied, his arms crossed and his eyes facing upward, as if he’d had to dig for the name. “Don’t ask me to spell it. Can’t.”


  “Do you know where she went? Leroy said she moved.”


  “Ain’t really in the loop, now, am I?”


  “I have to say, this has gone much better than I had imagined. I figured you would have no interest in helping. All I must do now is remember that name. Rehema Shepherd, Rehema Shepherd,” Ant repeated.


  “Got no reason not to help. I ain’t a bad guy, Antoine,” Roy said, throwing his hands up as if caught by the police. “Just got a hell of a temper.”


  Ant smiled. “I believe it.” And he did. He considered himself a decent judge of character, and there were no red flags going off, besides that he had murdered his other son. An uncomfortable feeling resonated through him at the thought of explaining that to Leroy. All things considered, though, Roy seemed a victim of his own flaws more than anything. Ant knew what that was like.


  “Roy, is there anything else you would like to talk about before I go?”


  “Nah, I’m talked out. Don’t even talk to my cell mate this much.”


  So they did have cell mates. Ant smiled.


  * * *


  Leroy’s knee bounced vigorously as he grasped the bench, leaning forward. Why hadn’t Ant called back yet? Isn’t that what most people did when nobody answered the first time? If he could make the call at all, he could call again. But he hadn’t, which made Leroy anxious.


  The whole situation felt sketchy, the more he thought about it. If Ant was coming back, there would be no reason for him to call Leroy on a pay phone to explain what he’d learned from Roy. He could just do it when he got back. And what was with that promise Ant had asked of him before leaving? That didn’t strike him as something a person would normally do if there wasn’t a crucial reason. He should’ve pressed Ant harder when he had the chance.


  Wasn’t there a number he could dial to call back the last caller, sort of a reverse redial? His mom had used it when that creepy guy started calling her in the middle of the night. She’d woken the neighbors up when she finally got a hold of that man. He’d never even heard half of the words she used that night. It was one of the few times he could remember being proud of her.


  What if Ant didn’t come back? He hadn’t considered it until then, and the prospect of making the rest of the journey alone dismayed him.


  No. He had to stop thinking like that if he was going to make it to her, and come what may, he would. With or without Ant. He could do this.


  Leroy shot to his feet. He couldn’t sit down, sit still anymore. Pacing back and forth under the awning, he glanced at the receptionist inside, who had her sights firmly locked on him. It was just a matter of time before they asked him to leave, or worse, called the cops, he convinced himself. They wouldn’t even have to drive far with the prison right there. It’d be at most ten minutes, roundtrip.


  Still, he couldn’t risk leaving in case Ant called back. He’d left the first time, and look what happened. Leroy could do this without him, but for the moment, Ant was his way forward. Without the name from his father, Leroy was stymied.


  So either Ant came back and they went on their way, or Leroy had some serious planning to do. Either situation required waiting, so he supposed he could kill two birds with one stone and do both. That’s the adult way to handle it, Leroy thought, proud of himself.


  He sat back down on the bench, his knee bouncing vigorously.


  * * *


  Ant circled the waiting room, almost frantic. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing — or, what he wasn’t. There wasn’t a public phone in sight.


  He approached the woman at a desk in the corner. She had a phone. It wouldn’t provide much privacy, but it was better than nothing.


  “Hello. Is there any chance I may use your telephone?”


  She gave him a sympathetic look and said “I do apologize, sir, but this phone is for administrative personnel only.”


  “I have a call that I must make,” Ant insisted.


  “That’s just fine, sir. We have public phones available in the main building. After you check out, go down the hall, and it’ll be your second left.”


  “That is precisely the problem. I can not check out until I make the call.”


  “Oh sure you can,” she replied with a friendly wave of her hand.


  “You do not understand, when I check out I will be—”


  “It’s a quick process, takes but a minute,” she said cheerfully.


  “Of course.” Ant forced a smile. “Thank you for your assistance.”


  “My pleasure!”


  He took a seat in an uncomfortable chair and rubbed his eyes. So much for helping Leroy. He’d probably never see the boy again after he got hauled off to his cell. Then he’d have to deal with a lawyer, a judge, all that good stuff. He was thinking he’d waive his right to a lawyer and just plead guilty. No need to bother with the formalities.


  Then Ant realized something, his hands falling from his face. Every inmate gets one phone call. He could use his to inform Leroy about Rehema.


  It was time to check out.


  Ant headed over to the door and stepped into the long hallway of old white men. The same humorless guard that had escorted him across earlier followed him silently to the door. Through it, the tall woman who had checked him in welcomed him back.


  “How was your visit? Did he give you hell?”


  “I think you exaggerate the extent to which he is a son of a bitch.”


  The woman smiled at Ant, and that was all it took to buoy him momentarily above the surface of the negativity he’d been trapped beneath.


  “I doubt it, honey. But when you got a body like this,” she struck a pose in her baggy outfit, “everybody’s a son of a bitch.”


  “Well, can you blame them?” Ant grinned as he said it, hoping to soften the blow. He could not be a smart ass, or not succumb to his weakness for women, but he couldn’t not do both at one time. That was simply too much to ask.


  The look she gave him was cold, but in it Ant saw a glimmer of warmth. Wishful thinking or not, it didn’t matter. For his final conversation with a woman for the foreseeable future, he supposed it was good enough.


  He inhaled, looking her in the eye. “I suppose I am ready to go, now.” He held out his wrists. This was it—the beginning of the next phase in his life.


  But it was all for the experience. That’s how he had always lived his life, and he wasn’t about to change just because it put him in a tight spot. He’d been in plenty of tight spots before. It was out of his control, and that was what bothered him most.


  The woman snipped the paper bracelet hanging from Ant’s wrist.


  “Okay. You have a nice day, Mr. Bevilacqua.”


  “Is that some sort of joke that you tell people before you arrest them?”


  “Why would we arrest you?”


  Ant’s eyes widened.


  The woman peered at the screen in front of her. “Oh right, because you burned down your ex-wife’s house.”


  “Now just a minute, that was my house! Had I not been stupid enough to forego a pre-nuptial agreement, it still would be.”


  “Whatever the case may be, Mr. Bevilacqua,” she said, looking up at him with her head tilted down, “charges were never officially filed. And the statute of limitations has passed. So don’t do it again. Arson or marriage. Now get out of here, ya criminal.” She glared at him half-heartedly.


  “I could kiss you right now!”


  She looked him up and down. “Take a shower and get back to me.”


  * * *


  Leroy was about to walk over to that damn prison himself.


  After an hour and a half, he was fed up with waiting. Ant must’ve gotten himself arrested somehow. Probably from mouthing off to a cop. That was the only way he could imagine it would take this long, unless Ant and Roy had really hit it off. The thought made him laugh. If his mother wasn’t personable, then Roy was just about anti-social.


  Every hour he spent doing nothing was an hour he could’ve been traveling, even if only on foot. But the stakes were high. Ant’s knowledge and experience were valuable assets, so he decided to give Ant until it got dark. Wasn’t more than three or four hours away, he guessed. That was more than enough time for Ant to finish up and get back, or at least for him to call again.


  The beef jerky was gone, leaving only a half box of stale granola bars, and his warm water. He could fill up his water bottles at the hospital cooler before he left, but there was nothing he could do about the granola bars.


  If Ant didn’t return, Leroy figured the only way to get that name would be to find another adult to accompany him, maybe some kind soul working at the hospital. He suspected the type of person who would work there would be predisposed to helping others. He could catch them on their way out.


  What if Ant had ditched him? It didn’t seem so unlikely all of a sudden. He would be another in a long line of adults who had abandoned him.


  Pushing the thought out of his mind, Leroy concentrated. He could visit Ant instead of his father. But then that was assuming that Ant had visited Roy in the first place. If Ant had gotten arrested, Leroy doubted that would be the case.


  Of course, he hoped it didn’t come to that. He wished Ant could restrain himself. He wished Ant would call or come back so they could stop wasting time and start progressing. Although now that he thought about it, he wasn’t sure how to move forward once he had the woman’s name.


  But he’d figure it out when the time came. All he could do was wait. Leroy slipped a bent granola bar out of his bag and unwrapped it, grimacing.


  * * *


  As Ant exited the prison, spared of his sacrifice, he was overjoyed. He felt as if his soul would break the bounds of his body and shoot skyward.


  It wasn’t all rainbows; happiness consumed him, but it spit him back up for shame and self-pity to poke at. He hadn’t had to think about what he’d done for a long time, and the wound was raw, even after all these years.


  Ant took his forested shortcut again, the foliage taking on a new, refined beauty with his freedom returned. But even that couldn’t take his mind off his own stupidity. It wasn’t naiveté, it wasn’t curiosity, it wasn’t lust, it was stupidity, pure as the nature that surrounded him. He had been an idiot to gamble everything he had, which was a lot, on a student. Of all the millions of women in California, he had to choose one that would get him fired if it came to light. And no darkness can avoid the light forever.


  He’d had plenty of time to examine his life, how it would be different if he hadn’t lit that one match that changed everything. He’d still be divorced, of course; the woman he’d married was a cheater and a horrible person. But his life would’ve been stable. He could’ve found another job, even if it was just at a community college. He could’ve made it work, he knew it.


  And yet every time he’d gone through it in his mind, he always came back to the same conclusion: one way or another, he would have finagled his way out of stability. Some people were meant to live normal lives, and others simply were not. He was in the latter camp. Until today, it had all been a wonderful adventure. He’d be lying, however, if he said that he hadn’t regretted it a little in the face of a prison sentence.


  Luck, karma, God, or the universe had favored him, though. He’d been given a second chance, and he wasn’t going to waste it by going against his nature. Ant was determined to continue living the wanderer’s life, the life he’d always been meant to live.


  He smiled as the hospital came into view.


  * * *


  Desperate for a cold drink, Leroy had gone back into the hospital to fill his water bottles. The cranky receptionist had been replaced by a younger, cheerier woman who had greeted him when he entered and when he exited.


  With a belly and two bottles full of cool water, Leroy had gone back to pacing. It was all he could do to not go crazy.


  Then, he saw Ant.


  Leroy grabbed the two bags off the bench, then sprinted toward Ant, wobbly under the weight. He was irked that Ant had made him wait so long, made him doubt Ant’s return, but also ecstatic that he was back. The two emotions battled inside him.


  As Leroy neared Ant, he said “What the hell?”


  Ant held his hands up. “I apologize for not calling you.”


  So that wasn’t Ant who had called. Leroy had been beating himself up that whole time over nothing. “What took you so damn long?”


  “Was I gone long? It seemed like the blink of an eye to me.”


  “Did you talk to my dad?”


  “I did.”


  “So did you get her name?”


  “I did.”


  Leroy couldn’t hold back a joyful laugh bubbling up from within. A few minutes ago he’d been attempting to figure out how he’d be able to wrangle someone else into accompanying him into a prison so he could speak to a man he disdained, and now none of it mattered. He had gotten what he came for.


  “Tell me,” Leroy implored.


  “She is called Rehema Shepherd,” Ant said, taking his bag.


  As if a safe had just sprung open, the words sent a whirlwind of memories through Leroy—his mother calling out to her, how he used to call her Rema, even a fuzzy recollection of Rehema teaching him to write their names.


  In that moment everything he’d felt, everything he’d done to get there, had been justified. He had accomplished these things—with a little help from Ant, of course—and he instantly knew that he had it in him to finish the journey. There was no doubt in his mind.


  Coming back down to reality, Leroy asked “You find out what he did?”


  “You know, I forgot to ask.”


  Leroy pursed his lips. How could he have forgotten to ask that? It was probably number two or three in a very short list of questions.


  “What about the funeral?”


  Ant paused. “He said the prison would not allow him to attend.”


  Leroy nodded. He’d figured that was the case. He’d hoped it was.


  “What… What was he like?”


  “Big,” Ant started. “Well-fed. A little bit scary, to be honest. Yet surprisingly peaceful. As if there was nowhere he would rather be.”


  “Sounds about right,” Leroy sighed. Unable to look, he said “I owe you.”


  “We shall establish a payment plan later. The sun is setting. We need to visit the library, then get back to the jungle. It is best not to hitch after dark.”


  “You said hitchhiking was safe.”


  “I said I have never had an issue with it, because I am smart about it. Hitching at night, while not inherently dangerous, increases the risk.”


  “Fine. Why the library?”


  “We must determine where she lives.”


  “And how do we do that?”


  “The magic of the world wide web.”


  Ant set forth.


  Leroy had no idea what that meant, but if Ant knew what to do, that was good enough for him. He hurried to keep up with Ant’s lengthy stride.


  * * *


  Leroy followed Ant over to number eight, their assigned computer, the last one unattended in the cluster. He had no idea what the other kids, mostly teenagers, were doing on the computers; never used one himself, and didn’t see the appeal. He slid the chair over next to Ant and glanced at the computer. “White pages? Like the phone book?”


  “Indeed. Except national rather than local.”


  Leroy was impressed. That was definitely more convenient than flipping through a book with seemingly thousands of pages. Let the machine do the work for you. Amazing, he thought.


  “Lucky for us, hers is not a common name.”


  Ant typed the name into the website and clicked the mouse. A minute or so later, the site returned two names on the screen.


  “Oh boy.”


  “What?”


  “There are two Rehema Shepherds. Which would not be such a problem if they lived even a little closer to each other.”


  “Where are they?” Leroy leaned in closer to the screen.


  “One is in Reno, Nevada, and the other is in Tampa, Florida.”


  Leroy pressed his face into his palm. “Oh boy,” he croaked.


  “The good news is Reno is not far from here. At least compared to Tampa.”


  “Hope that’s the right one.”


  “You know, I almost hope she lives in Tampa.”


  “You’re crazy.”


  “Come on! Where is your sense of adventure, your wanderer’s spirit? I know it is in there somewhere,” Ant said, prodding at him.


  “I don’t need adventures! I want a normal life!”


  Ant shushed him. “Leroy, this is a library. There are rules.”


  Leroy fumed silently.


  “You know, you have a bit of a temper.”


  Leroy looked off.


  “Some people are not meant to live normal lives.”


  Ant continued before Leroy could respond.


  “You should prepare yourself, mentally, I mean, for the possibility that we will literally have to cross the country to get to her.”


  “We? You saying you’ll go to Florida with me?”


  “Of course I will.”


  “Why? Why waste the time and effort?”


  “To satisfy my own wanderer’s spirit,” Ant remarked with a soft smile.


  * * *


  A kind alcoholic man on the back end of mid-life had picked up Ant and Leroy in his truck on their way to the highway. Throughout the ride, the man spoke of the differences between the west coast and his home state of Alabama. Leroy came to be glad he grew up in California.


  Leroy felt guilty because he knew if he was the one driving, he sure as hell wouldn’t be picking random people up off the side of the road. But this man had done just that and, as he knocked back can after can of warm, cheap beer, had driven them to the nearest train yard, which turned out to be only halfway back to Sacramento.


  When Ant exited the truck and folded the passenger seat forward, Leroy jumped at the chance to get out. He’d take hours in the camper with Jordan over just fifteen minutes with Dale Simmons, who had introduced himself in a slurred voice more than once. Leroy appreciated Dale’s willingness to give them a ride, but with each crumpled beer can his swerving had exacerbated.


  Ant stood beside the car, leaning in through the open passenger window. “Thank you so much, Dale. We greatly appreciate your generosity.”


  In his inebriation, Dale got choked up. “I’m sorry, I’m just sad to see ya go. I hope y’all can find that Remema woman, I really do.”


  Ant smiled. “I would like to ask you a favor.”


  Leaning toward Ant, Dale said “You go right ahead. Anything.”


  “I implore you to abstain from drinking until you get where you are going.”


  Dale turned away, an uncooperative look on his face.


  “It is highly dangerous to everyone around you. If not for yourself, do it for Leroy, for those like him. Imagine, God forbid, something did happen. You could end the life of someone before they find their Rehema. How would you feel?”


  Choking up again, Dale whimpered. “Not good.”


  “So please. Just hold off for a bit.”


  He wiped the corners of his eyes. “Suppose I could.”


  “Thank you.” Ant stuck out his hand.


  Dale grasped it firmly and held it, looking down.


  “Be safe, Dale Simmons.”


  “Y’all, too,” Dale said, begrudgingly letting go of Ant’s hand.


  Leroy waved as the pickup truck swerved back onto the road. “That man’s gonna kill someone,” he said, dropping his arm.


  “Life is tough, Leroy. We each deal with it the best we know how.”


  They ambled down the street.


  “That said,” Ant went on, “consequence is inescapable.”


  The two statements seemed at odds with each other to Leroy. The former seemed to imply an omission of responsibility, while the latter imparted the permanence of it. He pondered how both could be true at once, but decided not to press the issue. He’d heard enough of Ant’s voice for one day.


  Shortly, they came upon a small building Ant had informed him was used for crew changes. These spots, he claimed, were great for catching out as they were often unguarded, and had a jungle nearby. This spot was no different.


  Beyond the building, palmettos fanned up toward the sky. As the land stretched back, trees grew sporadically until they finally formed a solid wall of leaf and bark. The jungle, fittingly, was just inside the boundary.


  They poked around in the wilderness until stumbling across a glowering man in a pale green field jacket and vietnam boonie hat. His grizzled white hair and stubble made him seem older than he was. He leapt forward, shoving a bayonet knife in their faces.


  Leroy jumped behind Ant as he halted.


  “State your intentions,” he barked.


  Ant snickered at the man’s combat boots. “I bet your feet smell awful.”


  The man inched the knife closer to Ant. “Just gimme a reason.”


  “Look, I am new to the area. I would have called in had I known I was approaching. The boy and I simply seek a place to rest until the next eastbound train. If I recall correctly, that is the purpose of a hobo jungle, is it not?”


  He scowled at Ant in silence.


  “I also have whiskey.”


  Behind the man, a dumpy woman called out. “That’s the password! Let ‘em in, Gerald. They ain’t nothin’ to worry about.”


  After a moment of further glowering, the man stepped aside, keeping a watchful, if not downright menacing, eye on Ant.


  “Thank you,” Ant muttered to Gerald as he passed.


  Leroy sat a few feet from the fire, and Ant knelt between him and the woman. This jungle was filthy compared to the one they’d shared with Ted and Cracker John. Crinkled beer cans, broken glass, and old food wrappers littered the ground, except for one pristine rectangular area with a sleeping bag laid out in the middle, on which Gerald sat. He placed the knife in the dirt next to him, pointed directly at Ant.


  “I am Antoine Bevilacqua, and this is Leroy Smiley.”


  “Maggie.” She turned to the aloof man beside her and slapped him, jerking him out of his daze. “Introduce yourself, stupid.”


  “Eddy. Howdy.”


  The woman turned back to Ant. “And you already met Gerald.”


  “Indeed.” Ant glanced at the man staring back at him. “We are traveling.”


  “Where to?” Eddy asked.


  “Tampa, Florida.”


  “Well,” Leroy started, “we’re not really sure—”


  “That’s great, that’s great, best of luck to the both of ya,” Maggie said, jiggling her foot. “You mentioned somethin’ about whiskey…”


  “Right,” Ant said, producing the bottle. She reached for it, but Ant pulled it back. “Ah, ah, ah.” He uncapped it and swigged twice, then passed it.


  The last of the daylight was fading, the sliver of moon already visible, but partially obscured by the treetops. Leroy smacked at the swarm of mosquitoes pestering him. He had a feeling sleep would not come easily tonight.


  Maggie drank and passed the bottle to Eddy, who took one long gulp that seemed to last forever. Eddy offered the bottle to Gerald, who passed.


  “I prefer to keep a clear and sober mind,” Gerald said.


  “See, me, I’m the opposite,” Maggie asserted, scratching her arm. “Any chance you got a crystal connect?” she asked Ant. “I’m itchin’ real bad.”


  Over the sound of Gerald snorting, Ant said “I apologize, I do not.”


  Leroy wasn’t sure why Ant would apologize for that.


  “Well fuck you, then.” Maggie almost spat the words at him.


  Ant was taken aback.


  “I- I’m sorry,” she said, regret tinging her expression. “I didn’t mean nothin’ by it. I told ya, I came down with the itch.”


  “She’s usually a peach,” Eddy said.


  Softening, Ant said “I believe it.”


  Leroy didn’t know why, but Ant was serious in his response. The woman had just verbally abused him for not having drugs, and he was convinced she was a good person? It made no sense. Leroy concluded he must be lying.


  Realizing how hungry he was, Leroy glanced at the pot hanging over the fire. He was disappointed to find not food cooking, but clothes boiling.


  “Sorry, boy. Just my dirty undies. The whites,” Gerald cackled.


  “Gross,” Leroy said.


  “Perhaps, but it is quick and convenient. A separate pot is used for the food.” Ant turned to Gerald. “You did use a separate pot, correct?”


  “Son, I’ve been hoboing longer’n you’ve been alive. What do you think?”


  Gerald’s arrogance was really starting to get on Leroy’s nerves, but Ant sat there unperturbed, smiling calmly. His patience was impressive.


  Reaching into his bag, Ant pulled out two cans of chili. “My favorite.” He handed one to Leroy. “Like this.” Ant grabbed a stick and scooped some of the glowing embers from the fire into a small pile off to the side. He used the tab to open his can slightly, then set it atop the cinder. Leroy did the same.


  “Soon as you’re finished eating, it’s lights out.”


  “The sun just went down,” Leroy said more to himself than anything.


  “What was that?” Gerald asked.


  He clammed up.


  “What did you say?” Gerald demanded.


  Leroy looked to Ant, who stared back as if to say ‘Go ahead. Tell him.’


  “I said the sun just went down. I’m not tired yet.”


  “Boy, why the hell you think the sun sets at all? Hm?”


  “Watch your tone,” Ant warned him.


  “Or what?” Gerald snarled.


  “There is no alternative.”


  “I’ve been trained in hand-to-hand combat by the U.S. Military. Just try me.”


  “And I grew up in a war-torn Lebanon. I despise conflict, and do not wish to engage in it. However, my people lacked your tanks, technology, resources. You may have been taught hand-to-hand tactics, but I used them for my very survival,” Ant growled. “I assure you, there is a difference.”


  His eye twitching, Gerald seethed. “Lights out after you finish eating.”


  At that point Leroy vowed not to speak a word to the insane person, if at all. Sleeping was a good idea, now that he thought about it. He glanced around and saw Eddy and Maggie, both out cold already. It was hard imagine how anyone could sleep through Gerald’s sandpaper voice, especially when it was barely even night yet.


  Gerald noticed them sleeping, too. “See what I mean?”


  A silent minute later, their chili began to bubble out over the lid. Leroy reached out to grab it, but Ant seized his hand first.


  “Grab from the top. It is very hot.”


  He did. It was. He managed to set it down in front of him, fingertips ablaze. Beside him, Ant held out a spoon.


  “I have only one. You first.”


  “Thanks.” He took it, smiling meekly. “I’ma let it cool this time.”


  * * *


  The crinkling was driving Leroy insane.


  What seemed like hours ago, Ant had laid out a tarp for them to sleep on, but every time Leroy made the tiniest movement it was advertised for any and all to hear. Naturally, Ant had no problem falling—and staying—asleep. He seemed to approach everything with confidence and accomplish it with ease. Leroy wished he knew the secret.


  He was the only one awake. He laid on his right side, which he usually slept on, but even that didn’t feel right. Nothing felt right. Not a damn thing. He hated this jungle, hated the people in it, and couldn’t wait to leave.


  An astonishing number of mosquitos flitted around without a fire to repel them, made worse by the fact that every time he swatted at them the stupid tarp crinkled like a bag of potato chips. He bristled in the darkness.


  The sound of a train horn rang only in his ears. Forget sleeping, he wanted to catch out right then. He’d probably sleep better in a boxcar, anyway.


  Leroy imagined the sound of a train rushing down the tracks, the rhythmic clacking and thunking, the subtle jerkiness of the ride, and for the first time that night his eyelids grew heavy. His thoughts turned from sentences to words to images to feelings, until his consciousness slipped over the edge of reality and into an unthinking void.


  As he was dozing off, a rustling dragged him back to wakefulness. He felt like ripping that tarp out from underneath them and tossing it into the fire, until he realized that Gerald had put the fire out hours ago, and the tarp wasn’t the source of the rustling. He opened his eyes, but the tree canopy blocked out what little light the slim crescent moon bestowed.


  Leroy listened hard. It sounded like slow, careful footsteps. Probably somebody had to pee, he figured. Wonderful timing. He shut his eyes and tried to lose himself again in the soothing racket of a nonexistent locomotive.


  The footsteps stopped and a zipper, opened hesitantly, sounded over the din of the insects. Just as he’d suspected. He wished whoever it was would step further away, though; it sounded as if the pee-er was right next to him.


  Instead of a stream splashing the ground, though, he heard the jangly echo of keys shaking inside something metallic, maybe a can, followed by an audible scuffle. A man grunted as he was slammed to the ground, then groaned amid the sickening thud of punches being thrown.


  Leroy didn’t know what to do. He couldn’t see anything, and even if he could he didn’t want to get in the middle of a fight. Not with a crazy knife-wielding veteran hanging around. He considered calling out, but around him the others began to wake.


  The punches stopped, but the breathy groaning lingered, which turned to desperate shrieking and thrashing. It sent a chill through Leroy.


  “You’re only making it worse,” Gerald thundered in the dark.


  “Eddy!” Maggie screamed, apparently recognizing the voice of the victim.


  The tarp crinkled beside Leroy as Ant moved, and after a soft click the beam of a flashlight illuminated a patch of darkness. It located the source of the commotion and found Gerald straddling Eddy, hunched over his face with the bayonet knife pinched between two fingers, almost how Leroy held a pen.


  The light jostled wildly as Ant dropped it and dove toward Gerald, causing a chaotic blackout. Leroy scrambled for the flashlight as a third voice entered the guttural symphony. Picking it up, he frenziedly scanned the grounds for Ant, landing on a scene opposite what he’d witnessed a few seconds earlier. Ant had Gerald pinned to the ground, his own knife pressed against his neck.


  “Are you finished?” Ant roared at him.


  “Matter of fact I am.”


  The eerie calm in Gerald’s voice was terrifying to Leroy. He crept backward, away from the skirmish and the unhinged military man.


  Releasing him, Ant kept the knife and picked up Gerald’s open bag. “I will be holding on to your possessions for a while.”


  “Junkie bastard was stealing from me, just like I thought,” Gerald exclaimed as he picked himself up, breathing hard.


  Eddy moaned again, and Leroy shined the light his way as Maggie consoled him. Leroy noticed two trickles of blood trailing down Eddy’s nose, and brought the light to his face. On his forehead, Gerald had carved a crude ‘H’. Maggie screeched when she saw it. “What did you do?!”


  “Call it a favor,” Gerald said, propped up at the waist in the dirt. “Now everyone will know he’s a thieving hijacker.”


  “What did you do?!” Maggie repeated, wiping away the blood running down his face with her bare hand and inspecting the wound.


  “He did it to himself when he stole my property!” Gerald hissed.


  “What did he take?” Ant demanded.


  Leroy shined the flashlight back and forth between the two.


  “Doesn’t matter what he took, point is—”


  “Tell me now.”


  “Considering you’ve commandeered my bag, I don’t rightly know,” he admitted brusquely. “But if I had to guess, I’d say my purple heart.”


  Ant turned to Eddy. “Is this true?”


  Eddy winced as he grazed his forehead with his fingertips.


  “Of course it ain’t true,” Maggie said.


  “Eddy?” Ant said.


  “You ain’t gotta answer nothin’,” she told him.


  “Yeah, alright, I took it,” said Eddy.


  Maggie covered her face as she shook her head. “Loud-mouthed jackass.”


  “It was a bad call from the get-go, Mag. A man’s service to his country is nothing to tamper with.” He turned to the others. “Look, I messed up. But a man’s gotta provide. Don’t he? I gotta provide,” he reasoned.


  “Provide what, you junkie bastard? Smack?” Gerald chortled. “The joke’s on you, Jack. A purple heart is worth nothing more than simple sentimental value, a concept you clearly know are not familiar with.”


  “That is not how a man provides,” Ant insisted. Then he turned to Gerald. “Did it warrant scarring him for life, though? Really?”


  “He should feel lucky I let him keep his life.”


  “This is not Vietnam. There are rules.”


  “Like ‘do not steal?’”


  “And ‘do not harm others.’ You are just as guilty as he is.”


  “Long as we’ve established he’s guilty, I’m content.”


  “By responding to a petty crime with a more serious crime, you have elevated your own guilt beyond his,” Ant accused.


  Gerald glanced at Eddy. “I’ll have it back, now.”


  Eddy reached into his pocket, then hesitated. “Could you spare—”


  “Nothing for a punk like you,” Gerald sneered.


  Ant interjected. “You are both acting like children.”


  Eddy pulled the medal out of his pocket and examined it in his palm.


  “Give me my heart!”


  “No. Hand it to me,” Ant commanded.


  “Know what, I’ll let you two figure it out.” He tossed the purple heart at the ground between them. Gerald dove for it, but Ant was too quick; he flicked out his foot and bounced the medal into the air, then caught it with ease.


  Leroy put the light on his face. “Football,” Ant shrugged. He held the purple heart out to Gerald. “Allow me to put this back for you.” Ant rummaged through the bag until he found the presentation case. “Leroy, shine it this way.” As he opened the case, a folded paper tumbled out.


  “You have no right to meddle with my property! Put it back!”


  Ant held up the knife to keep Gerald at bay, unfolded the paper with the other hand. Reading from it, he said, “Lieutenant Colonel Timothy L. Donovan. Republic of Korea, nineteen fifty-two.” Ant looked up at Gerald. “Funny, you look a little young to have served in Korea.” He placed the contents back in the case and zipped the bag shut.


  “He was—”


  “It does not matter who he was. Not to me, at least. Now, you are going to sit right there,” Ant pointed, “until daybreak, at which time I will return your possessions and you will depart this jungle.”


  “Phony old asshole,” Maggie squawked.


  “The same goes for you two. When the sun rises, you are gone,” Ant said.


  “Like hell we are,” Eddy said.


  “Must I remind you that you initiated this conflict? Now sleep. Or go. I do not care which. But nary an impolite word shall be spoken before morning.”


  Ant grabbed Gerald’s bag and set it behind him, then pulled a lighter out of his own and stuck it into the pit. The leftover kindling smoldered until the larger pieces of wood finally caught, the flames gradually enabling sight.


  “You’re just inviting unwanted attention,” Gerald snapped.


  “Good. Perhaps they will apprehend you for assault.” A few feet further out from the group Ant sat against a tree, each leg covering a bag.


  Overwhelmed by the situation, Leroy laid back down on the tarp. The violence seemed to shut part of him down, just like when Woods had threatened him with the gun. He couldn’t think, couldn’t speak, he could hardly react. All he wanted was to curl up and sleep.


  “Perhaps you would like to utilize Gerald’s sleeping bag, Leroy, as you do not seem fond of the tarp. I doubt he would mind, right Gerald?”


  “Be my guest,” Gerald answered with salt in his voice.


  Leroy felt awkward slipping into the sleeping bag, but if he wanted to get any sleep, he knew it was his best chance. He twisted onto his right side, rested his head on his hands, and shut down.


  Sitting where Ant had pointed earlier, Gerald glowered.


  Ant smiled at him. “Pleasant dreams.”


  * * *


  Leroy was surprised when he awakened. Not because he awoke to Ant’s eyes boring into him, or because he and Ant were the only two left in the jungle, but because it meant he had slept. He sure didn’t feel like he had. His head throbbed, and there was a strange pain in his spine.


  In the same spot he’d assumed last night, Ant looked worse than Leroy.


  “You get any sleep?”


  “That would defeat the purpose of supervising.”


  “How’d you get them to leave?”


  Ant shouldered his bag. “We need to leave, too.”


  As always, Ant led, and Leroy followed.


  “How long ago did everyone leave?”


  “Approximately two hours.”


  “You could’a slept that whole time.”


  “It would not have been safe,” Ant admonished. “We do not know what Gerald is capable of, even relieved of his knife.”


  “Wait, you kept his knife?” Leroy was again astounded by Ant’s boldness, which he lamented his lack of. “How the hell’d you pull that off?”


  “Gerald is a military man, he knows when he is defeated. Without his knife, he lacked the leverage to make requests, let alone demands.” Ant slipped the knife out of his waistband. “A fine souvenir, really.”


  “So you threatened him with his own knife.”


  “I had no intention of using it.”


  “Isn’t that bad? Like, you stooped to his level?”


  “I was keeping the peace. One must have leverage to do so.”


  “Leverage. Right. And what if he had another weapon?”


  “I rummaged through his bag. There was none.”


  “Could’a had one in a pocket. Or in his waistband.”


  “Evidently, he did not.”


  “What if he did, though? He could’a had a gun. Could’a shot you.”


  “What was my alternative? Let him carve Eddy like a turkey?”


  “We should’a just ran. You made an enemy.”


  “Somebody had to stop him. I did.”


  “One day you’re gonna hit a brick wall, someone you can’t stop.”


  “And on that day, I will rest easy with a clean conscience.”


  “I thought jungles were safe. Everyone’s a friend in the jungle, you said.”


  “Regrettably, the rules I spoke of are from another, more decent era, increasingly separated from the modern age.” Ant slowed to let Leroy catch up. “Last night was a fluke. It was a poisoned atmosphere. Ultimately, I blame myself. I should have taken us elsewhere as soon as Gerald raised his knife.”


  “He cut up that man’s head,” Leroy uttered, avoiding the lumpy roots of the smaller palmetto bushes. “What kinda psycho does that?”


  “To be fair, Eddy did steal from him.”


  “You’re defending him?”


  “I could never. The bastard slept like a baby last night,” Ant said through gritted teeth. “I am saying Gerald had every right to hold Eddy accountable for what he did. However, instead of justice, Gerald sought vengeance.” Ant hiked onward. “There is nothing to gain from vengeance. Trust me.”


  “So what about Eddy? You think Gerald will get him?”


  “I doubt it. I gave he and Maggie a half hour head start before I returned Gerald’s possessions. He would be a fool to pursue them.”


  As they passed through the last of the palmetto brush, the tail end of a train pulled away from the undersized station, horn blaring.


  “You think that was ours?” Leroy asked.


  “That train was southbound, which is where we came from. Best case scenario we want northeast, but north or east will work.”


  The prospect of waiting hours potentially for another train ride that would take hours longer made Leroy weary to his bones and sapped his motivation. “Why’d we leave the jungle if we gotta wait more? At least it was shady,” he whined.


  Turning back, Ant said “You ask a lot of questions, you know that?”


  Funny, he’d never heard that before. He supposed he had come out of his shell around Ant. “Sorry. There’s things I gotta know, so I ask.”


  “Frustrating as it may be to those around you, curiosity is a beneficial quality,” Ant said. “We left because a train pulled onto the northbound tracks beyond the station shortly before you awakened.”


  Ant led Leroy through the station to a vending machine where he purchased three packets of powdered donuts with change, offering one to Leroy, who turned it down on the basis that they were dry and plain. Tearing the plastic and popping a donut into his mouth, Ant approached an idle crewman.


  “Excuse me,” Ant said through crumbs, swallowing hard. “Do you know where the northbound train is headed?”


  “Just up to Fallon,” the man said curtly.


  Ant clapped his hands together, startling the crewman. “Beautiful! That route passes right through Reno.” Holding the door open for Leroy, he said “I am convinced you are good luck. I have never caught out with such ease.”


  Leroy didn’t know whether to say ‘thank you’ or deny the compliment, because it didn’t ring true for him. Still, he grinned.


  


  Chapter 5


  


  Reno, NV


  One of them had to stay awake and look for the sign.


  It wouldn’t have been fair to ask Ant to do it after he’d spent the night playing sheriff. Still, it’d taken effort not to. Leroy ached, mind, body, and soul, as he clung to the side wall of the empty gondola, watching Ant doze at the bottom, jealous of his dreaming. He slept flat on his back, arms sprawled. Leroy could never sleep like that.


  Before passing out, Ant had ordered Leroy to keep an eye out for the road sign upon crossing into Nevada; which could be a challenge, he’d claimed, because the sign sat atop an embankment nearer the highway than the tracks, although the warm hues of the painted sunset should be distinguishable from the earthy sand and pine backdrop.


  So for an indeterminable length of time he’d sat clinging to the wall, craning his head in observance. To add to the list of ailments afflicting him, a sore stiffness had developed in his neck and shoulder from the awkward position. He was on the cusp of waking Ant and asking him if he knew where the hell they were, when flashes of red between trees caught his eye. Focusing, he saw the sunset Ant had spoken of, as well as a lone prospector with a pickaxe, surveying the land before him. In that moment, Leroy felt like the prospector. He’d come from afar on the off chance that he might find gold in these hills. Welcome to Nevada, indeed.


  * * *


  Standing on the strip, Leroy was overwhelmed, gawking at the playful cityscape surrounding him. It wasn’t until that moment, as he absorbed the curves and textures and lines and shapes, that he realized buildings could be beautiful, not just practical. The best ones, he realized, were probably both. He wondered if he could design a building, lines intersecting and shapes falling into place in his imagination, but he quickly put it out of his mind.


  A smattering of people and cars bustled around them. Beside Leroy, Ant squatted on a bench, counting a small wad of twenty-dollar bills that he’d produced seemingly from nowhere, when a bus pulled up to the curb in front of them. The doors opened and people streamed out.


  “Do most hobos have a wad of cash?”


  “Professors do get paid, believe it or not, albeit not nearly enough.”


  “You saved that for ten years?” Leroy asked skeptically.


  “There was significantly more back then, but yes. It is my special occasion fund.” Satisfied with the count, Ant pocketed the cash and rose.


  “You don’t mean…”


  “Oh, but I do,” Ant grinned. “I must.”


  “No, no, no. We don’t have time for that.”


  “We are in Reno. It would be inappropriate not to gamble. Besides, Rehema is here, in the city. I think we can spare a few hours.”


  From inside the bus, the driver called out to Ant. “You coming?”


  “I apologize, we are not,” Ant said before the bus pulled away.


  “So you’re just gonna blow all that cash? Such a waste.”


  “The idea is to make a profit, not to lose the money,” Ant said.


  Leroy remained unconvinced, unresponsive.


  “I will save a portion for food and necessities.”


  “Won’t they ID me in the casino?”


  “Not if I tell them you are a minor.”


  “They won’t let me in if I’m a minor,” Leroy proclaimed.


  “I am not a minor. You are with me.”


  “Nah, I gotta put my foot down. If Ms. Stacey hasn’t reported me yet, she will in a few days. Even if Rehema is here, it could take that long.”


  “What could take that long?”


  “To, you know, get the process started.”


  “You refer to adoption?”


  Leroy hesitated. “Yeah.”


  “You are betting it all on this woman, huh? Do you even have a plan B?”


  “There can’t be a plan B.”


  “And what if she is not here? Are we not entitled to have fun once in a while? Should we not make the trip worth our time?”


  “You’re gambling, not me. The more time we waste, the less safe I am.”


  “Leroy, do you really think the police would waste their time pursuing an interstate search for a black orphan boy?” Ant asked.


  Leroy glared at him.


  “Glare at America, glare at society, at humanity. Not at me.”


  They stared each other down.


  “I deserve this,” Ant insisted, then turned and headed into the casino.


  Leroy dropped his head, then followed.


  The bouncer was probably the biggest man Leroy had ever seen, but he was nice enough. He let them in, but made them store their bags in a locker. Leroy chose number eight. He always chose number eight.


  Ant cashed in two-hundred dollars for chips, headed to the poker room, signed in for Texas Hold ‘Em, and took a seat among the empty chairs.


  * * *


  It took a light jog to keep up with Ant’s hurried stride, but Leroy understood why Ant was angry; he would be, too, if he’d just lost two hundred bucks.


  Aside from his pace, though, Ant showed no signs of anger. His face bereft of lines or frown, his hands planted in his pockets, he’d thanked the dealer and left. He had to be upset though, Leroy thought. How could he not be? Two hundred dollars was no insignificant sum.


  Leroy was just eager to get back on track. Ant had his fun. Now, there was a woman in town who may or may not be the key to his happy future, and he intended do everything he could to find her.


  Before reaching the lockers, though, Ant made a break for the chip room. Leroy couldn’t reach Ant before he’d shoved his last forty dollars through the gap in the glass between the employee and himself.


  As Leroy clomped to a stop beside him, the woman handed Ant his chips.


  “What the hell are you doing?” Leroy demanded.


  “Getting my money back.” He gathered the chips and dashed out.


  “We need that money!” Leroy said behind him.


  “It is my money.”


  “How are we gonna eat? What if she’s in Tampa?”


  “When I get the money back, we will have more than enough.”


  “You’re not gonna get it back!”


  Ant signed back in and was escorted to a different table, but switched to his previous table when the woman left. The dealer, a short man with an underbite, blanched mid-shuffle at the sight of Ant. “Look, sir, you lost. That’s the game.”


  “I am not here for vengeance,” Ant said, sitting. “I am here for justice.” He slid his chips onto the board. “Deal me in.” Next to him, another player guffawed, fanning himself with a cowboy hat.


  “Looks like we’re eating from the trash tonight,” Leroy said. “Thanks.”


  Smirking at Leroy, Ant tossed a chip to the dealer. “Did I ever tell you about the time I put together a dumpster buffet for some friends?”


  * * *


  “Honestly, I want you to hold onto it,” Ant said, closing Leroy’s hand on the cash as they wandered the road outside the casino. Neither Leroy nor the cowboy at the table could believe it, but with his last chip Ant had won over a hundred dollars back. Ant, of course, acted as if it’d been his plan all along.


  “I dunno why you’re so cheery when you just lost half your money,” Leroy said, begrudgingly shoving the bills in his bag.


  “The point was to have fun,” Ant remarked, all smiles.


  “I thought the point was to make a profit.”


  “Making a profit is fun.”


  “You didn’t make a profit.”


  “And yet I had fun. Imagine that.”


  Leroy doubted that. It boggled his mind that anybody would gamble away their time and money. It seemed pretty short-sighted.


  “How about burgers?” Ant suggested.


  A short time later and a good deal fuller, they began their search for Rehema. The bouncer at the casino had pointed a meaty finger in the direction of her hotel, which was an immediate red flag for Leroy. He doubted his Rehema would live at a hotel. Who lived at a hotel? Unless she was living rougher than he’d imagined. What if she couldn’t support him? It was one of too many things he hadn’t considered, and the thought of them all wracked him with doubt, so he tuned them out.


  “What does she look like?” Ant inquired. “Rehema, I mean. Just so I know what to expect when we find her, of course.”


  “I told you, I don’t remember.” But he was finding he did, more than he wanted to admit, as if recalling it would make it more real somehow and leave him with more to lose if things didn’t work out.


  “You must remember something. Was she Black, White, Hispanic?”


  “About the same as me,” Leroy said.


  “Body type?”


  “Kinda thick, I guess? Who knows how she looks now.”


  “Right. I was just attempting to get a sense of—”


  “That it?” Leroy pointed at a majestic hotel, so tall the top faded into the sunlight, a few blocks up the street. “Clemson’s, right?”


  “I believe it is,” Ant replied as they waited to cross the intersection. “This could be it. Are you excited?” Ant asked. “I am excited.”


  Considering the question, Leroy was torn. “Of course,” he replied, but a growing part of him would be dissatisfied if the journey ended so soon. He was only just beginning to appreciate the freedom Ant spoke of. There were no rules, as long as you followed the rules. Ant’s ascription of the term ‘adventure’ was more fitting than he’d realized, looking back on the events he’d experienced.


  Still, his determination to find Rehema and settle into a healthy home for once in his life hadn’t wavered. Freedom was great, but he needed someone who cared for him, who would raise him. He needed to finish school. He needed to grow up. Maybe then he could think about journeying again.


  “You do not look excited,” Ant said, breaking his concentration.


  “That burger isn’t sitting well,” he lied. “But let’s go.”


  For once, Ant followed him.


  The doorman, wearing the funny getup Leroy had seen on TV but never actually thought existed, greeted them as they entered an ornate lobby. The lustrous granite staircase, the regal lavender carpeting, the long one-piece mahogany desk; it was all so lavish Leroy had a hard time absorbing it, gawking. The chandelier alone probably cost more than his old house.


  Ant pointed him to the concierge, and he roamed over. For a moment he waited, expecting Ant to take charge, but when he didn’t, Leroy said, “Hi, what room is Rehema Shepherd in, please?” By the end of the sentence, he’d become distracted by a string of dancers at the other end of the desk.


  The man scoffed, haughtiness in his voice when he replied, “I’m sorry, Clemson’s does not divulge information on our guests.”


  “I understand,” Ant said, taking over, “but Rehema is my sister. Do I not have the right to see my sister, a paying customer at this establishment?”


  One of the dancers caught Leroy’s gaze tracing the supple outlines of her body in that tight-fitting sparkly leotard, and just as he was about to look anywhere else, she sent a coy wave his way. He blushed.


  Backing down slightly, the concierge tucked his hair behind his ear. “Sir, of course you do, but I’m sorry, I can’t give you her information. I can, however, call the room, that way you two can plan accordingly.”


  Leroy didn’t want to, but he looked back. The dancer had apparently lost interest and returned to talking with her friends, to his disappointed relief.


  Ant’s eyes remained fixed on the concierge as he shook his head. “Unacceptable. My visit is meant to be a surprise. You would have me spoil it?”


  “Again, I apologize, but that’s Clemson’s policy. All I can do is call.”


  “Ebn al-sharmouta!” Ant cursed, winking at Leroy. “Fine.”


  Dithering, the concierge asked “Could you repeat the name, please?”


  “Her name is Rehema Shepherd,” Ant enunciated.


  “Nobody calls her that,” the dancer Leroy had made eyes with said, slinking over. “You guys customers? You, I can understand,” she sassed, regarding Ant, “but he looks kinda young, cute as he is.” She trailed a finger down his arm.


  Leroy knew she was just playing around, but it was the first time anyone had ever called him cute, and he silently reveled in it. “You know her?”


  Scanning the names, the concierge slid his finger down the list, then dialed a number, nestling the phone between his ear and shoulder.


  “I know her better as Opal, but yeah. We work together sometimes.”


  “What does she look like?” Ant asked.


  The dancer rolled her eyes. “Typical.”


  “You’re a…?” Leroy asked.


  “Dancer? Yep.”


  “So she’s a…?”


  “She dances,” she admitted, “usually with less clothing than me, though.”


  He couldn’t tell if it showed, but on the inside Leroy winced. Rehema was… a stripper? He couldn’t reconcile it with the woman he’d once known. She was proud, strong, intelligent. It all added to his depressing suspicion that the real Rehema, his Rehema, was in Tampa.


  The concierge interjected. “I’m not getting an answer.”


  “She’s probably dancing still. She… What do you guys want with her?”


  “She is my sister,” Ant claimed.


  Apparently satisfied, the dancer said “She works at Legs, over on fifth,” then glanced at the clock. “Better hurry, though.”


  “Before you go, can I take a message?” the concierge asked.


  “Evidently not,” Ant muttered.


  * * *


  The sun hung low in the sky outside Legs, which seemed odd to Leroy. The day had passed so quickly he’d hardly noticed. Maybe he’d woken up later than he thought. He was already drowsy and wanted to just confirm that Opal was not the woman he had in mind so they could find somewhere to sleep. Somewhere besides the jungle, he secretly hoped.


  A pair of stockinged legs created the L in the strip club’s neon logo, which amused Leroy because it was clever, but more because of the incorporation of meaning in the design. The concept stimulated him. Imagine that, he thought. Inspiration from a strip club.


  Once again Ant, the adult, was left to deal with the situation. Leroy knew he wouldn’t be allowed inside. It wasn’t a problem, although his teenage self couldn’t help but feel a little let down. What harm could seeing a naked body do to him? Come to think of it, though, he didn’t want to see Rehema like that. His attraction to her was purely parental. It would just be weird.


  Still, it bothered him that there were places he simply couldn’t go because of an arbitrary number. He was only fifteen, but he felt a hell of a lot older. What about emotional age? Didn’t experience count? For all he’d been through, he should at least be able to have a beer, whether or not he wanted one.


  As he leaned on a streetlight, the muffled thrum of techno music seeped out of the club. He didn’t like it—too fast, too chaotic. It made him restless.


  He gazed at the mountains in the distance. They dwarfed the bluffs he was used to; these were real, snow-capped mountains. With the fledgling sunset as a backdrop, he realized how much the scene resembled a Bob Ross painting. Everything else seemed to fade, until Ant burst through the doors of Legs.


  “What’s up?”


  “She left already,” Ant grumbled.


  Leroy’s heart sank. “She could be anywhere, then,” he agonized.


  “I thought we had her.” Ant shook his head.


  “I don’t think it’s her.”


  The look Ant gave him confused him. It was subtle, both blank and pregnant with emotion at once, neutral yet despondent, as if it was solely his fault that they hadn’t found her, yet it was perfectly okay.


  “We should get going, find a place to sleep,” Ant said.


  “I can hardly keep my eyes open, but we gotta keep looking.”


  “We are in a large city, unfriendly to transients such as ourselves, in which police presence is especially high, and we have perhaps a half hour of sunlight. We have not even located a jungle as of yet.”


  “I don’t wanna. We gotta keep looking. Let’s try the hotel again.”


  “Leroy, this is Reno. Nobody goes straight home from work.”


  “It’s all I got. Go hang with crazy people if you want. I’ll be at the hotel. She’s gotta come back eventually.” He turned on his heel and dodged a woman scurrying by, then plodded past A-frame signs depicting nude silhouettes.


  “How will you recognize her if she is the wrong woman?”


  “I’ll take names if I gotta,” Leroy called back. There wasn’t a plethora of options. Or maybe there was, which was the problem. Leroy trudged on.


  A smile crossed Ant’s face as he jogged to catch up. “Who knew a soul-searching journey across the country would be so much exercise?”


  Leroy sucked his teeth.


  * * *


  Apparently Ant had misjudged the sunset, because by the time they got back to the hotel it was night, and Leroy was hypnotized. A blanket of colorful lights, dancing and twinkling and rippling, clung to the city. And he’d been impressed by the simple curves of the structures earlier. This display elevated architecture to another level entirely.


  “Do you have any plans to come out?” Ant asked.


  “Huh?”


  “You live inside your head. Come out into the real world.”


  Leroy pondered that, likely the opposite of what Ant wanted.


  The lobby was more crowded than earlier, but the concierge immediately recognized them. Exasperated, he said “I take it you didn’t find her.”


  “Could you call again?” Leroy asked with his heart in his throat.


  The concierge had the phone to his head before Leroy had finished speaking, scanning his list. “Shepherd, was it?” He dialed.


  Tense seconds ticked by as they stood, statues amid a bustling room.


  His hand hovered over the hook, then he said “Oh, hello Ms. Shepherd. This is the front desk, I have two gentlemen to see you.”


  Leroy’s eyes went wide. He turned to Ant, who wore a grin.


  “Okay, I’ll send them up,” he said into the phone. “Thank you. Bye-bye.” The concierge hung up. “She’s expecting you. Room eight twenty-three.”


  “Thank you,” Ant said.


  Leroy could hardly lift his legs to walk to the elevator, but somehow he made it. Inside, a man asked what floor they needed, and pressed the button for them. It was convenient, Leroy thought, but made the whole situation awkward, and pressing a button wasn’t that difficult in the first place.


  Reality began to set in for Leroy as they ascended. A woman by the name of Rehema Shepherd, who may or may not be the one he sought, was in the same building as him. It was overwhelming, but that was nothing new.


  His heartbeat quickened as the elevator opened onto the eighth floor. Ant nudged him forward, and Leroy crept out into the hall.


  Maybe she was his Rehema. He didn’t care if she was a stripper as long as they could live a normal life together. That was all he ever wanted. It would be pretty cool to live in Reno, too, even if it was in a hotel. He watched the ascending room numbers. The town would be a constant source of inspiration. Of course, that was assuming his career had anything whatsoever to do with art or design. He had yet to start high school.


  Ant spoke, but Leroy didn’t hear it. Time seemed to slow down, each heavy beat of his pulse jolting him. White noise filled his ears as he floated forward on a magic carpet of unease, counting the numbers—eight nineteen, twenty, twenty-one, twenty-two. Then there it was—eight twenty-three.


  Ant must’ve seen his hesitation, because he reached up and knocked.


  Leroy’s first impulse was to run, to get away as fast and as far as he could. The thought of seeing Rehema for the first time in ten years scared out of him any sense of maturity he’d accumulated and made him feel like that helpless five year old all over again. He wrung his hands.


  As the door opened, Leroy’s breath caught in his throat. A curvy hispanic woman in a short bathrobe, smile faint and fading, leaned on the doorframe.


  Ant glanced down at Leroy, who shook his head solemnly.


  “I know you didn’t bring no child to Miss Opal’s, honey.”


  Disappointment coursed through Leroy.


  “We are here for Rehema Shepherd, not Miss Opal.”


  Abruptly, her manner shifted. “Oh Jesus, please. I have a client coming tonight, I’ll have it, I swear it!” She cowered behind the door.


  “We are not here for that, either.”


  She steadily regained her composure. “What’s with the bags?”


  “It is a long story.”


  “It’s not her,” Leroy said. “Let’s just go.”


  She sized up Ant in his dress shirt and slacks. “Please, come inside and tell me about it. You look like you haven’t slept in days.”


  Without hesitation, Ant stepped into the room.


  “Ant, come on.” Leroy said. “We gotta find somewhere to sleep.”


  “Rehema has invited us into her home. Do not be rude, Leroy.”


  “She’s not Rehema.”


  “You can watch television while I cook a nice meal. Maybe wash up, too.”


  “You love television,” Ant said, an arm around Rehema, who welcomed it. “And I, for one, could certainly use a shower.”


  Leroy shambled between Ant and the wrong Rehema into the room.


  * * *


  Leroy flipped through the channels, coming to a stop on a crude cartoon about a wallaby that he enjoyed. He’d been fielding questions from Rehema for the past twenty minutes while Ant took the world’s longest shower, hesitant to give her any truthful answers. Shortly, she’d gotten the point.


  He didn’t even know what they were doing there. This woman did not matter, and every moment they wasted with her could be better spent elsewhere. Besides, something was weird about her. No one just allowed two complete strangers into their place right after meeting them.


  A room away, Rehema poked at chicken sizzling in a pan. The savory scent nearly threw Leroy into convulsions; he couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a home cooked meal rather than food from a can or a drive-thru window.


  A button-down shirt, left unbuttoned, hung from Ant’s shoulders as he split the steamy cloud drifting from the bathroom. “Your turn.”


  Leroy headed over. “About time.”


  Ignoring him, Ant neared Rehema. “Good lord, that smells amazing.”


  “So what’s your story, what do you do? The boy didn’t make a peep.”


  “I… am a professor.”


  She lifted her eyebrows. “Must be fulfilling.”


  Leaning on the counter, he said “You have a unique name, you know.”


  “Honey, you don’t even know.”


  “Well, statistically speaking, I do. You are one of two people in the country named Rehema Shepherd. Unfortunately for the boy, you are not her.”


  “Fortunately for you, I’m the sexy one.” She pressed up against him.


  “That remains to be seen.” Ant pulled her in close.


  “But don’t you need to keep looking, since I’m not her?”


  “Yes,” admitted Ant. “We should probably leave after we have eaten.”


  “You can’t!” She pulled away, her eyes pleading at him, then returned her gaze to the chicken frying. “I mean, it’s dark, and you don’t have a place to stay.” She set a chicken breast atop each plate of yellow rice on the counter. “Why don’t you spend the night here? Get a fresh start in the morning.”


  “Why, Miss Opal, I thought you had clients to see.”


  “Nobody important. I’ll ring the front desk, have them work their magic.”


  Ant helped her carry the plates to the table.


  “Any other time you could not stop me, but Leroy will object.” Ant switched the fork and knife for each plate. “And there’s only one bed.”


  Her eyes lit up. “So we’ll get another room!”


  “That really is not necessary.”


  Rehema reached up for his shoulders, pushed him down into a chair, then tenderly straddled him. “I’ll make it worth your while,” she said, nuzzling into his neck. “You can pay for the room, and whatever else you might owe me for, in the morning.” She dragged her tongue up to and over his mouth, then locked her lips over his, not noticing Ant’s distracted eyes.


  When they pulled apart, Ant gazed at her. “I think I can make that work.”


  They both turned upon hearing the bathroom door close. Leroy stared at the scene before him in confusion, but he wasn’t surprised.


  Rehema hopped off Ant’s lap and gestured to the table. “Food’s ready.”


  The conversation over dinner was sparse, though the TV in the background helped fill the gaps. Rehema did much of the talking as the two of them tore through their food. When they’d finished, Leroy stared at Ant until they made eyes, then motioned for them to leave.


  Ant cleared his throat. “Actually, we are going to spend the night here.”


  Leroy couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Can I talk to you?”


  The two of them departed to another room as Rehema savored her food, pulling the fork away from a smile that curved her lips.


  Leroy notched up the TV volume. “I sat by while you threw your money away, but this is too much. We wasted a whole day. Let’s go.”


  “Go where?” Ant inquired.


  “Anywhere. Long as we’re moving, I’m good.”


  “Movement is not necessarily progress,” Ant advised.


  “I don’t care.”


  “Think about this, Leroy. It is late, dark outside. Even if we did know where to go to catch out in this city, it would not be safe for a variety of reasons. Now, you got some semblance of sleep last night, but remember, I did not. I am weary. I need rest before we continue.”


  “You think I don’t know why you wanna stay?”


  “So you are willing to turn down a good night’s sleep in a bed?”


  “There’s only one bed, and I got an idea who’s gonna get it.”


  “I just talked to the front desk and reserved the room next door,” Rehema stated, hanging up the phone. “It’s all yours, Leroy.”


  Leroy sent a disapproving look her way.


  “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but you’re only twenty feet away.”


  He gave Ant the same look. “Thanks for teaming up on me.”


  “This is a win-win situation. How can you be upset?”


  “It wasn’t my choice.”


  “As is often the case in life,” Ant said. “Get used to it.”


  Leroy grabbed the remote for the TV and flipped through the channels again, his hand quavering with pent up anger.


  “I’m sorry if I’ve upset you,” Rehema said, rubbing one leg with the other. “They said the key should be up in just a few minutes.”


  “He will be fine. Sometimes a child does not know what is best.”


  “I’m not a child,” Leroy muttered. He felt betrayed. Ant had his Rehema, but what about Leroy? It was bad enough to know that his was in Tampa, if that one was even her. For all he knew she could be dead, nothing more than a skeleton rotting underground. He had to tame the urge to throw the remote through the TV. When a knock at the door sounded, he jumped off the couch.


  “See you in the morning,” said Ant.


  “Sleep well,” said Rehema.


  “Yep,” said Leroy as he stormed out, snatching the key.


  * * *


  A raspy whisper sounded in his ear. ”Leroy.”


  The room was dark but for the onset of day bleeding around the window shades. For a hazy second he thought he was back in the boxcar.


  ”Leroy!”


  Turning, he found Ant crouched beside him, dressed and packed.


  ”Why you always right in my face when I wake up?”


  ”We must go.”


  ”Oh now you wanna leave, right when I get comfortable. Nah.” Leroy flopped onto his other side. ”Wake me up in a hour or two.”


  ”I am serious. We must leave immediately.”


  ”Why’s that?”


  ”I cannot pay for this hotel room.”


  Leroy sat up in bed. ”What about Rehema?”


  ”I cannot pay for her, either. Luckily, she is a heavy sleeper.”


  Ant ushered him out of bed, into his shoes, and out the door. They crept down the hall to the elevator. As Ant pushed the down button, a door slammed behind them. Leroy didn’t have to look back to know who it was. He glanced at the floor indicator above the elevator. Bottom floor. Of course.


  Rehema hadn’t yet noticed them, and turned the opposite direction to check Leroy’s room. She slammed her fist on the door. ”Hey!”


  ”Keep quiet,” Ant whispered.


  Leroy’s eyes were glued on the elevator. Just a few more floors.


  She pounded on the door again. ”You better be in there, asshole!”


  The elevator pinged as it opened.


  Rehema’s head whipped toward them, her once soft demeanor twisted by fury. ”Uh-uh!” She charged down the hall, a wolf in a wool bathrobe.


  They scampered inside, and Ant directed it to the ground floor.


  ”No! No you can’t!” Rehema’s hurried footsteps advanced.


  Ant smashed the close door button. Nothing. He pressed again and held it down, and the doors jerked to life. In the closing gap, Rehema appeared, eyes as frazzled as her hair, nearly foaming at the mouth.


  ”Hope you don’t have a conscience, ‘cause you just killed me!” She fell to her knees, sobbing, as she disappeared between the doors.


  Leroy looked on in stunned silence as Ant leaned against the wall and breathed a sigh of relief. He didn’t know what bothered him more—the movie scene that had just unfolded before him, or Ant’s lack of concern.


  ”Well, then. On to Tampa?”


  ”I told you this was a bad idea.”


  ”How do you mean? We all got something out of it.”


  ”Not Rehema.”


  ”Trust me, she did.”


  ”So you don’t even feel bad?”


  Ant scoffed. ”Why should I? The woman tried to take advantage of us.”


  ”So you took advantage of her instead?”


  ”I never agreed to pay for anything.”


  ”If it was just money I wouldn’t care. She said we killed her.”


  ”We did no such thing. She is a woman, and as such, overly dramatic.”


  ”She obviously owed someone money.”


  ”This is not the twenties, Leroy. People do not simply get scrubbed out for a debt, especially one as insignificant as what we owed her.”


  The elevator doors opened, the sight of a flustered Rehema replaced by the lush tones of the gold and purple lobby. As they breezed toward the exit, a jovial new concierge thanked them for their patronage.


  * * *


  Leroy couldn’t keep his eyes off the chalk scrawling on the boxcar wall—a cartoonish cowboy hat, formed of a crude sideways figure-eight brim and a hump of a crown, atop an emotionless face puffing a cigarette. Beneath it were two words in capital letters: Bozo Texino. It was simple, too simple maybe, and that’s why he liked it.


  The graffiti held a sense of mystery. Who was Bozo Texino? Leroy was enchanted that merely by scribbling out an image and a few words, he had become somebody. For each person who saw it, Bozo Texino came to life, while in reality it was probably just some schlub who had caught a free ride.


  Leroy had wanted to ask Ant about it since they’d hopped the eastbound hotshot, which thankfully traveled nearly twice as fast as his previous rides. Must’ve been at least six hours so far, he guessed, but he was realizing his sense of time wasn’t perfect. He didn’t know what to do with himself; long trips hadn’t been a trademark of the Smiley family. Even if they could’ve afforded it, his mom hadn’t the patience.


  Leroy had wanted to ask Ant about it, yet he hadn’t. There was an inverse correlation between how much he thought about what Rehema had said, and his desire to speak to Ant. Sure, she had tried to squeeze some money out of them, but she seemed to have had a good reason for it. Her desperate words repeated on a loop in Leroy’s mind: “You just killed me!” It made him sick to his stomach to think of somebody getting hurt, let alone killed, because of him.


  Still, Ant was right. What little money they had couldn’t be wasted on women and hotel rooms. She’d willingly let them stay, albeit under the auspices of passively robbing them. She’d put them in that position, so she shared the blame. Dog eat dog was how Ant had phrased it, but Leroy didn’t want to believe that the world worked that way — he liked dogs too much.


  Leroy glanced at Ant, asleep on his back amidst the stacked boxes. He’d warned Leroy about riding in cars with stacked freight. In typical Ant fashion, he’d rattled off a couple stories about past experiences in which he’d seen people crushed, or blamed for destruction of property. However, after discovering he could lift the boxes with one hand, Ant had given Leroy the all-clear, as if Leroy couldn’t have figured that out on his own. He didn’t need Ant.


  Leroy turned back to the graffiti and admired its smooth curves. He wished he could draw like that. Not that the shapes were especially symmetrical or well drawn, but there was no hesitation in it. Whoever had drawn it was confident in his hand. Leroy could work for an hour just perfecting a single slope.


  “The legendary Bozo Texino,” Ant said from the floor.


  “Know him?”


  “Everybody knows of him, yet nobody knows who he is.”


  It was a confirmation of what Leroy had suspected—disappointing, yet exciting in a meaningful way. It didn’t matter who he was in real life; he’d created an identity that had withstood the years. He was Bozo Texino. Leroy only wondered why he had picked such a silly name.


  “He was not the only one. Decades ago, many hobos had a ‘monica’ like that, a identifying tag. It is not uncommon to see them even these days.”


  “You got one?”


  “I dare not attempt to elevate myself to their status.”


  “Well someone’s gotta, don’t they? Otherwise it’ll die out.”


  “What will die out?”


  “Monicas. Monica-ing?”


  Ant chuckled. “It all but has.”


  “Yeah but… I mean, once Bozo Texino is gone, who’s left?”


  “A bunch of unrefined spray painters.”


  Refined was the word he’d been searching for, the perfect word to describe the cowboy on the wall, and, coincidentally, the opposite of how he’d describe himself. Having grown up in front of a television, unable to leave the house for his mother’s imperial scorn, Leroy often felt he lacked culture, social graces. He couldn’t even spell that well. The tone in Ant’s voice as he spat the word ‘unrefined’ cut into Leroy.


  “You mean like me?” Leroy muttered.


  “I did not say or even imply that.”


  Leroy snorted.


  “But you know, I think you are right.”


  His arm twitched. He tried to cover it up by changing position.


  “Of course you are unrefined. The word refined, by its very nature, implies spent time and effort, and you are but a teenager. However, I was referring to your claim that somebody must strive for the greatness our cowboy friend and his cohorts have reached, and I agree.” Ant knotted his fingers and propped his head up. “I think it should be you.”


  “Me.”


  “Why not? You said it yourself: someone’s gotta,” Ant mimicked.


  “If you can’t do it, I sure as hell can’t.”


  “I choose not to try. You wish for me to teach you art? Well here is your first assignment: create your own monica. Due before Tampa.”


  Leroy groaned. “But it’s summer.”


  “The only guidelines are as follows: it must not contain your real name, and it must have intentional meaning. You will present it to me upon completing it, so make sure you can speak on the topic at will.”


  Fear gripped Leroy at the thought of presenting, even for only Ant. He knew it was silly, absurd, even. Yet without fail, any time he was put on the spot he would clam up, a tremor in his voice as he stammered through till the end. His palms sweated at the thought.


  Worse, he would have to create a design satisfactory for Professor Ant. Self-doubt seared like hot coals underfoot, but somewhere in a dank corner of his mind, the notion was seductive. Instead of banishing it, he seized it, deciding to take on the project. He needed a way to pass the thousands of miles to Tampa .


  No way he was telling Ant, though. “Whatever.”


  “Not ‘whatever.’ I will be expecting it. Now, is there any medium you tend to gravitate toward? Paint, photography, sculpture…”


  “Usually I just sketch stuff I see.” There was more, though, and he hesitated to admit it. “But, since Reno I’ve been thinking about buildings.”


  “Ah. Architecture is a very fulfilling field, not to mention lucrative. It is also very difficult to pursue, requiring thorough knowledge of the laws of physics, principles of construction, theories of design, hell, these days they even toss in philosophy. It is an intensive course of study, to be sure.”


  “Way to be encouraging.”


  “If that is not encouraging, perhaps architecture is not for you.”


  There was truth in that statement, and Leroy knew it, which didn’t make it any easier to accept. Architecture seemed to inspire him, but how was a teenager supposed to get excited about studying principles of construction?


  “Been thinking,” Leroy started, “I need, like, a story.”


  “You need like a story, or you need a story?”


  Leroy rolled his eyes. “You know what I mean.”


  “I do not, actually.”


  “Maybe the cops won’t look for me, but if I get caught, then what?”


  “Then they search a database for your name and record.”


  “So I need a story, in case I get caught, we get separated, anything like that. Something to tell people to keep the heat off.”


  “You want to lie to the police?”


  “If it’ll keep me out of jail till I get to Tampa, I got no choice.”


  “Right. I suppose we should start with a name.”


  “Baron.”


  “Hm… Perhaps it would be best to choose a name not tied to your past,” Ant remarked. “For emotional reasons. Pick something common.”


  Searching his thoughts, Leroy settled on one. “Marcus.”


  “That will work. Now choose a last name.”


  “Jackson.”


  “Very good, nice and common. And why have I found you wandering on the side of the highway today, Marcus Jackson?”


  “I…“ Leroy thought hard, but nothing came. He emptied his mind, and an idea sprung forth. “Momma got mad and made me walk home.”


  Ant grinned. “Do you have any ID on you, son?”


  A quizzical look on his face, Leroy waited for Ant to help him out.


  “‘No sir I do not,’ is the correct answer.”


  “You said not to call people sir.”


  “It might as well be a crime to not call an officer ‘sir.’ Just do it.”


  “No sir, I don’t,” Leroy repeated flatly.


  “Where do you live?”


  “Just off the next exit.”


  “Good answer. But suppose I offered you a ride.”


  “Thank you, sir, but it’d just make momma angrier.”


  “She does not have to know. Come on.”


  “She’ll know. She always knows. Look, I appreciate the help, sir, but I’ve done this before, it’s no biggie.” Leroy crossed his arms.


  “Very convincing,” Ant responded.


  Within a moment, the paper bag landscape rollicking past outside the boxcar turned brighter, paler, until the train was adrift in a creamy sea of sand.


  Ant noticed Leroy’s fixation and looked over. “The salt flats. That was fast.”


  “Yeah ‘cause you been asleep the whole time.”


  “Welcome to Utah, Marcus.”


  


  Chapter 6


  


  Salt Lake City, UT


  “I told you, I’m done waiting around.”


  “And what do you suggest? A brisk jaunt across the state in this heat?”


  Hours ago, their train had stopped outside Salk Lake City, and was promptly dismantled. The intense rays of the sun reflected off the salt flats, making them seem as blindingly white as well-lit snow. Beyond the station was an inlet of the Great Salt Lake, bluer and more beautiful than any water Leroy had ever seen. Beside the vacant sets of tracks, Ant and Leroy faced each other.


  “You go to the jungle, get stabbed, have fun. I’ma keep moving.”


  “As I previously mentioned, that was a fluke,” Ant stressed. “You will find it difficult to travel by train if you shun the jungle.”


  “Good thing I’m walking.”


  “Carrying the banner undoubtedly has its place, but in this weather it is a colossal waste of resources, I assure you.”


  “What’s that, hobo talk?”


  “Yes, actually. Riding trains is just the tip of the hobo iceberg.”


  Leroy marched along the tracks away from Ant.


  “The heat will wear you down, and then where will you go?”


  “The shade.”


  “I think you are making a mistake.”


  Turning back, Leroy said “The mistake is waiting around for something to happen. That’s not how it works.” He hoped he was right.


  Ant threw up his hands. “Suit yourself. This is your voyage, captain.”


  “Yeah, it is.” He stomped away.


  Ant trailed behind. “You realize you are headed straight for the city?”


  “Bound to hit another station at some point.”


  “Likely the Union Pacific Depot, which is rife with security.”


  “Then I’ll keep going.”


  “It will be long dark by then,” Ant contended.


  “So I’ll find somewhere to sleep.”


  “There is no jungle near the Depot, and it might be difficult to find another stripper with whom to lodge. This is the city of Mormons.”


  Seething, he felt itchy tingles on his ankles as sand rained from his shoes. It bugged him that Ant had a response for everything.


  “Just gotta keep moving.”


  “Right behind you, captain.”


  An hour later, Leroy was starting to think Ant had been right. It was frustrating how often that was the case. His insides were boiling. He couldn’t stop, though—there was so much further to go, still. So much further.


  Squinting, Leroy saw something curious a few hundred yards out. It was a bunch of old home appliances, some rusted and bearing designs of bygone eras, others ostensibly good as new, jumbled in an untidy heap. Strange thing to see in the desert, he thought, taking a mental snapshot.


  Ahead, the desert yielded to trees, then to small houses. Skyscrapers of the city preceded mountains that loomed even larger. It would take another hour until he reached the heart of the city, and then at least one more to get through it. That meant a lot more walking and sweating, and neither sounded appealing.


  If Ant was right, there would be no jungle until well past the city, and it would be dark by the time they reached it. He wasn’t sure which thought caused him more anxiety—having to stay at a jungle again, or not knowing when or where he would be able to sleep next.


  Ant had been surprisingly quiet since they’d left the station, which Leroy appreciated. The man was wise and interesting, but sometimes Leroy simply wanted silence. He could be easily overwhelmed.


  Glancing back, Leroy almost hoped for a second that Ant wouldn’t be there, but he was, along with that familiar smile, more strained than previously. Maybe he really was giving up control. Suddenly, Leroy felt the full weight of responsibility on his shoulders. How could he possibly get himself safely from Utah to Florida? It seemed insane to even want to try. So much could go wrong.


  Too much. It was too much to think about. He needed to put the thought out of his mind and just keep moving, so he did.


  “Break time,” Ant said as he lowered himself onto a covered bench by the road. He wiped his forehead with a cloth from his bag.


  “No time to stop,” Leroy urged.


  “I need some water.”


  “So drink and walk.”


  “I am not a teenager, Leroy.”


  “You said I’m in charge. I say we go.”


  “You go ahead, I will catch up.”


  Leroy faltered, then sat beside Ant. He didn’t like being in charge.


  “Or you can give an old man his five minutes, then we can continue.”


  Though he was itching to keep moving, Leroy leaned back and relaxed, grateful that Ant had forced him to stop. A break was probably a good idea in the long run. He finished off a water bottle from his bag, then pulled out the other, which was empty, too. He hadn’t realized how low he was.


  “We gotta stop at a store. I’m outta water. And starving.”


  Ant handed his bottle to Leroy. “I would imagine there are plenty beyond the city. Have you given any thought to where we might sleep?”


  “Can’t think about that right now. We’ll deal with it when we get there.”


  “That really is not the best strategy, but I trust you to figure it out.”


  It dawned on Leroy that as captain of the voyage, not only was he responsible for himself, but for Ant, as well, and the weight of responsibility magnified to bone-crushing levels. He wished he could just go back to sitting on the couch at home watching TV, comfortable in the knowledge that his mom was just out getting drunk. He found himself nearly gasping for air.


  “Are you okay?” Ant asked.


  “Yeah, yeah,” Leroy wheezed, and sucked in a raspy breath.


  Though it wasn’t yet setting, the sun was getting lower by the minute, and they weren’t even in the city yet. Maybe they should’ve just gone to the jungle like Ant had said. Leroy regretted leaving the station, until he realized that not a single train had passed by in the time they’d been walking. They’d probably still be sitting at the jungle, had they stayed. Leroy was glad they’d made some progress from walking, and felt his decision was at least somewhat justified.


  He took a long pull from Ant’s water bottle, then handed it back. “You about ready to go?” he asked, still breathing hard.


  “Well, I am getting there. Another minute, perhaps.”


  Leroy was getting antsy when a rattling made him look left. A city bus rolled up the road, then stopped in front of them. The doors slid open. The uneasy feeling of heading off to school arose in him.


  The driver, a bristly mustache dominating his upper lip, watched with an impatiently inviting gaze. Leroy turned to Ant, who snatched his bag and leapt up. “I hope you have change for a twenty,” Ant said.


  Leroy followed.


  * * *


  Leroy didn’t know much about Mormons, but they sure knew how to construct a building. He’d gawked at the Salt Lake Temple in all its gothic glory—the spires stabbing at the sky, the intricate designs for the brick medium, the way everything seemed to flow upward. It was effective. It made him feel something… he didn’t know what, but something.


  The rest of the city was a stark contrast: a handful of vanilla office buildings, their only hint of personality imparted by the mountains in the distance. The temple had stuck out like a pile of fridges in the desert.


  It was all he’d been able to think about since they passed through downtown. He’d snubbed Ant’s few attempts at conversation in favor of unfettered observation. It was annoying and kind of weird how often he’d asked about Rehema, and Leroy was starting to suspect Ant was asking for himself rather than the sake of finding her.


  The bus deposited riders at various stops until they were the final two riders and the city was behind them, blocking out the setting sun.


  “What is the plan, captain?” Ant asked in the seat across from Leroy.


  “Can you not call me that?”


  “Sure thing, chief.”


  He glared at Ant. “Find a store, then sleep somewhere.”


  “Somewhere that is not the jungle.”


  Sitting up straight, Leroy said “Right,” but doubt loomed large.


  The bus came to a squealing standstill, and the driver threw the lever to open the door, then looked up at them in the rear-view mirror. “Arcadia Heights. Last stop,” he grumbled through his mustache.


  Ant waited for Leroy to go, then followed him off the bus. They were past Salt Lake City, but Leroy could still see the Temple in the distance, lit up like a castle at Disneyland. He’d never been, of course, but there’d been plenty of commercials to tease him with the image.


  “We had better get going,” Ant said. “It may be a long walk.”


  Leroy agreed, and they trekked on. The walk was far from long, though; within ten minutes they’d come upon a twenty-four hour superstore. Leroy expected the greeter to confiscate or at least make them check in their bags, but the old man waved and smiled as they passed.


  “That’s weird, letting us keep our bags,” Leroy said.


  Before he’d finished speaking, Ant made a sharp right turn and hoisted his bag onto the customer service counter. He regarded the woman and said “May I keep this here until we finish shopping, please?”


  The woman smiled and consented, and Ant urged Leroy to give up his bag, as well. He wasn’t sure he wanted to, though; he didn’t like the idea of some random people thumbing through his things.


  “I gotta?” he asked.


  “There is no rule that you must, clearly, but I would advise it.”


  “Why?”


  “If we retain our bags, they have cause to accuse us of shoplifting.”


  “Sir,” the woman intervened, “We strive to make your shopping experience the highest priority at this establishment. If you’d like to keep your bags, you go right ahead.” She gave them a firm, friendly nod.


  “I appreciate it, I truly do.” Ant turned to Leroy. “Hand it over.”


  “She said I could keep it.”


  “Do you think it wise to take the risk in your current situation?”


  As Ant and the woman stared at him, Leroy realized it was more trouble than it was worth to keep the bag. He swung it onto the counter and relinquished it to the woman, wondering why Ant made it such a big deal.


  They strode out toward the warehouse of groceries, then Leroy abruptly turned and ran back to customer service, calling out to the woman, who was headed toward an office in the back. “Hold up, ma’am!”


  Startled, she whipped around.


  “I gotta see my bag for a second,” Leroy said.


  The woman returned, scowling a moment before she corrected it into a smile, and handed him the bag. Leroy pulled out a wad of paper, from which he extracted their cash. “Might need this if we aren’t shoplifting,” he deadpanned. Her stare was blank. “Sorry, that was a joke.”


  Leroy pocketed the cash as he jogged back to Ant. “What’s on the list?”


  “You tell me.”


  “If it’s up to me, we’re leaving with ten pounds of gummy bears.”


  “While that sounds toothsome, somehow I fear it inadequate.”


  “What about that hobo iceberg? Anything about food in there?”


  “True hobos will eat nearly anything, as many of them lived through the depression and probably had to at some point, but they are rare these days. Cracker John is the only one of whom I know. I digress, though,” Ant said as they turned down the first aisle. “Good traveling food is anything cheap, light, or nutritious, but preferably all three.”


  Proud of himself for having packed appropriately at the outset of the journey, Leroy nodded. He was smarter than he acknowledged, sometimes.


  Ant reached for the most colorful bag of bread on the shelf. “Wonder Bread and peanut butter is my first choice. It is cheap, it provides protein, and a little goes a long way. You see, it turns to paste and sits like a lump in your stomach, taking hours to digest. Very efficient. Well, technically inefficient, I suppose.”


  In the next aisle, Ant grabbed a jar of peanut butter.


  “I love peanut butter.”


  With a sidelong glance, Ant said “I doubt the sanity of those who do not.”


  “Get crunchy.”


  “You know, the type of peanut butter a man prefers says a lot about him.” Ant switched the two bottles. “Creamy people like it safe, routine, whereas crunchy people are more adventurous, and like to mix things up.”


  “So you like crunchy?”


  “I enjoy both,” Ant smiled.


  Leroy surveyed the shelves, eyeing everything delicious he could, but shouldn’t get. A hundred bucks of Pop-Tarts sounded pretty tempting.


  Ant glanced up as a man walked past the end of the aisle.


  “What else?” Leroy asked.


  “Anything easy to cook via fire, such as canned food or soup.”


  “Cans aren’t light,” Leroy said as he grabbed a big bag of trail mix.


  “I can make an exception when chili is involved. Get it?”


  Leroy rolled his eyes, cradling cans in his arms as they stalked the aisles.


  “So you can crack a pun but I am prohibited? I protest!” he said, throwing a hand into the air with his pointer finger extended, then became distracted. “Vitamins,” Ant said as he grabbed a bottle, “are essential.”


  With that, Leroy was whisked into a memory of Rehema in which the two of them sat eating macaroni from paper bowls at his little table, much too small for her, so her knees poked out to the sides. She had asked if his mom gave him vitamins, and explained how they’d make him strong and healthy. She’d split her own vitamin and given half to him, laughing as he crinkled his face at the bitter taste. Later that night, he’d asked his mom if he could have vitamins so he could grow faster. “What, I ain’t feedin’ you enough?” she’d snapped.


  When the effect of the memory wore off, Ant was already headed to the next aisle. Leroy caught up and Ant placed the bottle of vitamins atop his already full arms, then grabbed a gallon of water. “We can reuse this.”


  “No way I’m carrying that, too,” Leroy stated.


  “I think I can manage.” Ant peered over his shoulder, eyes narrow.


  “Anything else? Probably shouldn’t spend too much.”


  “I have toilet paper, mouthwash, a lighter, wet wipes, a blanket…” Ant said. “Do you have any extra clothes in your bag?”


  “Nope. Should I?”


  Ant led him over to the clothing section, to front of a rack of boxers, briefs, and underwear. “Take your pick.”


  “Underwear?”


  “Hobo or not, one should have clean undergarments.”


  “Does underwear say a lot about a person, too?”


  “More than you know.”


  Ant pulled a pack of white t-shirts off of a rack. Then, Leroy saw something catch Ant’s eye, and his gaze followed.


  “What d’you keep looking at?”


  “I believe we are being followed.”


  “Why would anyone follow us?”


  “They likely assume we are going to shoplift, perhaps because of your comment earlier, or because of our color. You cannot joke like that.”


  “No way they took that seriously.” Leroy scanned the shelf, completely lacking confidence in what he had just said.


  “You would be surprised. The illusion of safety is but a one-way mirror.”


  “That third bag from the left.” Leroy shifted the items in his arms and pointed at a pack of briefs, and Ant picked it off the shelf. “Remind me why we didn’t just get a cart?” he said, trying to keep his mind off the fact that he was apparently being watched.


  “Who needs a cart when you have a perfectly good teenager?”


  They hauled their loot toward the front of the store, where long lines formed at the few open registers amidst the bevy of closed ones.


  “Twenty registers, and they got three open.” Leroy sighed and stepped into the line without the screaming baby, without the the two-cart, six-person family, but with an elderly woman in a scooter.


  Ant didn’t follow. “We can pay at customer service, where our bags are.”


  Almost giddy, Leroy hopped out of line.


  “You’re gonna break your back carrying all this stuff.”


  “I have been backpacking for a long time. I am inured.”


  Leroy piled the items onto the counter and the woman rang them up. Given Ant’s suspicion that they were being monitored, Leroy found it hard to look her in the eye, and she seemed to feel the same.


  “Find what you were looking for?” she asked, facing down.


  “I might ask you the same,” Ant remarked.


  She paused for a split second, and then swiped the last few cans across the scanner. “Your total today is nineteen fifty-six.”


  “What do you know?” Ant remarked. “My birthday.”


  The woman forced a closed-mouthed smile as Leroy slid her a twenty. She bagged the items up and counted out his change, then struggled to lift Ant’s backpack up to the counter after Leroy’s.


  As they gathered their possessions and plodded to the sliding doors, they passed the man that had been following them. Looking at him, burley with a baseball cap and his hands tucked in his jacket pockets, Leroy thought he fit the description of a shoplifter better than they did.


  “If you wanted my number, all you had to do was ask,” Ant sassed.


  The spy’s eyes widened, but he ignored the bait and walked on.


  Outside the store, Leroy set his bag on the ground and unzipped it, using the illumination from the store’s emblem to brighten the twilight. Peering inside, he said “They definitely went through my stuff.”


  “How can you be sure?”


  “Stuff that was on the bottom’s on top now.”


  Ant set his bag down and inspected the contents.


  “Mine has been rejiggered as well.”


  After both of them determined that nothing had been taken, they divvied up the groceries, with Ant taking the majority of the heavier items. Leroy rearranged the items in his bag, putting the cans at the bottom.


  “Unbelievable,” Leroy scowled. “Isn’t that illegal, or something?”


  “Just be thankful nothing is missing.”


  “What gives them the right, though?”


  “To be fair, we were on their property, subject to their regulations.”


  “Just seems wrong. What about privacy?”


  “They likely wanted to ensure the safety of their employees and wares.”


  “Like they thought we had a gun?”


  “Or perhaps a bomb.”


  “So paranoid. What kinda psycho would blow up random people?”


  “In America we are lucky enough to consider it unthinkable, but elsewhere in the world it is a daily occurrence, a fact of life.”


  “But why?”


  “The reasons are as numerous as they are complex, ranging from religious fundamentalism, to rogue ideology, to simple hatred.”


  The thought of committing an act of destruction like that eluded Leroy’s comprehension. He could find no reason, motive, or emotion in any crevice of his mind that would enable him to do such a thing.


  “So just ‘cause somebody might do something bad, we’re all on watch?”


  “I do not agree with it, but that is their logic, yes.”


  As they crossed the parking lot and reached the main road, Ant stopped. “So the next step in the plan is sleep somewhere, I believe.”


  It was dark, but Leroy wasn’t tired yet. “Yeah. Let’s start looking.”


  They walked in the dirt and grass between the road and the railroad tracks. For the sun having only recently set and their close proximity to a major city, there were very few cars on the road.


  “Where is everybody?” Leroy asked.


  “Mormons are… creamy peanut butter people,” Ant smirked.


  It was the first time in a long time that Leroy had laughed.


  * * *


  “Wish I could ride the ferris wheel.”


  Leroy regretted his thoughtless words instantly as Ant’s face twisted into a grin he recognized—it was the face the Grinch made in the christmas cartoon when he’d gotten his wonderful, awful idea.


  “Who says we cannot?” Ant asked, to Leroy’s dismay.


  An hour and a few miles outside the city after a particularly dark walk, it was as if civilization had ceased to exist; the suburbs, the streetlights, even the farmland had yielded to jagged, untamed wilderness. Leroy’d been surprised there was a street at all.


  But there was a street, and there were train tracks, both seeming to stretch on forever until Leroy could no longer see the feeble light of the pale lunar curve glinting off the rails.


  They came to a quant, inactive local fair, not much more than a carousel, a ferris wheel, and a handful of small booths and stands. Leroy did wish he could ride the ferris wheel; the little fair reminded him of his mother in the best way, but the look on Ant’s face scared off any positive feelings Leroy had been experiencing.


  “I say we cannot!” Leroy implored, too late.


  After dropping the six feet from the top of the fence, Ant smiled.


  Leroy waved his arms. “Too crunchy! Too crunchy!”


  “Relax, I doubt it will turn on.”


  Leroy awaited Ant’s return, riding high on that hopeful doubt. A thousand things could go awry, half of which involved the police. The lights of a ferris wheel would be sure to attract attention on an inky evening.


  As Leroy grasped the fence, trying to see through the ink, a mechanical snarl split the silence. He swiveled toward the sound and saw a pair of headlights hurtling his direction. He dropped to the ground. Heart pumping hard, his thoughts racing as fast as the car, he flattened, then flopped his head over to face the lights as they closed in.


  Couldn’t be the cops, he thought, could it? How could they know already? Unless the fence had some sort of motion detector, or cameras. Leroy pounded the ground with his fist. Thanks a lot, Ant.


  He knew he should probably just run. The thought of leaving Ant to deal with the situation alone distressed him, but it was Ant’s own fault. Nobody, certainly not Leroy, had forced him to break into a damn fair.


  The headlights grew larger as the car blew through the gears.


  Leroy had more important things to do than waste time with an old hobo. He had priorities, and the most pressing was this mission that would make or break the rest of his life. The urge to run electrified him.


  Yet he couldn’t. Leroy couldn’t just leave Ant behind, as much as he wanted to. But he was paralyzed with fear, so he wasn’t much help, either.


  “Hey!” he called out. “Ant!”


  The only response came from the car’s engine, a musical, full-throated growl slowly ascending in pitch as it plowed nearer to him. Holding his breath, Leroy waited for the brakes to lock up and the car to skid to a stop, but it charged on down the road.


  Leroy drew in a full breath and blew it out, scattering dirt. He watched as the car’s taillights faded into tiny red pinpoints, then disappeared.


  As he stood and brushed himself off, though, he noticed that the sound wasn’t gone; a whine emanated from inside the fence. Leroy had just realized what it was when a resonant thunk shook him, then the fair sputtered to life as the ferris wheel and carousel lights flickered on section by section, a staticky circus tune trying hard to escape the worn speakers.


  Standing at the center of it all, as always, was Ant, like some sort of bizarre ringleader, that childish smile etched onto his face. In that moment, Leroy could only admire the man. When he wanted something, he simply did what was required to get it. It didn’t, however, make what Ant wanted any less stupid.


  “Are you crazy?” Leroy cried. “A car just passed!”


  “Come on in,” Ant said.


  “Nuh-uh, turn that off and let’s get outta here.”


  “I thought you wanted to ride the ferris wheel.”


  “Not if it gets me arrested. The place’s closed!”


  “It is called a fair, Leroy, not an unfair. Why should we be prohibited to enjoy it based on when we arrive?”


  Leroy didn’t have an answer, though he still felt it was wrong. Regardless, he lolled his head, sighed, then hopped the fence. Ant was going to do what Ant was going to do. Leroy wasn’t about to wander into the back country of Utah at night unaccompanied. There could be bears and mountain lions and snakes out there, for all he knew.


  “Wonderful. Now, I know you are fond of the ferris wheel, but how do you feel about the carousel? Because I have always been a fan.”


  As Leroy looked around the bare fairgrounds, he saw a ghost of the experience he once knew. Gone were the children screaming, laughing, crying, the happy families, the scraggly carnies, the yelping vendors, the crisp scent of frying dough flavoring the air. Gone was his mother. All of it was gone, stripped to the bone and replaced by a disquieting stillness that turned the once playful circus song ominous.


  “You know someone’s gonna see us, right?”


  “Nonsense! Ferris wheel it is.” Ant bounded over to it and opened the cart at the bottom, gesturing for Leroy to get in. “I will start it up.”


  Leroy waded toward it, the worry on his face visible.


  “I can at least get my own car?”


  “Lay claim to as many as you like, there are more than enough.”


  Leroy plopped onto the seat, thudding on the hard plastic disguised as a padded bench, and the gate clicked into place. He should be sleeping right now. Instead, he was illegally patronizing the White City fair.


  Ant pushed Leroy’s car back and opened the gate on another. “Okay, get ready,” he said, then pressed a button and hopped into his car.


  As the huge wheel ground to a slow spin, Leroy felt as if he was dreaming; with the moon behind the clouds, the modest fair, a soft tangle of hazy lights, seemed to hover in the darkness. The ferris wheel rotating in reverse only intensified the surreality of the situation.


  “Not too bad, huh?” Ant said from in front of him.


  “Glad you’re enjoying it.” Every second Leroy spent inside the fences frayed his nerves. He’d let Ant have his fun for a minute, then bail out.


  Leroy had to admit, though, it was kind of relaxing not being able to see what was in front of him, not being able to see anything at all. There was almost a feeling of weightlessness in the vertigo of the dark. He kicked back and spread out as his car reached the top of the loop.


  In the car above him, Ant faced backward, clutching the plastic seat. He couldn’t quite tell at first, but he was sure of it, now—they were police lights that were tearing down the road, still over a mile out, but surely headed their way.


  “Uh,” Ant started, his voice floating up to Leroy in the same dreamy manner as the music. “Okay, that was fun, but we should get moving.”


  “Man, that’s what I’ve been saying,” Leroy said. “Maybe one more go-around, though, I’m just starting to like this.” He turned sideways in the car, the police lights blocked from him by the backrest.


  “No, you were right. We should leave, right now.”


  “Wow, finally right about something and I now I wish I wasn’t.”


  “You would be shocked how often that is the case,” Ant said, peering out at the police lights, still. As his car reached the bottom, he leapt out and slammed the button, and the wheel ground to a halt.


  “Aw come on, I wanted one more,” Leroy said, sitting up.


  Ant was already mid-sprint toward the generator, weaving between the booths. He skidded to a stop in the dirt in front of the machine and flipped the switch. A moment later, each attraction’s lights flicked off, one by one.


  “What the hell?” Leroy called out, standing by the ride. “Ant?”


  As the music faded out and the siren became audible, Ant jogged back over to Leroy. Even in the dark, Ant could see the terror in his face.


  “What d’we do?” Leroy asked, his voice quivering.


  Confident and calm, Ant said “Stay silent.”


  Just like Leroy’d imagined earlier, the car’s brakes locked up as it slid into the deserted parking lot. He’d seen it on TV a hundred times, and now he was living it. The lanky officer flicked on the spotlight and jumped out.


  “White City police!” he croaked.


  Ant signaled for Leroy to follow and dove behind the nearest booth, a thin strip of red and white plastic the only thing between them and the law. Hands on Leroy’s shoulders, Ant whispered, “You first, up the fence. Stay hidden.”


  Leroy glanced around and inhaled, then took off for the fence.


  “Quietly!” Ant said, trying to muffle his voice.


  “You are in direct violation of Utah title seventy-six, chapter six, section, ah… two-oh-six,” the officer barked as he fumbled with the lock on the gate, “and you need to come out with your hands up!”


  Leroy softened his step and crept onto the fence. It creaked under his shifting weight as he climbed, but he stabilized and swung his legs over the top, then dropped to a quiet crouch on the ground below. Looking back, he saw Ant pounce out from behind the booth and practically scale the fence in a single leap.


  “Come on,” Ant said, and he dashed inaudibly into the thicket of brush beyond the fairgrounds. Leroy hustled to follow, indifferent to the scrapes and spiderwebs he acquired along the way.


  In a glade a few hundred feet out, they caught their breath. The coruscating red and blue lights tinted the forest around them as the officer’s warnings and demands were lost to the evening wind. Leroy, doubled over with his hands propped on his knees, turned to Ant, who grinned as if the cop they’d just run from had been a paid actor, simply doing his job for their amusement.


  “I told you!” Leroy said, gasping for air. “I told you someone’d see it.”


  “You were right,” Ant casually remarked, leaning on a tree.


  “Dammit, this is serious! Why you smiling?”


  “Why does anyone smile?” Ant chuckled. “Because I am having fun.”


  “Fun?” Leroy’s eyes widened in a confused fury. “That was so close!”


  “Bah,” Ant dismissed him with a wave. “He was not even inside the fence.”


  “Well, he is now.”


  Back at the fairgrounds, the officer’s flashlight flitted from booth to booth as he scoured the area, repeatedly traveling the same route.


  “But we are not.”


  A second police car pulled up to the fair, lights flashing out of sync with the first, creating a disorienting strobe-like effect.


  “Oh, that’s great.” A bitter tone laced Leroy’s words. “Let’s go.”


  Ant held out a hand to stop him. “No. We wait it out.”


  “What kinda sense does that make?” Leroy asked, only to be shushed. Ant motioned for him to watch, and with a scowl, he did.


  The first officer searched a moment longer, then hurried to the gate to meet his backup, and Leroy couldn’t see him anymore. He strained for a time to find something to watch, but there was no movement, and without the lights of the fair the dark was palpable.


  Then, one of the police cars shut its lights off. Leroy perked up further as the car pulled away from the fair. Shortly after, or maybe it wasn’t, Leroy was so tired coming down from the adrenaline rush he couldn’t tell, the other car’s lights were muted. It followed the first car at a slower pace, as if the officer wanted one more chance to find someone, then roared ahead to make up lost ground.


  Leroy exhaled what seemed like ten minutes of held breath.


  “Now can we go?” he asked through a yawn that left him bereft of energy.


  “Not yet,” Ant answered. “Not until we know where we are going.”


  “I don’t know, okay? I don’t know where to go, I don’t know where to sleep. I’m not a leader like you,” Leroy agonized. “I’m not a captain.”


  “Goodness, I have not heard so much self-pity since my last semester teaching university,” Ant asserted. “Pull yourself together.” He led a grimacing Leroy down a path between two rows of bushes. “Leadership is not like art. It is not genetic, or inherent. It dwells in each of us, a state of mind one discovers when it is asked of him.”


  “Guess I haven’t found it yet.”


  “You would not be halfway across Utah if you had not,” Ant proclaimed. “Let me tell you a secret, Leroy: everybody is uncertain—parents, professors, police officers, the president. All one can do is parse the data at hand and make a decision with confidence. And that’s the trick: confidence. If you do not have it, fake it. Eventually, it will harden into the real thing.”


  Leroy’d always known that his mother had no idea what she was doing in life, but the fact that other adults, normal people, felt the same, even if only sometimes, was a revelation to him. It eased his mind.


  “Okay, well, I have an idea,” Ant said. “I have always wanted to try this.”


  “No more ideas. I just wanna sleep.”


  “Thus, my idea. Follow me.”


  * * *


  Had Leroy known that Ant’s idea involved walking almost an hour back to the megastore that’d deemed them potential shoplifters, he’d have politely declined. Yet there they were, awash in the glow that had seemed so welcoming earlier, but now felt like a surveillance aid.


  “You kidding me? I’d’ve rather slept back in the woods by the fair,” Leroy said, secretly made anxious by the sight of the store. He remembered what Ant had said though: just be confident. He tried.


  “It would have been unsafe to sleep there without a fire due to the wildlife in the area, and a fire would have been too conspicuous.”


  “How’s a jungle any better?”


  Ant shrugged. “Most jungles have been there for many years. Animals tend to stay away from inhabited locations, especially those with a fire.”


  “They got a spy walking around the store! How can we sleep here?”


  “O ye of little faith,” Ant said, and strutted through the sliding doors.


  Leroy was tired enough that he didn’t protest, and sulked in after Ant.


  An elderly man with his mouth hanging open waved them in, bags and all. Instead of heading to customer service, Ant trod the main walkway, barren but for a few midnight shoppers, then branched off toward the clothing section.


  “Look, I got enough underwear,” Leroy said.


  “What is it about this place that brings out the comedian in you?”


  “This is obviously a bad idea. We’re gonna get kicked out.”


  “The night staff never cares.” Ant stopped in the women’s clothing section. He dropped his bag through the top of a circular clothing rack, hidden by a round ruffle of floral sun dresses that almost resembled a flower itself.


  “Oh, this is a new low,” Leroy mumbled, lowering his bag into the rack. “Wait, we aren’t sleeping in these, are we?” He knew the answer before he’d even finished the question. Of course they’d be sleeping in the women’s clothing section of a twenty-four hour megastore, as any teenager and middle-aged man traveling across the country would.


  “Do you have any preference?” Ant asked through a smirk, stepping over to an adjacent rack. “I think I will go with the maternity dresses. They are light and airy, very pleasant.” He rubbed the fabric between a thumb and finger.


  Leroy glanced around, checking for employees, but the excess of fluorescent lights cast no moving shadows. The only people populating the store at that time of night were strange-looking, with eyes too large, too much or not enough hair, or a malformed limb; and fat, fatter than Leroy had ever seen, some of them. He’d felt as guilty not looking at them as he had looking at them. Even thinking of them as ‘them,’ as if they were in a group of their own, made him feel guilty. But none of them were anywhere near the women’s clothing section. Made sense, he thought, then felt guilty again.


  When he looked back, Ant was gone. For a moment Leroy was concerned, until a voice floated out from inside the maternity dresses.


  “If you wake up first, get me up.”


  A smile spread across Leroy’s face at the ridiculousness of the situation, despite the weariness and wariness tugging at him from the inside. After comparing the remaining racks, he decided the bathrobes would conceal him the best as well as being the warmest, a bonus since the AC was on full blast.


  He slipped inside. It was cramped and claustrophobic, like the grainer car and the boxcar before it, and he had to sit indian-style to keep his legs from poking out. He tamped the urge to burst from the rack and told himself to be confident. It was just like one of his old blanket forts.


  Hunched over, imagining his mother yelling about the mess, he slept.


  * * *


  “I haven’t told James yet,” a woman admitted, trying to overpower the uncertainty in her voice. “Not sure how he’ll react.”


  Leroy snapped awake inside his cocoon. He was a little stiff, but he’d slept surprisingly well. His thoughts clearing, he realized the woman speaking was alarmingly close, and hoped she didn’t need a bathrobe.


  “You should make your decision before you talk to him,” another woman said. Her voice was brash, commanding. “Don’t you dare let him steer the conversation. This is your choice.”


  “No, I know,” the first woman cooed, more of a lament than an affirmation. “It’s mine. It’s part of me. Whether he’s in or out, I’m keeping it.”


  “You… really?” the second one asked. “I didn’t know you wanted that.”


  Leroy heard the screech of metal hangers sliding on a metal clothing rack. He couldn’t see which rack, but he had a bad feeling.


  “I didn’t. Not until I found out.”


  Then, Ant’s voice interrupted the women. “Good morning, ladies.”


  A duet of shrill screams, brief but powerful, rang out amidst the brisk shuffling of footsteps. Leroy poked his head out of the bathrobes and saw the women scurrying away as Ant emerged from the rack of dresses.


  “Oh God, I hope that wasn’t Candid Camera!” one woman exclaimed, clutching her purse to her chest. She looked back and glimpsed Leroy protruding from the bathrobes and shrieked “Oh my God there’s another one!” Her heels clacked as she shoved her friend into the next aisle.


  “I suppose that is our cue,” Ant said, and reached into the the rack with their bags and pulled them out. Leroy took his.


  “I swear, every idea you have is worse than the last.”


  “Hey,” Ant rebutted as they headed toward the exit, “if you do not want to be the captain, you can not criticize the captain.”


  “You got a rule for everything, huh. There a rule for whether or not you should run when a woman finds you sleeping in a clothes rack?”


  “Do not draw attention to yourself,” Ant cautioned. “Act casual.”


  They navigated the influx of customers entering the building. Ant stopped next to the store greeter, a different elderly man than previously.


  “Excuse me, do you have the time?”


  The man checked his watch, which was turned so the face was on the underside of his wrist. Leroy’d never seen anyone wear a watch that way. “Ten forty-two in the A.M.,” the man replied, the words dribbling over his bottom lip.


  Ant and Leroy wandered out of the cold fluorescent light and into the warm morning sun, pressing against him like a sheet fresh out of the drier.


  Stretching his upper body as he glided through the parking lot once again, Ant said “I feel great. We slept for quite a while.”


  Leroy did a couple high-knees as he walked. “I’m alright. Sorta stiff.”


  “I am sure the long walk ahead of us will work that right out.”


  Leroy groaned. “I’m so sick of walking.”


  “Well, we could have been on a train this very moment, had we stayed—”


  “You said not to criticize the captain,” Leroy groused.


  * * *


  “Kinda wish we didn’t sleep so long,” Leroy panted, dabbing with his sleeve the criss-crossed trails of sweat on his cheeks.


  “The cool of the morning would have been lovely,” Ant agreed.


  After a familiar couple of miles, they came to a stop again at the White City Fair, which was bustling with activity, but not from happy fairgoers. Last night’s anxiety was substituted with awe as Leroy peered through the same fence at a crew of workers deconstructing the ferris wheel.


  “Think that’s ‘cause of us?” Leroy asked.


  “It was shut down already,” Ant replied, uninterested in the process taking place before him. “If anything, we simply roused them to action.”


  The workers turned the massive wheel just enough each time to reach the next car, then used a power drill to free it and carry it to a line of industrial trucks waiting to haul away as many as five at a time. The efficiency of the operation impressed Leroy; it reminded him of a NASCAR pit crew. Not his favorite sport, but when there was nothing else on TV he could always turn it on and watch cars drive fast, something he’d doubted he would ever be able to do.


  One of the workers, a chubby man with stiff strings of gelled black hair jutting from the rim of his hard hat, white amongst the other mens’ orange, seemed to Leroy to be in charge of things. When the drill died, he shouted “Somebody grab another battery from the trailer,” then said “Keep it up, boys, we don’t got all day, here,” as the crew slowed down. He grunted as he helped lift one last car onto the truck, then pulled the sliding door down and locked it. “Good to go!” He gave the driver a thumbs up before the truck thundered away.


  “I enjoy walking as much as the next Lebanese man, which is more than you know,” Ant said, “but I must insist we find the next jungle.”


  “Yeah.” Leroy watched as the fresh battery was loaded into the drill, and it droned anew. Maybe the next jungle would be better, he hoped. The first hadn’t been too bad; Ted had been kind of off-putting, but he didn’t carve letters into people. And Cracker John was a fine man. “Alright.” He watched the workers remove another car before pulling back.


  As he stepped away from the fence, he heard a man shout “Not yet! Wait!” over the ear-splitting grind of metal whittling away at thousands of revolutions per minute, then a massive crash shook the ground on which he stood.


  Leroy tried to turn back and look but his body felt so heavy, heavy under the knowledge that something was wrong. In slow motion he spun, until on the edge of his vision he saw the man with the white hard hat struggling and squealing like a rat in a trap, his leg caught under the weight of the fallen car.


  For a moment the workers gawked at the incident, idle, helpless as their boss thrashed and screamed. Beside them, the drill fell from a stunned worker’s hands, his eyes aghast and mouth hanging open in horror. “I’m sorry!” he pleaded, “I’m sorry!”


  Then, Ant sprinted toward the man, and grasped the car. “Help me lift,” he urged amongst the shrieking, and a few men rushed to aid him.


  In a macabre trance, Leroy watched Ant and the other men labor to lift the car off the man, wondering how it could possibly weigh so much. It rose an inch or two, which drew a sharp gasp from the man in the white hard hat, then another inch, then another. As they raised it, Ant grunted “Back three feet, then drop! And watch your legs!”


  The air was muddied with the cries of men. They pulled the car away, and Leroy got a glimpse of the man’s leg: it was crushed—not bent at a break in the bone, but flattened from knee to foot, the skin ruptured in multiple places and oozing blood. The leg dangled like a wet noodle from below the knee when he tried to lift it. “Oh, Christ,” the victim wailed, staring down at the torn-up mess. “Christ, it’s useless!” He clutched the shorts of a worker standing beside him. “Don’t let them take it! Please!”


  Leroy felt faint as he covered his ears, trying to block out the unforgettable sound of a man in agonizing pain, more real than any TV show, but he’d already been contaminated. He dropped to his knees and shut his eyes, jaw aching as he gritted his teeth until he couldn’t anymore, then vomited so hard he thought his eyes would pop out. It tasted like acrid peanut butter. He puked again.


  “Go call nine-one-one,” a man yelled, and another ran to the trailer.


  The next thing Leroy knew, Ant was standing next to him, pulling him up. “We must leave, now.” Ant gripped him by the arm and nearly dragged him away from the fence and toward the road, his stomach still churning.


  * * *


  Half a mile or so past the fair, the railroad took a sharp turn south, pulling away from the street, and Ant and Leroy followed. By the time the ambulance neared the fair, Leroy had to squint to see it.


  Ant crouched, then dropped to a sitting position without using his hands, which Leroy noticed were covered in blood. “In my bag, the water.”


  Leroy grabbed the gallon from the bottom of the bag and began pouring.


  “How’d you get blood on you?”


  “Slower, slow down,” Ant said, scrubbing his hands. “I took off the man’s shoe. Or, I tried to. At a certain point I could not tell shoe from foot.”


  Queasiness rising inside him again, Leroy looked away.


  Ant finished washing and wiped his hands on his pants. “You might want to…” He pointed at a bloody handprint on Leroy’s arm from when he’d grabbed him earlier. “Here, hand me the water.”


  Leroy scoured his arm as Ant trickled a steady stream of water onto it, trying to wash away the memories of the accident.


  “Would you like to wash out your mouth?” Ant asked.


  Heat rushing to his cheeks, Leroy nodded. As he swished the water in his mouth, which did nothing to get rid of the dirty, acidic feeling vomit left behind, he considered his and Ant’s reactions to the accident: the first thing Ant had done was jump up to help, and all Leroy could muster was the contents of his stomach.


  “I am sorry you had to see that, but you must banish that look from your face,” Ant said. “Nobody ever got anywhere feeling sorry for himself.”


  Leroy looked off, an absence in his gaze.


  “Get some food in you.”


  “No more peanut butter,” he groaned. “Gimme the trail mix.” He poured some into his mouth and the dusty flavor of peanuts assaulted his tastebuds. Nausea rolled through him. He hoped he wouldn’t have to suffer the image of the mangled leg every time he ate a peanut product.


  As they walked, he separated the peanuts from handfuls of trail mix, tossing them away, and ate the resulting candy, raisins, and dried fruit.


  “Quit wasting those,” Ant said, sticking out his hand. “I will take them.”


  They marched along the ballast, Leroy tossing peanuts to Ant.


  At times the railroad tracks veered toward the city, threatening to expose them, but always pulled away at the last moment. The minuscule buildings of smaller towns brought Reno to mind in comparison. He craved the inspirational surroundings of a big city, yet the fast pace was too much for him. He liked silence, relaxation.


  Out of the silence, a train’s horn blared from far behind them.


  Glee burbling up inside him, Leroy whipped around. “It’s coming toward us, so that’s eastbound, right?” he asked Ant, eyes lit up.


  “Indeed. We can either keep walking, or try to get aboard.”


  “I vote train. My legs ache. So what do we do? Stand on the tracks?”


  “Absolutely not. Disregarding how hazardous that is, an inconvenienced engineer is an unhappy engineer, and an unhappy engineer is hardly inclined to take on a stowaway, let alone two.”


  Still a minute out, Leroy watched the train propel down the tracks, smoke billowing from the unit like a rampaging cartoon character.


  “Over here.” Ant scuttled behind a row of dense bushes.


  Leroy crouched beside him. The train seemed to slow as he watched. He hoped it was; he was sick of walking around, not making progress. He’d lost count of how many days he’d been gone.


  “Right. Now, as soon as the engine car passes, we run. Stay off the ballast,” Ant emphasized. “Locate an open car, pace alongside it, and then transition. You must be surefooted if you are to make the jump. And keep your feet behind you, it is imperative. Focus on your hands.”


  Leroy gulped, trying to steel himself. His mood had done a complete one-eighty, and the train was no longer a sign of hope.


  “That is all assuming the train is traveling at a reasonable speed,” Ant said, peering at the train from under a palm that blocked the sun. “If you cannot make it, we can always continue walking. Better to have an ache than a stump.”


  The purr of the far-off train intensified as it chugged closer, almost vibrating the air around them. Watching it, Leroy realized it wasn’t going that fast, or so he convinced himself. He filled his chest with fresh air.


  As it pulled up, Leroy was mesmerized. It never ceased to amaze him how gigantic trains were. He thought back to the dorky security guard at the Barstow station who’d called him a railfan. Maybe it was truer than he’d realized.


  Beside him, Ant bolted out from behind the bushes, dragging Leroy out of his fixation. The speed of the middle-aged man bearing that heavy backpack astounded Leroy; Ant looked like an Olympic track runner.


  “Come on!” Ant yelled, looking back, and Leroy snapped out of it again. He dashed out, hands grasping the straps of his backpack near his shoulders, trying to stop it from swaying back and forth as he ran.


  Train cars crept past Ant as he slowed, decreasing the gap. The rear of the train cruised toward them. Twenty feet back, Leroy was still struggling.


  “The last car!” Ant shouted, pointing over his shoulder. “The grainer!” He measured the distance between himself and the oncoming ladder, breathing hard, and adjusted his pace, then pounced, holding his feet behind him as he grasped the ladder. His thighs bashed the metal rungs, but he ignored the pain, gained his footing, and climbed atop the platform.


  Lying on his stomach, cheek to the warm steel, a smile broke out on Ant’s face. That was the fastest train he’d ever hopped. Forty-two and still in great shape. He sat up, then turned to check on Leroy. He was reaching out for the ladder, only inches away, but falling behind.


  “Khara!” Ant cursed, the smile no longer present on his face.


  Leroy pumped his legs as hard as they’d go, but he couldn’t seem to catch up. He was so close, but not close enough to risk a jump. Glancing ahead, he saw Ant seated on the front platform, peering back, worry lines creasing his tanned face, and ran harder.


  Ant yelled something, but Leroy couldn’t hear it over the train’s rumble. Even if he could, the determination dominating his thoughts would’ve blocked it out. He pushed harder, reaching the extent of his energy. His calves and thighs ached, threatening to cramp up, and what little breath he had was stuck in his throat. He forced air into his lungs, then made one last desperate push for the ladder, thrusting his hand out as far as he could. The tip of his finger grazed a rung. He was almost there. Just a bit further…


  And then he stumbled.


  Leaning forward, Leroy hurtled along the rocky ballast as the train sped away, but he didn’t fall. After staggering to a shaky stop in the dirt beside the tracks, he dropped to his knees, watching Ant drift away on the grainer, then flopped onto his back, trying to slow his aggressive heartbeat. The thin summer air did nothing to help.


  He covered his eyes with the inside of his elbow and wondered what to do next as the train’s tumult faded, leaving only his raspy breathing, and the silence he liked so much. He wasn’t enjoying it at the moment.


  Leroy wished he could lay there forever and shut out the world, not have to deal with the trouble he’d gotten himself into. The magnitude of his stupidity astounded him. Running away was dumb enough, in retrospect. Running away across the country? And all of it for a woman he’d only known as a child, a decade ago?


  Then, the abrasive sound of rocks grinding and crunching caught his ear. He pulled his arm away from his eyes and saw Ant moseying down the ballast, his dark slacks dusted with a fine coat of sand.


  “Are you hurt?” Ant called out as he approached.


  Leroy remained silent.


  “Are you hurt?” he repeated, closing in.


  “Just leave me. I’m done,” Leroy muttered.


  “You are planning to stake out that spot, build a little hut perhaps?” Ant asked with a grin that sparked the kindling inside Leroy.


  “How ‘bout you go find Rehema, if you’re so interested,” Leroy said, sprawled in the dirt. “Then she can fly me over to Tampa. I like that idea.”


  “I am simply interested in helping you get where you are going,” Ant rebutted, extending a hand to help Leroy up, which he declined. “It is gratifying to see how much you appreciate that fact.”


  “Actually I never asked you to come, you forced your way in!” Leroy snapped, and got to his feet on his own. “This was mine.”


  “Without my guidance, you would likely still be in California.”


  “All you’ve done is nearly get me arrested and killed!”


  “You are just like the rest,” Ant scoffed. “You use me for my experience and knowledge, then you tire of me and move on. Well, not this time. I will see you through to your destination if it is the last thing I do.”


  “I ain’t even going anymore. She won’t want me anyway. And yeah,” Leroy crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes, “I said ‘ain’t.’”


  “Suit yourself,” Ant said, and walked away from Leroy.


  “Where are you going?” Leroy asked, following him.


  “Tampa, to convince a woman to purchase a plane ticket.”


  “Hold up. We got almost eighty bucks left. Is that enough for a ticket?”


  Ant stopped and turned around. “Technically, I have almost eighty dollars. Which I will have back, by the way, if you really are planning on staying here. But no, it is not enough, unless you wish to wait months for a flight.”


  Leroy groaned and rubbed his eyes. “So sick of this. I’m so worn out. My body aches everywhere. I wish I was just there already.”


  “I hate to break it to you, but wishes only come true in movies,” Ant said with a stern edge. “If you would like to make it to Tampa in the near future, then stop whinging help me find a jungle.”


  “That’s what we been doing,” Leroy complained.


  “And we have not finished yet, have we?”


  Leroy groaned again, threw his head back, and hobbled on.


  “I apologize for my Lebanese temper,” Ant said as they followed the tracks.


  “I’ve seen worse.”


  Far ahead, the train’s horn blared, a frail echo of what might’ve been.


  * * *


  Leroy was tightening the straps of his backpack, since he expected he’d have to run again, when he saw the flicker of a fire casting illuminated patterns on trees in the shade of a gully. He said “Look,” pointing toward the fire.


  “Good eye,” Ant said. “The train yard must be just beyond the bend.”


  Leroy wiped his brow with his sleeve, mumbling “Thank God.”


  They clomped down the shallowest section of hill toward the ravine. Halfway down, Leroy slipped on dead leaves and almost fell flat on his butt, but managed to grab onto a nearby tree and salvage his balance.


  “Shall I carry you?” Ant sassed, already at the foot of the decline.


  “Ha ha,” Leroy droned, treading the hill with caution. “Lemme guess: in Lebanon, all the land is made of hills covered with leaves,” Leroy parodied, speaking with his hands as much as his words.


  Ant threw his head back and laughed from the gut. “Touché.”


  Leroy didn’t know what that meant, but he’d gotten a laugh out of Ant, and that made him feel good. In the past he’d been too afraid to even try.


  At the bottom of the gully, Leroy gazed at the stone walls protruding from the dirt surroundings. They almost looked like steps, though far too shallow and small to be climbed. Squirrel stairs, he thought, snickering, then spied the blazing fire surrounded by at least five men, though from that distance they looked kind of like stick figures, so he wasn’t sure. Apprehension prickled his skin.


  “That looks like quite the hobo party,” Ant said, a faint scowl on his lips. He stopped walking and looked off. “Khara!” he spat.


  “Is that another language? What’s that mean?”


  “It is simply an obscenity,” Ant remarked. “We can not stay here.”


  “But you’re the one’s been saying—”


  “I know what I said. The spot is bummed out. It is too risky.”


  “Bummed out?”


  “A surplus of activity in an area will lead a bull to patrol more regularly. I assume that would explain the group ahead.”


  “There’s only a few more than at the last jungle.”


  “Counting us there would be eight people. Now, decades ago, eight men at one camp would have been normal, expected, even. But these days, a traveler is well advised to avoid a camp of that size.”


  “Shouldn’t we try? I mean, we got so far to go. If there’s any chance…”


  “We can if you would like, but unless they are all friends traveling together or some such, I suspect they will tell us the same.”


  They advanced toward the jungle, keeping an inoffensive pace, yet as they neared they drew glares just the same. There were six of them around the fire: two grizzly men who seemed to be competing for the title of longest beard, an old-timer, thin as a rail, a younger man with a backpack, and a couple.


  “Maybe you were right,” Leroy started.


  “Calling in!” Ant hollered, and trod without hesitation.


  From the other side of the fire, a familiar voice, hoarser than before, cut the silence. “Ain’t no room here. Keep on movin’.”


  Ant stopped and said “Well, there is room, literally speaking, but I know what you mean.” Then he turned to Leroy and whispered “Does that strike you as an educated person on first impression?”


  “Quit playin’ games and get,” the woman ordered.


  “That’s Maggie,” Leroy said, his apprehension multiplying. He noticed the scraggly man next to her as Eddy, now with a length of tape slapped across his forehead at a slightly crooked angle.


  “Oh boy.”


  “Well imagine that,” Eddy gawked, as if the four of them were old friends.


  “What are the chances, eh?” Ant agreed.


  “You guys know each other?” the mousey backpacker marveled. “That’s incredible! So you guys are like real hobos, like circuit hobos, huh?”


  Arms resting across his big belly, one of the bearded men rumbled with a low chuckle. The old man next to him had his head bobbed back and jaw slackened, passed out sitting up.


  “It’s great seein’ you again,” Maggie assured them without an ounce of sincerity, “but like I said, we’re full up. Yard’s already buzzin’, and we don’t need no child drawin’ more attention to us.”


  “No,” Ant smiled, “you can do that just fine on your own. As pleasant as I expect it would be, we have no intention of staying here.” Ant looked the bearded men and the backpacker each firmly in the eye as he clutched the straps of his bag and said “Sleep tight, gentlemen, and I do mean that literally.”


  Maggie simpered and affected a wave. “Bye-bye, now.”


  Her eyes tracked them as Leroy followed Ant around the camp. Turning back periodically, Leroy watched it fade from view as they continued through the ravine. He was all set to complain about having to walk even more, but he doubted Ant was in any mood to hear his guff as they navigated the narrow gulch.


  Hell, he wasn’t in any mood to hear his guff. He was sick of complaining, and even more sick of being in situations that would encourage him to do so. He was only victimizing himself. This was his choice, and he intended to see it through. Whatever ‘it’ was, he resolved to man up and deal with it, and at this moment it was the walk to the next station.


  God, it would be a long walk, though.


  * * *


  A few miles from the jungle, the tracks they were following crept closer to the road until the two were a mere fifty feet apart. With the road came the city, and soon they found themselves surrounded by suburbs, minivans cruising past at conservative speeds. Leroy longed for the crisp air-conditioning he imagined flowing throughout the vehicles. His shirt was drenched beneath his backpack, and the front wasn’t faring much better. Of all the summers to run away, he had to choose the hottest.


  The sun was in the process of setting; Leroy estimated it was somewhere near five o’clock, although it still felt as hot as noon. The heat had made them both cranky, and what little talking had been done in the past few hours had been snippy and short. Silence was fine with Leroy.


  As they lurched between the two means of transportation, the silence was broken when an El Camino, brown paint tarnished with orange waves of rust and a white sheen of oxidation, rumbled alongside them. Smirking at them from the driver’s seat was a man in sunglasses, wrinkled around the mouth, with a bandana covering his hair, if he had any.


  Before the man had spoken a word, Leroy knew he was going to ask if they wanted a ride. It was instinctual, as if a light within him just flickered to life. As soon as he realized this, he knew what he had to do.


  “Trying to get somewhere?” the El Camino man croaked, his bulging, tattooed arm sticking out of the open window, fingers drumming on the thin aluminum roof of the car. “Maybe I can help.”


  “We’re good, thanks,” Leroy blurted, then glanced at Ant to gauge his reaction. Ant looked puzzled, but Leroy turned back to the roughneck and continued. “We live just up the road, not more than a mile.”


  “You sure? Look at this fine machine,” he said with a grin. “She’ll getcha there in less than a minute, I bet. Two-hundred thirty horses in there.”


  “I’m sure,” Leroy replied with confidence. Even if he’d wanted to ride with a random stranger, the trunk of the car, if it could be called that, was splotchy with wear and nearly rusted through at points. “Really, though, thanks.”


  “Well alright!” the man said, and patted the roof with his palm. “Catch you fellas later, then.” With a smoky burnout, he was off.


  Throwing up his hands, Ant said “What was that about? You pass up a free ride? Do you know how long we have to walk, now?”


  “No. Do you?”


  “Well, no. A lot longer than it would have been by car, I know that.”


  “Did you even see the back? It looked liable to collapse.”


  Ant scoffed. “You could have ridden in the front seat.”


  “We almost got killed by a drunk driver a few days ago. Remember that? I’m not riding with anyone I don’t know, anymore.”


  “Stringent criterion. You do realize that rules out basically everyone?”


  “I guess it does, yeah,” Leroy agreed. “What about buses? I’ll ride a bus.”


  “Right, because buses are not full of strangers,” Ant retorted.


  “It’s different,” Leroy mumbled, eyes on the ground.


  “And what of the urgency you displayed only yesterday?”


  “No reason to rush there if it’s gonna get me killed. Like you said, Ms. Stacey probably reported me, anyway. Few hours can’t hurt.”


  Ant seemed to consider this, and his demeanor softened. “Okay, then. In the absence of a bus, I suggest we continue walking.”


  “Maybe we can find one,” Leroy reasoned. “We’re right by the city.”


  “Sure. A small city, which likely does not have a bus system, but there is a chance. We should not, however, rely on that possibility.”


  Leroy was still singing on the inside when they started to walk, watching the prints his shoes left in the sand. Not only had his little lie worked to get the El Camino man to leave, but he’d taken charge of the situation with Ant. His situation. They were small victories, but it was all part of the process of going from a child to a capable adult. It wasn’t a choice; he knew he wouldn’t survive the trip if he couldn’t make the transition.


  * * *


  Leroy hadn’t complained once since his vow to become an adult. Good Lord, had he wanted to—his legs were barely usable in their tenderized state; he’d had to lock his knees every time he stepped. Complaining didn’t help anything, though, and he was determined to stop.


  He was, however, free to express relief as thoroughly as he liked.


  “Thank God,” Leroy cried, and dropped to his knees out of necessity as much as happiness. They stood before a brick crew change station that reminded Leroy of an old schoolhouse, aglow in the evening twilight. The clock at the top read eight-thirty.


  Ant reached a hand out to help Leroy up. “We must keep moving. Before we can rest, we should at least scope out the yard, perhaps speak to the crew about outgoing eastbound trains.”


  Leroy grasped the hand, and Ant lifted him to his feet, but his knees buckled as soon as Ant let go. He declined further help and, after a struggle, stood on his own, then they crossed the woodchips to the back of the building.


  The racket of the station fulfilled Leroy. He hadn’t realized how much he’d come to love the song of an idling locomotive engine, the muffled shouting of workers, even a whiff of diesel fuel, when he wasn’t choking on it. The sum of it all had a rejuvenating effect on him.


  This yard before them was bigger than the last crew change point. A few hundred feet to their left, the FRED for two trains positioned away from them blinked out of sync. The train between faced them, headlights shining brilliantly.


  “Those must be outgoing,” Ant noted.


  On the patio just behind the building, a man in overalls inspected a clipboard. He raised his eyes above the brim of his glasses for a casual glance as they approached, before looking down again.


  “Good evening,” Ant said, but before he could continue a train’s horn blasted from nearby, startling the two of them, but not the worker.


  “Hello,” he said, fixated on his work, scribbling numbers and checking boxes. A short burst of static discharged from his walkie-talkie. “Good to go?” a man’s voice asked. The clipboard man lifted the device to his lips and said “Good to go.”


  The brakes of a train pressurized with a trebly hiss as it jerked to a slow trundle. Ant turned and saw the third in the trio rolling away from the station.


  “Could you please point us to—” Ant started with more urgency, but static and another voice from the man’s walkie-talkie cut him off.


  “If you don’t mind, I’m very busy,” the worker stated, and lifted the device to his mouth again. “Good to go. Wait thirty seconds, then proceed.”


  Ant raised his voice and said “I just need to know—” and then was cut off again by the brakes on another train pressurizing.


  “Any of those eastbound?” Leroy shouted.


  “Rail three. You just missed it,” the crewman said over the clamor. He pointed to the third train, picking up speed as it pulled away.


  Just then, the second train began to roll toward them.


  Ant tore off across the yard.


  Don’t complain, he reminded himself. Don’t complain. Leroy dashed after him as best his fatigued legs would allow, sucking in deep breaths, thankful that he’d tightened his backpack earlier in the day.


  “Hey! Be careful!” the man called out to them, but caution was the last thing on Leroy’s mind. He and Ant scampered through the yard, weaving between barrels and workers, who cursed them for their recklessness. They ran parallel to the rails, blocked from crossing them by a row of wooden pallets, stacked high with plastic-wrapped boxes. Just as they rounded the corner of the last one, the train on the second rail whooshed past going the other way, blocking their path.


  They watched their ride chugging away between the passing cars.


  “I don’t have it in me,” Leroy panted, words whisked away by the train.


  “We are not missing our ride again,” Ant asserted, and took off running against the grain of the train that blocked them.


  Leroy’s thighs burned as he followed. He watched grainer after boxcar after flatbed pass by at double-speed as he ran alongside the tracks. The wind created by the train going the opposite direction wore him down, but he kept up with Ant.


  They reached the train on the first rail, sitting still with its FRED blinking lazily, and squeezed in between it and the moving train. Leroy grew disoriented in the dark corridor, zig-zagging as he tried to keep up. He felt a burn from his mouth to his lungs as he took in a bitter breath of diesel fumes. Ant’s figure faded into the darkness ahead of him as he slowed, coughing and spitting. His legs cramped up, threatening to give out if he stopped for even a moment, which was all he wanted to do. Stop. Breathe. Sleep.


  Then the last car of the hotshot rushed by him, and he could breathe again, see again. He saw Ant, still running toward the eastbound train, and actually catching up. He was exhausted, but Ant was right—they couldn’t afford to miss their ride again. He had to do it for her.


  A surge of adrenaline pulsed through him, numbing the pain as he sprinted. He felt his feet slapping the ground faster than ever, the gap between him and Ant decreasing until they were neck and neck, only ten feet from the rear grainer car.


  “There you go!” Ant shouted when he noticed Leroy next to him.


  Leroy was too focused to respond. He burst forth with everything in him, every ounce of energy and strength he had, and stretched his arm out. Just a few feet away. He ran, pushed, strained, and when he was inches away from it, he closed his eyes and jumped.


  He didn’t know why he did it. He knew it was a terrible idea. But he did. Relief nearly crushed him when he opened his eyes and found himself clutching the ladder on the side of the grainer for dear life. He cautiously unwrapped himself, found the bottom rung with his foot, then climbed onto the platform. He collapsed backward against the wall, bashing his head, though he hardly noticed. His heart was beating so fast he thought blood would squirt from his skin. Desperate for air, he inhaled, but it was as if his body didn’t want the air; he couldn’t get it in. He sat up, straightened his body, inhaled again. The fresh air got in this time, bringing feeling back to his limbs.


  Leroy was awestruck. He’d actually made it. He’d found strength he hadn’t even known he had, scraped from the recesses of his being.


  He was still reeling when Ant peered his head around the divider and grinned at him, breathing hard. “Well… this is familiar, no?”


  


  Chapter 7


  


  Denver, CO


  Leroy scratched off the design he’d been sketching. He couldn’t get it right. Drawing people and animals by sight was one thing, but working from a mental image, something seemed to get lost in translation between his brain and his hands.


  His sunrise-brightened eyelids had awakened him. He didn’t know how long he’d slept, but it must’ve been a while as it’d only gotten dark when they’d hopped on the train, and he passed out shortly after. Either way, he felt better than he had in days, albeit a little sore in the legs. He was too deep inside his head to notice.


  Leroy had thought a lot about his ‘monica’ in the spare moments and frustrated silences of their travels. He knew what he wanted to draw: Mr. Twist because he was an orphan, double helix for the ‘i,’ letters interconnected. He was proud of the design, because there was meaning to it. It was slightly embarrassing, but the idea had come to him after thinking about the Legs strip club logo, the way it had incorporated a meaningful image.


  With all that in mind, he still couldn’t correctly produce it on paper. Bob Ross could create a mind-blowing picturesque landscape in just a half hour, and Leroy couldn’t even get a simple logo right. What hope could he have of ever creating a legitimate work of art?


  “What are you working on?”


  Leroy hadn’t noticed Ant’s face peering around the metal divider. He stuffed the pad of paper back in his backpack and said “Nothing.”


  “Hm… Okay,” Ant said. “Are your ears popping from the elevation?”


  “That what it is? Thought I was getting an ear infection.” Leroy wriggled his finger inside his ear as he opened and closed his jaw. He didn’t know why he was embarrassed for Ant to see him working, but he was. He justified it as simply wanting privacy.


  “The skyline has changed over the years, but it still feels the same,” Ant sighed. “Lucky for us there were no stops overnight. We made fantastic time, and got a good night of sleep, to boot.”


  Leroy craned his head toward the front of the train and saw fog-obscured buildings, irregular like jack-o-lantern teeth, against a mountainous backdrop. He considered how similar many of the large Western cities he’d seen looked. There were insignificant differences in the design and size of the buildings in each city, but overall they looked the same. Must be a reason, he concluded, disappointed. A city could be so much more. He knew it.


  Turning back to Ant, Leroy said “You been here? Where are we?”


  “We are outside Denver. I was awarded my Ph.D. here.”


  “Hope you don’t plan on staying long,” Leroy chanced.


  “No,” Ant responded, settling back, “that is a trip for another time. I am curious to know what you plan to do once we stop, though.”


  Leroy cursed himself for not having considered the question. Planning the next move was essential, but so was planning beyond. He had to work on that. “You sure we’re gonna stop?” he asked with timid hope.


  “Positive. It is illegal for a crew member to work for more than twelve hours, which is why crew changes are necessary. I would guess we have been riding at least ten hours, and given that we are under an hour away from Denver Union Station, a stop is inevitable.”


  “So lame. Computers can look people up across the country but they can’t run a train on a track.” As soon as he said it he realized he’d broken his vow not to complain. That was fast. He had to try harder.


  “I have unique experience with Denver Union,” Ant said, a fond nostalgia shimmering in his eyes. “It was there I first caught out. I rode straight through to Sacramento. It was gorgeous, back then…“ He rubbed his scalp. “Of course, that was twenty years ago. It is a highly populated area, and the station is used more for passenger trains than freight these days. Those are bad conditions for persons illegally hitching a ride. I am of the mind that we should jump before we arrive.”


  Once again, Leroy had to refrain from complaining. He needed to look for the positive, find a way to move forward. “We’ll be right outside the yard. Any chance we could hop a different train?”


  “It is possible, I suppose,” Ant started, “but the risk is too great. We would arrive at incoming and have to cross the entire station. And any time passengers are involved, security is abundant.”


  “It’s what?”


  “There is too much of it.”


  “Just tell me when we gotta jump,” Leroy uttered as he sat back against the warm iron, beyond ready for this trip to come to an end.


  * * *


  Ant and Leroy stared toward the front of the train, each on their own end of the platform. “Ready yourself,” Ant yelled, turning back to Leroy, the words echoing through the corridor of firs and cottonwoods. “Do not forget your bag. The boundary is quickly approaching.”


  “I can see that,” Leroy replied, turning back to Ant.


  “Come over to my side.”


  Ant held his hand out but Leroy grasped a ladder instead and crossed the platform, the wind shoving him around like a gang of phantom bullies. The grass below blurred as it flowed past, crippling Leroy with apprehension.


  “You sure we can’t just wait? Get off in the station?”


  “Unless you would like to be shipped back to California, I am sure.”


  The wind howled nearly as loud as the train’s horn. Waiting for the impending jump, Leroy started to suspect the train was speeding up. Leroy raised his voice and said “Shouldn’t it be slowing down?”


  Ant glanced at the open gate the train advanced toward. “Brace yourself for a rough landing. Try to roll,” Ant urged over the commotion.


  Leroy watched as the locomotive unit passed through the fence.


  “Hold it,” Ant said with his hand up, tilting his head.


  Leroy noticed it too—the hiss of air brakes. “‘Bout time.” A slight pressure slowed the train, but not enough for Leroy to feel safe. He watched three more train cars pass through the gate of the fence.


  “Is there anything fragile in your bag? Any glass, or electronics?”


  It wasn’t easy for Leroy to concentrate standing on the edge of a train rushing through the woods toward a well-guarded train station, but he managed to squeeze out an “I don’t think so.”


  “On my word, we are going to toss our bags. Do not jump yet.”


  Leroy nodded. He didn’t want to let his bag out of his sight, but if he had to roll, the backpack would definitely be in the way. Another two cars passed through the fence. Theirs was only fifteen or so away. “Should probably hurry up,” Leroy said, getting antsy.


  “Not yet,” Ant said.


  Leroy waited, watching anxiously as the fence hurried to meet them.


  “What are we waiting for? It’s not gonna slow down, let’s go!”


  “Not yet!”


  Ten cars from the fence.


  If the train was slowing down, Leroy couldn’t tell, but it might’ve been due to the adrenaline seeping its way into his bloodstream.


  “This is crazy!” he shouted. “I’m getting off!”


  Seven cars away.


  “Bags, now!” Ant swung his rucksack over the ballast and onto the ground between the tracks and the trees. Leroy did the same.


  Five cars away.


  Leroy placed his foot onto the edge of the platform. “I’m jumping!”


  “Wait!” Ant said.


  Leroy had already shifted his weight and was pushing off the ledge when the brakes kicked in, jolting him off balance. His arms flailed as he toppled and landed awkwardly on his ankle, then felt a stiff pop as the rest of his weight came down. He collapsed and clutched his leg, gasping for breath. Nausea seized him, and his pulse throbbed in his head.


  A moment later, Leroy heard a thud. He opened his eyes and glanced up as Ant successfully completed a somersault then staggered to gain his balance. Yet again he couldn’t live up to Ant. What a surprise. The train squealed to a protracted stop a few hundred feet inside the gate, which closed automatically. He felt like a fool, even through the stabbing pain.


  Ant sat in the grass beside him.


  “Don’t even—”


  “I was not going to say anything,” Ant said, “but now I will. I understand why you jumped. It is instinctual, when you feel deep fear such as just then, to do irrational things in order to survive.”


  “But it wasn’t even—”


  “I know, the brakes tossed you off. It was not your fault.”


  “Great, sarcasm,” Leroy said as he stretched out and tenderly rotated his ankle, wincing each time it hit a certain spot. “Mature.”


  “That was sincere. What makes you think I would blame you for an injury?”


  The only response he could think of was ‘I’m just used to it,’ but the embarrassment he’d endure upon the utterance was too much. He kept his mouth shut, and within a moment the full ache of his ankle flooded back to him.


  “We can wait here as long as you need,” Ant assured him. “At least we know it is not broken, if you can move it like that.”


  That was a relief. His lifelong broken-bone-free streak remained intact. At the same time, the inconvenience of the situation was not lost on him; a sprained ankle might as well be handcuffs for a traveler.


  “Would you like to try standing?”


  “Gimme a minute,” Leroy said. He needed to recover mentally as much as physically. His thoughts were still muddled and the breathlessness hadn’t yet diminished. He slid his arm over his eyes and tried to relax.


  “Take your time,” Ant said, favoring his lower back, until he became distracted by a scent and sniffed at the air with deep, full breaths. “I smell a fire. There is a jungle somewhere around here.”


  “Could be campers.”


  “Bedside rail service is not a preferred amenity on camping trips.”


  Leroy cracked a begrudging smile, dampened by discomfort.


  “We should rest there until you are ready to leave.”


  “You just love the jungle, huh?”


  “For someone such as myself who often has nowhere to sleep, a jungle is practical. I am not exactly a beggar, but rest assured I have been on the receiving end of many an insult and a great amount of ill will. For many, it is only in the jungle they may be treated with dignity. It is a sad sign of the times. It was not so long ago that hobos were seen as regular people like you or I.”


  “It sounds like a great place, Ant, but how can I get there?” Leroy said, mocking the infomercial hosts he’d laughed at during nights of insomnia.


  Ant chuckled, but didn’t respond.


  “No, really, you gonna carry me if I can’t walk?”


  “If that is what it takes, I will, indeed,” Ant said.


  “That being the case, forget trying to walk. You can just carry me.”


  Ant got to his feet, brushed his dark slacks off, then offered a hand to help Leroy up. This time, he had no choice but to take it.


  * * *


  “Maybe… that way?” Leroy pointed. He rode piggyback atop Ant’s shoulders, with the dual purpose of staying off his ankle and searching for the jungle. Mostly, he was getting whacked in the face by branches.


  “Watch out!” he called down.


  “Exactly how am I to avoid what I cannot see?” Ant grunted. “The onus is on you, my friend, to either avoid the obstructions or notify me of them.” He tip-toed around stones and roots and puddles.


  They’d been wandering the woods for ten minutes and found nothing but the elusive odor of burnt leaves, a shattered TV, and a lot of poop. Leroy was beginning to think they were chasing a forest fire, miles off.


  “If people don’t catch out here anymore, why’s there a jungle?”


  “I said it would not be smart, not that people do not catch out at this location, although I must admit I had assumed as a result that nobody would bother to try. I suppose I was wrong.”


  No grown-up had ever flat out admitted they were wrong to him. It was like finding out one of those Unsolved Mysteries was just a hoax.


  Leroy scanned the wilderness. Patches of light spilled from the leafy canopy, making the ground shimmer like water. Under the tree cover, the day’s heat dampened, leaving Leroy almost cool, but for the renegade rays warming his skin. With the breeze, it was the fairest weather he’d felt for months.


  Content atop Ant’s shoulders, Leroy basked in the zephyr until it died down, and a distant crackling tickled his eardrums. “Hear that?”


  “Indeed,” Ant said. “Can you distinguish the direction?”


  Leroy focused, but another gust of wind picked up and he lost it.


  “Wind’s too loud.”


  Ant drew a large breath, then shouted “Calling in!”


  The rustle of leaves, both dead and alive, answered him.


  “Calling in,” he hollered again.


  Then from somewhere ahead, a hesitant voice that sounded more boy than man floated toward them on the breeze. “What?”


  For a moment, neither of them were sure of what they’d heard.


  “Somebody there?” Ant asked.


  “I am,” the voice said.


  “Where might you be?”


  “Over here.”


  “That is not helpful.”


  “Well, where are you?” the voice responded.


  “Stand up so we can see where you are,” Leroy called out.


  Fifty feet in front of them, a head popped up above ground level. Leroy busted out laughing at the sight. Something about it cracked him up.


  Ant continued toward the head of the man, and as they approached they found him standing in a ditch. His stringy hair laid flat on his back, a folded bandana hugged his head above his sunken eyes, and his short sleeves made his long arms look lankier.


  “Brother, it’s good to meet you, brother!” He jumped, grabbed the rock ledge, and lifted himself out of the ditch, then held out a dirty hand. “Chad,” he said. When Ant didn’t shake it, Chad glanced at his hand, wiped it on his jeans, then replaced it in the air.


  Ant briefly shook it. “Antoine Bevilacqua. The child atop me is Leroy.”


  “Nice to meet you, brothers,” Chad said, and reached up to shake Leroy’s hand. “Been a good minute since I found anyone out here.”


  “I can imagine. I had doubted there was a jungle here, at all.”


  “Wouldn’t be one if it wasn’t for me,” claimed the man, more of a kid, actually, the closer Leroy looked. “Chad’s jungle, at your service.”


  Ant and Leroy walked around the ledge and into the ditch via a path that rendered Chad’s climb out of it completely unnecessary. The so-called jungle consisted of a modest fire, a couple large stones and stumps surrounding it, a few upturned pots, and a single sleeping bag.


  “You just… made this?” Ant asked. “As if it were a build-by-numbers play set for children?” Ant’s face was darkened slightly by contempt for a moment. “A jungle is born of necessity. It is born of deprivation, of desperation, not of—”


  Leroy ground his good heel into Ant’s chest. This guy could be a serial killer for all they knew. Best not piss him off, Leroy thought, just in case.


  “Still, it is better than nothing, I suppose,” Ant said, gritting his teeth. “Thank you for having us, Chad. It is good to meet you, too.”


  “You can put me down, now,” Leroy said.


  “Ah, right.” Ant leaned over.


  Leroy dropped onto his good ankle, keeping his left ankle raised, then hopped to one of the stumps and sat. He glanced at his ankle. It was starting to darken and swell. He put his fingers to it, and the skin was hot.


  “Dang, what happened?” Chad inquired.


  “Just sprained it.”


  “Ouch.”


  “So do you live out here, Chad?”


  Chad leaned on the stone ridge beside him. “Basically. I uh, I’ve got a place in the city, but I only go there when I’m bored or to shower.”


  “Is that right?” Ant asked flatly.


  Chad said, “Brother, I just can’t tear myself away from the jungle. It’s so peaceful out here. Also, it’s a great place to make friends.”


  Ant’s eyebrows lifted. “Really? I was under the impression few riders come this way these days due to the copious security.”


  “Believe it or not, probably five or six times a month I find someone out here. Or someone finds me,” he laughed. “Gotta admit though—the people I’ve seen jump the fence, they got caught.”


  Ant threw Leroy a glance as if to confirm he’d been correct. So much for the goodwill he’d gained from admitting he was wrong.


  “Just for future reference, when somebody says ‘calling in,’ they are looking for permission to safely enter the jungle,” Ant informed Chad. “It is one of many unspoken guidelines of the jungle. Perhaps you should look into them.”


  Oblivious, Chad said “Okay, brother, I hear ya. Sounds interesting. Jungle guidelines!” He struck the pose of a hunter holding a spear. “Thanks for the tip,” he said, and launched the fake spear, then looked them in the eyes, waiting for a response. “Like the tip of a spear?”


  Ant looked away. He opened his bag and found bread and peanut butter, put one inside the other, then put both in his mouth.


  “So you guys just passing through, or… ?” Chad trailed off.


  “Y-yeah,” Leroy stammered and shot Ant an awkward glance.


  “That’s cool, that’s cool,” he said, as if it was decidedly uncool.


  “Yep. As soon as my ankle feels better we’re gonna head out.”


  “I could drive you somewhere if you guys need a ride.”


  Ant shot upright and said “You have a car?” through peanut butter.


  “Yeah, about a mile from here in a parking lot. Got no gas, though. If you’ve got the money, I’ve got the time!” he grinned.


  Leroy said “We gotta talk about it.”


  “You got it. Hey, wanna hear something funny?”


  “Sure,” Leroy said to humor him. The guy seemed harmless enough. Ant nodded facetiously, chewing the mush with his mouth open.


  “Okay so couple weeks ago this guy ended up here, real dumb, like something was probably wrong with him. He was talking to himself, didn’t really know where he was, oh man it was great. Anyway, somehow I convinced him to piss on the electric fence around the corner,” he pointed with glee in his eyes, “and, like, his wang totally got zapped!” He waited for them to laugh, and did it himself when they didn’t. “He was rolling all over the place, it was a riot.”


  “Wow,” Ant started, cleaning his teeth with his tongue. “That is funny.”


  Leroy had to close his dropped jaw not once, but twice. He expected Ant to be the first person to protest a story in which there was human suffering, but he might as well have laughed at it.


  Before he could say anything, Ant popped a question: “If we provide the money for gas, you are willing to give us a lift?”


  “Hold on,” Leroy said. “I gotta talk to you in private.”


  Ant widened his eyes and sighed in frustration as he stood. He helped Leroy hobble out of the ditch and behind the robust trunk of an old Oak tree, its leaves yellow-tipped in anticipation of summer’s passing.


  “I told you I’m not riding with anyone I don’t know,” Leroy whispered.


  “We know him,” Ant said. “He is Chad! And he has a vehicle.”


  “He just laughed at a man getting shocked. You wanna ride with him?”


  “Chad is kind of a dunce, but he is not dangerous.”


  “And what was that all about? ‘That is funny,’” he mocked. “No it wasn’t!”


  “Of course it wasn’t. But do you think he would drive us anywhere if I sat there and told him how much of a dunce he is?”


  “Keep it down,” Leroy whispered. “I wish you told him. I don’t care about the ride. I’d rather take my chances hopping the fence.”


  “That is not very smart. Now listen, you need to make a choice—are you the captain, or are you not?” Ant paused, but not long enough for a response. “Because you keep wavering back and forth. Somebody needs to make decisions that allow us to move forward, and you seem disinclined to do so.”


  “You think it’s smart to waste the money we have on this?”


  “That is what the money is for, is it not? To help you reach Tampa? I find it hard to justify calling progress a waste.”


  “Do we even have enough to make it to Florida?”


  “Eighty dollars will buy about four tanks of gas, so probably not. But we should go as far as he is willing. We could be in the South by tomorrow!”


  Leroy shook his head. Something deep inside him was telling him not to do it. This was his journey. He needed to be making the decisions. He’d let Ant take control for a while and look what it’d gotten him—two terrified shoppers and a night-time police escape.


  “Whether or not I’m a leader, I am the captain. He can drive us to the next station, but after that, no more sketchy rides with strangers.”


  “Are you kidding me? As much as I love it, freight hopping is about as sketchy as it gets. A car ride is a hundred times safer.”


  “Doesn’t matter. I’ma go with my gut on this one. That’s what the police on TV always say to do, and that’s what I’ma do.”


  “What of your ankle? I cannot carry you the whole way.”


  “You don’t have to. He’ll drive us. I can make it to the train on my own. Besides, my ankle’s feeling better already,” he said, putting weight on it and bouncing a bit, which he regretted instantly.


  “I think you are making a huge mistake, I really do. You could turn a dozen smaller trips into a single big one and save time and effort.”


  It sounded rational, efficient even, to Leroy, but he knew it was time to start making decisions for himself, and this was the first decision he’d made in which he felt truly certain. It wasn’t going to be the easy way, or the smartest way, but it was the way that felt right.


  “I made my choice,” Leroy stated with confidence that surprised him.


  Ant tisked, and shook his head. “It is a good thing you have no crew. Intentionally sailing uncharted waters is grounds for a mutiny.”


  “Instead of telling me how bad I am at it, how about helping me?” He nearly shouted it. When he realized, he peeked around the trunk of the Oak tree and saw Chad look away quickly.


  “What further help can I give than to streamline your progress?”


  There was a sincerity in Ant’s gaze that shook Leroy, wavering his confidence. But he couldn’t let doubt take hold now. He was taking charge. With that in mind, he walked on his own, purposefully but painfully, back to Chad at the jungle. Ant snorted and followed at a distance.


  “Can you drive us to a train station if we give you money?”


  “For sure, brother, for sure. When?”


  “Right now?”


  “That works.” Chad sprang up from his seat, pointing. “Onward!”


  Leroy met Ant’s gaze, and they stared into each other for a moment, then Ant faltered, and took a knee. Without saying a word, Leroy climbed up onto Ant’s back, and they trailed behind Chad.


  “Do not get used to this,” Ant said.


  “Too late.”


  * * *


  Ten minutes later, they emerged from the tree cover behind a laundromat. Decor from the hair salon that’d apparently occupied the building previously stuck out over the top of a dumpster. Leroy remained upon Ant’s back, though neither of them had spoken a word to each other since they’d left. Chad had spoken plenty for both of them, prying into their personal lives while imparting expansive chunks his own.


  After rounding the front of the building, they set out along a country road surrounded by sweeping hills, blanketed by forests, and sparsely dotted with the occasional place of business.


  “At that point my dad kicked me out,” Chad lamented. “My girl let me go, I had no home, no direction. I stayed with my sister for a while. It was the longest week of my life, brother. Then he asked me to move back in and we both cried and it was a whole thing, you know how it goes.”


  “Uh-huh,” Ant said, as he’d done a hundred times on the short walk.


  Chad’s stories only reinforced Leroy’s decision to part with him.


  They reached the far end of the parking lot and Chad said, “Well, here she is.” Ant set Leroy down next to a beat up, squat little car with a fender-sized dent in the passenger door and a shattered window. Leroy peered in and noticed the radio had been ripped out.


  “Uh, someone stole your radio.”


  “Oh, yeah that happened a while ago.”


  “Why did you not move the car?” Ant inquired, pulling tiny chips of glass from the empty window frame. “Anyone could have hot-wired it.”


  “Can’t steal a car with no gas,” he responded with a grin, then pulled a key from his pocket and unlocked the door, despite the passenger window being gone, and grabbed the steering wheel as he sat.


  “Actually, it would be exceedingly simple,” Ant said, as he tossed both his and Leroy’s bag into the back seat. “The car could be lifted onto a flatbed, towed, or hell, simply rolled right out of the parking lot.”


  “Speaking of rolling: I’ll steer, you guys push?”


  “Wait, what?” Leroy said.


  “You cannot make it to a gas station?” Ant asked.


  “Brother, it’s so dry it won’t even start,” Chad laughed. “There’s a gas station less than a mile up the road, though. We can totally make it!”


  “I can’t really push a car with a hurt ankle.”


  “That is true. If anything, Leroy should steer the vehicle,” Ant said.


  “That’s cool with me. Whatever you guys wanna do.” He hopped out.


  “Hold up,” Leroy appealed. “I don’t know how to steer a car. I’ve never even sat in a driver’s seat! Maybe I should just try to push.”


  “I will walk you through the process. It is not difficult,” Ant asserted.


  “No really, I think—”


  “The captain always steers the ship, Leroy,” Ant noted. “Get in.”


  “Ooh, can I be first mate?” Chad asked.


  Leroy stared at Ant until he understood there was no point in arguing, then plopped down onto the seat. “What do I do first?”


  “First we need to make sure that the car will not start.” Ant looked at Chad, who was oblivious as usual, until he noticed the keys in his hand, then smiled and passed them to Leroy.


  The dashboard lights flicked on when he turned the keys in the ignition, and the engine churned but it wouldn’t turn over. The noise it was making worried him, but he kept the key turned until Ant yelled at him to cut it out.


  “Now what?” Leroy jeered.


  Ant walked around to the front of the car and motioned for Chad to follow. “Leave the door open so you can hear me,” Ant said. “The first thing you need to learn is the brake and gas pedal configuration.”


  “I’m confused already,” Leroy lied.


  “The brake is on the left, and the gas is on the right. Use your right foot to control both of them, although since we are specifically lacking in gas, you will only need the brake. Try it before we start,” he urged.


  Leroy lazily dropped his foot onto the pedal and pushed it down, surprised by how much resistance he felt pushing back. He pumped it a few times to get a feel for it, and found it was a satisfying action.


  “Depress the brake and hold it down as far as you can.”


  “Now what?” he sneered, though he was genuinely interested.


  “Squeeze the button on the gear selector, keeping the brake depressed, and then pull it back to align with the ’N.’” Ant looked to Chad and asked “Are you ready?” and got a vigorous nod in response. They each positioned their hands on a front quarter panel. “In three seconds, Leroy, slowly release the brake pedal.”


  “This takes me back to Driver’s Ed.,” Chad announced.


  Leroy waited, then did as he was told, and felt the car begin to roll backward. His hands shot up to grab the steering wheel instinctively.


  “Turn the wheel all the way to the left,” Ant said with a strain.


  Leroy obliged, surprised again at the effort it took to turn the wheel, then felt the car swing to the side. After a few seconds, it stopped.


  “Now turn the wheel back to the right two times,” Ant said, and he and Chad moved to the back of the car and pushed some more.


  The car rolled forward, and shortly they were traveling at a decent pace. Leroy looked down at the gap where the radio had been. Between that and the scuffling of Ant and Chad’s shoes, he wasn’t paying much attention.


  A cursory glance out the window to his left showed an SUV streaking toward them on the main road. Leroy felt a primal shudder of panic quake through him, then slammed his foot on the brake. The car screeched to a halt, followed by a thud and a grunt.


  “Sorry!” Leroy said, and hopped out to see what’d happened.


  “Brother, you got him good!” Chad chortled.


  Ant was holding his forehead and grimacing when he noticed Leroy walking toward him, and the car rolling in the opposite direction, right down the decline toward the main road and oncoming traffic. He shoved Leroy out of the way and jumped into the front seat, then stomped the brakes, stopping the car less than a foot away from the main road as the SUV breezed by, horn blaring.


  “Dude!” laughed Chad.


  “Sorry, Ant,” mumbled Leroy, picking himself off the ground. He was sorry, alright—sorry he had ever agreed to ride with Chad.


  “It is fine,” he said, put the car in park, then searched for the emergency lights and turned them on, before exiting the car. “Just, please, do not hit the brakes unless I instruct you to do so.”


  Leroy nodded even though he didn’t want to, then climbed back into the driver’s seat, grasped the wheel, and looked both ways. Ant and Chad took up their places at the back of the car, ready to push.


  “Okay, put it in neutral,” Ant called out.


  Leroy hesitated, gazing at the plethora of controls in front of him.


  “Press the brake pedal and put the gear selector next to the ‘N’ again.”


  He did, and with the help of Ant and Chad, the car pulled onto the road.


  “Go left,” Chad said.


  “Oh, God.” Ant stopped pushing in the middle of the empty road.


  The road inclined to the left, not quite a hill, but not flat, either.


  “Is there not a gas station to the right?” Ant asked.


  “There is, but it’s miles out. The uphill sucks, but it’s not far. Promise.”


  “At least you do not own a truck,” Ant sighed, resuming his position.


  * * *


  Chad drove unlike anybody Leroy had seen before.


  He sat scooted up as far as possible, legs spread wide, steering wheel just inches from his chest, both hands gripping it. Leroy’s first instinct was to laugh, but who was he to criticize a driving style? He had no experience driving. For all he knew, that could be the most efficient technique.


  In the middle rear seat, Leroy prodded his ankle with a finger, hoping with each poke that the pain would grow less intense, but it didn’t. He cursed himself for making the trip that much harder. He knew it wasn’t his fault, but it also was.


  Despite the lack of a radio, crappy techno music thumped from the blown-out speakers of a boombox beside Leroy, which he didn’t mind because it seemed to keep Chad muted, which kept Ant quiet, which meant he didn’t have to talk to anyone. He admired the passing landscape; bushy trees pillowed the ground for as far as he could see, a verdant mirror image of the billowy clouds overhead.


  Lovely as the scenery was, Leroy hoped they were close to the next station. The ride had hit and past the hour mark; they’d already driven through Denver and were traveling east. He was irritable and increasingly hungry, and the thought of eating bread and peanut butter made his stomach gurgle. What he wouldn’t give for some macaroni.


  It wasn’t long before the road widened into two lanes, and on the other side of a hill that the small car seemed to have trouble making it over, the city began to eat into the forest, little by little, until the forest was gone.


  Chad drove through traffic light after traffic light, turned right, then left, then right again, past head shops and record stores and sports supply outlets, his long hair swaying as he nodded to the relentless beat of the music. Block after block, they passed through the town, until it was only visible through the rear windshield. The car zipped along a road much like the one on which they’d pushed it earlier, the tinny drone of the exhaust accompanying Chad’s music.


  A deep horn caught Leroy by surprise, as it always did, and he turned his head to see a short freight train running along a set of tracks that traveled away from the road. Relief swept through him. He couldn’t wait to get out of the car. Looking ahead, He could see a moderate-sized station at the end of the street. He hoped security wouldn’t be an issue; the pain in his ankle flared up at the thought of having to run.


  Before they reached it, though, Chad pulled into the parking lot of a fast food restaurant, parked behind the building, then killed the engine and the music. “Hey, you guys don’t think this place tows, do you?” he asked, taking off his seatbelt, then said “No, probably not,” in response to his own question.


  “What’re you talking about? Why’d we stop here?” Leroy asked.


  “I thought we could walk from here, so we don’t have to pay for parking.”


  Ant sat back in his seat, his head turned slightly so he could see Leroy and Chad from the corner of his eye, watching with a subtle smirk.


  “Like, you wanna come with us?”


  “Well yeah,” Chad shrugged. “I drove you guys all the way out here and I don’t really feel like driving another hour back, so why not?”


  Leroy didn’t know what to say. He hadn’t even wanted a ride in the first place, though he wasn’t sure what they would’ve done if Chad hadn’t driven them. In fact, Leroy couldn’t think of any reason Chad couldn’t go with, besides that he simply didn’t want him to. Then, one came to him. “I don’t think we have enough money for three people,” he managed. “Florida’s so far.”


  “But if you’re hopping trains the whole way, all you need is money for food. I don’t eat much in the first place, brother,” he laughed.


  “Right. Um…” Leroy furiously searched for a convincing reason.


  “The truth is, Chad,” Ant said, turning to face the two of them, “Leroy is in the midst of a journey, of a sort. He set out from California to find a woman from his past, who lives in Tampa, Florida.”


  “Why you always gotta tell people that?” Leroy questioned.


  “He looks a little young to have a woman in his past,” Chad joked.


  “It is a personal quest. I believe Leroy simply wants control of his destiny.”


  “Thank you,” Leroy said, glad Ant was finally getting it.


  Chad’s grin faded as the point sunk in. “Then, why are you here?”


  Ant’s brow lowered, and after a moment he said “To watch over him.”


  There was silence in the car.


  “The trouble is,” Ant posed, “Leroy is a teenager, and thus his perspective is limited by rigid and underdeveloped ideologies and emotions.”


  “The hell does that mean?”


  “If you would like to help, then drive us,” Ant said, looking Chad in the eye. “Drive us as far as you can. We have eighty dollars—”


  “Seventy-seven, and no,” Leroy said.


  “Seventy-seven dollars, which amounts to two or three tanks of gas.”


  “I’m not riding with anyone,” Leroy asserted.


  “I could drive you guys, but how would I get back?” Chad asked.


  “Exactly,” Leroy said, pouncing on his doubt. “No gas to get back.”


  “A change of scenery might be a good thing, though.”


  “Perhaps it would be,” Ant agreed.


  “Anybody hearing me?” Leroy asked.


  “What about my stuff back in Denver?”


  “I’m not going!”


  “Ah, I’ll figure it out. I have all the time in the world,” Chad said.


  “It is not far. You could take a cab or a bus back,” Ant assured him.


  “That’s true—good looking out, brother.”


  “Hey!”


  Ant and Chad turned to face him in the back seat.


  “You two take your joyride if you want, but I’m not going.” He took a deep breath, and the reasons came flooding to him. “The train station’s right here!” cried Leroy. “This is my journey, I’m the captain, I make the decisions, and I refuse to blow all the money we got to get a little farther, a little quicker. What happens when we run out of the food we got now? We gonna survive on vitamins? Eat from dumpsters? Shoplift? We’re great at that.”


  He gasped for air. It felt incredible to get all that out. The frustration, the anger, the anxiety, the uncertainty, stress, and fear—it’d been building up since he set out, but the instant he finished his rant, it had washed away. Slowly the uncertainty and anxiety seeped back into him, but it wasn’t overwhelming anymore. It was as if he’d found a reset button inside himself.


  Quieter, he spoke. “Sorry, Chad. Appreciate the ride, seriously. But I don’t need a reason to navigate my own journey. That’s just how it is.”


  Chad looked at Ant for a sign, but Ant remained solemn and silent, looking at the ground as he unbuckled his seatbelt.


  Leroy grabbed his bag, then opened the door. “I’ma go to the station. Come if you want, Ant. If not, I get it.”


  With that, he left.


  * * *


  Chad looked at Ant and said, “Damn.”


  “My apologies. He is a man on a mission, most literally.” Ant checked the side mirror and saw Leroy hobbling through the parking lot, then reached for the door handle. “And for that reason, I must leave, too.”


  “I know, brother, I know. It’s cool. It’s all just another adventure.”


  Ant tilted his head, then smiled. He had been wrong about Chad. Even after all these years, all those faces and names, he could still misread a person. “Do you have enough gas to return to Denver?”


  Glancing at his dashboard, Chad said, “Uh, yeah. Half tank. I should be good. I can always walk back if I don’t make it,” he laughed.


  Ant’s smile glowed. “The wanderer’s spirit. I wish you the best.”


  He stepped out of the car and opened the back door, grabbed his bag from the back seat, then looked up at Chad. “One last thing,” he said. “What type of peanut butter do you prefer, if I might ask?”


  “Honey-roasted crunchy. Peter pan.”


  Ant left Chad with a warm nod, then sauntered off. He had time. He’d be damned if he would seem desperate, and Leroy wasn’t exactly going to run off with his ankle hurt. Ant cut across a flower bed to lessen the gap, regardless.


  Around the corner, he could see Leroy limping along in his newfound determination, and he couldn’t have been more proud. Sure, the boy had gone against his wishes directly, even aggressively, but that was part of the cause for his pride, not a detractor to it. In the face of injury and Ant’s potential departure, Leroy had stuck with his goal. Ant thought back to the shy, withdrawn child he had met in the boxcar in contrast to the boy he traveled with currently, and already there was a marked difference. He just needed to learn control.


  Even if he had thought himself capable, Ant knew he couldn’t tell Leroy any of that at the moment; the boy was angry, and needed space, time to cool. Ant didn’t mind putting it off. There’d be plenty of time later for him to work on getting the words out. He hung back on the sidewalk.


  Behind him, Chad beeped a goodbye as he pulled out of the lot.


  Leroy turned and noticed Ant, and for a moment they just stared at each other. Then, Leroy spun around and limped away; not out of spite, Ant felt, but out of indifference, which was equally upsetting.


  Ant followed. He could walk just fine, but emotionally he limped. Usually he could brush away the anger of others, even feed off it, but with the boy upset at him, anguish was an anchor.


  The station was bigger than Ant had expected, unfortunately. A high fence surrounding the tracks was visible from a distance, and a trio of police cars loomed in front of the entrance, one parked in a handicapped spot.


  Undeterred, Leroy marched on.


  Ant sped up his stride as he formulated a plan. By the time Leroy reached the station, Ant was right alongside him. “I have an idea.”


  “So do I,” Leroy said.


  Stopping in front of the building, Ant said “Shall we exchange them?”


  “You first.”


  “Mine is very simple. We enter the station as if we have tickets to ride one of the passenger trains, then slip out through an exit to the yard.”


  Leroy looked away. “You win.”


  “I am not attempting to compete with you, Leroy,” Ant insisted. “You have a goal, and I want to help you reach it. Why the resistance?”


  Adjusting his backpack on his shoulders, Leroy entered the lobby.Ant’s eyes swept the off-yellow room—front desk to the right, exits to the far left and back of the room, policeman on the pay phone in the rear right, a dozen patrons waiting in the scattered seats, and a few dozen more on the back platform. Perhaps the plan would require alteration.


  “So we just walk right out, or what?” Leroy asked.


  The door opened behind them. A suited man with a briefcase entered, glanced at each of them with a scowl, then stepped around them.


  “Perhaps we should move,” Ant suggested, sliding away from the door. His mind shuffled through ideas, and he knew what to do. “Go stand by the exit,” he said, pointing to the left. He handed his bag to Leroy. “Take this, too.”


  “Come on, I got enough to deal with.”


  “I will need to move swiftly,” Ant said. “Now, when you get into the yard, you must first confirm there are no officers or guards, then casually hide behind the nearest train and wait for me. Do not run.”


  “Does it look like I’ma run?”


  “Wait for me to make eye contact, then go.”


  They split up, and Ant inched his way over toward the closest row of seats, on the end of which sat an elderly woman. On second thought, Ant decided to use somebody else. The poor woman didn’t deserve it.


  He sidled over next to dull woman, half-heartedly flipping through a magazine, and took a moment to steel himself before speaking. “Goodness, is that a mouse?” he said, and pointed ostentatiously at the woman’s feet, but she continued to flip through the pages, unfazed.


  “Is it?” she asked, voice devoid of fear or concern, to Ant’s dismay.


  Strike one. Two more and he was out, realistically. He moved down the line, looking for another target, and passed a little boy, legs dangling over the edge of his seat, a stern man with horn-rimmed glasses and a chiseled jaw, and a teenage girl who cowered at the sight of him. Finally, at the end of the row, he came to a lively woman squawking on a bulky cell phone. She was the one.


  “Well hun, if you don’t defend yourself he’s just going to keep pestering you,” she said into the phone. “Let me talk to him.” She waited. “Okay then tell him when I get home he’s going to have to deal with me.” She checked her watch. “About forty-five minutes.”


  Again, Ant steeled himself, preparing to hustle out of there. “Oh my God,” Ant gasped, pointing near the woman’s shoes, “is that a rat?”


  He got the reaction he’d hoped for as she instantly hopped up with a shriek, flinging her phone halfway across the room. She dashed over to the wall, crying “Kill it! Somebody kill it!”


  Ant was nearly through the exit by the time the officer reached her. Outside, he briefly surveyed the barren yard—a few passenger trains awaiting departure around the bend far to his right, a few freighters further down the yard, straight ahead.


  “Hey quit standing around!” Leroy called out, huddled behind the nearest train about fifty feet away, just as he had been asked.


  Ant scuttled over to Leroy and took back his bag. “That worked well.”


  “We’ll celebrate later. Let’s go.”


  They scurried along the train, then rounded the engine unit and crouched. Ant glanced around to make sure they hadn’t been seen, then pulled a compass from a small pocket on his bag. They’d been heading East already. “This way,” he said, and, still crouching, made a break for the next train up the tracks.


  Leroy clomped to a stop beside him, then shifted his weight onto his good leg, inhaling to catch his breath through a grimace. A rogue urge to carry the boy flooded Ant, but he let it pass, then peeked around the grainer. A couple tracks over, men were loading a boxcar with boxes, and not particularly carefully.


  Ant glanced further ahead and saw something that made his heart leap—an autorack. The giant metal enclosure might as well have been a Motel Six. Even more convenient, it brought up the rear of a freighter at the front of the eastbound track. Finally, some luck.


  They had to make it there before they were safe, though. Ant estimated the distance was fifty meters, and the whole way they’d be visible to the workers if any of them simply turned around. Either they ran and risked the workers hearing them, or they crept across, and risked taking too long. The answer was obviously the latter, due to Leroy’s condition.


  “Ready yet?” Leroy asked, breaking Ant’s train of thought. “Hey, I thought you said crew members don’t mind hobos. Why’re we hiding?”


  “I also said that any time a station services passengers, security is abundant. Workers at bigger stations are ‘encouraged’ to turn hobos in, lest they suffer a fine, or even get let go, on occasion,” Ant whispered.


  “Of course,” Leroy said bitterly. “Just this once, I wish it was easy.”


  “What do you suggest we do?” Ant whispered, feeling guilty from the note of aggravation in his voice, till Leroy grabbed a rock from the ballast pile and tossed it across the yard. It bounced up and clanged off a gondola.


  One of the three workers stopped what he was doing and turned to the noise, then spoke with the others, but Ant couldn’t hear them. The first worker walked toward the rock, but the other two kept working.


  “I suppose that did not hurt our chances,” Ant admitted.


  They had to tuck behind the grainer car abruptly when one of the remaining workers looked around, perhaps having heard their whispers, Ant figured. When he peered around the car, the workers were back at it. No sense wasting any more time waiting for the third to get back.


  Ant motioned for Leroy to follow, then snuck along the track, stepping on the wood planks to stay quiet. So far, so good, Ant thought, further than halfway there. His eyes were glued to the workers, but both he and Leroy made it to the train without issue.


  Shortly after they’d crossed, the third worker came back. Ant hoped that would mean they would finish faster, but decided to be productive in the meantime. He leapt over the ballast and landed in the grass, then began his search. He needed a rail spike. That would be the easy part.


  “Where you going?” Leroy demanded.


  Ant shushed him, and continued scanning the ground alongside the train. He reached down and pulled on a spike that looked loose, but it held fast. The next one did, too. Shortly after, he found one lying beside the tracks, the work already done for him. Now for the hard part.


  Spare and loose railroad spikes were easy to find, but tie plates, slightly less so. Still, Ant had often noticed bent or broken plates left beside the tracks in ditches and under bridges. He scoured the tall grass and weeds along the fence until he was out of earshot from Leroy. On the way back he searched along the tracks and under the cars, but by the time he reached Leroy, he’d found nothing.


  “Workers are gone,” Leroy said. “What’re you doing? Let’s go.”


  “I am looking for what is called a tie plate—a rectangular sheet of metal with square holes punched into it. I cannot find one, which is strange.”


  “What d’you need that for? There’s tons of cars we can ride.”


  “’For what do you need that?’ and ‘There are tons of cars we can ride.’”


  “I don’t need a grammar lesson right now! You coming, or not?”


  “This will be worth it.” Ant was impatient with the boy’s impatience. He was trying to pass on a valuable skill, and show the kid some luxury.


  “That what you’re looking for?” Leroy asked, gesturing between two sets of tracks to their right, next to the boxcar that the workers packed.


  “It is,” Ant said, pleasantly surprised. He checked for workers before darting over and grabbing it, then slipped the spike out of his pocket and nestled it into one of the holes in the plate. A perfect fit. The two were made for each other.


  He thought of that frosty Denver evening, decades ago. The gratitude he had felt when the old man showed him how to open an autorack was overwhelming. Ant had always thought, or perhaps managed to convince himself, that he might’ve frozen if it wasn’t for Joe.


  It made Ant happy that he, in turn, could impart Ancient Joe’s lessons onto someone else. The old man’s wisdom was eternal in that way.


  For a moment, his thoughts drifted to his son—or the child he’d assumed was his son. It was not exactly unnatural to think one’s wife might be carrying one’s child, but he supposed it was his fault for assuming.


  “Hey,” Leroy said, shaking Ant’s arm. “What’s with you today?”


  “I apologize.” Ant held up the tie plate with the railroad spike stuck through it. “This is what is called a Chuck and Key. Do not ask me why.”


  “Don’t worry, I won’t.”


  Exasperated, Ant continued. “The chuck and key is used to open this type of car, called an autorack. It is very simple—stick the spike into the lock,” he said, demonstrating, “then twist it counter-clockwise.”


  The door emitted a resonant click, then the right half swung open a crack. Ant pulled the doors open further, revealing five high-end cars—BMW, Lexus, Mercedes, Saab, Infiniti—parked inside. He turned to see Leroy’s face alight, which he found surprisingly satisfying.


  “I told you it was worth it.”


  “Yeah, but are they unlocked?” Leroy asked, suddenly skeptical.


  “Not only are they unlocked, each car contains its own key. We can listen to the radio, use the air-conditioning, recline the seats, go crazy.”


  “Well let’s go before someone sees us,” Leroy said, climbing inside. The boy headed straight for the BMW in the middle of the autorack.


  Ant shut the doors, then joined Leroy. “A few rules. First and foremost, do not turn the car fully on. The exhaust fumes will build up quickly. If you thought the tunnel was bad… just do not turn the car on. Second, do not take it out of park, though the car would have to be on to do so.”


  Leroy nodded dismissively. “Yeah, yeah, I get it.”


  They locked gazes for an uncomfortable minute, then Ant backed out of the doorway. “I suppose I will take the Mercedes,” he said.


  Ant shut the door and walked away, taming his disappointment.


  * * *


  Leroy was practicing pushing the gas pedal when he felt the car lurch forward. Panic set in, and he gripped the steering wheel tightly, until he realized it was the train car that was moving, not the BMW.


  He collected himself. His eyes settled on Ant, two cars ahead of him, head laid back, arm draped over the passenger seat. Leroy was glad he’d picked the back car. The BMW. Take that, Mr. Tom.


  The seat was too far up, but he didn’t know how to scoot it back. He reached his hand down the left side of the seat, where a little knob jutted from the plastic. Leroy tried pushing it in, but it wouldn’t budge. Why did car controls have to be so complicated? Fumbling with the knob, he accidentally nudged it forward, and the chair scooted accordingly, bunching him up against the steering wheel. He felt like Chad had looked on their brief road trip.


  Leroy scooted the chair back to his liking, but Chad was on his mind. He didn’t want to admit it, but he had a nagging feeling that Ant was right, that they should’ve driven with Chad. Time was an issue, he couldn’t deny it. Spending all the money they had before Tampa, though… the thought made his anxiety build back up that much faster.


  Didn’t matter, though. He was sure Ant was angry with him, and he didn’t intend on hopping into the Mercedes, plopping down on the passenger seat, and apologizing. He decided to try when they got off.


  After a few minutes, the train seemed to have reached full speed somewhere between dissatisfying and excruciating, as Leroy had gotten used to traveling seventy-plus miles per hour in Chad’s car. He could almost hear the techno thump, still. Another tinge of regret swelled up in him.


  He pressed the power button on the radio, but nothing happened. How could he listen to the radio or use the air-conditioning without turning the car on? Leroy glanced at the key stuck in the ignition, and tried turning it. Nothing happened. He turned it a little further, and the radio lit up. How about that? Instead of simply wondering how to do something, he attempted to do it, and figured it out. He vowed to make that a habit. No more helplessness.


  The clock read four twenty-three. Leroy wondered if that was the correct time. If so, the day had flown by. If not, he was exhausted, regardless.


  He grabbed the lever to tilt the chair back, a control he was actually familiar with, and leaned as far back as it would go, which wasn’t far enough for his liking, but he made due. The time and the angle of his seat didn’t matter—Leroy was going to get some sleep.


  * * *


  Antoine Bevilacqua’s eyes shot open at the air-powered crowing of the train horn, then with a scowl, he squeezed them shut again. He laid bunched up on his side in the back of the compact Mercedes, face stuffed into the crevice where the seat met the backrest, wondering why the vehicle had ostensibly been designed for pygmies rather than full-sized people.


  The train started its steady deceleration. Ant knew he had to get up, but sleep had been rare, and he wasn’t in the mood for the day. Everything annoyed him: the chill of the leather seats even in the summer’s warmth, the modernized dashboard and radio, the new car smell; it all took him back to a time in his life he now tried to avoid. Learn from, but avoid. Ant wanted to be left alone.


  When he lifted his face from the seat, he saw Leroy peering at him through a window. Their eyes met, then the boy hurried off. Ant sat up, knees tucked in tight against the front seat, and rubbed his head. The last thing he wanted was to deal with another teenage tantrum.


  The azure dawn leaked in through the porous walls of the train car, alternately casting dim bars of light and shadow. Something seemed off, amiss, but Ant couldn’t discern what, or why. His hair suddenly felt long under his fingers. Maybe he just needed a trim.


  The squeal of the brakes faded as the train came to a stop, giving way to a heavy rattling. Ant turned to see Leroy fidgeting with the autorack door, trying to open it with little success. Wonderful, advertise our presence, he thought. He found the door handle and exited the car, then headed toward Leroy to show him how to do it correctly.


  Should he, though? Ant knew he could be controlling, even before it’d been leveled against him in countless arguments with Heather, even before Mrs. Jenkins had called him out in the professors’ lounge, even before his students’ anonymous teacher evaluation slips told him so at the end of each semester. He’d always known. On one hand, he didn’t see the problem—if he was involved with something, he wanted to ensure it was done properly. On the other hand, that’s probably how Leroy felt, as well. They simply differed on how to accomplish it.


  He deemed it too risky to let Leroy continue, and walked over.


  “If you do not mind,” he said.


  Leroy looked up at him for a moment, then said “There it goes.” He stood on one of the door hinges and slid a deadbolt near the ceiling out of its notch, then dropped down and tried the door again. It opened. “See?” Leroy grinned, half proud, half bragging.


  Ant smiled. He wanted Leroy to learn the skills it took to survive, and to figure them out on his own. Yet he felt a paternal yearning he hadn’t known existed in him to help guide the boy. It was intrinsic. It was inextricable. It was exciting, frightening, and frustrating at once.


  “Wait for me,” Ant said as Leroy dropped to the ground.


  Outside the autorack, beyond the fences of the station, rows of corn swayed peacefully in the morning breeze against the cloudless, brightening blue sky. Ant found himself calmed at the sight.


  He headed back to the Mercedes and grabbed his bag. For a time, he stared at the sleek curves and arches of the seats, then said a mental goodbye to the brand new relic of his past.


  As he closed the door, Ant heard a man shout. There was a gruff edge to the voice that he vaguely recognized. It sent a chill down his spine. Ant suddenly had a bad feeling he knew exactly where they were.


  “Uh, Ant?” Leroy called out with a fearful tremor.


  Just then, a small body was lifted and slammed against the wall of the autorack, creating a Leroy-shaped silhouette on the floor.


  “You’re in for it, now,” the man growled.


  Ant sprinted and leapt out of the autorack, then turned to see Leroy held up against the autorack by a brick wall of a man.


  In an instant, Ant knew what had to happen. It was his own fault, really; he should’ve stayed up, kept watch. He could’ve seen this coming. But he didn’t. He was too busy pitying himself because Leroy didn’t want to spend time with him. It was only right that he paid the price.


  “Ant! Help!” Leroy cried.


  “It’s just you and me, boy,” the man Ant knew as Noah bellowed.


  Ant had escaped fate once, but there was no way out this time. One can dodge one’s destiny, but never can one outrun it. His was staring him dead in the face. To his surprise, there was no room in his mind for selfish notions of running—he was consumed by a raging need to get the man’s hands off Leroy.


  Ant muttered “Khara,” then swallowed hard and inhaled a sharp breath. “Noah!” he shouted as he let his bag fall to the ground.


  Noah turned to him, teeth bared.


  “How about picking on somebody your own size? Although the search would be exhaustive and may ultimately prove futile,” he shrugged.


  Noah tossed Leroy to the ground like he weighed nothing.


  “Do I know you?” he asked, advancing on Ant.


  “Indeed you do.” Ant walked backward to draw Noah away from Leroy.


  “How’s that?” Noah’s voice crunched like the ballast underfoot.


  “Or at least you would know me, if you had been able to catch me.” As Ant retreated, he subtly motioned for Leroy to run, but the boy laid stricken, eyes wide with terror. “I was easily able to outrun you, and that was a mere decade ago.” He stepped backward, but Noah was closing the gap.


  “You know, that’s ringin’ a bell. Reckon I do remember you,” he snarled.


  “I bet you would,” Ant taunted. “I broke your streak!” He urged Leroy to get away, but when Leroy finally stood up, he ran toward Ant, who waved his arms furiously in objection. “I did it on purpose,” Ant continued, trying to distract Noah. “I heard all about Noah the bull,” he exaggerated. “Nobody gets away from Noah, they said. Well, I did.”


  Ant saw Leroy grab his rucksack. Smart move. Good boy.


  “You sure did,” Noah chuckled, more of a guttural heaving than a laugh. “Which is why I was first in line to apply for this baby, right here.” He drew a gun from his belt, and for a moment Ant was frozen in fear.


  A single thought echoed throughout his vacant mind: so this is it.


  “My streak’s been unbroken ever since. And here you are, the one that got away.” Noah smiled, each tooth rounded like a tombstone.


  Ant looked from the teeth back to the gun pointed at him, and noticed it looked abnormal. It was blocky, and yellow paint banded the barrel.


  “Guess I should thank you.”


  Snapping out of it, Ant unconsciously pivoted on his heel and ran, trying to zig-zag his way out of getting shot, but within a few strides, he felt it. Two of them. At first they felt like bee-stings. Ant swatted at his back, but within a moment his whole body felt like it was on fire, and he flopped to the ground.


  Convulsing, smelling smoke, his body seized in an awkward position, Ant felt as if his head was going to explode. He gritted his jittering teeth until the hot pain overcame him and the lights went out.


  


  Chapter 8


  


  Topeka, KS


  The whole scene had been a blur for Leroy since the giant cop picked him up and slammed him into the train. His sight had gone white momentarily, accompanied by a sharp pain at the back of his head. He may or may not have cried out for Ant, he only knew that he’d tried. Then he’d crumpled against the ground with a thud.


  Leroy’s vision returned as he rubbed the back of his head. In a daze, Leroy watched the cop storm toward Ant, who motioned at Leroy to get up, but his legs lacked feeling, as if there was a disconnect between them and his brain.


  Ant gestured wildly at him as the two men drew further away, yet closer together. Leroy wriggled his ankle. The pain ignited anew. He could move.


  He got to his feet and hobbled over to Ant’s bag, then looked up at the men, who had stopped just feet apart, facing each other. Leroy’d thought Ant was tall, but the cop was bigger in every dimension. They were talking, but Leroy couldn’t make out what they were saying. From his belt, the cop pulled a gun, and aimed it straight at Ant’s chest.


  In that moment, Leroy felt true helplessness. There was absolutely nothing he could do to help this man who had helped him countless times in the past few days. With that realization came another—whether or not he needed Ant to make it to Tampa, Leroy wanted him to come. For all the stress and danger Ant had caused, he’d also been a teacher, a source of entertainment, a leader—even when Leroy hadn’t wanted it. A guardian. It was only now that Leroy began to acknowledge the bond that’d grown between them. And all it took was the threatening of Ant’s life. Great timing.


  Leroy gasped as Ant turned and ran from the cop. It was over. He braced himself for the gunshot that would change everything, but instead heard a strange electrical tck-tck-tck, which terrified him for reasons he didn’t understand, and instantly Ant went down, convulsing and grunting and snorting and making faces Leroy hoped he’d never see again. He held his breath, watching with wide eyes, helplessness paralyzing him.


  The bull stood hunched over Ant’s body, his chest heaving as he squeezed the trigger, sucking in breath after raspy breath. It looked to Leroy as if he grew with each. Then, he threw the gun to the ground, and Ant’s body went still. He clenched his fists and let out a sound halfway between a growl and a roar that made Leroy’s skin crawl, then ripped the nightstick from his belt, flipped Ant’s unconscious body over, and was upon him in one swift movement.


  Leroy couldn’t speak or move, anchored by the bags and his sense of mortality. He was forced to watch the brutality waged on his friend.


  The nightstick quivered in the officer’s hand as he raised it in the air, then unleashed a mighty swing upon Ant’s face, splitting the skin below his eye. “THIS is for MARTHA,” he said, the nightstick crashing down with each emphasized word, “you VAGRANT SON of a BITCH!”


  The wet, dense crack of bone made Leroy want to vomit, but his stomach was empty. “Help!” he called, finding his voice. “HELP! Somebody please!”


  “She was a child!” the cop screamed at Ant’s bloodied mess of a face. “She was my baby sister and one of you sick fucks took her,” he whimpered. “Never again!” Noah swung hard, and Ant’s nose flattened with a nauseating crunch.


  “STOP IT!” cried Leroy, on the verge of exploding with crystallized anger and fear. The bull turned to look at him, and his heart fluttered. He searched for an escape route. To his left was a twelve foot chain link fence. With two bags and a sprained ankle, Leroy knew deciding to climb the fence would prove easier than doing it, but he had no choice.


  He dashed over as ably as possible, his whole leg throbbing with each step, and started to climb, good foot first. He glanced over at the cop in time to see him take one more vicious whack at Ant’s knee with the nightstick before he stood, straightened his uniform, then charged faster than a man that large should ever be able to toward Leroy.


  Halfway up the fence, Leroy struggled. Foot over foot, hand over hand, he climbed, but it seemed a hundred feet tall. He found he could shut out the pain in his ankle, but the weight of the bags, specifically Ant’s, was incredibly restrictive. He felt as if he was being pulled from behind, but he was getting there. Just a few more feet.


  The bull’s heavy footsteps grew louder until he reached the base of the fence and grasped it, then shook vigorously. “Get down from there, boy!”


  Leroy’s balance was thrown off just as he grabbed the top of the fence with both hands, thankful there was no barbed wire. He lifted a leg over, then swung and dropped down the other side, which he regretted as he landed hard after a long fall that jolted his legs top to bottom. He collapsed, favoring his ankle, and saw the bull glaring at him with wild eyes through the fence.


  “I see you again,” the officer assured Leroy, “I will kill you.” Then, he pulled a walkie-talkie from his belt, put it to his mouth, and as he walked away, said “Dispatch, this is Romeo-five. Suspect apprehended in criminal trespass, resisting arrest, and assaulting an officer. Ten-twenty is Topeka Metropolitan Transport, over.” He glanced back at Leroy. “Gonna need an ambulance.”


  * * *


  The sun of a brand new day peeked over the skyline as Leroy sat in the dirt, overwhelmed, holding his ankle, and fervently hoping that it was Ant’s merely unconscious body that the bull nudged with his foot beyond the fence.


  Emotionally, Leroy was scattered, further disoriented by a steady undercurrent of panic. He couldn’t catch his breath, he didn’t know what to do, and he felt like he was going to cry, vomit, and pass out all at once. His instinct was to find a phone and call the police, but the man who’d just beaten Ant senseless was a police officer. How could anybody, cop or not, get away with such a thing? He thought stuff like that only happened on TV, not real life, not like this. This was insane. His mind reeled.


  He knew it was pathetic, but he longed for his mother. She could’ve at least scolded him till he forced himself into a better mood.


  A distant siren stripped his self-pity like an old bandaid. Leroy labored to his feet despite the relentless ache in his ankle, then glanced at Ant’s motionless body on the ground. He couldn’t look at Ant’s face, couldn’t let it be more than a blurry red spot in his peripheral vision. It was only his face; he’d be okay, Leroy assured himself. He’d be okay.


  Noah kneeled down, rolled Ant onto his side, then handcuffed him. When he let go, Ant’s body flopped over. The cop leaned on the back of the autorack, speaking into his walkie-talkie as if nothing had happened. Leroy shuddered with a burning hatred for him. He’d get what was coming.


  If he was in the bull’s line of sight when the other police arrived, he was sure they’d come for him. Still, guilt bored through him at the thought of leaving Ant behind. Leroy was desperate to know if he was okay. Finding Rehema didn’t seem so important all of a sudden.


  He looked for a spot far enough that he wouldn’t be seen, but close enough that he could see what happened. He trudged away from the fence, along the shore of a modest lake, which turned into the backyards of a cul-de-sac of cozy suburban homes. Across the way, a wooden picnic table divided a thicket of trees and the water. That seemed like an inconspicuous place to wait; who would question a child sitting at a picnic table? He limped over, momentarily startled by a fish near shore who’d apparently been just as startled by him, then sat down facing the rail yard. He had to peer hard through the trees, but he could see Ant’s body on the ground in the distance—a stomach-churning sight that siphoned his hope.


  The ambulance finally appeared down a stretch of concrete in the yard, followed by two police cruisers. At least Ant would finally get some help. It was worrisome that he hadn’t awakened yet.


  Two young men exited the ambulance and carried a stretcher as the other officers brought up the rear, each as apathetic as Noah and clearly in no hurry. Leroy could understand that; certainly not sympathize, but understand. He’d seen more than enough police procedurals to know that to them, Ant would just be another face, or lack thereof. His vision shook.


  What he couldn’t abide was the casual, almost celebratory way the other officers greeted Noah: a pat on the back from one, and a finger-gun point-and-wink from his partner. It made Leroy sick. What had happened there should’ve been cause for the bull’s arrest, not Ant’s. Resisting arrest and assaulting a police officer. His blood boiled as the bull showed off his gun to the other officers. He wished he could run over and tell them exactly what happened, but he knew they wouldn’t listen, and if they found out who he was they’d probably arrest him, too. Ms. Stacey was sure to have reported him by now.


  The EMTs removed the top of the stretcher, then edged the board under Ant and maneuvered his body onto it, keeping his head from shifting. Leroy held his face in his hands as he observed the grim process. At no point did Ant show any signs of life, though it was hard to tell from afar. The men lifted him onto the stretcher, then loaded it into the back of the ambulance. The doors shut, the siren resumed, and the vehicle made a U-turn and drove off, leaving Leroy lost and alone in a city he’d only ever known as an option on a geography test.


  * * *


  Leroy kept coming back to the notion that it was his fault, what’d happened to Ant. It was entirely, inescapably his fault. He was the one who couldn’t just ride with Chad. It was too dangerous, too expensive, he’d claimed. Let’s keep moving, he’d said. Well, look at what it’d gotten him. He felt dizzy.


  He’d seen which way the ambulance went, but the sirens faded quickly. For all he knew, Ant could be headed a hundred miles away to a specialized doctor. After what that cop had done to him, there was a good chance he’d need one. The thought made Leroy queasy. What would he do if they couldn’t regroup? He didn’t want to think about it. Finding Ant was his new priority, and he was grateful for a way to occupy himself.


  Leroy lumbered along the main road, gathering confused, pitying, and downright aggressive glances from passers-by. He discovered that only the white people wore formal clothing. The people of color wore vendor logos, mechanic jumpsuits, construction vests, sanitation uniforms, even the tattered clothing of the homeless. It bothered him, even in his perturbed state, to behold the racial disparity. He’d learned in school about the unrest and inequality during the civil rights era, but that was decades ago. Weren’t things supposed to be better now?


  The sidewalk eventually gave way to a series of crosswalks, forming a grid throughout the mess of uninspired corporate offices in downtown Topeka. He noticed how flat the land was compared to the other cities he’d seen, but the analysis held his attention for little more than a moment. A deep sense of apathy pervaded his thoughts and his being. He wished he could just lay down and fall asleep, forget about everything, but he forced himself to keep walking, if his awkward hobble qualified as such. He owed Ant his help.


  Block after block, Leroy kept along SW 10th street, and block after block, the city grew denser. As he traveled further into the city, the demographics flipped, and white people became the minority, yet they still donned the finer clothing. Society baffled him.


  It was an interesting predicament to be in a hurry with a foot injury, and not in a good way. It wasn’t long, though, before he came to a brick building that read Stormont-Vail Healthcare in bulky gold letters. It worried him that the ambulances parked near the emergency room were dissimilar to the one that’d whisked Ant away, but he had to at least check.


  He ambled to the glass doors, and they automatically slid open, engulfing him in a slightly off-putting sterile atmosphere that contrasted starkly with the thick summer heat. At least it was cool.


  This hospital was much busier than the one in Folsom; he could hardly walk forward without bumping into a nurse pushing a wheelchair or a doctor scurrying around with his gloved hands above his head, but Leroy did his damnedest, and found his way to the service desk.


  The young, light-skinned black woman glanced up at him, taking her eyes off what she was writing, but never moving her face. “How can I help you?” Her voice, mild yet piercing, easily dominated the commotion of the room.


  “Looking for a patient. Antoine… Uh, B something. Bilacqua?”


  She set down her pen, and pursed her lips as she eyed him. “I’m gonna take a wild guess and assume you aren’t the patient’s family.”


  He briefly considered lying, but he didn’t need to draw attention to himself, just in case things went awry. “No, but I’m the only—”


  “I’m sorry,” she said, seemingly genuinely, “we have strict patient confidentiality guidelines. If you’re not family, there’s nothing I can do.”


  “Can’t even tell me if he’s here?”


  Her lips drew up to one side as shook her head, regret softening her honey brown eyes. Even if she wanted to, Leroy knew she couldn’t help.


  After a moment, he gave her a polite nod. He briefly considered sneaking off and searching for Ant, but reasons not to flooded his thoughts. The hospital was enormous. It’d take hours to check every floor. Even if he tried, he’d likely be caught long before then. He forced himself through the automatic door and into the sun.


  Leroy plopped onto one of the unoccupied benches in front of the building, cursing medical confidentiality laws. The first thing he needed to do now was recall Ant’s last name. He couldn’t ask the front desk, but maybe he could try calling them and asking for him by his full, real name. The only way he could think of to verify his last name was checking his wallet, which would require going through his bag, which Leroy had no desire to do for various reasons. Although if it were to go toward Ant’s benefit…


  Leroy unzipped an outside pocket. Nothing. He checked the adjacent pocket, which was also empty. With a sigh, he grasped the zipper for the main section, then opened it, relieved to find Ant’s wallet in a compartment right inside the bag. Inside was a California driver’s license. Antoine Bevilacqua. He’d been close. On the right side was a professor’s ID for University of California, Davis. He stared hard at the thumbnail photo, that persistent smile eternally entrenched on Ant’s face, albeit clean shaven, bespectacled, and years younger. It was like a punch in the gut; for a moment, Leroy felt as if he’d had the wind knocked out of him. His breath came back, but the sorrow remained.


  He shut the wallet and returned it, then closed Ant’s bag. He’d gotten what he needed. Any more rummaging, and he’d be intruding.


  Somewhere in the distance, an ambulance’s siren sang.


  * * *


  “Hello,” Leroy said into the pay phone outside the hospital, affecting a deeper voice to sound older, “I’d like to speak to a patient, please.”


  “Okay, just for future reference I must inform you that the proper way to reach a patient is to dial the hospital, then the room number as an extension. Do you know the patient’s room number?”


  The voice, mild yet piercing, brought to mind a pair of honey brown eyes, and Leroy knew this wouldn’t work. “No, but I know the name.”


  “I do apologize, sir, but due to our confidentiality guidelines I cannot release a patient’s room number over the phone. If you are related to the patient, you may come into the hospital and provide photo identification, then we will direct you to his or her room.”


  Leroy had zoned out after she apologized. “Thanks,” he croaked.


  “Have a nice day, sir.”


  He waited for her to hang up, then placed the phone on the hook. An unintentional sigh blew through Leroy, then his eyes fixed on a phone book, encased in plastic and hanging from a chain. He couldn’t give up yet. He had to try at least one more.


  Thumbing through the H pages, he found hospitals. There were six. His heart sank. Ant could be at any of them. If the rest of them had the same confidentiality rules that Stormont-Vail did…


  Leroy was tired. Every cell in his body was fatigued.


  He wondered what Ant had said to Noah. Whatever it was, it had seemed to set him off. A twinge of rage rippled up Leroy’s spine. He couldn’t believe Ant would do this to him, leave him on his own. Just like everybody else, just like mom, dad, and Baron, Ant had left him on his own. Leroy had to go through all this unnecessary work just to figure out where Ant was because he couldn’t keep his damn mouth shut.


  He realized he’d been clenching his fists, then relaxed them and took a deep breath, ashamed of his thoughts. Of course Ant hadn’t done it on purpose. Ant had been protecting him. His guilt provided a new source of motivation. If he just called every hospital, he was bound to find Ant. He could do this.


  He dialed the collect call extension he’d seen a million commercials for, then the top hospital on the list. A few rings later, a hispanic man’s leathery voice answered. “Saint Francis Health Center. How may I assist you today?”


  “Can you connect me to Antoine Bevilacqua’s room, please?”


  “Just a moment.”


  Leroy heard a click, and then a smooth jazz song as he was put on hold. His heart pounded. He couldn’t believe it—a simple rephrasing of the question and he’d gotten through. After all, he hadn’t asked for the room number. He gripped the phone.


  The jazz cut off.


  “Hello?”


  Leroy’s voice was caught in his throat.


  “Sir?”


  It was the hospital worker.


  “Yeah, sorry.”


  “I apologize, but we don’t have a patient by that name.”


  It took a moment for that to set in.


  “Uh… okay. Thanks.”


  Four calls later, he’d been denied an answer twice, and the other two didn’t have Ant, either. That was all of the hospitals; there were private practices and specialists, but Leroy doubted Ant was in need of a dentist or a chiropractor.


  He leaned against the back of the pay phone and slid down into a sitting position. Short of sneaking into each hospital in the city, he had no idea how he could find Ant. He’d hit a brick wall.


  Leroy’s head lolled to the right, and the top of a stately building a couple blocks down the road caught his eye. It was a bronze dome, oxidized from years sunlight and humidity, that’d taken on a greenish-blue hue. He stood and hobbled toward it, as if drawn magnetically.


  The finer details of the structure came into view as he closed in on it: the Kansas Capitol building. Soon he stood on the long entry walkway, taking it all in. Grand columns loomed like sandstone guardians at the landing of the steps, protecting the entrance to a wide five story base, checkered with windows and topped with a octagonal tower that culminated in the dome. Antiquated, perhaps, but Leroy was impressed by the design. The lines of the building naturally drove his eyes upward, where the features grew softer and more rounded. There was a comforting balance, and a commanding sense of pomp that would’ve delighted him, were it not for his situation.


  And just like that, everything rushed back to him.


  * * *


  Leroy found himself back on the bench next to the capitol building’s fountain, two hours after he’d left it, with nothing to show but a slightly increased knowledge of the city’s layout. Along the way, he’d encountered a surprising number of homeless people, and realized with a sinking feeling that he, too, was technically homeless.


  His appetite hadn’t been ravenous, especially considering what he’d recently witnessed, but he stopped at McDonald’s for lunch anyway. They were offering walk-in job interviews. Maybe he could just flip burgers for a living. Even he couldn’t mess that up.


  Jets of water shot straight up, splaying into translucent bouquets before arcing down into the glistening pool below. He knew how the water felt, caught in a slow motion descent before inevitably rejoining what was left behind.


  It was starting to hit him that he might not find Ant, which turned his blood to a cold sludge that scraped through his veins. He bounced his foot and wrung his hands vigorously. His thoughts constantly drifted, scattered, only to remind him anew that something was wrong. Everything was wrong.


  He couldn’t imagine how bad it must be for Ant. He felt guilty for being depressed, which made him depressed further, inviting more guilt.


  Leroy held his head in his hands. He just wanted the day to end.


  Unfortunately, the sun stared down menacingly from above. Couldn’t be later than three o’clock, he estimated. Time didn’t really matter, anyway. Ant could be released right at that moment, twenty miles away, and Leroy would never know.


  Or, he could be dead.


  The thought splashed up from his subconscious and scorched a hole in his thoughts, leaving him feeling weak, mentally, physically, emotionally. Drained. Lethargic. Devoid of any clue how to proceed, and any motivation to discover one. He slumped on the bench.


  Then, a compulsion that outweighed his depression clutched him. Whether or not he found Ant, he needed a plan. What better time to hatch one? He had nothing else to do. He slipped the U.S. map out of his backpack and unfolded it on the stone bench. It was almost twice as big as the California map, so he had to kneel on the ground to make enough space.


  He peered at the tiny details of the map until he found Topeka, then pulled out a pen. Carefully, he set the ball-point on the dot, then traced Interstate 70, rapt by the erratic curves. With unwavering focus and a steady hand he hadn’t known he was capable of, Leroy matched every millimeter of the road he’d have to travel to restart his journey.


  Eyes inches from the map, he stopped at St. Louis, Missouri, then purely on instinct, directed the pen south, along Interstate 55. For the first time in hours, his head was clear, his dread lessened. All that mattered was the line.


  The trail of ink swooped down through Memphis, then Mississippi and Louisiana almost to New Orleans. Leroy didn’t know what was guiding his hand, but he didn’t dare question it. From Louisiana, he followed Interstate 12 east, which turned into 10, until it hit 75 halfway across the Florida panhandle, which shot straight down to Tampa.


  Leroy pulled his face away from the map and regarded the route he’d drawn. It occurred to him that the roads he’d marked were just that—roads. He didn’t feel much like riding trains. But maybe it was time to loosen his self-imposed restrictions, take what he can get.


  The route looked pretty inefficient; he wondered why the interstate system wasn’t more uniform, why he couldn’t just take one road from Topeka to Tampa, but now wasn’t the time to ponder the philosophy of American highway network. That time had passed with Ant’s departure.


  With that thought, the guilt and depression came swarming back. It didn’t matter whose fault it was, though Leroy still squarely blamed himself. How could he trust himself, his judgement? Even if one day he and Ant had some sort of grand, improbable reunion, Leroy knew he would go to his grave with the knowledge that his poor decisions led to the incident. No matter what came next, he couldn’t change what had happened. That was the worst part. That was what ate him up inside.


  After a few tries, Leroy got the map folded up and put it back in his bag. He sized up the bench, then laid on his back, knees bent, bags interlocked with his crossed arms, and let his eyes close. He didn’t care that he was out in public, nor that it was the middle of the day. He couldn’t have cared if he tried.


  * * *


  It was pitch black. He ran, not feeling his ankle. He couldn’t feel anything, but he knew he was running. A familiar crunch with each step he took set him on edge. His breath lodged in his throat, choked up by a smoky, chemical scent that seemed to cloud in his lungs, and he was gravely certain of his location. He coughed and coughed, but still he ran.


  Muffled noises echoed in the darkness, until one rang out above them all: a train horn, hurtling through the tunnel like a contained explosion, headed right for him. He ran faster, harder, but he knew he couldn’t outrun a train. It was only a matter of time before it all went away, but still he ran.


  A light dragged around a corner from behind, then straightened and illuminated the path before him, casting a shadow that stood still, even though he was running. Outside the Leroy-shaped shadow, the light revealed a solitary train track amidst a tranquil, sunny day.


  He dashed toward the exit, the train’s horn swelling, growing deeper as it shook the walls of the tunnel. The light behind him brightened as he drew closer, almost close enough to touch the sunlight, then he was hit from behind and shoved through the exit with a pop.


  He tumbled to the ground without feeling, and laid on his back, catching his breath. His eyes lifted to where he’d come from, but there was no tunnel, no train; just a solitary railroad track. Relief washed over him, and he shut his eyes, though he was grateful for the sunlight.


  Crunch.


  The sound sent a shiver through him.


  Crunch.


  It was coming from beside him.


  Crunch.


  He was afraid to look. In a horrible instant, he realized what it was, and despite every intention to keep them closed, his eyes shot open wide and stared dead at it. He tried to look away, to look anywhere else, but his gaze was stuck.


  A man made of shadow straddled Ant’s body, methodically hacking away at what was left of Ant’s face with a nightstick, as if he were a robot. Crunch. Above the scattered teeth, the bone, the blood and muscle, the tatters of skin and cartilage, Ant’s still intact eyes darted, saucer-shaped with utter terror. Frenziedly, they searched, until Ant’s head slowly turned toward him, and their eyes met. He saw the stumps of Ant’s jaws trying to form sounds, let alone words, but a whistle-y gurgle was all that escaped.


  Crunch.


  * * *


  Leroy awakened with a start.


  “Christ on toast, finally,” a security guard with a thick voice said as he his pulled hand away after nudging Leroy. “I let you catch up on your beauty rest, now you gotta hit the road, buddy.”


  Disoriented, Leroy squinted as he glanced around at the buildings, the capitol dome, the fountains. Bad as his situation was, he was relieved to be awake. He twitched with a shudder. The vision of Ant’s mangled face haunted him.


  “You hear me?” the beefy guard intoned.


  Leroy swung his legs to the ground, shook his head to clear his thoughts, which didn’t work, then stood. “Yeah.” As he limped away from the bench, he saw the sun at half-mast. Just a few more hours and it’d be dark. After that dream, though, he had little interest in sleeping. He couldn’t win.


  Wandering down the road, all he could see was Ant’s face, as if it was burned into his thoughts. It set his head spinning. He glanced around, searching for something to take his mind off it. Down the road, a cluster of buildings, less uniform than the others, caught his eye. He headed their direction. Must be something to do there.


  As pain bit down on his ankle, he kept walking. His injury was so much less severe than what Ant had been dealt, he had no room to complain.


  Leroy was disappointed to find that the cluster of buildings was Washburn University. He’d never been to one before, but he doubted there was much for him to do. Still, there was plenty to look at. He walked on.


  The buildings weren’t particularly fascinating; many were plain utilitarian, with only windows to prevent them from being beige brick cubes. Others were topped with maroon or grey tiling that didn’t help much, either.


  He was beginning to regret his walk when he noticed the word ‘Art’ on a building across the street, and his heart jumped in his chest. The Mulvane Art Museum. On the lawn in front of it was a strange, chrome statue that bewildered Leroy, but the building was more beautiful than any other on campus. It looked like a patchwork quilt of stone, with three huge columns atop the front staircase. He hoped it was free to get in, until he remembered that he had money. Having money took some getting used to.


  Regardless, admission was free. Leroy was slightly taken aback when he entered, because it looked almost exactly like the art museums in cartoons he’d seen: hardwood floors, modern benches, white walls, and ceilings with track lighting. Pure and simple. He let out an emotionless chuckle.


  A smattering of people gazed at the vibrant attractions on the walls, ranging from tiny squares of paper to huge canvases with thick gold frames. Leroy was almost intimidated by the collection, as if each piece was further proof he had no place in the art world. He didn’t know where to start. He didn’t know if he even wanted to.


  There were paintings of buildings, paintings of landscapes, paintings of shapes, paintings of fruit, and paintings of hardly anything. There were sculptures—strange colorful cups, freaky tribal heads, beautiful pottery. Each one sent a range of emotions flurrying through him. He supposed that was what made it worthy of an art museum.


  Leroy stopped in front of a painting of snowy mountains made of swirling strokes behind a wooded lake and a makeshift indian settlement, with plenty of horses. Lander’s Peak, by Albert Bierstadt. It was fascinating to see a piece with the same subjects Bob Ross often painted, executed in a different style. Where Bob used broad strokes to achieve a full image, this artist seemed obsessed with tiny details. And it paid off; the image exhilarated Leroy.


  Brian Slawson’s Kaw At Topeka was a gorgeously rendered painting of a cloudy peach sunset over a lake. Leroy was astounded by the ability to accurately portray something so complex as the reflection of the setting sun on a body water. It seemed outside the range of human talent, although it clearly wasn’t. Outside the range of his talent, perhaps.


  Barbara Cleary’s two landscape pieces were closer to Bob Ross’s style, although much more grassy; they relied on thick brush strokes to impart the finer details. What Leroy found interesting about them was the dreamy sense of color, the bunches of wildflowers amongst the plush sea of green.


  The soft strokes lulled him into a daze that laughing children drew him out of. He turned toward an adjacent room to see a group of kids, mostly younger than him, going wild with paint at a small table. Half of them were painting on the table itself, yet the adult in the room just stood there, smiling.


  He’d painted a few times in art class, but only the simple exercises he’d been assigned. This was complete creative freedom, and it filled him with excitement. Leroy had always wanted to try out the techniques Bob taught on TV. He hoped he wasn’t too old to join the group.


  Standing outside the art lab’s open door, he knocked on the doorframe. The supervisor turned to him, friendly as Cleary’s wildflowers.


  “Hi, there.”


  “Ma’am, am I allowed to paint, or am I too old?”


  “You’re never too old to paint. Come on in.”


  * * *


  By the time the museum closed, Leroy had been the last one in the art lab for an hour. He’d gone through countless sheets of paper in pursuit of a decent painting. It was frustrating. It was tedious. But he reveled in it. He loved tweaking his method, changing his approach, figuring out through trial and error how things worked and how things could work. It’d take him years, but maybe he could paint a sunset over water.


  It was dark outside when he left. He could hardly believe it; time had flown by. In the light of the museum, he gazed once more at the crude mountain range on his paper, finally dry, then folded it and put it in his bag.


  Undistracted once again, his thoughts drifted to Ant, to his situation, and immediately he was sucked into an emotional sinkhole. All this waiting around was weighing him down. He’d lost sight of the overall goal—to find Rehema. But he couldn’t just leave Ant. Could he? He didn’t want to, but an increasingly loud nagging voice kept telling him he should.


  Pushing it out of his mind, Leroy figured it was time to find somewhere to sleep, and after a moment, he knew exactly where to go.


  * * *


  Leroy felt bad taking the handicap-accessible stall, but it was the furthest back in the bathroom, and therefore would render him least noticeable to anyone who came in. It’d be hard enough trying to sleep on a toilet in a bathroom, but even harder in a public bathroom in a twenty-four hour superstore in the middle of a big city. He needed every advantage he could get.


  For a moment Leroy wondered why he and Ant hadn’t slept in the bathroom instead of clothing racks in the other store. It dawned on him, though, that on top of everything else, a grown man and a teenager hanging out in a bathroom together just wasn’t normal.


  He shifted his weight to one side of the toilet, and the automatic flusher went off, startling him. That would make it easy to sleep.


  Ant was on his mind. Leroy didn’t want to sleep; he knew he’d regret it, one way or another. But it was night, and traveling at night seemed unsafe and unwise. If nothing else, sleep would pass the time.


  The two bags tucked safely and grossly behind the toilet, Leroy let his chin fall to his chest as he inhaled the manufactured freshness of the facility. His eyes watered as he yawned, more tired than he’d realized. Maybe sleeping on a toilet wouldn’t be so difficult, after all.


  * * *


  Crunch.


  Eyes closed, Leroy shuddered. Light bled through his eyelids.


  Crunch-crunch.


  Not again. He couldn’t take any more of that damn sound.


  Then, he heard the soft swish and rip of paper towels. He bent down to see below the stall wall, and saw the wheels of a janitor’s cart.


  Now fully awake, the sound of the spray bottle no longer reminded Leroy of Ant’s accident, but it had done its damage already. There was angst in the pit of his stomach. He wondered how long he’d slept. If how he felt was any indication, he’d hardly slept at all, but he knew sleep could be deceptive.


  His eyes heavy, he considered leaving the bathroom to check the time, but before he knew it he was well on his way to dozing off again.


  * * *


  The thump of a body crashing into the bathroom door roused Leroy from his light sleep. He could hear the door close, then feet shuffling.


  He held his breath. Maybe someone had reported him. Maybe he was about to get kicked out. What a stupid idea, sleeping in a bathroom.


  “Who’s in there?” a hoarse voice boomed, startling Leroy.


  The man, whoever he was, kicked in the door to the first stall.


  “Where are you?!”


  Uncertain fear flooded Leroy’s system, keeping him still. He had a feeling this wasn’t an employee of the store, but rather a crazy person.


  Leroy saw the scuffed-up work boots of the aggressor step in front of his stall. With a crash, the man kicked the door, but the lock held.


  “Lemme in!” he cried, jiggling the door handle. “Let me IN!”


  The stall shook again as the man delivered another hard blow.


  Then, the bathroom door opened, and a woman’s voice cried out.


  “Daddy! Daddy, come on!”


  Before she could reach him, the man dropped to his knees and stuck his whiskered face under the gap below the door. “I see you!”


  “Now, quit it,” his daughter ordered. “Leave that poor man alone.” With that, she pulled him to his feet. “I’m so sorry, sir. He’s drunk.”


  Leroy sat in embarrassed silence as he heard them walk away.


  “He won’t let me in!” the man wailed.


  “You’re being very rude.”


  “He ain’t pooping!” he assured his daughter. “He ain’t even pooping!”


  The door closed. Leroy waited for his heartbeat to slow.


  * * *


  While looking through his bag, Leroy heard a footstep, and his heart froze in his chest. He hadn’t heard the door open. Face buried in his backpack, he waited for another step, but none came.


  Assuming he’d imagined the sound, Leroy looked up.


  Ant stood before him in the stall, unscathed and emotionless.


  A terror like he’d never felt held him in a vice. He tried to scoot back on the closed toilet seat, but edged up against the wall.


  “I-I tried to find you,” Leroy stammered.


  Without looking at him, Ant said “Not me.”


  Voice shaking, Leroy said “Yes, you. I called everywhere.”


  “It is not me.”


  “What?”


  “It is not me.”


  * * *


  Leroy opened his eyes. He was alone in the stall.


  That was enough sleep for him.


  He wiped the sweat from his forehead, then unzipped his backpack and took out his pad of paper. He lifted the top page, left blank to protect the contents from prying eyes, and saw the many failed iterations of his monica, or at least his attempt at one. A realization hit him: he’d never gotten to show it to Ant. Correction—he’d never gotten the nerve to show it to Ant. He’d had the chance. He’d had plenty.


  Leroy decided in that moment, against his better judgement, which he no longer felt he could trust, to try to wait for Ant. It was just a matter of time until Ant would be released, then they could meet at the nearest train station.


  And he knew exactly how to pass it.


  The bathroom door opened, and the clack of a man’s dress shoes traveled to the other stall, then closed and locked it. Leroy heard the unzipping of the man’s pants before they fell to the ground, and the man let out a long sigh.


  Staring at the pad of paper in his lap, at the attempted monica, a vision flashed in his head. He flipped to the next page and set his pen to work connecting the letters, weaving the double-helix for the ‘i’ in Mr. Twist, and everything came together. For once, he was able to translate from his imagination to his hand, and he’d hardly even tried. When he saw Ant again, the sketch would be the first thing Leroy showed him.


  In a timid voice, Leroy said “You know what time it is?”


  A smooth voice from the adjacent stall said “Uh…” and for a moment Leroy felt foolish. Then the man said “I got ‘bout eight o’clock.”


  “In the morning?”


  “Course in the morning.”


  Leroy stuffed the pad of paper back in his bag, then swooped both of them up and headed out of the stall. He had shopping to do.


  * * *


  In a new dress shirt and slacks, Leroy stood before the downtown McDonald’s, the biggest he’d ever seen. It had a separate kids’ playroom full of tangled plastic tubes to crawl through and a ball pit. The children inside couldn’t have been happier, judging by their faces. If only they knew what the future held, Leroy thought. This wasn’t quite how he’d imagined his life would turn out.


  Yet here he was, alone again, ready to start a new life, in which he’d have control. He’d have a steady job, an income, with which maybe he could find a cheap place, and then go from there, at least until he reunited with Ant. Then, perhaps, he could think about finding Rehema. He was tired of moving, of traveling. He wanted to stay still. He just wanted a normal life, however he could scrape it together.


  Leroy walked to the door with a light limp, then stepped inside.


  The smell of frying beef beckoned him like the bit in Looney Tunes where a scent cloud would form a feminine hand, drawing the target nearer with a seductive finger curl. His stomach gurgled as he neared the register.


  A girl who couldn’t have been much older than Leroy began her rehearsed greeting: “Good morning, would you like to try a combo today?”


  “Actually, I’m here for the interviews.”


  “Oh…” she said, her voice trailing off. “Okay, I’ll get a manager.”


  Leroy’s head cocked to the side as she walked away. What was that supposed to mean? Was he visibly unfit for employment somehow? This job was the last hope he had. Further, he hadn’t realized, although it seemed obvious now, that he’d have to deal with a manager. His insides stirred.


  A man wearing a grin as goofy as his cheeseburger-and-fries necktie met him at the counter, which took some of the pressure off. Anyone willing to wear that tie to work couldn’t take themselves too seriously.


  “So you’re here for the interview?” he asked, suddenly stern.


  Leroy closed his open mouth, then nodded.


  The manager’s eyes lit up as he threw his arms out. “Well you’ve got the job!” He stuck out his hand. “Just kidding. What’s your name?”


  “Leroy Smiley.”


  They shook hands.


  “Alright, Leroy. Follow me.”


  He stepped out from behind the counter and led Leroy to a door between the two restrooms. “This is our torture room,” the man said casually as he unlocked the door and turned on the lights, revealing a windowless tile room with a metal table in the middle. It looked just like so many interrogation scenes from police shows he’d watched. “Come on in.”


  The joke was more accurate than he even knew, Leroy thought.


  The manager closed the door then sat across from him.”First of all, thanks for choosing McDonald’s. Can I ask why you did?”


  “You guys had open interviews,” Leroy responded without thinking, as if it was obvious, and realized his mistake soon after. Off to a great start.


  “Fair enough. Do you have any previous work experience?”


  “I, uh, never had a job.” He was suddenly aware how unqualified he was.


  The manager scribbled on his clipboard. “Gotta start somewhere, right?”


  “Yep,” Leroy said as he forced himself to correct his posture.


  “And are you in school?”


  For a moment he considered the question, then repeated “Yep.” He wasn’t sure where he’d be going to school, but he would be going.


  “What grade are you in?”


  “Going into ninth.”


  “Freshman, huh? The trick is to beat someone up the first day.”


  Leroy stared, a blank look on his face.


  “Ha. I love a good prison joke.”


  Leroy didn’t love them. He bet the man had never known anyone in prison. It certainly didn’t bring him laughter to think about his dad having to beat someone up, or getting beat up, or doing anything in prison.


  “That takes care of the easy stuff. Ready for the real thinkers?”


  Leroy swallowed hard. “S’pose so.”


  “What… is your biggest weakness?”


  He retreated into his thoughts. There were so many, how could he pick just one? He searched for an response, then shakily said “My biggest weakness is that I got too many weaknesses.”


  “A bit vague, but a very honest answer, I’ll give you that. Care to explain?”


  Leroy hid the scowl that tried to form. He hated talking about himself. There was nothing to say. He was just a kid, like anyone else.


  “I just… got a lot to learn, still, is all.”


  “You really don’t give much up, do you? Let’s try another one,” the man said, glancing at the clipboard. “Are you a hard worker?”


  He thought for a moment. “Yeah, I’d say so.”


  “And what makes you say that?”


  “Well, I get my class work turned in on time. And momma…” A thousand memories flashed through his mind at once. “Sorry. Momma used to make me do all the chores, so I’m used to working.”


  “There we go! That wasn’t so hard, was it?”


  Leroy was stoic, then realized he had to respond. He shook his head.


  “Which is more effective: a laid back or a serious work atmosphere?”


  “I don’t know about anyone else, but for me I think laid back would be better. That way I wouldn’t feel rushed and I could do my job best.”


  “Interesting position. Although if we do hire you, you will be expected to work in a fast-paced and demanding environment. Can you?”


  “I think so.” He didn’t think so.


  “Do you consider yourself a team player?”


  The process was excruciating for Leroy. It really was an interrogation.


  “Much as anyone else, I guess. But a team depends on all the players.”


  “That is true,” the manager nodded. “What would you do for McDonald’s?”


  Leroy shrugged. “Whatever you guys need me to.”


  His lips curled in a goofy smirk. “I mean, what would you add to the workplace? What could you be for this specific McDonald’s?”


  “A good employee?”


  “Hm. Okay. Just one last question: are you a follower, or a leader?”


  Leroy wrung his hands together under the table. Was he supposed to answer the question truthfully, or was he supposed to claim he was a leader, even if he wasn’t? Is that what a leader would do?


  “Follower.” He looked up at the man. “Gotta start somewhere, right?”


  “Yes, yes you do. I think we can use you, Leroy. If you’re willing to start at the bottom, you’ve got the job. Not kidding, this time.”


  Trying to comprehend what he’d just heard, Leroy stood and shook hands. After what’d seemed to him an awful interview, he had actually gotten the job. It was fully terrifying and exciting at once.


  “I’ve got to get back to work, but someone will be in soon to get the rest of the required information—address, social security, all that stuff.”


  “I don’t have an address,” Leroy blurted before he could stop himself.


  The manager stopped mid-step and looked back. “Well, that would explain the bags.” A doleful look dominated his face. “I’m sorry, Leroy. I can’t legally hire anyone without an address.”


  His hopes came crashing down. It made no sense; you couldn’t get a job without a place to live, but couldn’t get a place to live without a job.


  “But why?”


  “I couldn’t tell you,” he shrugged. “It’s just the law.”


  Their eyes were locked in silence.


  “It was nice to meet you, Leroy.”


  He couldn’t bring himself to stand. This was all he had left.


  “Look, I get a free meal a day. Come to the register, and it’s yours.” The manager took one last pitying look at him, then left.


  Leroy sat alone in the interrogation room as the door swung to a heavy close, feeling as if he’d just been denied bail.


  * * *


  Sitting against the ceiling-tall windows of the playroom, Leroy tried to salvage some enjoyment from his free meal. It was a bittersweet burger, though. It reminded him of that saying—give a man a fish, and you feed him for a day; teach a man to fish, and you feed him for a lifetime. He could buy his own meals if he had a job.


  He shook his head. Should’ve just made up an address, although that probably wouldn’t have worked in the end. The whole situation was just another in a line of his thoroughly half-baked ideas, much like his entire journey thus far. He chewed his food, which was tasteless from stress.


  The idea of waiting around for Ant to find him now seemed futile. The only way it would be feasible is if he lived on the streets. He would run out of money quickly, and then what? Eat from dumpsters?


  Besides, it occurred to him that the nearest train station was the one where Ant’s incident happened, and likely the last place he’d want to visit when he was better. He might not want to hop a train at all. And that was assuming he’d be in any condition to hop a train.


  No, waiting around made no sense anymore. In fact, it was the exact opposite of what he’d set out to do. What had happened to Ant was horrible, and it may well have been Leroy’s fault, which devastated him, but there was nothing he could do to change it. He hadn’t needed Ant to start the journey, and he didn’t need him to finish it. Leroy hoped they’d meet again, someday, but he decided his top priority should be his own wellbeing, which awaited in the home of Rehema Shepherd, not on the streets of Topeka.


  Still, guilt nibbled at him like piranhas. It’d only been two days since the incident, and Leroy was already set to skip town. He’d tried everything he could think of to find Ant, to help in any way, but he just wasn’t good enough. It hurt.


  So, back to plan A. His fervor to find her wasn’t as intense anymore, but if it’d provide him a decent life, it would all be worth it. He wondered how far he could get with forty-five bucks; further by train than by car, or cab, he assumed.


  Leroy tossed his trash and set out for the last place he’d seen his friend.


  * * *


  Entering the train station lobby, there was one thing on Leroy’s mind—not the children chasing each other through the aisles, not the length of his trip, not the price of his ticket, but the cop that had beaten Ant. Leroy was desperate to avoid a run-in with him, not only because the man might recognize him, but because he wasn’t sure he’d be able to contain his rage, which would end badly, one way or another. The fury he felt thinking of the aggressor was apt to rot his insides if he dwelled too long on it.


  Avoiding the children, he stepped over to the ticket counter. A cheery brunette woman smiled, eager to help. “What can I do for you, sir?”


  “I got thirty bucks and I need to get to Tampa.”


  Her eyes crinkled as regret strained her face. “I’m sorry, but thirty dollars won’t quite get you all the way to Florida.”


  “How far will it get me?”


  “Well, I’ll need some more details. Generally, you want to be traveling east, since there aren’t any south-east lines out from this station. There aren’t really any until you hit St. Louis,” she said, studying a map on the desk. “Given that, I would recommend the one-way to Washington, Missouri, which is an hour west of St. Louis, but just fits your budget. It leaves at noon and comes out to twenty-eight fifty.”


  That was a lot to remember, and cost two-thirds of his remaining cash, but Leroy figured she knew what she was talking about. He found the bills in his pocket and relinquished them. He wished he could return the dress clothes he bought, but the store was out of the way.


  “What time is it now?”


  “Eleven-twenty,” she said, handing him a ticket. “Your train will be on track three when it arrives.” She smiled at him. “Thanks for your business.”


  Leroy sat in an empty, isolated area far from the gleeful children and the stressed parents trying to calm them down. He felt dumb for paying to ride a train. Thoughts of how easy it’d be to slip through a back door and hop aboard one played in his head. Easy as it might be, the risk was steep. He didn’t want to end up like Ant.


  Guilt cut away at him. But what choice did he have besides keep going?


  Leroy’s eyes dropped to the floor, to the two bags he carried. His bags, now. He emptied his backpack onto the seat beside him then dropped it. After, he eyed Ant’s rucksack. He felt guilty before he began, but gently he removed the contents and placed them on the seats to his other side. From the small outside pockets, he found a Swiss Army knife, lighters, a compass, double-A batteries, a pen, a laser pointer, a paperclip, and a worn hood ornament for a Mercedes, the chrome stripped in spots. From inside the rucksack, he removed trash bags, a flashlight, Gerald’s bayonet knife, the tip still stained with blood, squashed wonder bread, chunky peanut butter, a notebook, a first-aid kit, a pair of flip flops, vitamins, a wallet, and three books: Our Mutual Friend, by Charles Dickens, On the Road, by Jack Kerouac, and Crime and Punishment, by Fyodor Dostoyevsky. Well, at least he’d have something to read on the train.


  He hurried to stash the knives in the rucksack, then regarded the mass of possessions. He wasn’t going to get rid of any of it, not even the bread and peanut butter. But it was counterproductive to carry two bags. Leroy worked to fit the items, his included, into the rucksack by weight, shape, and need for accessibility. His Tetris proficiency via a kids’ meal toy, the only game he’d ever owned, came in handy. How about that—his mother’s penchant for fast food had paid off. As he was finishing up, an announcement over the building’s intercom caught his attention.


  “Final boarding call for eastbound service to Missouri, now on track three. Final boarding for service to Missouri, track three.”


  Leroy furrowed his brow and looked up. That forty minutes had flown by. He shouldered the heavy bag and slipped his empty backpack into a trash can before exiting onto the concourse.


  The familiar clacking of the moving train made his hair stand on end. It was as exhilarating as ever, but with a fresh dimension of hazard. He trotted over to track three as the commuter came to a stop, the hot hiss of the air brakes tickling his ankles. A musical two-note bell tone rang out as the doors opened, and a handful of people filtered in and found seats. Leroy found his in the back of the rear car and set his bag down. It still felt wrong to consider Ant’s bag as his own, as if it was some sort of betrayal.


  Leroy peered through the window to the spot across the yard where Ant had been beaten, nothing more than a patch of bent grass, now. He was one of only a few people who knew of the brutality that’d occurred there. Anyone else would think nothing of it, if they even noticed. A grave injustice had taken place, and the only person who’d face the consequences was the victim.


  It wasn’t fair.


  He took his eyes off the spot and the anger dulled. Turning his head, he surveyed the rest of the yard, until his gaze stopped on none other than his enemy, schmoozing with crewmen. Bile rose in his throat, the burn nowhere near as strong as his hatred. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply.


  The bell rang out again, and the doors closed. He couldn’t wait to put this all behind him. Leroy looked away, then dug through the rucksack and pulled out a book to soothe his nerves.


  On the Road. How appropriate. He opened the cover and a slip of paper fell into his lap. Scribbled at the top was the name Rehema Shepherd, above a Tampa address. He hadn’t even thought about her actual address, only that she lived in Tampa. Anxiety and relief passed through him in one confusing moment.


  He folded the address and slipped it into Ant’s wallet, then stared hard at the cover of the book. A crude outline of the United States featured prominently, with a sketch of the path evidently taken in the story, which almost matched his own—it ran up through California, then headed straight to the east coast, but up to New England rather than the southern states, and looped around west, back to California. He wondered what other parts of the country were like—the midwest, the northwest, the northeast, Texas—but after this, Leroy figured he was pretty much done traveling.


  A man came through to check his ticket, then left just as quickly.


  As he turned the page, the train rolled forward. Leroy glanced out the window one last time at the cop who’d taken Ant away from him as he grew smaller in the distance until he disappeared. Just the way Leroy wanted it.


  


  Chapter 9


  


  Washington, MO


  With the book flipped open in his lap, Leroy regained consciousness. He hadn’t realized he’d dozed off, but he supposed that was how it worked. Sleep had been rare last night, and taken effort, but the emotional stress, the weight of it all, was what fatigued him.


  He lifted his gaze and found himself looking straight into the eyes of an older man a few rows down, hair slicked back and wearing a suit. The man didn’t speak, didn’t move, didn’t even blink. Leroy averted his gaze. The last thing he wanted was trouble.


  Leroy thumbed through the pages of the book, catching only random words and phrases. He was starting to regret falling asleep; he had no idea how long he’d been out, and his head was groggy.


  “Going back to sleep, you lazy animal?”


  For a moment Leroy didn’t realize the man was speaking to him, then he sent up a cautious glance. “What?” he asked in a low voice.


  A sneer parted the man’s lips. “You heard me.” His eyes burned cold.


  Leroy’s fists clenched, before he noticed and loosened them. It was one thing to think something so disrespectful, but to say it aloud was indefensible.


  A recorded voice over the intercom alerted him that they were approaching Washington station, to his relief. He couldn’t wait to get away from this crazy person. Leroy hoped the guy wouldn’t follow, although even with a sore ankle, he imagined he could outrun him. Still, he felt uneasy.


  He placed the book in the rucksack. He had to be prepared for anything. Then, he remembered the knives Ant carried in his bag. The bayonet knife was a bit much, but he slipped the Swiss Army knife into his pocket. It was small, but if wielded effectively, could probably deal some damage.


  Reality smacked him in the face. He was thinking about stabbing someone. Obviously he didn’t want to, he told himself, but if it came down to it, he would have no choice. The guy had clearly shown hostile tendencies. He wasn’t about to be taken down by some cranky old man after crossing half the country.


  The man stared him down.


  Leroy let his gaze drift off in an attempt at a neutral response.


  Through the window, he could see couplets of idle train cars tagged with amateur, squiggly graffiti, crewmen heaving freight into boxcars, silos dispensing ton after ton of grain in a thick, steady, rushing stream like a huge faucet, and then the parallel rails of the concourse as the bell sounded and the train slowed to a stop. Leroy hopped up, one hand grasping the knife in his pocket, and rushed toward the exit.


  On the opposite side of the exit, the old man stood. As Leroy neared the door, the man charged him. Clutching his bag, Leroy jumped through the door just as the man’s hand reached out to grab him.


  “That’s right, go, monkey! Back to your tree!” he cried, hanging in the open doorway, clutching the walls beside him. “Monkey! MONKEY!”


  Leroy hurried through the sparse crowds of commuters, down the concourse, around the station, and into the parking lot. He weaved between cars, the rucksack swaying, then, as he turned to look back, he crashed into a man in a black shirt and slacks, knocking him down before falling onto his butt. He searched for a sign of the racist old man, but saw nothing.


  With the heavy rucksack weighing him down, Leroy felt like an upturned turtle, but before he could find his footing, a large hand presented itself. He grabbed it and was swiftly pulled to his feet by the man he’d knocked down—a minister, if the white square of his collar meant what Leroy thought it did. His skin was nearly as dark as his clothes. He was tall and taut, with wiry glasses, hair cropped close, and a bright smile. His frame reminded Leroy of Ant.


  “Sorry,” Leroy panted, “I was just… There was—”


  “That’s quite alright,” the man said in a baritone voice that burrowed under Leroy’s skin, but was not altogether unpleasant. “God has decided we must meet, and so we have. I’m Pastor Demonde Mercer. What’s your name?”


  “L— Marcus. Marcus Jackson.” He shifted his weight off his sore ankle.


  The pastor looked him up and down. “Going somewhere?”


  “Uh, yeah. Thanks. For, you know… helping me up. I gotta go.”


  The pastor chuckled as he brushed off the seat of his pants, the elbows of his long-sleeve shirt. “Not a problem. Where are you going?”


  “I’m just kinda going. Nowhere particular,” he lied.


  “Well we’re just about to leave, ourselves. Let us give you a ride.”


  “Who’s we?”


  “The Bishop and I, as well as a few kids, just about your age.”


  Leroy weighed the proposition. He didn’t know them, but they were clearly religious men, and thus couldn’t pose much threat. It was about as safe a ride as he’d find, he figured, unless a bus of nuns showed up. Maybe they could just take him to the next station. He wasn’t feeling this one.


  “Ah, there’s the Bishop now.”


  Following Pastor Mercer’s gaze, Leroy saw a lighter-skinned man in a snappy brown suit and cowboy hat, flanked by three boys and a girl, swaggering toward them with a wide grin and arms outstretched.


  “Like Jesus after three harrowing days, I have returned,” he said with a vivacious cackle as he neared. “Who’s this? Hello, young man.”


  “This is Marcus Jackson,” said Pastor Mercer, scratching an ear. “I offered to give him a lift. I hope you don’t mind, Bishop.”


  The Bishop shot a furtive glance at the smiling Pastor. “Course I don’t mind! That’s why I started SpiritWood—to help underprivileged children. Bishop Wardell Wood. Pleasure to meet you. Whereabouts are we taking you?”


  “Just up the road, maybe to the next train station. If you can, I mean.” He tried, but couldn’t keep his eyes off the girl in the Bishop’s group. She had a full, toned figure, chestnut skin, and soft eyes that would look away every time they met his. He could swear, though, he saw the seed of a smile in her face.


  “Well, Marcus, I believe we can accommodate you.” The Bishop interlocked his fingers and glanced again at the Pastor. “I know just the place.”


  * * *


  “So, Marcus, have you heard of us?” Bishop Wood asked, turning back from the front passenger seat of the van to face Leroy. The Pastor drove, the boys sat in the back seats, and across the aisle sat the girl who wouldn’t even look at him. “SpiritWood. Have you heard of it?”


  “Nope.”


  “Good, good. Gives us a chance to make the right first impression. You see, SpiritWood has its detractors, its critics. Of course, their accusations are complete nonsense. Right, children?”


  The other kids verified his claim, if slightly unenthusiastically.


  “For pete’s sake, we just came from a charity event for abused youths—one of many we engage in annually, I might add. We have our own school, church, farm, clinic, affiliated businesses. We give back,” he stressed, ostensibly debating himself. “Every time a black man is successful, they wanna bring him down. Every time. Call it what it is, children: racism. Pure and simple.”


  His gaze trailed off.


  “But that’s a whole other conversation. You believe in God, Marcus?”


  Leroy pulled his eyes away from the girl and onto the Bishop, or at least his general vicinity. “Never thought much about it, honestly.”


  “Well sure you have. You just didn’t know it,” he reasoned. “Every time a bird sings its tune, that’s God you’re hearing. Every breeze across the trees, that’s God. Every drop of rain, every starry night, every speck of sand on the beach—it’s all God. And God is beautiful.”


  Leroy didn’t know what to say. That was one way to look at it, he supposed. Not one he’d considered, but there weren’t many he had. His mom hadn’t been religious, and if his dad was, he never knew about it, although he doubted many Christians went to prison. Religion was a mystery to him.


  “That’s the way God should leave you—speechless,” the Bishop grinned.


  Leroy forced a smile. He had to admire the Bishop’s zest. The man seemed to believe in what he was saying, through and through. Leroy wished he believed in anything so wholly.


  Watching the trees and meadows pass outside the van, he wondered if it all really was God, or from God, or however it worked. The notion was so profound he couldn’t fully comprehend it.


  “I see the gears turning,” the Bishop snickered. “Got you thinking. That’s good, thinking’s essential. But you see, God operates on faith, not logic. You have to feel it. And, once you open your heart to him, you will. Let me ask you something, Marcus. Do you feel lost?”


  The question shook him. “What do you mean?” But he knew.


  “You know it as well as I do—you’re searching for something. It’s alright to feel afraid, worried, confused; it’s only natural, when you haven’t yet been baptized in the Holy Spirit. Salvation is not a given, young man, but it calls for us, available to those who seek it. Only then can God build you up and help you abstain from sin so you may live the life you were meant for.”


  “A normal life,” chimed the Pastor.


  It was disconcerting to Leroy how much sense the men were starting to make. And why would the Pastor use that phrase, specifically? A normal life… that was always the goal, wasn’t it?


  “Being unsaved is a tremendous burden on mind, body, and soul, but there is a cure. Jesus said to the citizens of Galilee: ’Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.’ Marcus, we can give you that,” Bishop urged. “SpiritWood can give you that. A new birth. It’s the reason we exist, and it’s the reason we’ve been so successful.”


  Leroy could see the passion flaring in the Bishop’s eyes; it brought Ant to mind, and excited Leroy as much as it terrified him. It really seemed like the man wanted to help him. Things were pretty dire. He had fifteen dollars, and who knew how many miles left to Tampa. It put knots in his stomach to think about. It was also possible the Rehema Shepherd in Florida wasn’t the right one, either. Maybe she was unlisted; his mom had been for the last few years of her life. It wasn’t uncommon.


  “Think about this: the SpiritWood family consists of over one-hundred children of all ages. That’s a lot of brothers and sisters! And we have just as many parents, each of whom help care for the family. SpiritWood members get three hot meals a day, they get to work a variety of fulfilling jobs, plenty of free time at the gorgeous compound, safe and comfortable housing—”


  Leroy thought he heard a faint, dismissive snort from the girl.


  “Oh, and of course, freedom from eternal damnation.”


  Leroy had to admit, the pitch didn’t sound half bad; in fact, it seemed like what he’d been searching for the whole time. He supposed it was possible that fate had been guiding him to SpiritWood all along. He’d never really bought into fate, but then, he wouldn’t know fate if it killed his mother.


  It occurred to him how quiet the other kids had been the whole ride. They hadn’t spoken a word, unless prompted by the Bishop. If nothing else, they were well behaved, maybe even shy, like him. The more he thought about it, the more refreshing interacting with cohorts rather than adults seemed.


  “The question, Marcus, is… do you have what it takes to be saved?”


  “I thought that was the point of SpiritWood?”


  “That’s correct. As I said, though—salvation is not a given. Not only does it take a strong will, enduring faith, and perseverance, but also hard work, repentance, and baptism, both physical and spiritual. I won’t lie to you, son; I have seen lesser boys and girls, even men and women buckle under the strain. It’s not a pretty sight to behold, I assure you. But he who makes it to the other side comes out a new person, one who is competent, confident, and most importantly, content. If you choose this path, you will be forever changed.”


  Leroy cast his gaze again at the girl across the aisle. Her eyes darted the other direction. There was something magnetic about her, but fearful, too.


  “I’m going to ask you again: do you have what it takes to be saved?”


  “I’ll try it out,” he said, lacking confidence in himself.


  “Do you have… what it takes?”


  “Yes.” His logical half protested. But God operated on faith.


  “Good, because we’re here,” said Bishop Wood.


  


  Chapter 10


  


  Pacific, MO


  The van crunched to a stop in the dirt before a towering wooden gate, anchored by stone columns. A wrought iron fence extended from each side, vanishing into the thicket of trees and bushes. The vegetation made it impossible to see inside the compound. The mystery of it all piqued Leroy’s interest.


  “To keep the press away, naturally,” the Bishop smiled.


  “And the animals,” said Pastor Mercer.


  “Like I said, the press.”


  The three of them laughed, though Leroy didn’t fully get the joke.


  The entrance reminded him of the gate to Jurassic Park—the one movie his mother had taken him to see despite his pleas in protest. Although he’d savored every second when it premiered on TV two years later, he’d been just ten when it came out, and was scared out of his mind for the rest of the evening. But Adalynne had wanted it, so one way or another, it had to happen. Leroy had to give her credit for her determination, even if it was wasted on petty issues.


  Obscured by the clouds of dirt the van had kicked up, Pastor Mercer dialed a four-digit number on a keypad through the window, then there was a beep, and the gate groaned open. The van started down the forested trail.


  A whitecap of exhilaration roiled his insides. This could be a whole new beginning—an end to the discomfort and alienation that’d plagued him growing up—and the start of a fulfilling new chapter. There wouldn’t be dinosaurs, but perhaps a life where he’d fit in; that was exciting enough.


  Sunlight filtered through the leaves of hickories and oaks sent a greenish glow seeping into the van as it bumped along. Roots from the robust woods grasped at the worn path from either side, as if the trees were trying to tear the land apart. Watching the forest shuffle past, Leroy felt as if Bigfoot could pop out from behind a trunk at any moment.


  The trail seemed to hit a dead end, then the van veered right and the forest opened up to a meadow straight out of the paintings in the art museum—stalks of wheat danced with prairie grass, fried-egg Daisies swayed beside freckled orange Touch Me Nots, Goldenrod and tiny bouquets of Queen Anne’s Lace bobbed in the breeze. At the edge of a nearby pond, a rocky waterfall emptied into a small reservoir, six feet or so below ground level. It was nature’s version of a Reno hotel, Leroy realized, and he loved it.


  He admired the pond as the van rounded it, then parked in front of a jagged palatial building with rugged stone walls, yet every stone perfectly in place, bearing the name SpiritWood in huge golden letters. At the top of a steeple, Christ hung from a cross. The silent stillness perturbed Leroy.


  “Home, sweet home,” said Bishop Wood.


  Leroy unbuckled and tried the door, but it wouldn’t open. He made sure it was unlocked—it was—and tried again, to no avail.


  “Child-lock,” Pastor Mercer said, getting out of the driver’s seat. “We often intake children, and youths with behavioral issues. Best not to take any chances.” He opened Leroy’s door from the outside.


  Leroy got out and surveyed the area. There were three dormitory buildings—one for adults, one for girls, one for boys. The faint sound of machinery floated in on a breeze that brought an earthy odor to his nostrils, and he inhaled deeply. It was perhaps the freshest air he’d ever tasted, and it was invigorating.


  “The real action takes place around back. Follow me,” said the Bishop as he set out along the concrete path. Leroy followed, watching as the other kids lagged behind Pastor Mercer, heading to the dorms.


  Through a window around the corner, Leroy saw toddlers giggling and stacking blocks and playing with toys, while an older woman sat with them, looking on fondly. It warmed him.


  As they rounded the back of the building, the view opened up, presenting a breathtaking picture of rolling, grassy hills grazed on by hogs and cattle, and wide swaths of farmland tended to by dozens of people, adults and kids alike. Each one of them was African-American, just like him. The word ‘natural’ stuck in his mind. He felt like he was finally in the right place.


  “Quite a sight, huh?” the Bishop asked, and Leroy agreed. “SpiritWood grows only the highest quality organic produce. In fact, we won the award for the finest apricot at the Missouri state fair. The trophy’s sitting in my office, next to the rest of them,” he grinned.


  “Never had an apricot,” Leroy said, more to himself than the Bishop.


  “Well, son, as you’ll soon learn, there’s a first time for everything.”


  They stood a moment, watching the busy farm. It looked to Leroy like an ant hill, each worker attending to his or her specific job.


  “Come on. Let’s get you situated, then out to join them.”


  * * *


  Leroy couldn’t help but think of Ms. Stacey’s foster home, looking at the rows of empty bunk beds on either side of the room. Still, it wasn’t necessarily the living conditions that’d soured him; it just wasn’t where he was meant to be. This, he thought, was a bit closer to home. The congested room did nothing to put a damper on his excitement. Maybe he could even make a few friends, something he’d never even considered at Ms. Stacey’s, or at school.


  “You’ll be in this one,” the Bishop said, referring to the last bunk bed on the far side of the room. “You don’t have a bed buddy yet, so you get your pick—top or bottom. Don’t get used to it, though,” he said with a smile. “We get new members on a weekly basis.”


  Leroy set his bag down beside the bed. “I’ll take the bottom.”


  “The path of least resistance. Smart boy. Now, let me get you a pair of work clothes.” He strolled toward the door, then opened it. “Carl!”


  Confident footsteps clacked on the floor, then a broad man appeared in the doorway, looking eager to please. “Yes, Bishop?”


  “Run get young Marcus a full set of clothing, will you?”


  He nodded, then wandered off.


  “That’s Carl, head of the boys’ dorm. You’ll get along famously; he’s a paternal figure for many of the kids. You need anything, you ask him.”


  Leroy took a seat on the bed and felt springs poking into him.


  “Don’t get too comfortable just yet. Work hours aren’t over till six, and it’s but four-thirty. After that you get an hour for dinner, bible study till nine, and then you can get some rest.” His commanding gaze washed over Leroy. “We keep a tight schedule here at SpiritWood. Discipline prevents distraction, which is salvation’s greatest enemy.”


  Discipline was one area of child rearing his mother hadn’t overlooked. He had a feeling, though, that SpiritWood’s definition of discipline differed from Adalynne’s in some key aspects, particularly physically. He doubted a religious organization would employ the use of a switch.


  “Usually we have a strict work regimen, but since it’s your first day, I’ll allow you to choose where you’d like to start working.”


  “What are the choices?”


  “Farm, chow, laundry, maintenance, yard work, housekeeping. Then there’s bathroom detail, but we save that for those who misbehave.”


  “Farm.” It was unfortunate that he had to work as soon as he’d arrived, but he had a burning desire to be outside, amongst nature, and yard work sounded like a more boring version of farm work.


  “That’s my favorite, too. Now, I have more than enough of my own work to do. Tell Carl your decision when he returns.” He stepped through the door, then turned back. “Welcome to SpiritWood, Marcus.”


  * * *


  It wasn’t more than five minutes after he’d begun tilling the dense soil that his forearms started to ache, and another five minutes until it flared up in his shoulders. Drawn to the farm though he was, Leroy acknowledged he wasn’t quite fit for farm work. He vowed to change that.


  He hunched, working the end of a long strip of farmland, while adults lazily supervised from each corner of the field. The sun stung the back of his neck and his scalp, aggressively reminding him how long he had until he could get food and rest.


  As he stabbed at the dirt with the hoe, he felt someone watching him. From his peripheral vision, he saw a lanky kid, also tilling the land, staring from a few yards down. Leroy ignored him, sidestepped to an untilled patch, and went back to work despite countless nerve-endings objecting.


  “Your arms be hurtin’, huh?”


  Unsure whether he should respond, Leroy turned to the tall boy, who looked straight down as he aerated the dirt with the hoe.


  “Keep it movin’,” he snapped. “Work and talk, work and talk.”


  Leroy glanced at the supervisors then got back to work.


  “You doin’ it all wrong,” the kid said with a fast glance. “Power come from your back, not your arms. Gon’ wear yourself out real quick.”


  Without being too conspicuous, Leroy watched the way the kid worked the hoe; how the energy seemed to flow, as if it started in the earth, traveled up his legs, through his back, and along his arms, allowing the tool to swing free of fatigue and resistance. It was mesmerizing, the perfection of the boy’s chop as the hoe churned the ground, like watching an expert chef.


  “You on the end!” an adult called out, and Leroy looked up. “Pick up the slack! Sun sets in an hour,” he said, checking his wristwatch.


  Leroy felt his cheeks go hot as he looked around, but everybody else was busy with their own work, as if nothing had happened. Relieved, he resumed his job, trying to emulate the tall boy’s technique.


  A cow’s resonant moo droned from the field to his right, startling him. He didn’t know they could be so loud from up close. A foul stench whopped him, and he turned to see a proud pile of dung on the ground behind the animal. Well, he had wanted nature.


  * * *


  The supper bell had rung a few long minutes ago, freeing Leroy of the manure smell. As the boys and girls marched toward the dorms to wash up in separate, single-file lines, Leroy rotated his shoulders. The work hadn’t been as difficult after he’d adopted the tall boy’s technique, but it was still damn tiring. As he walked, he inspected his stinging palms, grazing the newly-formed blisters under each finger. In a way they were trophies; he’d never done anything with his hands besides drawing, which for all he knew would never lead anywhere. This was real work. This was part of something bigger.


  Leroy entered the building, last in line, feeling productive. They came to a stop at the door to the bathroom, and a handful of boys were sent inside by an adult. The rest sat, lined up against the wall. Leroy wondered if it’d really take so long to wash up that they’d need to sit, but as soon as he did he realized how much better he felt off his feet. He’d sleep well tonight.


  To his other side, a group of chatty boys exited the bathroom in clean evening wear. Leroy scooted down the wall as more boys were allowed in. His bladder wished he was nearer the front of the line.


  After much scooting, stomach rumbling, and holding in his pee, Leroy was finally at the front. The adult checked the bathroom, then stepped out and let the last three kids inside.


  Sinks lined one wall, stalls and urinals the other. Leroy did what he had to, tediously scrubbed the dirt from his hands and under his fingernails, then proceeded to the back of the room, ready to eat. Instead of an exit, however, he found an open shower room full of the kids he’d just spent the afternoon working with. Water rolled off their shiny naked bodies. His eyes shot to the floor, and he stood against the wall, stationary under the weight of uncertainty, embarrassment, and a tinge of disgust.


  Between the bathroom and the showers, Carl peeked in at him, keeping his eyes off the others. “What’s the deal? Something wrong?”


  Leroy gave him a bewildered glare.


  “It can be awkward at first, but you get used to it. Sooner you finish, sooner you can get out and eat. Put those dirty clothes in that bin.”


  Leroy looked down at his shirt. “They’re not that dirty, actually.”


  “Look, I know it’s weird, but nudity is natural. If you can make peace with that, you’re already one step closer to knowing God. Don’t you want to know God?” Carl questioned. “Like the Bishop?”


  He let slip a sheepish nod.


  “Then hop out of those clothes and get washed up for supper, please.”


  “Just… right here?”


  “Don’t worry, I’ll turn around.” He did. “When you’re finished, dry off and take an outfit from the bin by the exit, then head to supper.”


  “Where’s that?”


  “Straight down the hall you came in, then make a left, then…” He looked off for a moment. “Know what, you’ll be the last one out, so just follow me when you’re done. I’ll be right outside the door.”


  Carl walked back through the bathroom. Leroy heard the door close, then carefully lifted his gaze to the showers, avoiding the few remaining bathers, who were all using the utilities on the far wall, leaving those on the close wall unused. At least there was that, Leroy thought, slipping out of his outfit.


  He hesitated before dropping his underwear, glancing around to see if anybody was watching, but managed to tune out his embarrassment and removed the worn out boxers. He had to do it. It was just another bump on the way to becoming an adult. Until then, what was he? Just a kid.


  Leroy turned the tap to hot, and before long steaming jets of water sprayed the tile floor. He inched his hand under the stream, and it burned. He turned the temperature down until it was bearable, then stepped into the water. After a searing moment, his body adjusted to the heat, and he relished it. He realized how long it’d been since he bathed. Ant had hurried him out of the Reno hotel before he’d gotten a chance to shower, which meant he hadn’t washed since the day of his mother’s funeral.


  Ant’s face crowded his thoughts. He suddenly felt filthy, so he grabbed a bar of soap and began to scrub away the strangest week of his life.


  * * *


  Steamed vegetables, a mountain of mashed potatoes dripping with gravy, a square of cornbread, and three thick, juicy steak strips—Leroy’s mouth watered. He wasn’t sure he’d ever had such a full, balanced meal.


  “I know we ladies make some fine food, but keep it moving, hun,” said the wide woman who’d lumped the mashed potatoes onto his plate.


  “Sorry, ma’am.”


  He turned to walk away, but the woman spoke up again.


  “Well, how about those manners! You come see Mama Sarena after you finish eating,” she ordered. “I’ll give you something good.”


  Leroy smiled at her, then turned back toward the cafeteria. With so many loud children crammed into long wooden tables, he felt like he was back in school, searching for an empty seat he wouldn’t get kicked out of. Luckily, he’d become an expert at finding them, and soon spotted a gap at the table furthest back. He wandered the perimeter of the room.


  The seat was directly between two boisterous groups of kids. Leroy placed his tray down, then sat, prepared to be picked on. He glanced to either side, but the conversations continued uninterrupted. Content to be unnoticed, Leroy chewed a mouthful of the freshest carrots, green beans, and broccoli he’d ever tasted. Coming to SpiritWood had been worth it for the food alone.


  As he ate, his eyes drifted to the other tables. The children seemed to sit toward the opposite end of the room, near the food counter. His position at the furthest table ostensibly put him amongst the oldest kids. At a glance, he guessed that some of the kids might be seventeen or eighteen, even.


  His gaze landed near the end of the table, on the girl from the van. His breath lodged in his throat for a second. She was staring right at him. Then, without saying or expressing anything, she turned back to her friends and rejoined the conversation, giggling and chatting.


  Leroy studied her. She was the only girl whose hair wasn’t braided; it hung just above her shoulders. She had an effortless smile, when she let it out. And there was a grace to her movements, like a fish navigating a tight maze of coral, smooth and purposeful. Beside her, he noticed the tall boy from the fields, talking to some of the other boys, then averted his gaze.


  Maybe he was too young for this table. He checked for an empty seat at the next table, but it was full. He restricted his eyes to his food.


  He was working on a steak strip, the back half hanging from his mouth and dripping grease onto his chin, when the tall boy dropped his tray onto the other side of the table. Leroy bit through the steak and the uneaten half fell to the plate. He snatched up his napkin and dabbed his face. “Sorry.”


  “Save them manners for the Bishop.” He sat down across from Leroy. “Let’s get the intros outta the way. Clayvon Winters.”


  “I’m… Marcus Jackson.”


  Clayvon’s eyebrows shot up and he nodded with slow sarcasm. “Sure. Good enough for me. How you likin’ the steak, Marcus Jackson?”


  “It’s great.”


  “They sure do like to make a good first impression.”


  “That’s what the Bishop said, too.”


  “I never much worried ‘bout ‘em. But then, look where I’m at. Anyway. That cow you saw takin’ a shit today? You chewin’ on him.”


  Leroy’s chewing slowed to a stop. “Nuh uh.”


  “Where you think they took him when we went inside?”


  Leroy processed the thought. He knew that all meat came from a once-living animal, but it felt different when he’d witnessed the before as well as the after. Still, he wasn’t about to think his way out of a delicious meal. He swallowed, and took another bite.


  “Psych!” Clayvon leaned back in his chair, grinning. “Someday it will be, though. Every cow get eaten sometime. Remember that.” He forked a whole steak strip into his mouth. “Tasty,” he garbled.


  Leroy forced himself to smile.


  “Jemisha said they—”


  “Is that her name?” Leroy asked, looking at the girl.


  Clayvon stared at him. “Yeah. Jemisha Winters.”


  “Oh… I didn’t know.”


  “Yeah, yeah. I get that shit all the time.”


  Leroy was surprised Clayvon would curse at a place like SpiritWood. He figured God would look down on that kind of thing.


  “She said they found you at the train station. What was you doin’ there?”


  “Just passing through, you know.” He and Ant hadn’t exactly planned a backstory for this possible outcome. “On my way here, actually.”


  “You was comin’ here?” Clayvon asked, apparently surprised. “Pshhh. Now I know you fibbin’. Don’t nobody come here on they own.”


  Leroy picked up his cornbread and bit into it, trying to buy time.


  “It’s all good, though. Most of us got plenty we don’t wanna talk about. What’d you tell ‘em ‘bout God when they asked?”


  “That I never thought much about it.”


  Clayvon winced. “Should’a told ‘em you believe.”


  “Do you?” Leroy asked, surprising himself.


  “I believe in the Bishop,” he said with a wry look. “I believe what I’m told.”


  Neither spoke for a minute.


  “Anyone to watch out for?” Leroy murmured.


  “Besides the Bishop? Pastor Mercer got ears everywhere. Most everyone’s pretty a’ight. They’s a few fools in the group, but usually if God can’t keep ‘em in line, the belt can. I can introduce you around, if you want.”


  “No, that’s okay, I—”


  “Hey y’all,” Clayvon announced, “this Marcus Jackson. He new.”


  A few kids waved, some muttered a muted “hello,” and others nodded at him. But his eyes were locked with Jemisha’s, who still refused to acknowledge him with more than her gaze. Again, she looked away.


  “You want her, you got some stiff competition,” Clayvon said.


  Leroy grimaced. “Sorry.”


  “I get it.”


  “Hey, you know Mama Sarena?”


  “What about her? She tell you she’ll give you somethin’ good?”


  Leroy noticed how excited Clayvon got at the thought. “Yeah, she did.”


  “Well hell, go get it! And give some to me when you get back. That woman’s lemon meringue pie is damn near the reason I’m still at this dump!”


  * * *


  The creamy citrus taste of that delectable pie danced on Leroy’s tongue all through bible study. The compelling stories of bravery, honor, and faith had fascinated him, inspired him, and validated his decision to come to SpiritWood. The men in the stories lived up to every standard Leroy had come to hold for an adult, and he yearned to be like them. With God’s help, he felt he could.


  In the darkness, Leroy heard one of the boys shift in his creaky bed, and wondered if it was Clayvon. His bed was near the door, clear across the room from Leroy’s. It felt like an adventure, as if they’d all embarked on an endless camping trip. He was too excited to sleep.


  He rolled onto his other side and slid his hands behind his head. A dull soreness marred his movement. He was sure he’d work it off tomorrow, and then some. And, he found, he was looking forward to it. The feeling was foreign, but it was strong and pure and it drowned out his doubts.


  Leroy fell asleep imagining the burble of the small waterfall out front.


  * * *


  He heard the footsteps before he woke up, thinking they were a figment of his dreams. Then, the light flicked on, and his eyes opened. A few of the boys groaned, apparently feeling like Leroy, as if they’d just fallen asleep.


  “Cock-a-doodle-doo, boys,” said Carl as he passed through the dorm, tapping bedposts with a flashlight. “Breakfast in a half hour.”


  An alarm clock on the only table in the room read five-fifty-six. Leroy forced himself to sit up, and saw the other boys doing the same.


  “Marcus Jackson,” Carl called out.


  Leroy stretched his sore arms tenderly.


  “Marcus Jackson,” he said again.


  Leroy perked up. He still wasn’t used to being called by another name. “Sorry. That’s me,” he said, raising his hand like he was in class.


  “Come with me, please.”


  He looked around as he stood up, but nobody else was paying attention; the rest of the boys, or at least those who could wean themselves off their pillows and sheets, were heading out the door.


  “Don’t want to keep the Bishop waiting.”


  With newfound verve, Leroy jumped up to follow him.


  They entered the grand atrium, past the sweeping marble staircases and across the polished granite floor. Leroy couldn’t stop wondering what he’d done wrong, why he was in trouble, but he didn’t want to ask and risk digging deeper.


  Each hallway they walked was more secluded than the last, until they came to an ostentatious wooden door, elaborately carved from top to bottom, with a fancy ‘W.W.’ in the center. Carl knocked three times on the hard door.


  Pastor Mercer appeared in the doorway as it swung open. “Ah, good timing. Now everybody’s here.” The Pastor put a hand on Leroy’s shoulder and guided him inside. “Thank you, Carl. That’ll be all.”


  Pastor Mercer shut the door with a thud so solid, Leroy worried it might never open again. Leroy sat next to three other boys on the floor in front of the Bishop’s desk, where he leaned back in his chair, observing. Pastor Mercer took a seat to the side as the Bishop stood up.


  “Good morning. As you likely know, I am Bishop Wardell Wood, shepherd of SpiritWood, and all who dwell within. You are here because you’re the newest members of our flock. Our family. And, as such, there are some things you need to know. So call this an orientation of sorts, although the true orientating won’t begin until you have the lord Jesus Christ firmly entrenched in your heart and mind,” he beamed. “Nobody’s saying it’ll be easy. The spirit of God is here, and if you can’t tune yourself to that frequency, it’s on you, not Him.”


  “We are, however, here to aid you any way we can,” said Pastor Mercer.


  “That’s right. You see, SpiritWood is as much a philosophy — a vision — as anything. It transcends even religion. We believe in hard work. Nothing comes easy—not God, not knowledge, not money. So, you pray, you learn, you dedicate yourself to a trade. We do not believe in welfare, and we do not believe in handouts,” he emphasized, pounding his desk, his mouth a thin line. “Second, we believe in discipline. If you step out of line, we will not hesitate to straighten you out. A broken line leads nowhere.”


  Leroy noticed the other three kids fidgeting as much as he was.


  “Third,” Pastor Mercer stated, “we believe in self-sustainability. This is the reason we grow our own crops, we raise our own livestock, we have our own grocery store, school, and work programs. This is the reason we exist, and the reason we will continue to exist. In many ways, you are as responsible for the quality of your food as Mama Sarena,” he said with a smile.


  “You will not be paid directly,” continued the Bishop, “but with education, sustenance, lodging. Enlightenment. In a sense, you own SpiritWood as much as anyone else does. That mini-fridge?” he said, pointing. “You own that. This desk? You own that, too. Heck, you even own this beautiful likeness of me,” the Bishop said, gesturing to a gold-framed portrait of himself.


  Leroy let out a relieved laugh. He appreciated those little tension breakers.


  “Most of our rules are common sense—don’t hurt people, be respectful, watch your language. Some are easy—no drugs, for instance. No leaving the grounds without supervision, well… some have found that one harder to abide. No more than once, though, I assure you.


  “Lastly, we come back to God, as all things most certainly do. As I explained to young Marcus on the way here, salvation is not a given. By the way, Marcus,” he noted, holding a trophy, “this is that award I was telling you about. Finest apricots in the state of Missouri. Yes, indeed.”


  He set the trophy down, and paced from behind his desk. “God wants to help each and every one of you. But each and every one of you has your own path to Him. Some will be rockier than others. Your will, courage, strength, perseverance, and faith will all be tested. One way or another, each path ends with God. For he said, ‘I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all your impurities and from all your idols. I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws. Then you will live in the land I gave your ancestors; you will be my people, and I will be your God.’”


  The only sound was that of Pastor Mercer’s fingers drumming.


  “If that doesn’t say it, I don’t know what does. Thank you.”


  * * *


  The rest of the meeting had been spent playing awkward get-to-know-you exercises with the three kids, and the Pastor, who apparently loved Philly cheesesteaks. Leroy was almost shocked to realize that the other kids, save for one extrovert, were as lost and nervous as he was. It put him at ease, knowing he wasn’t the only one.


  Since it was summer, there was no school, so after a breakfast of eggs and cantaloupe, it was off to the fields again, which was exactly what Leroy wanted. His performance the day before had been pitiful. He was fifteen years old; he should be able to do physical work for hours. He was sore, but more than ready to get back out there.


  When he did, he found himself working a different section of land, but beside Clayvon again. Leroy liked him. He was brave, outspoken, confrontational—everything Leroy felt he lacked.


  “Why I had to get the crappy hoe?” Clayvon wondered aloud, jiggling the tool to demonstrate how loosely the metal was attached to the wood. “Course, too much to ask for them to spend some money on anything but theyselves.”


  “Maybe they don’t make enough money,” Leroy suggested.


  “They sure enough do. I been on path. I seen it.” The busted hoe let out a creaky groan as Clayvon jammed it hard into the dirt.


  “What’s path?”


  “They call it goin’ ‘on path.’ You sit in front of stores askin’ people to donate to abused children. Sounds easy, but it’s boring as hell. Sometimes for a day, if it’s just your turn, or somethin’. Other times it’s punishment. Head out and next thing you know it’s three weeks passed.”


  Leroy listened, resting his chin on top of his gardening hoe.


  “What I told you ‘bout keepin’ that hoe movin’?”


  “How can I get some water?” he asked, getting back to work.


  “They bring it ‘round every three hours.”


  “I can’t just go get some?”


  “Nope. Not till lunch, least.”


  For a few minutes there was silence between them.


  “Sucks, I know. I promise one day I’ma bail,” Clayvon said.


  “Like, you’re gonna leave?”


  “Hell yeah I’ma leave. Ain’t nothin’ here for nobody normal.”


  “I dunno why. I kinda like it here.”


  “I did, too.”


  * * *


  By lunchtime, Leroy’d brushed off Clayvon’s comments about SpiritWood. It was clear the boy had a penchant for the dramatics, as Ant had put it. And, as Ant had also said, some people just aren’t meant to live normal lives. Perhaps Clayvon fell into that category.


  He hadn’t thought much about Ant since he’d arrived; he’d been too swept up in his new life. Leroy hoped he was okay. Maybe he could send a postcard, to let Ant know where he was. He could send one to every hospital in Topeka. He’d get the message out somehow.


  A group of kids sat around him, their trays clattering on the table as they enclosed him. To his surprise, three of the four were smiling.


  “What’s up?” said one, a chubby kid with features as round as his waist. “Clayvon said we should introduce ourselves, make friendly. I’m Darius.”


  “Oh. Hey. I’m Marcus.” Leroy was starting to feel more natural referring to himself as such. He didn’t know whether that was good or bad.


  “Cool. This is Sherman.” He pointed to a boy with glasses, who waved.


  Leroy waved back half-heartedly.


  “That’s Whatson.”


  “Watson?” Leroy asked.


  “No, no,” said Whatson in a proper cadence. He was lighter-skinned, and physically refined. “Whatson. As in what son. Don’t ask me to explain my parents’ thought process on that one.”


  “Got it,” Leroy said.


  Darius gestured to the last kid. “And this is—”


  “Rashaun,” the ratty kid said, with a scowl that seemed permanent.


  “Cool,” Leroy replied, nodding. “Good to meet you guys.”


  “So what do you think of SpiritWood so far?” asked Sherman.


  “I really like it, actually.”


  Sherman unleashed a goofy smile. “That’s good. It’s a very safe community. We’re blessed to be under the spiritual guidance of the Bishop.”


  “Amen to that,” said Darius. “Good pie, too.”


  “Too many damn adults, always tellin’ you what to do,” Rashaun said.


  “I’ll take that over a lawless public school any day,” said Whatson.


  “You would,” Rashaun sneered.


  “That’s… exactly what I just said.”


  “What jobs do you guys work?” Leroy asked.


  “Chow,” said Darius.


  “Housekeeping,” said Sherman.


  “Laundry,” said Whatson.


  “Bathroom detail. Not by choice,” said Rashaun.


  Leroy flinched. Forget the belt—bathroom detail was bad enough.


  “What ‘bout you?” said Rashaun.


  “I picked farm.”


  “Li’l small to be workin’ the fields, ain’t you?” Rashaun said.


  Leroy didn’t expect that. He picked at his salad.


  “Don’t be rude,” Sherman said.


  “What, you gon’ tell mom on me?” Rashaun countered.


  “You been seeking yet?” Darius asked.


  “What’s that?”


  Darius shook his head with pity. “You’ll find out.”


  “Don’t scare the poor kid,” Sherman said. “It’s just something all new members go through in order to be baptized in the Holy Ghost.”


  “It ain’t fun.”


  “Where did you grow up, Marcus?” Whatson asked.


  “Barstow.”


  There was silence as they looked to Whatson, who said “California.”


  The cafeteria doors were thrown open, and Pastor Mercer marched in. Easily rising over the voices of the children, he spoke in a commanding tone that Leroy hadn’t thought him capable of. “Excuse me! I need your attention.”


  The room quieted faster than any cafeteria Leroy’d been in.


  “Thank you. We have an unexpected press event taking place, and they’ve asked to take some shots of the cafeteria for B-roll footage.”


  The crowd emitted a few groans.


  The Pastor silenced them with a glower that came on as suddenly and powerfully as a summer thunderstorm. “Shortly, the Bishop will be entering with a news crew. You must all be on your very best behavior. Do you hear me?”


  “Yes,” the kids said in unison.


  “Rashaun?” the Pastor asked, surprising Leroy.


  “Yeah, yeah,” the boy muttered.


  “I’m telling you right now: if I see a single sullen face, if I hear one word I don’t like, if anybody acts up in any way whatsoever—the lord will not be happy. Which means I will not be happy. Which means you will not be happy.”


  As quickly as it’d vanished, the smile returned to his face, and much of the tension in the room dissipated just as the door opened again, and the Bishop, a cameraman, and a reporter trickled through.


  “This is our fully-stocked cafeteria,” the Bishop said, spreading his arms. “Just take a look at those beautiful smiling faces. Warms my heart.”


  * * *


  Although at points Leroy had thought he might’ve been on the verge of fainting, he had to admit, he’d done a solid day’s work. It was tough work, simple as it was, and thoroughly tiring. After a time, he’d noticed himself slipping into almost a trance state, in which his mind was clear yet sharp, empty yet filled. It was satisfying that he could work so efficiently, and he was able to go on for long periods of time in that mechanical way.


  When the dinner bell rang, he hardly noticed, but for everyone leaving. He lined up, dripping with sweat, and marched to the showers. He found he wasn’t worried about it, anymore; rather, he looked forward to washing off, regardless of the conditions. The quick acclimation to his new routine was only more evidence he was in the right place.


  After dinner and bible study, he laid in bed, thinking about his new life, his new job, his new beliefs. He even had friends, more or less. So far, he’d found everything he hoped to at SpiritWood, save for God. But that would come with time, or maybe through seeking, as Darius had called it. He didn’t know what it was, but the idea made him anxious and eager. If that’s what it took to find God, he would accept the challenge. That’s what adults did.


  Leroy slept easily with stomach and heart full.


  * * *


  When the lights flipped on and Carl started his morning wakeup routine, Leroy’s awakened quickly, his mind already alert. Thinking back, he was pretty sure he hadn’t awakened a single time in the night, a rarity for him.


  As Carl made it to his bed and clinked the flashlight against the metal bedpost, Leroy attempted to sit up, but was instantly struck with a deep ache in his abs and core. He tried again, only getting six inches or so off the bed, then plopped back down, hand on his belly.


  “Having some trouble?” Carl asked.


  “No… I, just…” Leroy swung one leg over the side of the bed with plenty of effort, then the other, and used the post to sit up. “I’m really sore.”


  “Let me give you a hand.”


  Leroy winced as Carl helped him to his feet, which hurt as much as the rest of him. “I’m okay, though. Just gimme a minute to stretch it off.” He leaned to one side, putting his weight on one leg and stretching the other, until his leg buckled beneath him, and he bashed his knee on the ground.


  Carl watched him with pity. “Maybe you shouldn’t work farm today.”


  On the ground, favoring his knee, Leroy said “No, I can make it.” He had to. Taking a day off after only a day and a half of work was pathetic. He watched as the other kids filed out the door.


  Again, Carl helped Leroy up. “You know it’s nothing to be ashamed of, getting sore. Literally everyone who works a physical job gets sore at first. And I saw the way you were working out there. That was impressive, although in this heat you might want to tone it down, just a bit. Now you take today and rest up. Get at it again tomorrow.”


  A hint of a smile cracked Leroy’s face. If Carl thought he was doing good work, then he must be. Maybe a day off wasn’t a bad idea.


  “My wife will be in shortly to get you situated,” Carl said. “Just hang here for a minute.” He winked, then trailed the line of kids leaving the room. “Charlie! Cut that out. You too, Rashaun.”


  Leroy sat on his bed. He hadn’t realized Rashaun was in this dorm. Sherman was in the other boys dorm, though. He wondered why they’d separated the brothers, until Atasha’s broad frame breezed into the room.


  “I expected I’d find you like this soon enough, given how little you are to be working farm.” Preempting him, she said “Now don’t take that the wrong way. Lord knows it wasn’t meant to be.” She sat beside him and handed him a glass of water and two pills. “Pain killer, and a muscle relaxer. In ten minutes you’ll feel like a jello-man, but you’ll feel good.”


  Leroy filled his mouth with water, then dropped the pills in, tilted his head back, and swallowed. “I didn’t know you and Carl were married.”


  “Yes sir, fifteen years, now. We were both in an early group of newcomers back before SpiritWood was even built. I saw something in Carl’s eyes I never seen anywhere else, and I knew God had brought us together. Far as I know, it was the same for him. We been together since.”


  The story reminded him of the way he’d felt when he first saw Jemisha. Maybe God had brought them together, too. His heart fluttered.


  “You’re lucky we got a hold of you,” she said. “No place better to be than SpiritWood. Before we had the compound, our congregation was just a church in a trailer park. Now we got acres of land, livestock, a school. I tell you, few men been better for people like us than the Bishop. He’s a visionary, and we all better off for it. I thank God every day that we met. How’d you meet him?”


  “I was at the train station, running from a racist. He kept calling me a monkey, over and over. Don’t know why. I didn’t do anything to him.”


  “No you sure didn’t, hun. Some people are just spoilt from the get-go. They lash out because of it. Ultimately, they get what they deserve. You keep your head up high and do what you can to move on.”


  Leroy nodded. “That’s when I met Pastor Mercer and came here.”


  “Demonde is a great man. Very intelligent. The Bishop is the heart and soul of SpiritWood, but Pastor Mercer is the brains of the operation.”


  “They’ve been great to me. I appreciate it.”


  Atasha smiled. “They appreciate your help, too. So, are ready for church tomorrow? Doesn’t start till eight, so you get to sleep in a little. Softens the blow for those who don’t take to God as easy.”


  “Can I ask you something?” Leroy said.


  “You sure can.”


  “What’s seeking?”


  “Well, we call it seeking for God. It’s a process we all go through to prove that we’ve been baptized in the Holy Ghost and found salvation.”


  “Is it hard?”


  Her eyes shifted slightly, just enough so that she wasn’t looking at him anymore. “It can be stressful. But it’s all worth it once it’s over.” Her eyes found his again. “Trust me. Have you had a water baptism?”


  “Like, when they dunk your head?”


  “It’s a little more involved in it than that, but yes,” she chuckled.


  Leroy shook his head.


  “What about repentance?”


  “What’s that?”


  “Oh, boy. You’re all the way at the beginning, yet. Repentance is when you confess your sins to God, you taste His displeasure at your sinful life, and you ask for forgiveness in His holy name,” she said. “Anyway, you’ll learn more about that tomorrow. How are you feeling?”


  Leroy tried to stand and found it slightly difficult, not because he was sore, but because he felt, as Atasha had said, like a jello-man. He stood on his own, though, and said “I feel better.”


  “I’m glad to hear it. Let’s get going.”


  * * *


  It turned out his day off was more accurately a day elsewhere. Atasha dropped him off at the kitchen with a friendly wave, when all he’d wanted was to stay in bed. The ache was manageable, but not fun, and his motor skills were dulled. The last thing he wanted to do was dishes.


  The kitchen supervisor sent him to the back of the room with rubber gloves that were too big for his hands. Along one wall, two girls per deep-set sink washed dishes, while on the opposite wall, others dried the clean dishes in a trough of sorts. Leroy was the only male present.


  He stopped at the last sink. A lone girl scoured a plate that wouldn’t come clean. After a moment, she noticed him and looked up, then rolled her eyes. “Great. You here to stare at me some more?” Jemisha asked.


  He didn’t know what to do or say. Here was the moment he’d waited for since he’d first laid eyes on the girl, and he was at a loss.


  “I, uh… I was… They sent me… No.” He held up his gloved hands.


  She stared him down, one eyebrow raised, then let out a snicker. “What you waitin’ for, then? Get them gloves wet and help me out!”


  Leroy stepped closer and dipped his hands in the water. “I’m Marcus.”


  “I know who you are. I’m the one sent Clayvon to talk to you.”


  Leroy was taken off-guard. “How come?”


  “Make sure you wasn’t a psycho killer or somethin’ like that, I guess,” she shrugged. “You was starin’ at me pretty hard, you know.”


  “I’m really sorry,” he said, looking into the water as he stirred it idly. “I don’t know why. It was like my eyes were stuck looking your direction. Every time I tried to pull them away, they shot right back.”


  Jemisha softened a bit. A smile brushed her lips as she looked off. “You actually gonna wash anythin’ or just play with the water like a child?”


  “Sorry.” He grabbed a dish from the depths and sponged it.


  “Quit apologizin’!” She flicked her hand down and splashed his shirt.


  “Hey!” Bits of food clung to the wet spot. He rubbed it with his sleeve, mashing it into the fabric, then looked up to see her laughing.


  “I bet that’s meatloaf!” she giggled. “Probably tastes better now than it did last night. Go on, give it a try!” She splashed again, but Leroy dodged it, sending a stream of dirty water to the floor.


  “I saw that! Clean it up!” the supervisor called from across the kitchen.


  Leroy tore a few paper towels from a nearby rack.


  “Nah, I got it.” Jemisha snatched them and dried the water.


  Leroy resumed washing dishes. His sore hands didn’t help.


  “Look at you, scrubbin’ like an old woman.” She imitated him.


  He ignored her and scrubbed harder.


  “Come on, now. Just playin’. Sharin’ a sink takes communication.”


  “Sounds like you might need some help with that,” Leroy smirked.


  Jemisha put her hands on her hips.


  “Hey, it’s okay,” he said. “We all do, sometimes.”


  “Oh, you think you slick, huh?” She shoved him, leaving a wet handprint on his skin, but Leroy could tell she wasn’t mad, and a shove was better than avoiding eye contact altogether.


  “Carl said this was supposed to be my day off.” As soon as he said it, he could see Jemisha drift off into her thoughts, her hands ceasing working. Grasping to keep the conversation alive, he said “I was so sore I could hardly move before they gave me medicine.”


  “Day off? Never heard of it,” she grumbled. “A day working with me is ‘bout as close to a day off as you gon’ get. Unless you go on path.”


  “They give you a day off?”


  “No, but when you ask for donations for abused kids, all you really gotta do is sit around and look sad. I can do that,” she said, forcing a sponge into a deep cup. “Why you think I was out with them when we picked you up? I needed a fresh breath of unholy air.”


  Leroy reached into the water. “You wouldn’t even look at me in the van.”


  “You know how many kids we pick up? Half the time I never see ‘em again. Besides, when I’m around Mercer or Wood I clam up.”


  “Why? The Bishop’s a character, but they both seem nice.”


  “Don’t like to draw attention to myself. Soon as I hit eighteen, I’m outta here. This place is for suckers. People who’s scared to live life. Not me.”


  “Maybe they just want a safe, routine life.”


  “That ain’t livin’. That’s just waitin’ to die.”


  The notion made more sense than Leroy cared to admit.


  * * *


  A whole day of working beside Jemisha had done nothing to dull his feelings for her. After a while, they’d struck a balance in which she did most of the talking, and he chipped in now and again. Then, awestruck at her openness, he listened in silence as she told him about catching catfish in the Mississippi with her father, the summer drought a few years back that’d drained her parents’ bank account, and how her father had succumbed to lung cancer only a year later, so her mother moved the family to SpiritWood.


  Despite the tragic past, her rebelliousness was rousing, her wit was sharp, and she was so damn beautiful. She had a rough edge to her personality, but Leroy could see the deeper softness it concealed. He found himself thinking of her as he carried his food to his seat, when she called out.


  “Bring that booty over here,” she smirked, scooting to make room between her and Clayvon, who shot Leroy an awkward, bemused glance.


  Happy to be wanted, he squeezed between the siblings.


  “He thought he had got a day off,” Jemisha chuckled, and the others—Clayvon, Rashaun, Darius, Sherman, Whatson—laughed along with her. “He was all sore,” she said, mocking his stiff movements. She could make fun of him all she wanted as long as he could sit next to her while she did it.


  * * *


  Leroy slept through every precious minute of that extra hour before church, right up until Carl came clanking through.


  “Let’s go, let’s go. Church in fifteen. Everybody up and dressed.” He made his way to the end of the row. “Marcus? Can you make it?”


  He strained to sit up, but the ache wasn’t debilitating. “I’m good.”


  “I’m glad, because you’re one of two special people today.”


  “How so?”


  “Today is your day of repentance,” Carl said in a matter-of-fact tone. “You should be excited! Remember when we talked about knowing God? Like the Bishop? Well, repentance is the first official step.”


  “You mean there’s a set process to it?”


  “In a manner of speaking, yes.”


  That was a relief. Without guidelines he’d be completely lost.


  “Of course, it’s different for everyone. It’s not just boom-boom-boom then you’re done, you’re saved by God. There’s more to it. ”


  The boys changed into the formal clothes laid out for them at the foot of their beds, then Carl led the parade of sleepy, well-dressed children down the hall, across the yard, and into the main building.


  Leroy could hear faint music as they joined other groups crossing the atrium, voices singing an upbeat gospel tune as others clapped along. As two large men opened the double door, music rushed out like a tidal wave of infectious emotion. From the line, Leroy beheld the spectacle: a band played on stage with a choir; people danced in the aisles, singing along, waving their hats and hands; others sat perfectly still, smiling calmly or browsing a bible. At the center of it all, the Bishop stood at a podium wearing a flashy white suit, his cowboy hat nodding with his head. It was unlike anything Leroy had ever seen, and it inspired a euphoria deep within.


  As the room filled, Leroy scanned the congregation. People with hands held high in the air swayed side to side. One woman almost seemed to be having convulsions. In that moment, Leroy was left awestruck, tingling, feeling closer than he’d ever been to witnessing something holy.


  As Leroy sat, Clayvon appeared beside him. “Yo.”


  Leroy was about to reply, then the Bishop spoke into the microphone. “Settle down, now. Settle down.” The music faded away. “Take your seats, please. We have a lot to get through this morning.”


  A few moans and groans were followed by light laughter.


  The Bishop wore a sardonic grin. “You could either be here, basking in the word of God in His own house, or you could be off doing your jobs. Now, if you would like to leave, please do so.”


  Nobody moved.


  “I’m glad you all are so unenthused to be here, because it ties right into today’s sermon. You see, as I gaze out at my flock this morning, I see not a herd of well-shepherded sheep, but a graveyard, littered with the dry and dusty bones of the once living; those who had the Holy Spirit coursing through their flesh and blood. But no more.” He wagged his finger, pacing the stage. “Perhaps it’s my fault, perhaps it’s yours. All that matters is how, or even if, you choose to move forward.


  “Let me take you back in time. Way back. Back before you were born, before your parents, before your parents’ great-great-grandparents, before the virgin Mary birthed the Lord Christ, even. Babylon’s King, Nebuchadnezzar the second, captured Jerusalem, deposed King Jehoiakim, and exiled many Israelites into captivity, causing mass rioting and rebellion. One of the exiled was Ezekiel, a man of twenty-five, set to become a priest in the Solomon Temple.


  “Now, you can imagine how he must’ve felt: frightened, depressed, bitter, even betrayed, perhaps. But God had not betrayed him. God had a plan for him, as he does everyone. Sure enough, one day the heavens parted, and Ezekiel witnessed visions of God upon a chariot, guided by cherubs. He later prophesied that Jerusalem and the Solomon Temple would be destroyed. Few believed him, a couple years later, Nebuchadnezzar grew tired of the rebellion, and demolished Jerusalem and its temple, just as Ezekiel had predicted. ‘Told ya so’ isn’t much consolation at that point, huh?”


  With that joke, the tepid atmosphere lightened. The sermon was certainly living up to its boring stereotype, as far as Leroy was concerned.


  “While exiled, Ezekiel was chosen by God as a prophet to explain to the hopeless, helpless Israelites why they had been banished to Babylon—as punishment for their worship of idols and false gods. However, it was also a chance for redemption in the eyes of the Lord. But how does one enliven a deadened people? God subjected Ezekiel to a vision to answer that question.


  ”In this vision, the hand of God placed Ezekiel in a great valley covered with the bones of slain armies, left to rot for eternity. God asked Ezekiel to study the bones, then asked him, ‘Son of man, can these dry bones live again?’ In his wisdom, Ezekiel responded ‘O Lord God, thou knowest whether these dry bones can live.’ He knew no matter how dire the situation, only God could determine the ultimate fate. Then the Lord bade Ezekiel to preach to the bones, and as he did, the sound of rolling thunder swept through the valley, as one by one the bones connected into skeletons, then grew flesh. But, lacking the breath of the Holy Spirit, they laid lifeless. God ordered Ezekiel to speak to the wind, and as he did, the bodies began to breathe. When Ezekiel told of this vision to the captive Israelites, their hearts were lifted anew, and they desired to return to their homeland, faith and spirit intact.”


  Silence rang throughout the pews.


  “Quite a story, huh?”


  People nodded and uttered their agreement.


  “All of that is to say one thing: I am Ezekiel.” He said it as if it were the most natural fact he could muster, to a cold hush. “I am Ezekiel! I look out at my people, and I see only dead, dry bones, lacking life and spirit.” Bishop Wood, sweat forming on his creased brow, cast a piercing gaze over the churchgoers. “I have felt the hand of God. He has strengthened me, that I may strengthen my people,” he said, backhanding his open palm in emphasis. “Too often, people are afraid to get down and dirty, to truly see the dry bones. This is why SpiritWood exists. The Lord has placed you all with me to tell you that you’ve come here as punishment! Punishment for your disgusting, sinful ways.”


  Leroy was as uncomfortable as the others looked.


  “God knows what you’ve done, rest assured. And he weeps for it. For you. For who you are, and who you could be. That is why I’m here today, brothers and sisters—to spread the message of God. I’m here to tell you that you must REPENT!” The Bishop’s face shook in his fervor, and he seemed to be staring right at Leroy. “Without doing so, you’ll never be anything but a dry bone in death’s infertile valley, for only through repentance may you unlock your heart for God to get in and guide you to a blissful eternity!”


  “Amen!” a man shouted, followed by a few others.


  So much for boring. Leroy shifted in his seat.


  “So to all of you this morning who lack the spiritual connection to God, I say: O ye dry bones, hear the word of the LORD! For He saith, ‘Behold, I will cause breath to enter into you, and ye shall live! And I will lay sinews upon you, and will bring up flesh upon you, and cover you with skin, and put breath in you! And ye shall live; and ye shall know that I am the LORD!’”


  Men and women and some of the kids shot to their feet amid rapturous applause and passionate cries. Next to Leroy, Clayvon slumped in his seat, arms crossed, looking off with a scowl.


  Shouting above the uproar, Bishop Wood said “Now I know we have sinners in here, this morning. I know, because we are all sinners, sometimes. For this reason, I will dedicate the rest of our time today to those whose bones are dry or drying, those in need of repentance. Whether it’s your first time ever, your first time this year, or your first time this week, now is the time.”


  Leroy crossed his arms.


  “The first person I need up here is Marcus Jackson.”


  Gentle murmurs swept through the room. Oblivious, Leroy looked around, until Clayvon elbowed him and they locked eyes.


  “Go on!”


  Leroy glanced back at the Bishop, who was again looking right at him. As he stood, his vision danced. In a light-headed blur, he squeezed his way past the other kids sitting in the pew, then over to the stage and up the steps.


  The Bishop put his arm around Leroy. “This is Marcus Jackson. He’s the newest member of our family. He doesn’t know if he believes in God.”


  Men and women booed and jeered, but Leroy didn’t hear it; he was lost in the ocean of faces in front of him. Some he recognized, but most he didn’t. So many were contorted and angry. They didn’t even know him.


  “Now, now. A great deal of you were once in his position. Plenty of you were far worse! Beggars, thieves, homosexuals. This poor boy simply never thought about it. However, I believe the time has come for cogitation.”


  Some of the church-goers’ anger had subsided, replaced by shouts of encouragement. Leroy found Jemisha toward the back of the room. She mouthed words to him, but he couldn’t make them out. Then, she let her jaw hang open and pushed it closed with her hand, and it clicked. He forced his open mouth shut, feeling a familiar warm rush of embarrassment.


  “Marcus Jackson! I ask you: in your heart, do you believe in God?”


  Bishop Wood handed Leroy the microphone. He watched it shake in his hand, looked out at the hopeful faces, and nodded, swallowing hard.


  “I can’t hear you!” The Bishop was loud enough unamplified.


  “Yes.” So many eyes, all trained on him.


  “God might’ve heard that, but we sure didn’t!”


  “Yes!”


  “Yes what?”


  “Yes, I believe in God!”


  “Are you ready to denounce your sinful ways before an all-knowing God in His holy house? To reform yourself, cleanse your worldly body of impurity, and seek forgiveness for your transgressions?”


  “Yes!” he said, on autopilot.


  “Good. Then we’re ready to begin. Repeat after me: I acknowledge in my godly sorrow that I am a sinner in need of forgiveness.”


  “I acknowledge in my godly sorrow I’m a sinner in need of forgiveness.”


  “I believe that Jesus died for the forgiveness of my sins on the cross.”


  “I believe Jesus died for the forgiveness of my sins on the cross.”


  “I confess Jesus as my personal Lord and Savior.”


  “I confess Jesus as my personal Lord and Savior.”


  “Not too bad, huh? Marcus Jackson, you are now converted.”


  Cheers from the congregation filled the air. The faces that had so recently been hostile were now warm, welcoming, even comforting. As the pressure wore off, a smile came to Leroy’s face.


  “Now comes the hard part. Confession. On your knees.”


  His smile faded as the Bishop grasped his shoulders and shoved, buckling his knees and dropping him to the floor, sending jolts of pain up each leg.


  Stammering, Leroy squeaked “Right here? I thought that was private.”


  “Why, of course! How are we to know if you’re truly afflicted by godly sorrow if the congregation—your spiritual family—can’t bear witness to it for themselves? And please, speak into the microphone.”


  This was too much. He was overloaded, overwhelmed, overexposed. If this was the way God, or SpiritWood, operated, he wanted out.


  “I find it’s easiest to start small—nabbed a candy bar, stole a twenty from mom, made fun of the cripple at school—and move up from there.”


  So it was really happening. His brain felt like honeycomb crawling with bees. He tried to pick one of the many memories stuffed away in the hexagonal cells of his thoughts, but there were so many faces staring at him, eagerly awaiting a juicy anecdote. He sought out Jemisha’s face again, but when he found her, all she had for him was a regretful shrug.


  “I… I cut the lunch line a few times.” It was all he could think of on the spot, but judging by the congregation’s scoffs and groans, it wasn’t enough. “Also, I stole some bags of gummies. And a cookie, once. Always felt bad ‘cause they made them fresh and sold them for charity.”


  “Come on, now,” a man shouted. “That ain’t no confession!”


  “Wendell. If it troubles the boy, he is right to confess it,” the Bishop said. “Stealing is a sin, whether it’s a cookie or a car. Continue, Marcus.”


  He felt himself blush at his next thought, but he had to say something. “Sometimes at night, I used to watch channel ninety-eight.”


  “And what was on that channel?”


  Leroy filled his lungs and steeled himself. “Sex. It was all scrambled, like I wasn’t supposed to get the channel, but sometimes I could make out body parts. And there was sound, too.”


  “The temptations of Satan and his henchmen are great and many. Lust is one of his most powerful tools, but you must not let it pervert your innocence. Sex is not recreation; sex is procreation,” he admonished. “Go on.”


  As embarrassing as it was to confess these ‘transgressions,’ as the Bishop had called them, it did sort of seem to lighten his load. He recalled how he’d felt after airing his thoughts to Ant — that was it! Leroy had just the lurid story the congregation was looking for. He felt bad exploiting what’d happened to Ant—what he’d done to Ant—but the situation required it.


  “I might’ve got my only friend killed.”


  Gasps and whispers cut the silence. Even the Bishop was at a loss.


  “Yeah. We were traveling. He wanted to drive. I refused, so we caught a train to Topeka.” Leroy swallowed hard. He wasn’t sure if his voice was shaking because he was nervous or because he was guilty, but he definitely felt both. “There was a bull—a railroad cop—who didn’t like that. My friend distracted him so I could get away. I had to watch the cop beat my friend’s face in.” It took him a moment to continue. “The sound it made, that wet crunch… I can’t get it out of my head.” He shuddered, staring hard at nothing. “I just wish I could go back and do it again. I’ll never forget the way that cop laughed as they took my friend away on a stretcher. I tried to find him at the hospital, but I couldn’t. I never saw him again. That’s when I met Pastor Mercer and came here.”


  “That’s as gut-wrenching a tale as I’ve ever heard, Marcus.”


  As he reeled himself in, returning to reality, he felt a lump in his throat. Ant really was the only true friend he’d ever had, strange though it may be. And it was his fault that Ant was gone. He gritted his teeth.


  “Your spiritual family has heard your confessions.” Bishop Wood turned to the congregation. “What of Marcus Jackson? Is he indeed sorrowful?”


  The church-goers clapped and cheered their approval, if mildly.


  “And is that sorrow of a godly nature?”


  Again, the congregation cheered.


  “And do you feel your sorrow is of a godly nature?”


  “Yes. God, yes.” Leroy noticed Pastor Mercer leaning against the back wall, giving a thumbs-up. A moment later, the Pastor dropped his hand.


  A faint smirk found the Bishop’s lips. “I believe we have come to a consensus. Well done, Marcus. You may return to your seat.”


  He stood and hurried down the steps and the aisle, still shaking.


  “Now, the rest of you dry bones line up at the foot of the stage.”


  * * *


  About a dozen others confessed their sins that morning, but nobody held the room spellbound like Leroy had. He took a strange pleasure in that. On the other hand, he was just glad it was over. Public speaking always freaked him out, and regarding such intensely personal matters, it was all the more difficult. He wanted badly to know God, but was glad that was over.


  He sat at the cafeteria table with his new friends eating eggs and toast.


  Darius stuffed his face. “Eat as much as you can now. This’s it till dinner.”


  “No lunch?”


  Chewing aloud, Darius said “Just brunch on Sundays.”


  “Cheap asses,” Rashaun said.


  “Man why you always gotta be so negative?” Jemisha asked. “That’s all we got here, and you just wanna keep turnin’ up the volume.”


  Rashaun was taken aback. “I just— Sorry, Misha. I’ma work on it.”


  Clayvon gave Leroy a knowing look.


  “Yeah you will,” she agreed.


  “But they is cheap asses.”


  “I know.”


  “Yo, so was that all true, Marcus?” Clayvon said.


  Leroy bit into his toast before speaking. “Wish it wasn’t.”


  “Damn. Those pigs really messed your boy up like that?” Rashaun asked.


  Jemisha shot him a hard glance.


  “I mean… sorry to hear that. Hope he okay.”


  Leroy exhaled. “I really tried to find him. I called every hospital in the area. If you’re not family, they won’t even talk to you. It’s crazy.”


  “Sometimes you can’t see them even if you are,” Whatson noted with an uncharacteristic woefulness, departing from his usual stoicism.


  After a silent minute, Leroy said “So I guess I’m back in the fields today.”


  Clayvon shook his head, smiling. “No work today. Sunday’s for rest.”


  “Which means you can do bible study, watch any of the five approved television channels, or read a non-fiction book,” Whatson said.


  “Or, you could take a walk with me,” Jemisha said.


  Rashaun leaned back in his chair, lifting the two front legs, and crossed his arms. “You don’t never ask me to go on a walk with you.”


  “I know.”


  “How far can we go?” Leroy asked.


  “Long as we’re back by dinner, they don’t care. It’s somethin’ about Sunday makes people ‘round here much more relaxed than regular.”


  He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. A girl wanted to spend time with him. That was definitely a first, at least as far as he knew. He held back his excitement. “I dunno, I really like TV…”


  He thought he’d been lighthearted, but the look on Jemisha’s face convinced him otherwise. So stupid, he thought. Should’ve just said yes.


  “‘Sup, Marcus?” said a girl’s shrill voice.


  Leroy turned to see two girls standing behind him. “Uh, ‘sup?”


  “We just wanted to tell you how moved we were by your story,” said the shrill-voiced girl, round-faced with braids and braces. “You’re really brave.”


  “Really brave,” said the other girl, bony but pretty.


  Unsure how to react, he surveyed his friends’ faces: Whatson, Rashaun, and Sherman were blank, Clayvon and Darius were nearly drooling, and Jemisha looked more dismissive than ever, which said a lot.


  “Thanks,” Leroy said, then added “I actually didn’t do anything.”


  “Anythin’ else, Jill?” Jemisha demanded.


  “Well, Jemisha, I was going to tell Marcus that we have a seat open at our table if he’d like to spend some time with normal people. Is that okay with you? Oh wait, I don’t care.” Jill winked at Leroy, smiling through her braces. “See ya.”


  He watched the two girls walk away, until Jemisha smacked his arm.


  “So about that walk…” he said.


  * * *


  Leroy and Jemisha trod through the waist-high grass a few feet apart. He could see the compound fences in the distance, but in the golden glow of noon, with a pond on one side and a girl on the other, he felt more free than ever.


  “This my tree,” she said as they walked.


  He turned away from the pond to face forward and saw an elephantine Jacaranda tree, its light purple bell-shaped flowers ringing their own special note in the summer breeze. From a distance, the tree looked like one big pastel bouquet, ruffling as waves of wind blew across it.


  “Damn,” Leroy muttered. He’d seen trees that were red, yellow, white, blue even, but never purple. The dusky bark of the thick, sprawling limbs spilled upward through the lavender haze, giving the tree an Asian aesthetic.


  The two of them climbed onto separate branches and laid out, taking in the sun. The breeze was cool, a departure from the past few days.


  “Gonna rain soon,” Jemisha said, her eyes closed.


  Leroy looked around at the sky. There was hardly a cloud in sight. “What makes you say that? Sure doesn’t look like it’s gonna rain.”


  She smiled. “I just know.” She rolled over on the limb and laid on her stomach, letting her arms and legs dangle. “Just like I know you into me.”


  The words set off an earthquake of anxiety in him. He hadn’t fully come to terms with it yet himself, but he supposed he was into her. Even so, how could she just say it like that, so casually? He blushed.


  She laughed. “It’s cool. Boys and girls’s supposed to like each other.”


  “So you’re saying you like me?”


  “Now you puttin’ words in my mouth.”


  “Why me? Why go on a walk with me?”


  She shrugged. “Dunno. You ain’t all cocky like the others, I guess. Kinda nice bein’ around somebody who ain’t yappin’ all the time.”


  “Don’t say ain’t. Makes you sound uneducated.”


  “I am.”


  Leroy thought about that as the wind raked his face.


  “You real quiet, huh?”


  After a moment of hesitation, he said “I like to listen. And watch.”


  Jemisha sat up. “You some kinda weirdo?”


  “No! I like to remember things. Just the way they were. So I can draw them.” He spoke the last sentence much quieter than the previous few.


  “You draw?”


  “I try.”


  “Better draw me somethin’, Picasso,” she said, tapping him with her foot.


  “Wasn’t he a painter?”


  “Shit, I dunno.”


  * * *


  They lazed around the enclosure until dinner, then Leroy went to bed a happy man. He’d had a crush on a classmate once, but it was no more than a proximity infatuation. This was different. This was real. He laid in his assigned bed, feeling like his heart was too big for his chest in the best way.


  The next morning he was awakened, as well as most of the boys in the dorm, by a deafening clap of thunder that seemed to shake the ground. There was a slight sense of unease in the pitch black dorm as rain pounded the roof, until Atasha entered a minute later with a flashlight.


  “Sorry, boys. Power’s out. The generator should turn on in a minute. If your job takes you outside, find somewhere else to help out today.”


  Jemisha wasn’t at breakfast, so afterward, Leroy headed right to the kitchen and posted at her station before she arrived. After a few minutes of her absence, he slipped on gloves and started to wash the dirty dishes piled on the counter.


  By the time she arrived, two and a half piles of clean plates and bowls glistened as they awaited drying. Her eyes were puffy and reddened, and she avoided looking at him as she approached. “Hey,” she said just above a whisper, before putting on a hairnet and gloves and starting to wash.


  Leroy watched her from the corner of his eye as they worked.


  “You okay?”


  “Bad morning. You know.”


  She handed him a clean plate and he set it in the bin.


  “So,” her voice cracked, “gonna make me that drawing soon?”


  He stopped washing. “Soon as I can. You got a deadline?” he joked, trying to lighten the mood, but she faced down as she scrubbed.


  “No idea.”


  * * *


  For the next few days, Leroy only saw Jemisha at meals, and even then she didn’t seem herself. Her feistiness had faded. Any time she was asked about it, she’d brush it off, saying she just wasn’t feeling well.


  Leroy worked the fields by day, and was happy for various reasons to find himself less sore each morning. By the end of the week, he dared to look at himself shirtless in the mirror, and while there wasn’t noticeable growth, he was toned where he hadn’t been before. That alone was motivation to continue.


  Spiritually, too, he was progressing, or so he thought. He didn’t think he’d ‘felt’ God yet, but he understood the gist of things: Jesus died to absolve him of any sins he could ever commit, as long as he confessed in sorrow, genuinely believed in Jesus as Lord, and was baptized both in water and in the Holy Ghost. One down, three to go. He was believing as hard as he could, but had no idea how to gauge if it worked or not.


  On Saturday, Jemisha seemed better; she smiled occasionally, but only for brief moments. Leroy supposed her sickness story checked out, although he didn’t think a cold would make her distant toward him. But, for all he knew about girls, that could be normal. He couldn’t wait until Sunday, when he’d have the free time to start her drawing. He already had it planned out in full.


  As his relationship with Jemisha cooled, he felt himself growing closer to his new group of friends. He wasn’t afraid anymore to crack a joke, or pop into a conversation. And he’d realized that other people could be just as nervous or clueless or speechless as he sometimes was. Social situations weren’t as stressful when he could blend in.


  Leroy couldn’t blend in, however, when people came up to ask him about his confession. He told them all the same things: yes, it really happened; no, he didn’t know if Ant was dead or alive; thanks, he hoped God did bless Ant, wherever he was. It was tiresome, but it introduced him to dozens of people he’d probably never have talked to otherwise, which set him at ease. Then it hit him: he was popular. No wonder the popular kids seemed so graceful and composed—it was easy to be cool when everyone already liked you.


  At dinner that evening, Jemisha sat next to Leroy, which brought a smile to his face despite the two-foot gap she enforced to either side of her. She was still distant throughout the meal, but eventually Clayvon made a joke that got her laughing. Noticing that, he riffed on it for about a minute, and by the end of it, Jemisha was breathless from laughter. Her laughter put the whole group at ease. Leroy looked from face to face, smiling at his good fortune.


  * * *


  Leroy awoke with excitement in his heart on Sunday morning when Carl came through. It was the big day; he could feel the drawing pent up inside him, ready take shape one line at a time. It was the first time he’d felt inspired in specific; he’d forced himself to sketch people from TV or his room in an effort to get better, but this time there was an image in his head that needed to get out. Just thinking about creating something made his spine tingle.


  As they lined up to leave, Carl held him back. “Say, Marcus… you know Jemisha, right? You two seem like you’re getting pretty close.”


  Leroy shrugged. “I guess so. Not as close as her brother.”


  “Clayvon. Right. They talk a lot? Tell each other things?”


  “I don’t really know. Probably. But maybe not.”


  “How’s she doing?”


  “She’s been weird lately. Quiet.”


  Carl’s head slowly tilted back. “I see. Thanks, Marcus. Oh, and you’ll need this.” He handed Leroy a white gown, frilly and laced around the edges. “Put that on before you head to church, please.”


  “What? Why?”


  “It’s a requirement. Put it on, please.”


  As Carl walked into the hall and picked up a telephone on the wall, Leroy stared at the gown in his hands. Why should he have to wear a dress if no one else had to? Someone had to be playing a joke on him. But Carl and the adults wouldn’t let that happen, would they?


  He decided it was best to follow directions and slipped into it.


  Thankful that Carl had held him back a minute, Leroy hurried through the empty atrium and into the cathedral. He found his friends toward the back of the room and was glad he didn’t have to go very far. He felt like Cinderella.


  He expected his friends to laugh when they saw him, but as Clayvon tapped the others to turn their attention toward Leroy, they seemed mostly indifferent. Darius winced. Rashaun snickered. The rest looked as if they understood, which confused Leroy.


  His gown flapped as he stepped past seated churchgoers and dropped into his seat between Sherman and Clayvon. “Hey.”


  Darius spoke first. “Sucks for you.”


  “I know, this dress is ridiculous.”


  “No, I mean—”


  The Bishop took the stage to applause, and the band quieted.


  “Thank you. Thank you all for being here this morning.”


  “You’re going to be water baptized,” Whatson whispered.


  “Like… today?”


  Whatson nodded once. “It’s a simple process. Nothing to worry about.”


  As the Bishop spoke of Jesus dying on the cross, and his resurrection three days later, Leroy sat in a daze.


  * * *


  The rest of the sermon had washed over him like the water in the pond by the Jacaranda tree was about to when the Bishop confirmed that Leroy was to be baptized. He knew it was nothing to worry about, as Whatson had assured him, but he still felt unsettled, his palms clammy, as he stood knee-deep a dozen feet out in the lake.


  Bishop Wood paced the shore, preaching, as the majority of the congregation sat on the bank, watching, waiting. “And after Jesus rose from the dead, he met his disciples on a mountain in Galilee where he said ‘All authority in heaven and on Earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you!’ Can somebody say amen?”


  A chorus of amens was the response.


  Leroy found his friends in the crowd, and realized Jemisha wasn’t there; she hadn’t been at church that morning, either, now that he thought about it. At least he wouldn’t have to live with her seeing this.


  A bible clutched in his right hand, the Bishop continued. “It is not until we are baptized in Jesus’s name that we are truly adopted into the family of Christ. ‘He that believeth and is baptized shall be saved; but he that believeth not shall be damned!’ It’s as simple as that!” he said, emphasizing his words with his empty hand.


  The Bishop and Carl stepped into the water, stopping next to Leroy on either side. “Are you ready, Marcus, to let Jesus’s blood wash over you, stripping away your sins and disintegrating your old life?”


  For the first time, the significance of the situation hit Leroy: he was about to be purified in the eyes of God. That was why he’d come here at all, wasn’t it? To better himself, to grow up, to discover a normal life. Maybe baptism would bring him what he sought.


  “Yes.”


  “Good. Today is a funeral for the person you once were.”


  The two men each placed a hand on Leroy’s back, and Carl put one on his chest, too, as the Bishop spoke. “Do you hereby renounce every fleshly lust and worldly desire and the devil himself?”


  He did.


  “Do you believe that our Lord Jesus Christ paid full penalty for your sins on the cross at Calvary, and further, do you hereby confess Him before this congregation as your personal savior?”


  Again, he did.


  “Do you agree before God and the congregation to henceforth walk in His Grace, worthy of the Name in which you shall be baptized?”


  “I do,” he said in a full, confident voice.


  “In obedience to the word of God, and the commandment of our Lord and Savior, I baptize you, Marcus Jackson, in the name of Jesus Christ.”


  The scenery and the congregation whooshed away. Leroy opened his eyes. He was underwater. Like a shaken soda bottle, a cloud of bubbles fizzed to the surface of the water, nudging aside a dead leaf. It all moved unnaturally slowly. Leroy looked side to side, and saw nothing but water and sand in all directions. The Bishop and Carl were gone. As a peaceful sense of belonging flooded through him, and he no longer felt the need to breathe.


  In a flash, he was on the shore, spitting up putrid, sandy water, gasping for breath. The Bishop and Carl and others huddled around him.


  “It’s alright, he’s alright. The power of God will do that, sometimes,” Bishop Wood chuckled, patting Leroy on the chest. “He’s alright.”


  Leroy took big, heaving breaths as he came to his senses. He felt a lot of things—wet, confused, hungry, a headache—but not saved.


  “You did just fine, Marcus. How does it feel to be part of the Holy family?”


  “Feels good,” he lied through a cough.


  A palpable sense of relief arose as the congregation cheered.


  Leroy got to his feet.


  “Show’s over, folks,” Pastor Mercer said amongst the crowd. “Give the boy some time to collect himself. In the meantime, let’s eat.” With that, the congregation broke off into smaller groups, each heading back to SpiritWood.


  Carl gave Leroy a pained smile and a pat on the back. “I really am sorry. But sacrifice is at the heart of religion. Everything will be fine, now.” His gaze trailed off, then he walked off. “Everything’s gonna be just fine.”


  Leroy pulled the cold, soaked gown over his head and wrung it out as he followed the herd, wondering what he’d sacrificed, besides comfort. He felt no different, spiritually. Maybe that was normal. It was a relief to be absolved, though, and a bigger relief that it was over. He had one day a week for free time, and God was the last thing on his mind. He’d be damned if he wasn’t going to draw that picture for Jemisha.


  * * *


  His baptism had done nothing to quell his popularity; on the way inside, numerous adults congratulated him, gave him their blessing, or their best, or gifted him a firm handshake. He was grateful, but had other things to do.


  After putting on some normal clothes, he joined the rest of SpiritWood in the cafeteria to a brief round of applause. Blushing, he breezed through the lunch line then sat down amongst his friends and immediately noticed Jemisha was still absent.


  “You seen Misha?” Clayvon asked.


  “I was about to ask you that,” Leroy responded.


  “Must got the flu or somethin’.”


  “How you like that bath?” Rashaun teased.


  Leroy considered telling them about his experience, how it felt like he’d been underwater for at least a minute, how the two men baptizing him had seemed to disappear, but decided not to. “Tasted bad. I don’t feel different.”


  “Really?” Sherman said, in disbelief. “When I was baptized, I had a spiritual awakening. The light of the Holy Ghost shined on me, inside and out.”


  “Yo, that was the sun,” Rashaun laughed.


  Leroy chuckled as he nibbled a strip of bacon. It was slightly disappointing that the baptism seemed to have no effect on him, but he could deal with that later. There were more pressing issues.


  “I didn’t feel nothin’ neither,” Clayvon said. “No biggie.”


  “Everybody experiences everything differently,” Whatson shrugged. “That said, I’m starting to believe that the religious life is not for everybody. It seems to advocate a rather narrow world-view.”


  “Don’t tell that to Bishop,” Darius said with his mouth full.


  Leroy scarfed down his food, then left the group to look for Jemisha. He checked the library, the cathedral, and the study rooms, but she wasn’t there. He crossed the yard to the girls’ dorm. Through the front door, he ran into Atasha.


  “Marcus! I’m so proud of you,” she said, squeezing him in a hug.


  “Thanks,” he said, his face mushed against her chest. When she let him go, he said “Do you know where Jemisha is? We can’t find her.”


  Her eyes widened before she looked away. “You know, I’m not sure. I haven’t seen her since yesterday. Must have some business with the Bishop. Or she could be on a walk. You of all people should know how she enjoys those.”


  He wondered how she knew about that. “Can I check the dorm?”


  “I’m not sure that would be appropriate…”


  “Please? I really need to talk to her.”


  Atasha gave him a look that was halfway combative, but considered a moment longer before relenting. “Go ahead. I’ll come with you, actually.”


  At the end of the hall they entered the dorm and found it empty.


  Leroy turned to Atasha. “What about the lounge?”


  “I suppose we could take a look.”


  It was empty.


  “Bathroom?”


  “You certainly may not—”


  “I mean can you check.”


  Atasha sighed. “Fine. But after that, we’re done.”


  Leroy leaned against the wall outside the bathroom until Atasha came out, hands clasped behind her back, and shook her head. “Nothing. Sorry.”


  “You can’t call the Bishop?”


  “Oh, no. He’s much too busy to take calls. I were you, I’d check outside.”


  “But she wasn’t at church or brunch!”


  “Marcus, please, calm down. I’ve done all I can. I’m sorry.”


  Leroy turned to leave, then slammed his fist on the wall.


  “Watch it, young man!”


  He’d never acted out like that before, and it scared him a little. But he’d never liked a girl before, either. His emotions were running wild. Rubbing his aching hand, he threw the door open before storming out.


  * * *


  “Can I have some paper and a pen?”


  The librarian was an elderly white man, skin the yellowed color of an old book’s pages. His name-tag read Brooks. “Sure, sure,” he said, and hobbled off to a back room. His bowlegged stature was worse than any Leroy’d ever seen. He wondered how the man could even walk. It looked painful.


  Brooks wobbled back to the counter. “Pencil okay?”


  “If you don’t have a pen.”


  “Sure, hold on.” Brooks headed off again.


  “Wait. The pencil’s fine. Thanks.”


  “You got it,” Brooks said with a wink, and returned to his stool.


  Leroy took the materials and sat at a table in the back corner. He was still upset, and he hated pencils, but he couldn’t take it out on that poor man, and didn’t want him to have to walk any more than necessary.


  He couldn’t figure out why Jemisha had been acting funny, and why everyone else had been acting funny regarding her. Why her? Why the one girl he’d ever had feelings for? Why now?


  “‘Sup?” said a shrill voice Leroy recognized.


  He’d been concentrating so hard he hadn’t heard Jill come over. Nor had he realized he’d started a rough sketch of a tree on the paper. “Hey.”


  “Can I sit? Cool, thanks.” She giggled as she scooted a chair next to him.


  “I’m actually trying to work on something.”


  “Oh, really? What are you doing?”


  “I’m, uh, drawing a picture.”


  “Well duh. What’s it a picture of?”


  “The purple tree by the pond I got baptized in.”


  “That’s boring. Why?”


  “Told someone I’d draw it for them.”


  “I can guess who. I dunno why, though. She doesn’t even like you.”


  The thought pierced his heart, an arrow from Cupid’s evil twin.


  “I’ve seen how she is around you. She won’t even sit by you most of the time, and when she does she leaves a gap. You don’t get the gap if a girl likes you. Trust me,” she said, and picked up her chair to move closer to him.


  “Even if that’s true, I still wanna draw.”


  “I won’t take too much of your time. Come on! Let’s have fun!”


  “Hey, do you know where Jemisha is? Carl was asking about her earlier, and me and Atasha looked around but we couldn’t find her.”


  “Haven’t seen her,” Jill said, uninterested. “And Carl is a creep,” she snapped. “He looks at me like a dog drooling over a bone. But I’m not taking no for an answer! I’m telling you, Jemisha doesn’t like you, and she’s apparently missing anyway. So let’s hang.”


  Leroy stayed silent. He cared about Jemisha, but what if Jill was right? She definitely had acted strangely toward him since the day they took a walk. Maybe she just decided she wasn’t feeling it. Now that he thought about it, she did sort of deny that she liked him when she said not to put words in her mouth.


  “Oh my gosh, Marcus!” She slapped him on the arm playfully. “What kind of boy turns down a pretty girl who wants to hang out?”


  Leroy told himself he wasn’t interested, but he knew it was a lie. Even so, he was prepared to tell her no, until he really looked at her, and realized how pretty she was. Her brown eyes were gentle, her lips were full, and the braids hanging from her head perfectly framed her face.


  “Okay. Just for a while,” he relented.


  “Yay!” She jumped out of her seat.


  Leroy handed Brooks the paper and pencil. “I’ll be back later.”


  Brooks smiled as they walked away.


  * * *


  “Blue,” Leroy said.


  “That’s cool. Mine’s pink. What’s your favorite food?”


  Leroy and Jill walked up the hill to get the Jacaranda tree.


  “McDonald’s. You?”


  Jill fell behind as she answered. “Probably green beans. I love ice cream, too, but I can’t have too much of it,” she breathed. “Gotta watch my figure.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Rude!”


  “What?”


  “You just said I need to watch my figure!”


  “I was just agreeing with you,” Leroy said, baffled.


  “Exactly!”


  “Sorry.”


  “Anyways…”


  Leroy scrambled for something to say, but found nothing. Around Jill he clammed up; not because he was scared, but because, he realized, the only attraction between them, at least to him, was physical. With Jemisha the words flowed right out of him, as if somebody else was speaking them.


  He kept his mouth shut until they reached the top of the hill. The view was perfect—a lone purple tree next to a shimmering, placid lake, surrounded by the summer flora of Missouri. Behind them, at the bottom of the hill, SpiritWood’s palatial structure stabbed toward the sky. It brought to mind the European castles he’d seen on travel shows. Leroy absorbed it all with wonder.


  “What was that, like ten miles?” Jill panted. “What now?”


  “Now we climb the tree and listen to the wind.”


  “Ew. I am so not getting into that tree. There are bugs and ants and birds, and I’ve got a skirt on. What are you, some kinda weirdo?”


  * * *


  “This is so much better,” Jill said, settling into the couch in front of the TV in the entertainment room. Beside her, Leroy forced a smile and nodded.


  The VCR clicked, and the tape began to play. On the screen, the DuckTales credits and theme played, a familiar tune to Leroy, who’d grown up loving the show. If he couldn’t have fun with Jill, he could at least enjoy Scrooge McDuck.


  “OH my gosh, I have to tell you this story. So Ebony—that’s my friend, the one I was with when we met—she liked Germain for like, a day or two. I have no idea what she saw in him, but she saw it. So like, they hung out, and turns out he totally sucks and smells bad, so she bailed and didn’t talk to him anymore. Then, like, a day later, Germain slipped her a note saying, like, can we hang out again? You’re really nice. Can you believe that??”


  “Wow,” he said, despite being unable to discern the offense.


  “I know! Like, she wasn’t even nice to him in the first place, and then he has the nerve to write her a note! Like, where does he get off, y’know?”


  “Uh-huh.” He kept his eyes glued to the screen. He remembered this episode—the nephews tricked Scrooge into thinking it was the weekend when it wasn’t, so he would give them their allowance early to buy a scooter, causing worldwide confusion. It was one of his favorites.


  “So now— you know your friend Rashaun?”


  “What about him?”


  “Ebony kinda likes him.”


  “Have they even met?”


  “No, but that’s what I wanna talk to you about. Do you think you could set up a meeting between them, maybe? She really likes him.”


  “Why doesn’t she just talk to him?”


  “That’s his job! Duh!”


  “But how’s he supposed to know she likes him?”


  “That’s why I’m asking you! You really are clueless, huh?”


  Leroy turned back to the TV. He didn’t care if Jemisha didn’t like him, he’d still rather hang out with her than with Jill. This was not fun. She even managed to make DuckTales unenjoyable.


  Jill scooted closer and casually leaned on Leroy. “So, talk to him?”


  Her skin was so warm and soft it gave him goosebumps. He repressed a shudder of delight and in an instant, his mood shifted.


  “Yeah, sure.”


  “Cool.” She snuggled into him more, and he turned his body the slightest bit to let her get closer, but it still surprised him when she did. No reason not to take advantage of the situation, he figured.


  “So,” he said, inching his arm over hers, “you like this show?”


  “Oh, I just put in the top video. Nothing good to watch here.”


  He was just getting comfortable when she abruptly pulled away and sat up straight. He looked at her, wondering what he’d done.


  “Oh my gosh, in laundry, where I work, you won’t believe what happened.” Jill covered her mouth. “Ew, it’s so gross I can barely talk about it.”


  She was always talking about gross stuff, Leroy noticed.


  “Somebody pooped in the sheets!”


  Leroy winced. “Well, people have accidents sometimes, I guess…”


  “No, this was no accident. Like, somebody spread a clean sheet, and pooped into it. Ew! Just stop talking about it, please. I can’t take it.”


  Before he could reply, she leaned back into him, and it ceased to matter.


  “You never talk,” she frowned. “I’m the only one who talks.”


  “What do you wanna talk about?”


  “I dunno. You pick.”


  “Well,” he took a breath, “I came here from California.”


  “Hm.” She turned toward the TV.


  “I rode on trains, hitchhiked, walked. I left because my mom died.” For a moment as he said it, he felt as if he was missing something, as if one of his fingers had disappeared, and then it faded away.


  “That’s cool,” she muttered, looking around. “Hey.”


  He turned and found her face inches from his, then she moved in and planted a kiss right on his lips. Leroy froze, burning with anxiety and buzzing with excitement. He was glad her eyes were closed; he wouldn’t want anyone to see the face he probably made. He’d never kissed before, so he puckered his lips until she pulled away a moment later.


  “Isn’t that the boy’s job, too?” he asked sheepishly.


  “Yeah, but you would’ve never done it.”


  She nestled back onto his shoulder and closed her eyes.


  “Oh my gosh!” she started as her eyes shot back open.


  * * *


  Leroy opened the door for Jill as they exited SpiritWood’s main building. She hugged his arm as they crossed the yard to the girls’ dorm.


  “Thanks for walking me back. You never know what or who you might come across out here,” she said with a giggle. “I might need protection.”


  “I’d probably wuss out,” Leroy admitted with a weak smile as they stopped at the front door. “Unless you got threatened by a rabbit.”


  “Oh. Huh. Well thanks for hanging out with me.” She embraced him until he had to squeeze back, then she pulled away and kissed him briefly. “Oh, look,” she said, pointing past him with a smirk.


  He spun around, and the feeling drained from his body. Jemisha stared at him, her big eyes full of tears, from the window of a departing SpiritWood van.


  Leroy watched, lost in a stupor, then he dashed after the van.


  “Oh, please,” Jill muttered, rolling her eyes as she opened the dorm door.


  Leroy stomped to a stop at the edge of the forest as the van made a turn and easily pulled away from him. He huddled over, bracing himself on his knees and catching his breath. He needed answers.


  * * *


  Leroy barged into Atasha’s office in the girls’ dorm.


  She glanced up from the papers in her hands and, in an exasperated tone, said “Is there something I can do for you, Marcus?”


  “Where’re they taking Jemisha?”


  “I was not informed. Now unless you have another issue—”


  “What about the Bishop? He’ll know.”


  “Yes, he would know.”


  “Ask him,” Leroy demanded, then added a tender “please.”


  “The Bishop and Pastor Mercer both left with Jemisha, so as much as I hate to turn down such a polite request, I have no choice.”


  Leroy raked his fingertips down his scalp and cheeks in frustration. “What am I supposed to do, then? I messed up.”


  “I’m sorry, I don’t know. What I do know is that Jemisha was no good, and a nice boy like you shouldn’t be wasting time on a girl like her. What about Jill? I saw you two watching television. She seems nice.”


  * * *


  Back at the same table in the library, with Brooks looking on fondly, Leroy stared through his skeletal sketch of the Jacaranda tree. That was exactly how he felt—like a tree with no leaves. Worse, he couldn’t concentrate. Jemisha’s face stained his thoughts, and her hopeless expression crushed him with guilt.


  He felt as if a gong was ringing inside his head and his chest. She would come back at some point, right? He needed to finish the drawing for when she did. After all, she would be upset when she returned. He cursed himself for hanging out with Jill, but as guilty as he felt, he couldn’t bring himself to regret his first kiss. It should’ve been with Jemisha, but in any case, it happened. He just had to work on moving forward.


  Gritting his teeth, Leroy tried to clear his mind, but the fog remained. If he couldn’t concentrate enough to focus on the big picture, maybe he could work on the thoughtless details. He put the pencil to the paper and began to add the tree’s fern-like leaves to the lower branches. With each little triangle his storm of emotions settled, until his mind was clear and he was calm. Some time later, he pulled back to look at the drawing, and found it coming along nicely. The tiny leaves of the tree gave the piece rich detail.


  He lowered his head and sketched the Jacaranda’s flowers—little bells that flared out at the bottom and bunched at the tips of the outer branches—experimenting with layering, shading, and texture. To the best of his memory, he recreated the bouquet Jemisha had presented him that special afternoon.


  The next thing he knew, Brooks was tapping him on the shoulder. He wasn’t sure if he’d fallen asleep or just zoned out, but he glanced down at the picture and realized he hadn’t been working for some time. Even in its unfinished state, it was impressive, at least to him.


  “Time to close up shop, kid. Out we go.” Brooks noticed the picture. “You got a good eye. Keep that paper. Finish the tree, draw some others. Maybe draw me something nice.” Brooks winked as he led Leroy toward the door.


  The rest of the evening was grueling. He couldn’t stay awake through bible study, which got him an earful, and later, he couldn’t sit still in bed. His thoughts see-sawed endlessly between Jemisha and the unfinished drawing for her, burning a hole through the top bunk. He hoped he could work on it at breakfast. He hoped he could finish it before she got back. It was all he could do.


  * * *


  To his surprise, he woke with that same hope buoying him, ready to spend every free moment he could find finishing the drawing. He laid in the dark a while, then Carl entered and started the morning routine. Leroy stood and stretched until every shred of the urge to go back to bed was eradicated, and most of the boys had left the room. Then, he reached onto the top bunk for his papers and pencil, but felt nothing.


  A cold chill hit him. They couldn’t be gone. Who could’ve, or would’ve, taken them? He stepped onto his mattress and peered over the top bunk, but all he could see was the neutral gray tone of the sheets, as foreign as the surface of the moon in his confusion.


  “Hey Carl.”


  The man approached. “Something wrong?”


  “You know what happened to my drawing? It was on the top bunk.”


  “Check under the bed? The fan might’ve blown it off.”


  He couldn’t believe he hadn’t thought of that. His cheeks hot, Leroy silently knelt and looked beneath the bed, but the floor was bare.


  “Not there.” He stood. “Besides,” Leroy realized, “a fan couldn’t blow away a pencil.” He was starting to get upset. “Someone did this.”


  “Look, I’m sorry it’s gone, but to be fair you’re not supposed to have that in the first place. If I had known, I’d have had to take it, anyway.”


  He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “I can’t have a drawing?”


  “Well, you can have a drawing, but you shouldn’t be drawing. The Bishop believes that creativity doesn’t serve God; it serves only the ego.”


  Leroy was left speechless.


  “Listen, you doing alright? I know you’ve been through a lot recently.”


  “Don’t worry about me.”


  “Just know that if you need anything, we’re all here for you.”


  Leroy knew what he had to do. He shut up and followed Carl and the rest of the kids as they marched out of the dorm and across the yard to the main building. As the rest of the kids entered, he ducked off to the side and let the door close. He waited a minute, to let the atrium clear out, then went inside and, hands jammed in his pockets, traversed the room.


  Hallways branched off in every direction as he walked, trying to remember which way led to the Bishop’s office. He had to turn back a few times, but eventually he made it to the carved door with the Bishop’s initials in the middle. Creativity didn’t serve God, unless it looked cool to the Bishop, he supposed.


  He was about to knock on the door when he realized what he was doing; he’d split away from the group and run off to confront the leader of the organization he’d only recently joined. Leroy thought back to the person he’d been just a few short weeks ago, and was proud of the person he was becoming.


  Instead of knocking, he barged right inside.


  Pastor Mercer sat at the desk, fingers steepled and gaze hardened. Standing beside him, Bishop Wood covered up his surprised expression with a smile, and started toward Leroy. “Thanks for joining us. We were just speaking about you. You’re making great progress, you know.”


  “Somebody stole my drawing.”


  The Bishop furrowed his brow. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”


  “I was working on a drawing. I put it on my top bunk before I went to sleep, then it was gone by the time I woke up. I want it back.”


  “Marcus, I’m very sorry to hear that, but to be fair, drawing, and art in general, isn’t an approved activity. Creativity serves only the ego. Not God.”


  “Where’s Jemisha?”


  The Bishop cleared his throat. “She has been transferred to our sister facility. We thought her a better fit under their methods of care.”


  It sent Leroy reeling. “What’s that even mean? She’s not coming back?”


  “She is not… no.”


  “Can I visit her?”


  “No, you may not.”


  It wasn’t fair. All his notions of making things right with her vanished in an instant. He’d never see her again. He clenched his fists.


  “You can’t do this!”


  “WE CAN DO,” boomed Pastor Mercer, his voice ringing off the walls, “anything we like. Those who choose to take refuge in the church of SpiritWood are immutably under our authority. Who are you to deny that authority?”


  The courage zapped right out of him, Leroy stood, speechless.


  “Further, although Jemisha Winters was a problem since day one, you are the reason she was exiled. We could deal with, perhaps even cure her snottiness, insubordination, lack of work ethic, but we cannot permit a romantic relationship between two youths. The Lord forbids it, and thus, so do we.”


  “What about her brother? Clayvon can’t even see her?”


  “No. You should have considered that before your little dalliance.”


  It was his fault Jemisha was gone. How could he tell that to Clayvon? And what about Jill? He couldn’t see her anymore, for her own safety. His relationship with Jemisha had been relatively innocent; who knew what they’d do if they found out he and Jill had kissed.


  “So unless you’d like to be transferred somewhere as well, I suggest you keep your head down and your mouth shut, young man.” He motioned to Bishop Wood. “Give him the bracelet.”


  With a sigh, the Bishop produced from his coat pocket one half of a pair of handcuffs painted red, then latched it tightly onto Leroy’s wrist.


  “What’s this for?”


  “It’s a disciplinary bracelet. For those who step out of line.”


  “Now get to work,” Pastor Mercer sneered.


  The Bishop opened the door and ushered him out.


  The massive wooden door slammed shut behind him.


  * * *


  It took Leroy ten minutes to gather the will to join the congregation in the cafeteria. Fidgeting with the cuff on his wrist as he entered, Leroy shot Clayvon a wayward glance, but he was engaged in conversation and didn’t notice.


  Since he was late, the lunch line was empty when he arrived. As he passed through, sullenly choosing the food he wanted, the lunch ladies looked at him with bemusement. When he got to Mama Sarena, he found out why.


  “Sorry baby, but you know the deal. You get the bracelet, you don’t eat.”


  He wasn’t sure he’d heard her correctly. “I can’t eat?”


  “According to the Bishop, no. You must’ve sinned, somehow.”


  “Like, I can’t eat breakfast?”


  “Or lunch, or dinner. That’s just the rules. Seems to work, too.”


  She took his tray.


  “Tell you what,” she said. “Since I like ya, take this.” She set a biscuit on the counter, then turned away. “Just keep those lips zipped.”


  Leroy walked toward his table in disbelief, and a knot in his stomach over the prospect of talking to Clayvon. He briefly considered sitting at another table, maybe with Jill, but then his friends would know something was up, and he didn’t want to drag Jill into his mess. He had to just get it over with.


  The seat across from Clayvon was serendipitously vacant, so he sat.


  “Where you been?” Clayvon asked.


  “Look, uh… I’m just gonna say it. Pastor Mercer told me they transferred Jemisha to some other facility or something like that.” Leroy couldn’t look at him. “She— She’s not coming back. I’m sorry.”


  The others went silent. Clayvon just stared.


  “Hell naw,” said Rashaun.


  “Can they do that?” asked Darius.


  “Of course they can,” Whatson said. “They can do whatever they want.” The boys glared at him. “Look, I know it’s hard to take, but it’s the truth.”


  A frown spoiled Sherman’s face. “I’m gonna miss her.”


  Leroy expected Clayvon to blow up, but he was calm. “First Ma, now they got her, too.” He looked at Leroy’s wrist. “Got the cuff, huh.”


  “Snuck into the Bishop’s office to ask about her. Pastor wasn’t happy.”


  “Rough. Take my food. Ain’t hungry.” He slid the tray across the table, then left the room. Leroy moved to follow, but Whatson grabbed his shoulder and said “Let him go. Give him some time.”


  Leroy looked down at the food, trapped in a full body cast of guilt. Despite his turmoil, his stomach growled, and he ate, hiding his marked wrist.


  * * *


  Later that day, Leroy saw two adults escorting Clayvon through the halls of SpiritWood with a bracelet same as his. He never saw it, but Leroy heard from friends and acquaintances that Clayvon had gone back to the dorm and literally torn his sheets and mattress to shreds in a rage.


  Leroy was bored in the field that day without his friend, his guilty conscience the only company. He took his anger out on the dirt, chopping and slicing, rubbing his palms raw and inflaming his shoulders.


  Clayvon wasn’t at dinner that night. Starving after a hard day of physical therapy, Leroy ate his friends’ leftovers, then broke off from the group and headed to the dorm, skipping bible study. God hadn’t done much for him, lately, and Leroy had lost interest.


  He stopped outside the dorm when he heard a soft sobbing. He didn’t want to barge in and embarrass whoever it was, although he had a feeling he knew, but after a minute, he decided it was worse to eavesdrop, and walked inside.


  Clayvon pretended to be asleep as soon as the door opened. Leroy crept past his bed, trying not to look, but he did. He saw Clayvon’s arm hanging over the side of the bed, handcuffed to one of the legs. Leroy stopped in his tracks, and said “Hey, you okay?”


  No response.


  After a minute of silence, Leroy laid in his bed, staring at the bottom of the top bunk, a sight he’d grown very familiar with. The wooden slats that supported the mattress reminded him of railroad tracks, and he got an intense urge to leave SpiritWood that very moment, hop the nearest train and just go anywhere. It was so strong he sat up in bed, breathing heavily. He could almost hear the train’s horn piercing his thoughts, soothing his weary soul.


  * * *


  The rest of the week passed with the speed of a three-legged turtle. Clayvon’s spirit was sapped, just as Jemisha’s had been. It wasn’t until then that Leroy noticed how much they looked alike. He couldn’t even imagine the pain of having a sibling taken away.


  Clayvon’s despondence seemed to drag everybody else down, and the dynamic of the group was skewed without Jemisha. Conversation was rare and sparse, and nobody joked, nobody riffed, ribbed, or poked fun. Leroy couldn’t wait to leave the cafeteria each day, and was sure the others felt the same.


  As the days passed, his discontent grew. He wasn’t himself at SpiritWood; he was putting on a front, one that was fast disintegrating. He felt imprisoned. Every time he closed his eyes he saw the wooden slats under the top bunk, and itched to get away. But how could he escape a prison?


  Sunday came, and Leroy readied himself to be the butt of another humiliating event, but he was pulled from line on his way to church. Carl took him down a hall to a gold door with the phrase ‘Seek, and you will find,’ emblazoned in thick black lettering.


  Carl stuck a key in the hole and twisted, then opened the door and gestured for Leroy to enter. Inside was a tiny room with another door.


  “Go on in,” Carl said. “They’re waiting.”


  Leroy stepped inside, then heard the door shut behind him. The door in front of him opened, and Pastor Mercer appeared in the gap.


  Smiling, he said “Welcome, Marcus. Join us.”


  The room was bare, but for a padded mat covering the floor and walls. He kneeled amongst the dozen or so women and children doing the same, then looked to the Pastor for further instruction.


  “Now we can get started,” he said, clasping his hands. “For those of you who are new to this — not you, Tasha,” he grinned, pointing to a rotund woman, “we call it seeking, or tarrying. See, contrary to popular belief, baptism in the Holy Ghost is not a figurative phenomenon; it is a tangible, physical experience, more powerful, more profound than anything you have ever beheld, I guarantee that. It does not come easy. But it is not optional. We’ll spend as long as it takes today to get you all infilled, but if you need more time — I’m looking at you, Tasha — we will continue next week. That said, the sooner you are saved, the sooner we can all leave and get some grub.”


  Two men at the front of the room, one with a drum and one with a tambourine, began to beat out a tight polyrhythm. Speaking over the noise, Pastor said “Would anybody like to lead the group?”


  Tasha and another woman raised their hands, and the Pastor picked the other woman. “Chantel, come on up here.”


  The old woman struggled to get up, then in a hurried waddle joined the Pastor and the musicians. Despite her age and frailty, the skinny woman began to hop and dance with an energy Leroy couldn’t believe.


  “Remember,” shouted the Pastor, “let your tongues go!”


  Gradually, the rest of the seekers joined the action in their own way—swaying back and forth, mumbling to themselves, clapping with the beat. Leroy, transfixed on his knees, didn’t know what to do. When the Pastor’s eyes landed on him, he leaned forward and touched his forehead and palms to the mat as if he was praying. Beside him a woman repeatedly sang “Hallelujah, hallelujah!”


  He kept his head down as long as he could. The drum beat seemed to seep into his bones, making him restless.


  “The Holy Ghost is not present,” hollered the Pastor. “Repent!”


  Leroy looked up. Chantel was still bouncing around the front of the room. The musicians had their eyes closed and heads lolled, but the beat was immaculate. He checked Tasha, who glanced around nervously, wobbling back and forth. The younger boy beside him looked entranced, staring at the ground. Then, Leroy saw the Pastor wearing a gaze harder than diamond.


  “Beg for Him!” he bellowed, his glasses perched in front of his beady eyes, wide and intense and trained directly on Leroy.


  Mouth agape, Leroy looked to the Pastor and gave his head the slightest shake in an attempt to impart that he didn’t understand.


  But Pastor Mercer said it again, louder: “Beg for His mercy!”


  The boy next to him, head down, said “please, God, please!”


  “Fill me with light, Lord!” Chantel spun, waiving her arms. “I’ve waited so long,” she cried, her voice breaking. “I’ve waited so long!”


  The woman to his other side was still singing “Hallelujah,” but it’d turned into anguished wailing. Others muttered and hummed and chanted. The sounds disturbed Leroy, sending a shudder through him.


  “YOU!” Pastor Mercer shouted, pointing at him. “Beg for His holy forgiveness, lest you be cast into the fires of hell for eternity!”


  The child next to him sobbed, his tears falling to the mat, hunched over as if he was going to vomit. “I’m sorry! Please!”


  Leroy was nearly on the verge of breaking down, himself, when the wailing of the woman next to him swelled. He turned and saw her doubled back, laying on her legs in what looked like a very painful position. She belted out a powerful note for nearly thirty seconds as she convulsed from head to toe. Her eyes darted and blinked wildly, just like Ant’s had in Leroy’s dream. And, just like in the dream, he wanted badly to look away, but he couldn’t. Her cheeks twitched, her mouth opened and closed and formed bizarre sounds, and her frazzled hair quivered as her body shook. He watched, shaken.


  As the others took notice of the woman, the tone in the room changed entirely. People with fresh tear tracks on their faces gathered around her, clapping and cheering. The child beside Leroy observed with a wet post-cry stare, clearly happy to have some of the pressure off him. The drums grew louder and faster as the men pounded harder and harder. He could see red welts along the tambourine player’s palm, but if the man even noticed, he couldn’t tell.


  Jumping, shouting, they circled the woman, and she let out a hair-raising shriek so horrifying Leroy jammed a finger in each ear. The shriek turned into a jumble of nonsensical sounds and quasi-words that electrified the other seekers, but were enough to give Leroy nightmares, even through plugged ears.


  “Feel it, feel Him flowing through you, sister!” said the Pastor, who stood before her, his hands and eyes pointed to the heavens as the music intensified. “The Lord has chosen dear Bettina to join his flock, today!”


  Chantel fell to her knees. “Why not me?” she drawled, spit dripping from her crackled lips. “What did I do?!” She pounded the mat.


  This was too much to handle. Leroy’s mind was shot; he couldn’t even form a thought. All he could do was take in the incredible, awful sideshow playing out before his eyes, and hope poor Bettina’s health wasn’t in jeopardy.


  Amid the chaos, Pastor Mercer turned to him with a twisted you’re-next grin and a fire in his eyes that seemed anything but holy.


  * * *


  Every cell in Leroy’s body was weary by the time Pastor let them go to dinner. Two others—an old man and a child—had found the Holy Ghost in equally freakish displays of speaking in tongues, ululation, and body spasms, and each time the rest of the seekers cheered them on like they were athletes making great plays. He had tried his best. What else could he do for the eight hours they’d held him? Still, he’d come up short. He’d felt many things—confusion, repulsion, humiliation—but not the Holy Ghost.


  By the disconcerted look on his friends’ faces when he arrived in the cafeteria, it seemed they knew where he’d been, which made the situation that much more embarrassing. Starving, he filled a plate and took a seat with a huff.


  Clayvon picked at his food, head hanging low.


  “Seeking, huh?” Darius said, crunching on toast. “Told ya it sucks.”


  “It does not!” cried Sherman.


  “I assume you didn’t find what you were looking for?” Whatson asked.


  “I found plenty. Like I found out I’m scared of Pastor Mercer.”


  “He’s certainly good at what he does,” Whatson agreed.


  “Hey, how you been?” Leroy asked Clayvon.


  He glanced up from his food long enough to nod.


  His depression made Leroy feel worse than seeking ever could.


  * * *


  The next day in the fields was the hottest yet. The sun’s rays pummeled Leroy as he churned the dirt, but not as hard as his conscience did. Beside him, Clayvon worked in silence with a disheartened lag.


  Leroy couldn’t take it anymore. “It’s my fault she’s gone.”


  Clayvon chopped at the ground. “You, her, me — we all to blame.”


  “No, really. The Pastor said it was my fault.”


  He stopped working, seeming to absorb that.


  “I should’a hung out with you guys, not her.”


  “Ain’t gon’ matter soon, anyway.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Nothin’.” Clayvon turned slightly and continued digging.


  Not wanting to push him, Leroy did the same. Soon, though, he couldn’t hold back anymore. “Really, what are you talking about?”


  “Don’t worry ‘bout it.”


  “Don’t gimme that. Something’s up.”


  Clayvon eyed the supervisor off to the side, then said in a low voice, “Look, I’m ‘bout done with this place. I’ma bail. Don’t tell the others.”


  Leroy went from shocked to exhilarated in a moment flat.


  “Don’t try to talk me outta it, neither. Ain’t a damn thing here for me. Not ma, not Misha, and sure as hell not God. He somewhere out there, but he ain’t at SpiritWood. Eight years and I never felt nothin’.”


  “I don’t wanna stop you. I’ma come with you.”


  Clayvon’s expression was unsure. “Dunno. Easier to go alone.”


  “Say no if you want, I’ll just follow you. I got somewhere to go.”


  “Sure you up for it? Can’t have you wussin’ out last minute.”


  “I’ve done it before, I can do it again.”


  “A’ight. Cool. I been over this a thousand times. Here’s what’s up…”


  * * *


  One night after work, Leroy lathered his hair in the shower faster than normal. He rinsed off, threw on an evening outfit, and followed Clayvon out of the bathroom early. At the back of the room, Carl watched them leave.


  Outside, the air turned crisp as the sun retired. Adults and children flooded into the main building for the Wednesday dinner sermon. The boys followed the stragglers, but instead of going inside, darted around the corner and hid.


  “Few more minutes, we’ll be good,” Clayvon whispered.


  “Remember, we gotta get my bag.”


  “How many times you gotta remind me? That’s why we goin’ tonight.”


  After a time, Clayvon peered around the edge of the building, then motioned for Leroy to follow. He peeked into a window, and again gestured to Leroy before they headed inside. The atrium was vacant.


  “You ever been in his office?”


  “Nah. He probably got some kinda bat-cave.”


  Leroy busted out laughing, then silenced himself.


  Clayvon navigated the hallways much more efficiently than Leroy had on his visit to the Bishop’s office. It was probably a familiar destination. That’s not where they were going this time, though.


  “How you know where it is if you haven’t been there?”


  “I been at it, but not in it. Nobody know this place better’n me.”


  “You think they’ll have it?”


  “What’s that?”


  “My bag.”


  “Yeah, they slow as hell ‘round here. Don’t get shit done.”


  “Even if they do, why would it be—”


  “Yo, just trust me.”


  They turned a corner that Leroy recognized, and stood before the door to the Bishop’s office. As they walked a hallway to the left, shadow welcomed them. Sight was limited, but along the wall, he could see a door ajar. Leroy nudged it and with a creak it opened, revealing a vacuum, a cleaning cart, and other housekeeping supplies.


  From the dark came the jiggling of a doorknob. Before Leroy knew what was happening, Clayvon had pulled him into the closet. Leroy squinted, trying to see through the crack in the doorway, when a shady figure sucked up what little light there was as it passed. Clayvon pulled the door open another inch slowly enough to avoid the creak, and as the man moved into the light, they saw Pastor Mercer.


  A shudder of fear rang through Leroy as he finally exhaled. This was it, though; they were one step away from leaving SpiritWood. His fear solidified into courage the more he thought about hitting the road.


  Clayvon was the first one through the door, with Leroy close behind. He put his hands up and felt for anything in the murkiness. Shortly, his fingertips made contact with a smooth steel door.


  “What now?”


  Clayvon didn’t answer. Instead, Leroy heard four faint beeps, then a click, then a doorknob turn as a desk light fought back the darkness.


  The boys hustled inside and shut the door.


  “How could you possibly know the code?”


  “Told ya, nobody know this place better’n me. Lived here half my life.”


  The walls were thunderstorm gray. It reminded Leroy of his old guidance counselor’s office, yet somehow much more drab, and slightly ominous. A computer emerged from the mess of papers and manilla folders on the desk. As Clayvon inspected the room, Leroy sat in the Pastor’s cushioned chair. It was more comfortable than the bed he slept on.


  “What it look like? The bag?”


  “It’s brown, with lots of straps.”


  “Ain’t they all?”


  One of the papers on the desktop caught Leroy’s eye. In the top right corner, there was a thumbnail image of a woman. His heart leapt into his throat, his skin crawling with tingles. It was her.


  He examined the paper. It was a scan of Rehema’s driver’s license. Beside her image, her name, address, height, date of birth, even eye color were listed. All he could see, though, was her face—that face he’d grown up loving, the face he’d seen in his dreams. And it was a Florida license, with a Tampa address. It was validation for everything he’d been through, and motivation for everything to come. He was overwhelmed with emotion.


  He was also in disbelief. They’d gone through his bag, found the address, and located its owner. But why? And how could they have gotten a copy of her driver’s license? He folded and pocketed the paper.


  “Sit forward,” Clayvon said.


  Leroy turned to face him. “Huh?”


  “Lean forward a sec.”


  He did, and Clayvon unwrapped the straps of Ant’s rucksack from the chair Leroy was sitting in and removed it, then opened it and held it upside down.


  “Empty.”


  Grinning despite his efforts, Leroy grabbed it. “Doesn’t matter.”


  “Let’s split, then.”


  He shouldered the bag, much lighter than before, and felt a bit more whole. Clayvon cracked the door an inch and scoped out the hallway, then led Leroy back to the atrium, which was empty as the rucksack due to the dinner sermon. Leroy began to wonder if anybody would notice their absence.


  They left SpiritWood’s main building through a side entrance, in case any adults were in the yard, but it, too, was clear. Leroy was surprised more kids didn’t run away from SpiritWood, if this was all it took.


  The day had already forfeited most of its light as they neared the dorms. Leroy tromped through the grass beside Clayvon. “Gonna be dark soon.”


  “That ain’t the only reason we gotta hurry.”


  “What d’you mean?” Leroy asked Clayvon, then traced his gaze to the main building, where Carl screamed into a walkie-talkie. “Oh, God.”


  Clayvon broke into a sprint, and Leroy took off after. He was surprised to find he could outrun Clayvon, whose growth-spurt lankiness kept him from gaining speed. Glancing back, he saw Carl a few hundred feet out, tearing toward them at an alarming speed. Leroy ran harder. Clayvon fell further behind.


  By the time they reached the edge of the woods, Carl was rounding the dorms. Without hesitation, Leroy dashed into the trees, hoping Clayvon would do the same, and could tell from the commotion behind him that he had. But he knew they couldn’t outrun Carl. Their only chance would be to hide somehow.


  “Any ideas?”


  “Trees,” Clayvon wheezed from behind him.


  “What? Come on!”


  “In the trees,” he choked out, winded.


  It wasn’t perfect, but it was their best option. It wouldn’t be long until Carl caught up, and if he saw which tree they climbed, they’d be done for.


  As they ran, though, Leroy realized most of the trees were either too thin, or too short. He looked back. With the sun down, he could see only than a few feet ahead of him. He couldn’t see the tree line, but he couldn’t see Carl, yet, either. Then, as he ran, he spotted a lavender, bell-shaped flower on the ground, then another, and another, until he was walking on a bed of purple. Leroy looked up and beheld a lone Jacaranda tree, twice as tall and thick as the one by the lake. If ever he’d received a sign from a higher power, surely this was it.


  Without saying a word, the boys converged at the base of the tree. Clayvon lifted Leroy up to the nearest limb, then used his lankiness to his benefit and pulled himself up. As they shinnied toward the higher branches, Leroy was glad he’d chosen to work the farm.


  Once frightening height met lack of limb stability, they ceased climbing. Leroy glanced down, but night was nearly in place, and the tree’s flowers obscured his view further. He could, however, hear who he assumed was Carl, thrashing around not far off. All he could do was hope he and Clayvon were out of sight.


  In the distance, a pair of lights illuminated a path through the trees. The rumble of an engine overpowered Carl’s blind foot search.


  “Must be Pastor,” Clayvon whispered with a hint of fear.


  Leroy shushed him. Carl drew closer as the vehicle drove off.


  “Come on, kids,” Carl said, chilling Leroy. It sounded like he was right below them. “We’re not mad. You’re not in trouble. Just come back.”


  Leroy squeezed his eyes shut as hard as he gripped the branch. There was no way Carl wouldn’t find them. They’d probably make him go seeking as soon as he got back. And, again, it’d be his fault someone else’s life got screwed up.


  Then, the van’s headlights pierced the darkness again, traveling the opposite direction. The horn honked, and shortly after, Carl stomped back toward SpiritWood. “Kids deserve a good whipping,” he muttered, his voice trailing off. “What did I just step in?”


  Light-headed, fingers aching, Leroy pulled in a long breath. “Think we should wait till it gets light?” Leroy asked in a whisper.


  “Hell no. We go now.”


  “I can’t see anything. Don’t even think there’s a moon, tonight.”


  “I know the way.”


  Leroy feared for his life every inch of the way down the tree, his legs dangling as he lowered himself from branch to branch, but he couldn’t let Clayvon know. He wanted to hug the ground when he got down, but Clayvon started forward as soon as he set foot.


  “Go slow. Hands up,” Clayvon warned. “Trees hurt.”


  Leroy wanted to boast his experience traversing a forest in the dark, but then again, it wasn’t really something one could master. He did his best to stay right behind Clayvon. “How d’you know we’re going the right way?”


  “Keep it down.”


  “We could be walking right toward them.”


  Clayvon’s footsteps stopped, then Leroy bumped into him. “Quiet.”


  He was glad Clayvon was in front. Let him get spider-webbed.


  The density of the forest evolved as they walked. At times, Leroy had to squeeze between trees; other times, he couldn’t find even find one.


  Suddenly, a light darted across the trees in front of him. He looked back and nearly cried out at the straight line of flashlights headed toward him, bouncing with the gait of running men.


  “Forget safety,” Clayvon said, next to him. “Go!”


  Leroy set out at a jog, the fastest he was willing to go, with his arms splayed out in front of him. “How much further?” he gasped.


  “When you feel grass, we there. Can’t be much longer…”


  He could hear the men behind them shouting to each other, which meant they weren’t far behind. The lights bobbled and danced, giving them some idea of where they were headed, but also likely revealing their location to the men. Leroy sped up.


  Though he anticipated it, the crunch of dead leaves and twigs beneath his feet giving way to soft, springy grass took him by surprise. He waited a few seconds for Clayvon to catch up, as the men’s flashlights illuminated the ten-foot wrought iron fence.


  “You first,” Clayvon said, kneeling at the base of the fence.


  Leroy climbed onto his shoulders and Clayvon struggled to stand tall, but managed to get Leroy up to the top. The spikes at the top of the bars didn’t make it easy, but Leroy got a foot planted and hopped the long way down, rolling like Ant had taught him, albeit accidentally.


  He shook it off and stumbled back to the fence. Lit up by the row of flashlights gaining ground, Clayvon stared through the fence at him with a longing look, a look Leroy didn’t like at all.


  “Go on,” said Clayvon.


  “What? No! You’re coming, too!”


  “Nah, man. Can’t.”


  “You crazy? They’re almost here!”


  “Much as I hate it, this my home. Lived here half my life.”


  “It doesn’t have to be! Trust me, you can make a new one.”


  “Doin’ what? Workin’ fields somewhere else? It’s all I got!”


  “Work the fields, or don’t. Do whatever you want, just not at SpiritWood! You said it yourself: there’s nothing here for you.”


  Clayvon’s chin trembled. “What about Misha?”


  “You won’t find her here. Now come on!”


  The shouts of the men were near enough to make out. Leroy recognized the Pastor’s baritone voice amidst the others. “Marcus! Clayvon!”


  The voice seemed to instill courage, or fear, into Clayvon. He took a few steps back, then rushed forward, jumped, and kicked off an iron bar, barely getting his fingers around the top of the fence. On the other side, Leroy reached through and propped up Clayvon’s feet, giving him leverage to pull himself up and over. After he dropped, they took off. The flashlights trailed behind.


  “How the hell did you do that?”


  “Been outside a bunch’a times. Just never had a reason to leave.”


  * * *


  “Train station? What in the hell?”


  Leroy slowed his pace so Clayvon could keep up as he jogged along the country road. “Free to ride, easy to catch, and go non-stop.” And they reminded him of Ant. “Look, I dunno what you’re gonna do now, but I’ma go to Florida. You can come with, if you want.”


  “What you got there?”


  “A normal life.” The hope of finding Rehema was all he had.


  “Car!” Clayvon tugged at Leroy’s arm, then they broke off to the side and dove behind a row of bushes. They flattened themselves and waited as the car passed without slowing. Clayvon stuck his long neck above the bushes and checked both directions. “A’ight, come on.” He stepped over the tall hedge and out into the road.


  “So you’re coming?”


  “Dunno if I’ma go all the way to Florida, but I need’a bail for a while, take the heat off.” Clayvon’s gaze hardened. “Then I’ma find Misha.”


  Leroy smiled, grateful to have someone to travel with again. The rest of the journey would be easier for it. He hadn’t considered it in so long, he didn’t realize how close to Florida he was. He was in Missouri, which meant he’d crossed more than half the United States, which, even having experienced it, was hard to comprehend. But he could bask in his accomplishments in Tampa.


  “You know the way to the station?”


  “Ain’t but one way to go in this town.”


  For a while they jogged, then speed-walked, until another car far behind them caught their attention. Leroy surveyed the area for somewhere to hide, and considered making a break for the tractor on the farm to the side, but Clayvon was a step ahead, already sprinting toward a thick Oak tree a dozen feet from the road. Leroy joined him, and looked back at the oncoming car, which seemed to be driving at a crawl. Then, a bright spotlight split the darkness as it swept across the corn field behind them.


  “Oh shit, the cops! Go!”


  Cursing SpiritWood’s white attire, Leroy took off for the tractor, with Clayvon trailing behind. He was sure the cop would notice them running, but peering out from behind the wide machine, he could see the spotlight moving alongside the vehicle in stiff circles. Leroy turned away and leaned against the giant rear wheel.


  “What if he searches the farm?”


  “He don’t see nothin’, he won’t.”


  After what felt like an hour, the car rolled past the farm, the spotlight forcing its way through every nook and cranny of the tractor before moving on. Leroy’s heart pounded his chest like it was trying to escape. They waited, watching as the car veered to the left with the road before disappearing from sight, then resumed hiking.


  Pebbles crunched beneath Leroy’s feet, just like railroad track ballast. It brought to mind the last time he’d seen Ant, a memory he was not fond of, unfortunately. Still, he yearned to get back on a train, and if he wanted to get to Tampa, he didn’t have a choice. He was broke. As well as being free, trains were the most efficient mode of transportation.


  Leroy walked faster. The bleak moonlight tried to break the grip of night, but the darkness was pervasive. As they veered with the road, though, the lights of a building came into view. A train horn sounded in the distance, drowning out the sounds of the evening for a few moments. Leroy thought he’d imagined it, until Clayvon said “Gotta be the station over there.”


  The train horn could only mean one of two things — either a train was arriving, or a train was leaving. Either way, Leroy couldn’t wait to find out. He sprinted toward the station, and heard Clayvon pick up the pace behind him.


  By the time they arrived, Leroy was long out of breath, his lungs burning. Judging by how far behind Clayvon was, he felt the same. Leaning over, Leroy clutched his ribs, drawing in heaving breaths.


  “No more runnin’,” Clayvon pleaded, plodding to a stop.


  “Hopefully.”


  The sharp swoosh of air brakes pressurizing gave Leroy the energy to get moving. He led Clayvon around the one-room station and over the fence in time to see the only train on the tracks rolling away.


  “That ain’t good.”


  Bathed in an artificial orange light, a young woman on the back platform wearing a Union Pacific shirt watched it go with her hands on her hips. Leroy clambered up to her and with urgency, said “Where’s that train going?”


  “Eastbound. Why?”


  “That where we need’a go?” Clayvon asked.


  “Close enough.”


  “Next one’s due in the morning. You’ll have to wait,” the woman said.


  Before she was finished, Leroy took off. With a groan, Clayvon did, too.


  The woman yelled after them; for all he knew, she could’ve been chasing him, too. Leroy could only focus on the train. It was about a hundred feet out and accelerating, but he was closing the gap quickly. A surge of energy hit as he neared the boxcar last in line. Leroy leaned forward and squeezed every drop of strength he had from his body, finally coming within ten feet of the blinking FRED. He flicked his head back to check for Clayvon, who was a few yards back, and losing ground.


  “Faster!” Leroy cried, then turned back to the train. His lungs and legs flared, already exhausted from escaping SpiritWood and the police, warning him of their imminent shut-down. Then, he remembered what was in his pocket, the incredible gift that simple piece of paper marked by tiny ink blotches had given him: validation. It was all he needed; before he knew what’d happened, he was on his belly on the floor of the boxcar. A dumb grin overtook his face, and a guffaw slipped out. He was back on his way.


  Wheezing breaths and a grunt for help brought Leroy back to reality. He locked his legs against the wall and angled his torso out of the door. Clayvon was almost within reach, his wild eyes trained on Leroy in a profound fear.


  “You got this! Don’t give up!”


  Clayvon squeezed his face into a grimace as he burst forward, his long legs taking even longer strides, until he was within reach. Leroy grabbed the boy’s hand and squeezed as hard as he could.


  “Now jump!”


  Clayvon leapt into the air, and Leroy dragged him belly-first onto the bed of the boxcar. He wore a disbelieving smile that likely resembled Leroy’s own. Relief flooded Leroy.


  He pulled again as Clayvon shifted his legs to get a footing, and in an instant the smile wrenched into an expression so full of pain and horror Leroy knew it’d be seared into his memory for life. Clayvon’s ear-splitting scream echoed in the empty boxcar. Leroy was so confused. Then, Clayvon let go of Leroy’s arm and slid backwards out of the train. Leroy dashed to the edge of the car, and in the fading glow of the train station, saw Clayvon clutching the stump that was left of his foot, steadily leaking blood all over his hands, as the boy shrieked for help. In the distance, a white van tore across the grass toward him.


  The train rolled on.


  


  Chapter 11


  


  Memphis, TN


  As the sun brightened a foreign state’s sky in an orange-blue gradient, Leroy laid motionless on the floor of the empty boxcar, his mood as black as the night that’d just passed. He thought he knew depression after Ant’s incident, but this was beyond anything he’d ever felt. He hadn’t been as close to Clayvon as he was Ant, but he’d now ruined three lives singlehandedly. It was a hot iron through his heart. What happened to Clayvon couldn’t have been any more his fault. The kid was set to take off on his own, anywhere but that train station, then Leroy had butted in. Now Clayvon was down a foot, and probably back at SpiritWood. How they’d managed to find the two of them at the train station was a mystery, but Leroy would’ve recognized that white van anywhere.


  He pounded the floor so hard the pain shot to his shoulder. All his life he’d felt like a screw up, and there wasn’t a single memory he could recall to dispel the notion. This brilliant little journey of his had all but confirmed it. What’d he been thinking? He should’ve just kept his sorry ass in that crappy foster home. At least then he could’ve limited the damage he could inflict on others.


  He should just kill himself.


  The thought boiled up in his anger-addled brain. At once, he knew he wasn’t going to do it, he couldn’t do it; but it scared him that he’d thought it at all. It began to make sense how his mother had gotten to that point. Once the pain reached a threshold, it seemed to numb any concern for anything or anybody else. He’d already gotten a whiff of it. He hoped he never would again.


  Still, the fact remained that he was bad luck. He was a burden. He felt the folded paper in his pocket. Again, he reconsidered going to Rehema’s. But he’d already come so far, and had nowhere to go besides there.


  Maybe he could just turn himself in. The police could take him back to California, back to Ms. Stacey’s. It was far from ideal, but it was shelter. But what about Ant, and Clayvon? He didn’t know if he could be held accountable for their incidents, or even if he’d be in legal trouble for running away. He could live on the streets as a homeless person. It was hardly an attractive lifestyle, but it was one he felt deserving of.


  Leroy’s stomach grumbled. The only thing he’d miss about SpiritWood was the regular meals, besides his friends. He’d gotten into a serious breakfast habit, and felt empty without it. He’d have to change that pretty quickly if he were to live on the street. Still, the freedom would be incomparable. He wouldn’t have to deal with anyone, so he’d have only his own life to ruin. It was fitting.


  Across a meadow that sloped downward for miles, Leroy could see the skyscrapers of a city on the edge of a wide, bending river. He didn’t know where he was, but his journey had taught him that all cities were pretty alike. If he was going to hit the streets, these would work.


  As the train crossed the meadow, the city came into view. Over the water, blue as the dawn, two shallow arches, lit up like a ferris wheel, formed a bridge into town. The awe it inspired in Leroy was the first positive emotion he’d felt in hours, but, unable to overtake his misery, it soon dissipated.


  Eventually, the train pulled into a station behind a shabby, eight-story brick building with a stone column foundation—one of the bigger stations Leroy’d been in, but by no means the biggest. He found no trouble leaving the station; he was seen by multiple workers, but they seemed to not care. One worker even waved to him. At least the area was friendly enough.


  Outside, a sign informed Leroy he’d just arrived in Memphis. He’d always wanted to visit. The Travel Channel had often featured barbecue restaurants in the city that made Leroy’s mouth water. Here he was, with nary a dollar to spend. He supposed he could just get started and check the dumpsters. But he wasn’t ready for that. Not yet.


  He shoved his hands into his pockets and sulked down the road. Even during the day, Memphis was a very neon town. Nearly every business he passed had windows and signs lit up in vibrant color. It was an interesting way to liven up a relatively drab downtown.


  One of those neon signs on a corner of a brick building said ‘Elvis Presley’s Memphis,’ with a black and white picture of The King, himself. Leroy vowed right then that it’d be the first place he went when he got money.


  He started back down the road, when an old Cadillac pulled up alongside him, smoke billowing from each open window. “Hey boy,” the bulky, unkempt man in the driver seat said in a crinkly voice. He looked almost like Ted from the first jungle Leroy’d been to, wife-beater and all. Beside him, a sinewy woman rode shotgun, with two children in the backseat. “Goin’ somewheres?”


  “Yeah,” he said, before he could stop himself. He guessed he was going to Florida. He didn’t want to be homeless. He didn’t want to eat from the dumpster. And he didn’t want to ride any more trains. But he’d never had too bad an experience hitchhiking. Maybe it was time to take a chance.


  “Go on ‘head and hop in,” he grinned, puffing a cigarette.


  “Mitch, what the hell?”


  Mitch made an awkward cut-it-out motion.


  Leroy hesitated, then jogged around the car to the back door. It squealed as he pulled it open. He sat on the tar-stained weave of the seats, and before he could buckle in or close the door, the car took off. He reached out and pulled the door shut, then immediately grabbed his seat belt. The kids beside him, both years younger, bounced and slid on the seat as the old car wobbled around corners, free of their own seat belts and loving it.


  A copious cloud of smoke burned Leroy’s nostrils. He suppressed a cough. Mitch’s weaselly eyes found Leroy in the rear-view mirror. “So where’s ya goin’?”


  “Tampa.”


  “Where’s that at? India?”


  “Florida, dummy,” said his apparent wife, stressing each syllable too heavily. “We sure’s hell ain’t goin’ all the way down to Florida, ya hear?”


  “I’ll go as far as you can take me. I appreciate it.”


  One of the children, the younger one, let out a hacking cough that Leroy didn’t know a kid was capable of. “Shush, Kevin. The grown ups are talkin’. That’s nice an’ all,” Mitch tittered, looking back to Leroy, “but ain’t no free rides. You gotsta do somethin’ for us before we gonna take you anywheres.”


  Leroy didn’t like the sound of that.


  “T’ain’t nothin’ difficult. Just need ya to return a few items for cash.”


  Again, hesitation froze Leroy. It didn’t sound hard, but why would they be making him do it? “After I do, we’re gonna get going?”


  “Oh, we’ll get goin’.”


  Leroy shrugged. “Okay.”


  * * *


  Leroy wheeled a small bike into the superstore, a bag with a drill inside dangling from his arm. Mitch said to look for customer service. After plenty of unexplainable awkward stares from shoppers, he found it.


  A man in a crisp shirt and tie wore a tense smile as Leroy rolled the bike toward the counter. “Got some returns for me, there?”


  Leroy nodded, which seemed to set the man further on edge.


  “Do you have a receipt for these items?”


  “Uh, I don’t think so.”


  “Well, according to store policy, that’s okay for some reason. Let me ring these right up for you.” The man put a scanner to the barcode on the bike. “Any particular reason you’re returning the bike?”


  Leroy thought fast. The man and his callous wife hadn’t given him any reasoning for the returns, just the order to get it done. “It was… too big for my brother. Too small for me. And my dad didn’t like the drill.”


  “It’s not even open.”


  “He saw the picture,” Leroy answered automatically.


  Eyeing him, the employee scanned the barcode on the case of the drill, then clacked on the register’s keyboard. Little green numbers popped up on the screen as the register shot open. The employee counted a number of bills, then shoved them into his hand.


  “Three-hundred seventy-eight dollars and fifty cents is your total.”


  He couldn’t believe what he’d just heard. “Thanks,” he squawked, staring down at the cash he held as he ambled away from the counter.


  “You’re welcome. Thanks for shopping with us!” The smile faded from the employees face as he walked the bike across the store and down an aisle.


  Leroy had never seen, let alone held that much money at once. He thought about it, and figured he could probably skim a bit off the top without them noticing. Thinking further, he realized he could just take all of the money. He didn’t have to meet back up with them.


  Still, before he knew it, he was outside the store and approaching their car. He didn’t want to steal, especially if these people were kind enough to give him a ride, however brief. He opened the door and sat.


  “Good, you made it. They give you any trouble?” Mitch asked.


  Leroy shook his head.


  “They ain’t call nobody?”


  “No. Why would they?”


  “No reason, no reason. So what was the haul?”


  “Huh?”


  “How much cash did ya get?” said the woman.


  “Oh,” he said, handing the money to Mitch. “Three-seventy-five.”


  “Hot dog!” he squealed, and pocketed it.


  “So we can get going now?”


  “Yeah, yeah, sure.”


  * * *


  The Tennessee countryside was beautiful, albeit too similar to the SpiritWood compound for Leroy to fully enjoy. He couldn’t be positive, but he had an inkling that the man’s wife, Brenda, was pregnant. She had a skinny figure, but her belly protruded past her bust. He didn’t know much about babies, but he was pretty sure smoking while pregnant wasn’t a good idea.


  They’d been driving a solid half hour. Aside from the coughing and the country music, it was a quiet ride. Neither adult seemed to have anything to say to him now that he’d done what they’d asked, and the kids seemed implicitly confined to silence. Leroy didn’t mind.


  What he did mind were the flashes of Clayvon clutching his half-foot, screaming for his life, that occasionally popped into his head. He did what he could to block them out. He felt guilty enough without a constant reminder.


  A few minutes later, the Cadillac pulled off the road onto a dirt path, into a trailer park, and up to the shabbiest trailer in sight. Before the car had even stopped, the guy threw it in park and hopped out, the kids yapping at his feet as he strutted inside. Brenda waddled off and sat at a picnic table in front of the trailer. She snagged an open beer off the table and weighed it, shaking it slightly, then downed it, before cracking open another.


  Leroy was left alone in the car, wondering what’d just happened. Brenda had said they wouldn’t take him too far, but he’d hoped they might’ve taken him a bit further than this. He stepped outside and over to her.


  “We gonna keep going?” he asked, rubbing his arm.


  She swigged her Miller Lite. “Whatcha mean? We’re home.”


  “It’s just, you said you would drive me…”


  “And we did. Now you’re here.”


  “I mean, I’m trying to get to Florida, and I returned your stuff—”


  “And we brought ya here, ya ungrateful child!” she said, pointing with her beer hand, spilling a glob of the golden liquid to the ground.


  “Can you at least take me to the closest train station?”


  “What? We been driving all day. Hell naw.”


  “But—”


  “Now quit pestering me!” She held her belly with one hand, and her beer with the other. “I got a child to worry about! I don’t need the stress!” She popped up from the table and climbed the steps into the trailer.


  Leroy let his head fall back in exasperation. Dead end.


  “Hey there,” a throaty male voice said.


  He turned to the right and saw a wispy man with a wispier mustache gripping a rake by a modest pile of dead leaves in front of a tidy trailer.


  “Looking for a ride, I take it?”


  Leroy started toward the man. “Yeah.”


  The man stuck out his hand. “Hi. Glen.”


  “L—Marcus,” he said, and shook it.


  “Well Marcus, what say I take you where you need to go on the condition that you take care of a little yard work around the house? Deal?”


  “That’s what they said. They brought me here.”


  “Mitch and Brenda are awful people,” he sneered. “Just awful. You can’t let a few bad apples ruin the bunch, though. We’re not all bad.”


  It was either trust this guy, or get walking.


  “Deal,” Leroy said.


  Glen handed Leroy the rake, a grin parting his thin lips. “Great.” He headed for the door. “Finish the leaves, then pull the weeds in my flower garden. I’ll whip up a quick meal for when you finish.”


  Leroy stood, rake in hand, feeling both lucky and wary at once. Mitch and Brenda had said they’d drive him if he did what they asked, and look where that’d gotten him. But it was an opportunity he couldn’t afford to pass up. He raked the remaining leaves, imagining what it might be like to have his own property to maintain.


  Every so often, a gust of wind would perturb his pile of leaves, then he’d collect them back into a perfect little mound, and the process would start again. By the third time, he gave up trying to organize them. He found an empty trash can in the yard and brought it over and scooped the leaves in, then finished raking, filled the can, and sat it next to the flower garden.


  Poppies and Lilies formed a colorful moat around the trailer. Between the flowers, thin red vines and thick green stalks sprouted at random. Leroy pulled a vine from the top and ripped about an inch off. He grasped it lower and got another two inches, leaving only half an inch of weed to grab. Leroy dug his fingers in and pulled it out from the bottom, bringing the roots out with it. He used that technique for the others with success.


  After fifteen minutes, he’d rounded the entire trailer, soil caked beneath his black-tipped fingernails. He knocked on the door, then said “Uh, Glen? I’m finished with the chores.”


  Through the closed door, Glen spoke. “Oh, fabulous, thank you. Lunch is almost ready, just hop in the shower and wash off before we eat.”


  Leroy opened the door. “I think I can just wash my hands.”


  “No, no, no. You’re all sweaty and gross. It would be rude not to.”


  He didn’t feel that sweaty, but he didn’t want to be rude, especially considering how good the food smelled. Leroy found the bathroom and shut himself in. He reached for the lock, but there was none. He figured that was normal considering the size of the trailers. Probably only one or two people lived in each. At least Glen knew he was in there.


  Leroy turned the faucet to hot and the shower head began to flow. He was immediately transported back to the group shower at SpiritWood. Although he’d grown accustomed to it, the concept now seemed off-putting. And the fact that an adult male supervised made it that much weirder. He was glad he’d escaped, though given the price, he’d probably reconsider had he the chance.


  He hadn’t the chance, though; he never would, which hurt the worst. Leroy did his best to buoy himself out of that dark part of his mind as he slipped out of his church outfit, vowing to find a change of clothes as soon as possible. He wanted to scrub his mind of all things SpiritWood.


  All he could do was scrub his body. He stepped into the warm water. It was soothing in a way that showers at SpiritWood could never have been. For the first time in a long time, he could relax. Nobody was watching.


  He lathered up his short hair, closing his eyes and mouth as bubbly streams ran down his forehead and into his face. He was massaging his scalp when he heard a click, like the bathroom door had just closed. He froze.


  “Hello?”


  Silence. The shower curtain was translucent; he could check whether he was alone if he wasn’t so soapy. He put his head under the water.


  “I’m in here,” he said louder, eyes still closed. Again, there was no response. As the lather running down his face thinned, he figured he was just hearing things. Leroy scrubbed his head one last time to get any remaining soap out, then went to work under his fingernails. After finishing one hand, he noticed a blurry beige hue through the shower curtain that hadn’t been there before, and figured Glen had slipped a towel onto the rack. That would explain the sound of the door.


  He was scrubbing his right hand when the brown patch moved.


  A cold fear trickled down his spine amid the hot shower.


  Suddenly, the curtain was thrown open. Glen stood on the other side, nude, with a lazy grin and a predatory glare in his eyes.


  Shocked as he was, Leroy’s first thought was concern that the linoleum floor was getting wet. “Get out!” He covered up with the curtain.


  Glen shot his hand out and grabbed Leroy’s arm with unexpected strength, fingertips digging into the bottom of his wrist as he was shoved against the wall. His head bashed the shower tiling, sending sparks dancing across his vision. Glen began to pull the curtain away, which brought Leroy around. He slipped his wet arm from Glen’s grasp, then wrapped the curtain around him and pushed as hard as he could, sending the naked man flying back into the medicine cabinet, which shattered. As Glen slid to the floor, rubbing the back of his head, Leroy grabbed his clothes and made a break for it, slamming the door behind him.


  He slipped on his underwear, then grabbed his bag and dashed outside, putting on pants and shirt as he ran, nearly falling more than once. He didn’t stop until he’d exited the trailer park and hit the main road.


  Panting, he dropped to his knees, then his back as he laid in the grass, clutching his ringing head. He knew he should get moving in case Glen gave chase, but he couldn’t think straight. Part of his mind urged him to shut his eyes and go to sleep, like a riptide pulling him under, but he had to keep going.


  Leroy stood with a wobble, then staggered forward, the bright light of day sending aching ripples through his closed eyelids. His eyes watered as he forced his sight to adapt. To his left, a car raced past, dragging with it a wall of hot wind, rife with exhaust fumes. Leroy gagged at the smell, turning away to escape it. Then, facing the road, he realized he didn’t know which direction he’d been walking, and he knew something was wrong. He’d always been clumsy and bad with directions, but this was different.


  Shading his eyes as he glanced around, Leroy found the trailer park, and resumed walking away from it. Down the road, he came to a gas station, and went inside for a drink, until he remembered he had no money.


  Back on the side of the road, a bus rumbled past with a logo he recognized: a leaping Greyhound. His mother had taken a Greyhound bus to visit his grandma—her mother—in upstate California on the weekend she’d passed.


  To Leroy’s surprise, the bus turned into a parking lot ahead. He made his way to it and found a Greyhound depot. He didn’t know why he’d never thought of it before. Greyhound buses travel cross-country. He hurried inside.


  Rows of seated people awaiting their ride with nothing better to do stared at him as he strode to the ticket counter. He was so tired of dealing with people at counters. He was tired of dealing with everything.


  “I need a ticket to Florida.”


  “Mmmkay, and what city in Florida, specifically?” asked the young woman as she slid a computer mouse, then clicked and scrolled.


  “Tampa.”


  “How old are you?”


  “Fifteen.”


  “So you’ll need an adult ticket. Memphis to Tampa Bay for an adult comes out to…” She typed something so fast Leroy couldn’t make it out. “One-hundred thirty dollars even. Will that be cash or check?”


  Another oversight by his addled mind. Of course a Greyhound ticket cost money, which, again, he didn’t have. What was with his memory?


  “Sorry, never mind.”


  “You want me to cancel the ticket order?”


  “I can’t pay for it.”


  “Mira, wait.” An elderly Hispanic woman struggled to get up from her seat with the help of who Leroy assumed was her daughter, then met him at the counter. “I will buy your ticket,” she said, thumbing through her wallet.


  Leroy was stunned. “You’d do that? You don’t even know me.”


  She smiled at him the way he imagined only a grandmother could. “I like to help out where I can. I can not afford a ticket to the Tampa Bay, but I can get you to Montgomery, where we are going.”


  Emotion fuzzed his thoughts even more than they previously were. “I… I don’t know what to say, ma’am. Thank you.” He hugged her.


  She embraced him back. “Mamacita, not ma’am.”


  The ticket girl wiped the corner of her eye. “One adult to Montgomery?”


  


  Chapter 12


  


  In groups of four, kindergartners slid elbow macaroni in and out of piles on their tables, visually working out math problems. Their minds were so fresh, so pure and innocent at this age, so eager to learn. Every single year, they impressed her. It was the reason she became a teacher.


  Well, amongst others.


  If only Jordan could see them like this, she knew he would understand. If she could just make him see what she saw every day…


  But you can’t see if you refuse to open your eyes.


  So, where did that leave her?


  She rubbed the back of her neck. It’d only agitate her further to replay the argument in her head, as she’d done so many times. She loved him. That was the bottom line. That was what mattered. That was real.


  Still, their perfect smiles, their sweet laughs burrowed into her heart in a way she’d never felt for Jordan. It was deeper than love.


  Of course, she could never tell him that. She was all he had.


  Her unique situation made working with children both that much more painful, but that much more bearable, as well. It was all she’d ever wanted to do, at least since she found out. She just wished it paid a bit better. Although if Jordan would get a real job, her salary wouldn’t be an issue. An hourly wage would never be sufficient for a family.


  The word struck a sad note in her heart. Did two people even count as a family? It sure didn’t feel like one. No matter how hard she tried, how many magazines she read, how many outings they shared, it just didn’t feel right.


  The fact that she loved him made it that much more difficult. How could she pick between her love and what she was convinced was her purpose in life? She was just grateful that she didn’t have to.


  “Miss Shepherd, we need help!” shouted a little boy across the room.


  Spirits lifted, Rehema leapt up from her desk and hurried over to the boy’s table, wearing a smile none of Jordan’s shortcomings could erase.


  


  Chapter 13


  


  Montgomery, AL


  An hour or two after it’d grown dark outside, Leroy spotted a sign informing him he was entering Montgomery. As indebted as he was to the Hispanic woman, he couldn’t wait to get off the bus. It had nothing to do with her or her daughter; the bus was simply full of crazies. A mousey woman toward the back of the bus missing most of her teeth hadn’t stopped ranting about a cat she’d apparently encountered, a stoic man with a sheathed sword sat in the back, and a middle-aged woman who would otherwise seem entirely respectable ignored her five young children, who made the bus interior their playground.


  It’d been the longest ride of his life.


  To Leroy’s amazement, the Hispanic woman had seemed to notice none of this. Before she’d wasn’t passed out, she chatted with her daughter or across the aisle with Leroy. She told him about her son in Montgomery, who had just started making good money with some website he created, and how he’d bought a house for the whole family to live in. They were on their way to meet up with him now. It was an inspiring story. The family grew up with nothing, but Mamacita and her late husband had worked their whole lives to send their two children to college, and now her son was paying her back, and then some.


  Leroy hoped he could be as successful someday. He was starting to realize that success wasn’t something that happened to people, it was the product of hard work and persistence, which was the intimidating part. All he wanted to do, though, was art. It wasn’t exactly the most profitable career path.


  The squeak of the bus braking to a stop in the Greyhound depot awakened Mamacita with a start. She fussed with her hair as she came out of her sleep daze, then turned to Leroy and smiled.


  “Not a bad ride,” she said.


  “Not too bad,” he lied, then hopped up, ready to dash off the bus. He caught himself before he did. “Let me help you up, Mamacita.”


  “Oh, gracias dear, thank you.” She grabbed his hand and got to her feet.


  “Thank you. So much.”


  “It was nothing. Now please, let me introduce you to my son.”


  “He’s here?”


  “He is picking us up, yes.”


  “Alright.” It was unexpected, but the least he could do.


  Leroy held her hand as she hazarded the bus steps. A cheer rose from the small crowd outside the bus, and they embraced her as soon as she set foot on the ground. Leroy stood aside in a happy envy as the family reconnected.


  “Miguelito, I want you to meet someone.”


  As Mamacita gestured toward him, the family shifted their attention, beaming at him with the same joy they showed for her.


  “This is Marcus Jackson.”


  Her son, well-dressed in a button-down shirt and slacks with a neat goatee, held out his hand. “Miguelito. Nice to meet you, Marcus.”


  “Nice to meet you, too.” He couldn’t help but smile.


  “This is my wife Betty, and our children Pablo and Lacey,” he said, going down the line. “You already met Mamacita and Inez. This is my cousin Ramon, his girlfriend Lupe, and their son Esteban.”


  “Marcus is going to the Tampa Bay.”


  “Fun!” Betty said.


  “We have family in Orlando,” said Miguelito. “It’s beautiful.”


  “The beaches are awesome,” Lupe said.


  “I can’t wait to see it.”


  “Marcus, where are you staying tonight?” Mamacita asked.


  “Hadn’t thought about it. I’ll find somewhere.”


  “No, no. You stay with us. Right, Miguelito?”


  “I suppose he could.”


  “Of course he can,” she said.


  Leroy could see on the faces of the family that they didn’t love the idea. “Thanks, but you’ve given me so much already. Don’t wanna be a hassle.”


  “I insist,” she said. “You can go on your way after a good night of rest and a big breakfast. A traditional Mexican send-off.” She clapped her hands.


  The opportunity was appealing. He didn’t know where he’d sleep otherwise, and he hadn’t eaten in nearly a day. “Only if it’s okay with everyone.”


  “Once Mamacita has made a decision, the best you can do is live with it,” said Betty with genuine affection, draping her arm around the old woman.


  “What Mamacita says, goes,” Miguelito chuckled.


  * * *


  Leroy had never seen a house as enormous as Miguelito’s in his life. Set on a golf course lake, it wasn’t quite a mansion, but it rivaled the SpiritWood main building in grandiosity, boasted a Spanish flair, and had a screen porch out back the size of his mom’s old apartment.


  After a brief tour of the house as much for Mamacita and Inez as for Leroy, the group settled into a living room with a big-screen TV, leather sofas, and a chandelier that wouldn’t have been out of place in a ballroom, while Betty went to fix dinner.


  Miguelito stopped flipping channels on an animated show about a sponge that the children liked. Leroy had always enjoyed the show, but his thoughts were elsewhere. He felt like he didn’t deserve the generosity Mamacita and her family were showing him. All he’d done was mess up other peoples’ situations.


  By the time Betty had finished dinner, though, the aroma of roasted turkey had chased away any remaining pity and put his stomach squarely in charge. He gobbled through his meal, finishing first, then carried on politely until the others caught up, at which point he excused himself to the room they’d designated for him. With a queen-sized bed, its own TV, and a flattering view of the Montgomery skyline, Leroy’s sleeping conditions for the evening were fully the opposite of what he’d imagined.


  Again, that wellspring of guilt burbled up within him. Here he was living it up, while Clayvon probably laid in a hospital bed, recovering from a critical and critically unnecessary wound. Come to think of it, Clayvon was the second person he’d put in a hospital bed.


  Fatigued through and through, he let his conscience subside and slept.


  * * *


  It was almost noon when he awoke. Aside from a few harrowing nightmares, Leroy couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept so well. The mattress curled around him in a warm embrace, and the blanket was the softest he’d ever felt. After some hesitation, he hurried downstairs to join the family, hoping they hadn’t been waiting on him.


  He was surprised to find the downstairs empty but for Miguelito, who sat at the dinner table, eating a slice of pizza with a fork and knife.


  “Good morning.” His tone was serious.


  “Hey. Where’s everyone else?”


  “They went to the flea market. I have instructions to see you off. However, I have a meeting in a few hours, so I can’t exactly road trip.”


  “No problem. I just need to get to a train station.”


  A train was the last mode of transportation he wanted to utilize, but the fact was, it was the most reliable way to travel in his situation. It was on tracks; it couldn’t lie about where it was going.


  “That’s a good half hour away. Better get going soon. Want some pizza?”


  “Yeah.”


  Two slices later, they were on the road in Miguelito’s Corvette.


  “So why Florida?”


  “Visiting a family friend.”


  “By yourself?”


  “Momma died, Dad’s in jail.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that. Who looks after you?”


  Leroy was getting uncomfortable with Miguelito’s curiosity. “My aunt in Memphis. She gave me some money to take the Greyhound bus all the way down to Tampa, but I accidentally bought the wrong ticket.”


  Miguelito nodded with suspicion.


  “So you have a website?” He wanted the attention off of him.


  “Yes, we work with medical suppliers to cut out the middle man and sell products directly to those who need them at a discount.”


  Much of it went right over Leroy’s head. He nodded anyway.


  “I get to feel good about what I do, and even better about my salary.”


  A bridge took them alongside a rushing river flanked by dense woods on either side. As interesting as he found architecture, he was always struck harder by the beauty of nature’s handiwork. No designer could best mother nature.


  A ways down a gorgeous road enclosed in a tree-formed tunnel, a set of railroad tracks winded their way over, crossing perpendicular to the street. Shortly, they were parked at the station. Leroy’s gut knotted at the sight.


  “Here we are,” Miguelito said. “It was nice to meet you, Marcus.”


  “Same. Thanks for everything.”


  “Just one more thing…”


  Leroy waited as the man’s gaze drilled into him.


  “I didn’t get this far in life without being wary. Caution is the key to success. Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m going to search your bag.”


  He wasn’t sure there was a right way to take it. “You think I stole?”


  “I just have to make sure.”


  “It’s empty, I promise.”


  Miguelito gestured for the bag. “If it is, you need not worry.”


  He handed it over begrudgingly. He knew he was innocent and shouldn’t mind the search, but Miguelito’s implication offended him. Still, Leroy supposed the man was probably right. Better safe than sorry.


  Miguelito shoved his hand into the main compartment and came up with nothing. He checked each pocket and sub-pocket with the same results, then held the bag upside down and shook. Again, nothing.


  He zipped the bag up and handed it back, his demeanor shifted. “I really am sorry, Marcus. If it’s any consolation, you’ve earned my trust. If you’re ever around these parts again, come see us. Mamacita would enjoy that.”


  Leroy released a half-forced smile. He had a feeling traveling would be at the bottom of his to-do list after this little cross-country jaunt.


  “I would, too. Thanks again.”


  He left Miguelito and his Corvette behind, then approached the crowded station. Scanning the grounds, he decided not to scale the fence in view of the whole parking lot, and began the walk around the station grounds. Maybe there was a jungle in the area. He’d be more likely to get direction from them than the crew of a busy train station.


  It took him ten minutes to find the boundary of the fence. Looking through, he could see dozens of trains parked across the yard. He continued around the fences, fending off his rampant doubts, until he smelled something burning. At the bottom of a steep decline, under a bridge, two bedraggled old hobos, one fat and one thin, roasted hot dogs over a fire.


  “Oh, uh, calling in?” Leroy said.


  “What’s your offering?” the fat one asked. “Got any alcohol?”


  The two of them cackled, then the thin one said “Get it? ‘Cause you’re too young so there’s no way you could be bringing us alcohol!”


  The hobos broke out into laughter again, then the fat one took out a flask and each took a drawn-out swig. “Good thing we got some!”


  “Great. So you guys know if any of those trains are southbound?”


  “Well sure, lots—” the thin man started, until the fat one elbowed him and whispered in his ear. “There’s one’s about to leave. Over here.”


  Giggling, the two of them set off, and Leroy followed. They led him around to the other side of the station, where four trains waited on outgoing tracks, two of them apparently ready to depart, as their FREDs blinked out of sync.


  A decaying stench infiltrated his nose as they neared the trains. One of them must’ve hit a deer. He was glad he wasn’t around to see that.


  “That’s the one, right there,” the fat man said, pointing at the nearest train. “Make sure you sit on the very back unit. For safety.”


  “Yeah, for safety!” the skinny man said, tittering.


  Drunk people were so weird.


  Leroy surveyed his ride. The cars were a type he hadn’t seen before—deep rectangular receptacles so tall he couldn’t see their contents.


  “You sure this is the right one? Southbound?”


  “You questioning my knowledge?”


  “No, I just don’t wanna—”


  “You questioning his knowledge?” the skinny man repeated.


  “What kinda person asks for help then don’t take it?”


  “I wasn’t trying to be rude, I just—”


  “Trust me, that’s the one.”


  The train’s horn blew, startling Leroy, then he hopped onto the unit. The air brakes hissed and the train jerked forward to a slow roll.


  Arms crossed over his bouncing belly, the fat man laughed and said “Smell ya later, kid!” The thin man shouted something as the train pulled away that was drowned out in the engine sounds, but Leroy could guess what he said.


  


  Chapter 14


  


  Lake City, FL


  It’d taken a while to set in, but things finally clicked: the train was carrying trash. It was the only answer. That foul stench had been Leroy’s travel companion for hours. And the fat hobo had orchestrated it all. He’d been played for a fool. ‘Smell ya later,’ indeed.


  He’d been on the verge of panic, paranoid that the train wasn’t even going south and had him on the fast track away from his destination, but about halfway through the ride he’d spotted a Tallahassee sign, and if he’d learned anything from his state capitol studies, Tallahassee was the capitol of Florida. Just the fact that he was in Florida had sucked some of the dreariness out of his soul. He could almost picture Rehema’s face when she opened the door to meet him.


  Standing against the railing, Leroy watched the fields of palmetto bushes and trees pass by. The terrain was closer to what he was used to in California, but slightly more tropical, and the humidity had seemed to spike somewhere around the state line. He was sweating although he’d hardly moved, and itching to get off the train and onward to Tampa.


  As it approached a station, the train slowed. Leroy waited until it traveled at a crawl, then hopped off just outside the gate. He circled to the front of the station, then stood in the parking lot after realizing he didn’t know which way to go. If only he’d had Ant’s compass, still.


  The only person in sight was a man fiddling with his keys outside of a white van. Leroy hadn’t the best experiences with white vans, so he hesitated, but figured it couldn’t hurt to just ask for directions. He jogged over.


  “Excuse me, you know which way’s south?”


  The man, his skinny arms shrouded with ink and earlobes opened with gauges, glanced up and said “I better. Thats where I’m headed.”


  Excitement inflated his chest. He knew he probably shouldn’t go anywhere with anyone in a white van just to be safe, but with opportunity parked right in front of him, what was he supposed to do? “Where exactly?”


  “Miami.”


  “That’s at, like, the bottom of Florida, right?”


  “You got it.”


  “And Tampa is between there and here?”


  “Look, you need a ride, all you gotta do is ask. Tampa’s your stop?”


  “Yes sir.”


  “Call me Chester. I gotta check the atlas, but I think I can swing it.”


  “Oh, I have an address.” He unfolded the paper and forked it over.


  As he moved to take the paper, Chester recoiled and plugged his nose. “Wow! Sorry buddy, you gotta ride in the back with the cargo. You smell like you just dug your way out from the bottom of a landfill.”


  Leroy sighed. “Trash train.”


  “Lovely. You ready to take off?”


  “Definitely.”


  Chester swung open the trunk doors, revealing a Noah’s Ark of violently colorful piñatas—rainbow zebras, donkeys, chickens, fish, monkeys, birds, and butterflies. Leroy was temporarily transfixed.


  “Pretty crazy, huh? It’s like looking through a kaleidoscope. Couriers get some wild stuff to transport. I once carried one of the last remaining stocks of smallpox. Never handled anything more carefully in my life. Pretty sure they locked it up in a vault after I delivered it.”


  Leroy climbed into the van, marveling at both the story and the confetti zoo surrounding him. He wondered if the piñatas held candy.


  “You good?” Chester asked.


  “I’m good.”


  “Then let’s hit the road.”


  Chester hopped in the driver’s seat as Leroy quashed thoughts of poking a small hole in one of the donkeys to check for candy.


  * * *


  Chester loved to talk, maybe even more than Ant had. A lot of it was interesting—his escapades as a courier, the people he’d met, the things he’d carried. The stories set his imagination on fire.


  Then, Chester started to talk about his band. Leroy enjoyed the occasional tales of debauchery, but when the guy started talking about his collection of guitar pedals and DJ settings, Leroy was completely lost.


  Soon after, the ride hit an all-time low as Chester put on a CD of his band, a sort of rap-rock fusion shredded by screaming and too-loud guitars. If that was what guitar pedals did, Leroy thought Chester could stand to lose them.


  “That’s me screaming, bro. I hit a lot of upper-range wails in this one, lots of yeahhhhh,” he shrieked. “But I got the lows down, too.” He switched between a few more guttural screams. “Aaaahhhhhh. Uuuuhhhhh. Oooohhhhh.”


  “That’s cool,” Leroy said, drawing a blank. All he could think of was how much it sounded like it hurt to yell that way. “Sounds cool.”


  “I know, right? Most people think you just scream, but it comes from the chest. It’s really more of an art form than anything.” Chester skipped to the next song. “Check this out.” He turned up the volume as a juicy guitar riff ripped through the speakers.


  The treble attacked Leroy’s ears. He rested his head on a piñata as Chester head-banged and danced in his seat to his own music.


  As the song came to a raucous end, Chester turned the radio off, parked on the side of the road, then turned back to Leroy. “Here we are.”


  Leroy’d grown so accustomed to six-plus hour rides, that he hadn’t even kept track of time. “Wait, we’re in Tampa? Right now?”


  “Sure are. We’re not at your destination, but I don’t have time to take you all the way. Gotta get these paper hombres over to their destination.”


  “How do I find this address, then?”


  “Easy, take this road map.” He tossed it back to Leroy.


  “You sure?”


  Chester waved his hand. “Yeah, I can grab a new one on the way. They’re like a buck at a gas station. Gotta pick up another pack of cigs, anyway.”


  “Awesome. Thanks so much for everything.”


  “No problem, kid. Actually, here, take a CD with you.”


  Leroy caught it out of the air. The case said Hybrid Theory.


  


  Chapter 15


  


  Tampa, FL


  As he traipsed along a sunny street, sparkles of light reflecting onto him from an adjacent lake, Leroy was terrified. He was finally in Tampa. He’d gone clear across the country, one extreme to the other, faced countless dangers, met a highly-varied bunch of people, and traveled thousands of miles, yet the prospect of seeing the person he’d done it all for made him clammy and shaky.


  No, that wasn’t right. He hadn’t done it all for Rehema. He’d done it for himself, for a chance to escape a past that defined him, for a family, even if it was only the two of them. He’d done it because it was all he had. He’d done it because he had to.


  He sat on the edge of the lake, holding his knees to his chest as he looked out. An object that looked like a stray piece of tree bark floated on the water ten feet in front of him. As he looked closer, though, he could make out an eye. Then, it registered: it was an alligator.


  For a moment, he froze in fear, until he remembered back to science class. Alligators were much more dangerous in water than on land. It also occurred to him that alligators had been around since the dinosaurs were alive. Tens of millions of years, they’d survived. Even with man running roughshod on their natural habitat, they’d survived.


  No matter how the meeting with Rehema went, he would survive. Even if she didn’t want anything to do with him, he would survive. If nothing else, he’d travel the country searching for Ant. Leroy owed him as much.


  He leapt to his feet and set off down the sidewalk.


  * * *


  Leroy had thought he was ready, but clearly he was not.


  He’d been standing outside Rehema’s house for ten minutes already, sweat dripping off his brow, completely unrelated to the heat. It was almost surprising nobody had seen him and come outside yet.


  He hadn’t expected a house this big; it was only one story, but it seemed to stretch back forever. Then, he had a horrible thought: what if she had a family already? What if she had her own kids? He cringed at his unpreparedness.


  Well, it was too late now. He was practically on her doorstep.


  There was only one car in the driveway. That was a good sign. A moment later, he realized what a selfish thought that’d been.


  His eyes crept over the landscaping. A bed of white tulips extended from the house’s foundation, framed by two short, thick palm trees. The grass was trimmed and edged, not a blade out of place. A bouquet of the yard’s tulips filled an ornate wreath on the front door. He was wasting time and he knew it, but doubt incapacitated him.


  He held his breath and stepped around the Mitsubishi. He couldn’t avoid the situation any longer. He wouldn’t. He was done with inaction. This pilgrimage had taught him that he had to make things happen for himself.


  He wished his mother had felt the same.


  Standing on the doorstep, emotion tightening his chest, he knocked three times. As he waited, he swallowed hard, wringing his hands.


  He could hear a hand grab the doorknob. His hair stood on end.


  The door opened, revealing a black man in a t-shirt and shorts. With a quick glance, he sized Leroy up and said “Not interested, thanks.”


  Leroy felt tears brimming in his eyes. “Is Rehema Shepherd here?”


  The man paused. “Why? Who’re you?”


  Embarrassed at the teardrops running down his cheeks, Leroy pulled at his fingers, hardly able to string together a thought. “Is Rehema Shepherd here?” he choked out a second time, then sniffled and wiped his suddenly runny nose. He didn’t want her to see him like this.


  “You one of her students?” the man asked with a sneer.


  Then, Leroy heard a voice that made his heart bloom.


  “Jordan, what’s going on?”


  “Shit, I dunno.”


  The door opened further, and there she stood. Rehema Shepherd. She looked exactly like he remembered, but somehow more beautiful.


  Leroy felt faint.


  “Can we help… you?” Her gaze narrowed as she took in the sight of him, and as her eyes met his, he knew she remembered. In an instant, her eyes were as watery as his. “Little Leroy?” she said, her voice shaking.


  Leroy lost what composure he had left, and began to sob.


  “Oh my word.” She pulled him into a powerful embrace.


  Everything was a blur as Rehema swept him inside and onto a couch while Jordan looked on, his lips puffed and pouting as he shut the door.


  “Jordan, grab a bottle of water.”


  “For you, or for him?”


  “Just get it.”


  He sulked off, muttering.


  Rehema rubbed Leroy’s shoulders. “Hey, it’s okay, it’s okay. You’re here.”


  “Momma died,” he cried. “She’s gone. I didn’t know what to do.”


  She sat beside him and hugged him again. “I know. I’m so, so sorry. I would’ve been there in a heartbeat if I hadn’t volunteered to do summer school this year.” She wiped her eyes. “Still, it’s no excuse. I could’ve made the time.”


  Leroy pulled in a ragged breath. “I know I’m not small and cute anymore, but I thought… you might want me. You’re the only one who ever cared.”


  “Whoa, slow down, little man,” Jordan said, handing Leroy a water.


  She shot Jordan a hard glance as she released Leroy from her embrace. “Hey, that’s not true. Your dad loves you, your mom certainly did, and your brother adored you, God rest his soul.”


  Leroy knew who she was talking about. He’d always known Baron wasn’t imaginary, despite what they told him. He’d had no choice but to believe. The lie hurt more than the truth, in hindsight, and set off a new wave of silent tears.


  “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have mentioned him.”


  He sipped the water.


  “Honey, how did you get here?” she asked. “Last I heard you were still living all the way out in Barstow. That’s quite a distance to travel alone.”


  “I … took a train.”


  “You must be starving! Why don’t you shower while I fix you some food.”


  Leroy nodded, keenly aware of what’d happened last time someone said that to him, but this was Rehema. And he needed to relax.


  “Down the hall, the room at the end. The bathroom is on the left.”


  “Why he gotta use our bathroom?”


  “Jordan, please.” She looked back to Leroy as he trudged off. “You take as long as you need, honey. Don’t listen to this good-for-nothing,” she smiled.


  Jordan didn’t look amused.


  * * *


  Steam clouded the mirror outside the shower door. The scalding water burned Leroy’s skin, but he didn’t care. He’d made it. Nothing could dim the light burning inside him, not Jordan or his scowl. He still couldn’t believe it. He had set a goal and pursued it successfully. Whether or not Rehema took him in, nobody could deny his capability, his potential. Not even him.


  At what cost, though? How many lives had he ruined along the way?


  He could deal with his guilt later. He wanted to revel a little longer.


  He turned the faucet hotter.


  * * *


  When he came out of the bathroom, Rehema was waiting at the table with a plate piled high with mashed potatoes, chicken, and broccoli. It was a sight straight out of a dream, something he had thought unattainable. Yet here he was.


  Jordan sat off to the side, playing a Nintendo 64 game about a squirrel that Leroy didn’t recognize, but looked fun. The graphics were impressive.


  Leroy hadn’t known how hungry he was until he smelled the food and his insides nearly imploded. His overwrought nerves must have quelled his appetite. He took a seat beside Rehema so he wouldn’t have to look her in the eye as they spoke, which he assumed she would do a lot of. It was okay with him; she could talk as long as she wanted, as long as she wanted to.


  He clasped his hands and bowed his head without thinking.


  “Oh,” Rehema said, “would you like me to say grace?”


  “No, actually,” he replied, “I’m just so used to doing it.” He pulled his hands apart and grasped a fork, then cut off a chunk of chicken.


  “Really? The Adalynne I knew — God rest her soul — wasn’t a religious woman. Is that something you picked up on your own, or…”


  Leroy glanced at Jordan in the next room. “I’ll tell you later.”


  Rehema followed his gaze to her partner, then nodded at him.


  “So how old are you now, Leroy?”


  “Fifteen.”


  “Old enough to get a job,” Jordan said over the clicks of his controller.


  “What does that make you?” Rehema retorted, and turned back to Leroy. “Fifteen would put you in… ninth grade? Or tenth grade?”


  “Ninth. Birthday was a few months ago.”


  “Wow, so you’re just going into high school.”


  “Better brace yourself, boy. High school ain’t no joke.”


  Rehema jumped to her feet. “That’s it! Go somewhere, Jordan!”


  “Go somewhere? Like where? My room?”


  “Yes. I’m putting you in time-out.”


  “I’ma split,” he said, and tossed the controller to the ground.


  “There’s a surprise,” Rehema muttered.


  Leroy kept his mouth full of food.


  Jordan grabbed a set of keys from a table by the door.


  “Fill the tank on your way—”


  Jordan slammed the door shut behind him.


  Rehema shook her head. “He’s usually a sweetheart.”


  Leroy nodded.


  After a meal marred by awkward silences and small talk, Rehema said “What would you like to do, Leroy? Get some sleep? You must be exhausted.”


  “Can I play that game?” he asked, pointing where Jordan once sat.


  “Sure, that’s one option.”


  “Will you sit with me?”


  Rehema smiled at him. “Of course.”


  After they’d relocated, Leroy grabbed the abandoned controller and picked up where Jordan had left off, swiftly taking out enemy bees.


  “So it’s just you and me. Can we talk now?” Rehema asked.


  “Guess we gotta.”


  “First of all, I’d like to address something you said earlier. If I understood correctly, you were asking if I — if Jordan and I — could take you in.”


  Silently, staring at the game on the TV, Leroy nodded.


  “The only answer I can give you at the moment is maybe. It’s not just my decision; Jordan and I are a team. We consult each other on everything.”


  That didn’t bode well. He kept at the game.


  “I’m not saying no, just that I don’t know. The thing is, I…” She covered her mouth for a moment. “I am unable to conceive. I have uterine polyps.”


  Leroy couldn’t imagine how she must’ve felt. It would be like him being born with his artistic desire, yet without the hands with which to create. He wondered if that was why she became a teacher. “I’m sorry.”


  “Thanks. Anyway, because of my deficiency, Jordan and I had planned for a life without children.” She looked off. “At times, it almost seems like that’s what he wants. But who could want that?”


  Leroy gave an uncertain half-shrug. He could think of one woman.


  “I’m sorry. I’m getting way off topic. When Jordan gets back, I’ll talk to him. Now, enough about me. Tell me everything. Well, everything you’re willing to tell. I don’t want to make you upset.”


  Unable to take his eyes off the TV, he began. “Momma killed herself.”


  In his peripheral vision, he saw Rehema’s eyes go wide and watery.


  “Sorry, thought you knew.”


  “Poor Ada… what am I saying? Poor you.”


  “Got sent to foster care. Ms. Stacey’s. She cared about the money more than the kids she was supposed to spend it on. Felt like a farm animal, so I left. Decided to find you, then hopped a couple trains. Here I am.”


  “How did you find me? Isn’t there more to the story?”


  “Yeah.”


  Rehema waited for him to go on. He didn’t.


  “I know you’re not exactly used to spilling your guts to others. It runs in your family, on both sides. But you found me. You came to me, and I’m more than willing to listen. When you’re ready, you tell me.”


  He wanted to tell Rehema everything, but no words came out. He couldn’t summon a single thought. On screen, the squirrel character leapt to dodge an oncoming ball of mud, but fell off a cliff in the process.


  “I’ve got some homework to grade before bed, and I still have to try to get a hold of Jordan. We have more than a few things to talk about,” she sighed. “Come get me when you’re finished playing the game and I’ll get you settled into the guest room. Disregard the name.”


  He managed to meet her gaze and nod.


  Rehema rubbed his arm, then got to her feet.


  Leroy looked at the floor. “Rehema.”


  She turned back. “Yes?”


  “I’ll tell you soon. Promise.”


  With a smile that set his soul at ease, Rehema headed toward the back of the house, her gray sun dress swishing around her legs as she walked.


  * * *


  Leroy was long asleep when Jordan came home, so he didn’t hear him slam the door, drop the keys, and stumble into the dinner table in the dark. He didn’t hear Jordan shuffle over to Rehema’s room, or the click of the lamp after she awoke. He didn’t hear the quaver in her voice as she asked him what he was doing with the bat.


  Leroy awoke to an unintelligible shout. It was a male voice. He could guess who it belonged to. It didn’t come as a surprise that Jordan was upset; he didn’t seem especially reasonable, or kind, or intelligent. Leroy couldn’t figure out why Rehema was with a man ostensibly her complete opposite.


  He laid in bed, half-asleep, hoping the two of them would work it out. He didn’t mean to be a hassle, or cause a rift. He just wanted a normal life.


  As he drifted off, he heard a crash, then a woman’s scream.


  He jolted awake, listening hard in the darkness.


  He heard Rehema.


  “Wait, wait! Please, calm down!”


  “We had a plan!” Jordan shouted.


  A loud crack reverberated through the walls, followed by a shriek.


  Fear held him hostage—fear of what Jordan would do to Rehema, to him, to his new life. In an awful instant, everything he had worked so hard for, the sum of all those hours and miles and jungles and injuries, could be gone. And, once again, it would be all his fault.


  That was when he decided to do something about it.


  He was done letting fear control him. His whole life he’d held himself back, avoided who he wanted to be, because he was afraid of what people would think, or the thousand different consequences any action could unleash. But the only thing he had left — the best thing he ever had — was at stake, and he wasn’t going to give it up without a fight.


  Leroy shot upright in bed, then crept out of the guest room.


  “How you gonna let some random kid tear us apart like this?”


  “Just wait until morning! When you’re sober, we’ll talk!”


  “NO!”


  The sound of glass shattering and Rehema sobbing echoed through the hall as shadows flickered through the light of the doorframe.


  “Ain’t no use in talkin’!”


  Another crash.


  Rehema’s cries and labored breathing angered Leroy like nothing ever had in his life. It was time to put an end to this Jordan business.


  The door was cracked open as he approached. He peered inside.


  Rehema cowered in bed, holes in the wall around the headboard from items Jordan had thrown at her. Thankfully, he didn’t have the best aim.


  “What I’m supposed to do?” Jordan shouted. “What about me?!”


  Leroy pushed the door open an inch, and the sight nearly made him cry out: Jordan stood inside the doorway, a wooden bat hanging from his hand.


  Tears streamed down Rehema’s face. “I love you. Why are you doing this?”


  Jordan smashed the bat into a wardrobe, splintering the wooden door. “I ain’t done nothin’! This all you! You and that boy tryin’a get rid of me!”


  “What? No!”


  It was hard to think in the thick of the situation, but Leroy had a plan: he’d slam into the door, which would then slam into Jordan, knocking him down and giving Leroy the chance to grab the weapon.


  Before he could, Jordan lunged forward and swung the bat.


  Rehema threw her hands up to protect herself. Leroy watched as the bat bounced off her forearm with a sharp crack. Rehema’s arm went limp halfway between her elbow and wrist as the room flooded with her screams.


  Leroy busted in through the door and tackled a confused Jordan to the ground, then ripped the bat from his hands. As he stood, the bat raised and ready to swing, he saw the same look in Jordan’s eyes that he’d seen in Rehema’s moments before, in Clayvon’s as he clutched his bleeding foot, in Ant’s as he laid helpless on the train track.


  As angry as he was, he wouldn’t be any better than Noah or Jordan if he acted on it. Leroy let his arms down as Jordan whimpered on the ground.


  “What are you waiting for? Hit him!” Rehema seethed from the bed, teeth gritted and right hand squeezing her left forearm in place.


  Well, if she insisted.


  He chopped the bat down onto Jordan’s knee and felt it give way. Jordan writhed on the ground, kicking and screaming.


  “Do it again! The bastard deserves worse!” Rehema yelled hoarsely.


  Leroy positioned the bat above Jordan’s other leg. “Get out!”


  “You busted my knee! How—”


  “GET OUT!” he bellowed, gripping the bat.


  “A’ight, just hold up,” Jordan cried as he crawled to the door, then got a hold of a desk and used his good leg to get to his feet. He looked back.


  “Go!” Leroy charged him, ready to hit a home run.


  Jordan groaned as he scrambled out of the room, with Leroy stalking from behind, bat in the air to keep the pressure on. As they reached the front door, Jordan looked back at Leroy with a sneer that could turn Medusa to stone.


  “You wrecked my life in a day, motherfucker.”


  “Happy to help. Don’t come back.”


  “How you gonna stop me?”


  “If I can’t, the cops will. They’re on their way,” he bluffed.


  Jordan didn’t react. “Lay low a few days. Gotcha.”


  “How about this? I see you here again, I’ll let Rehema take care of you.”


  The sneer faded.


  “She seemed much more eager than me to hurt you. Should be fun.”


  Jordan snarled before slinking through the door.


  Leroy closed and locked it, still clutching the bat. Looking down at it, he remembered Rehema’s arm, and sprinted back to her room. It was empty.


  His mind raced. Did she leave without him? Had Jordan brought an accomplice? Leroy’s temples pounded under the gravity of the situation.


  Then, he noticed the light under the bathroom door.


  Rehema emerged from the bathroom in a respectable dress, her hair done and her arm in a makeshift sling. “Ready to go?” she asked, calm as can be.


  “Where?” he asked, before figuring it out. “I’ll get my shoes.”


  * * *


  Rehema amazed Leroy. Here she was, one arm broken in a disastrous fight with her significant other, yet she was relaxed, well-dressed, and driving herself to the hospital. He had no idea how she did it, but he wanted to know.


  She used her right arm to turn the wheel.


  “Good thing I don’t drive manual anymore.”


  As the car rounded a wide turn, Leroy realized he wasn’t sliding on the leather seats. He was stuck perfectly in place, right where he sat. He smiled.


  “Well, Leroy, it’s just you and me, now.”


  “You mean…”


  “I do.”


  In that moment, he felt a happiness he’d never known. There was no overhanging dread, no sheen of guilt or mist of depression; it was just happiness, pure and simple. For the second time in a day, tears left his eyes.


  “There are some ground-rules to follow, though.”


  “Anything.”


  “First, school is your top priority. A good education is indispensable.”


  He nodded. “Definitely.”


  “Second, you have to deal with my awful cooking.”


  Leroy laughed through his tears. “I can do that.”


  “Third, you have to talk to me. We’ll never be on the same page if we can’t communicate. Look at what happened with Jordan and I. That’s the result.”


  “I’ll do my best.”


  “It might take time, but we’ll get there.”


  Leroy basked in his glee until Rehema spoke up again.


  “You know, your mother and I used to be inseparable. Then along came your father. He was a sweet man, but his temper burned that away in time. After a few years, I hardly recognized Ada.” She pursed her lips. “The night Roy came home drunk, and Baron tried to protect your mother… After what happened, I just left. I couldn’t take it anymore. And it’s torn me up ever since.”


  Leroy stayed silent.


  “After all the grief I gave your mother about the man she was marrying, I end up making a life with one cut from the same cloth.”


  “I’m sorry.” He wasn’t sure how to feel about what she’d said.


  “I knew Jordan wasn’t a great man, but I didn’t know he was that low-down. I apologize for making you hurt him, honey. Violence is never the answer. But that man surely deserved what he got.”


  “Yeah, he did.”


  As they speed-walked to the emergency room after parking, Rehema said “Thank you, Leroy. For finding me. For being there for me. Without you, I’d be stuck in a life I didn’t want with a man who didn’t respect me.”


  Leroy beamed, but tried not to show it.


  They stepped through the automatic doors, picked up the paperwork from the receptionist, then sat down so Leroy could fill it out.


  As he looked around, the room reminded him of the funeral home he’d visited his mother in, and for a moment he was uncomfortable. But Rehema was by his side this time, and she was alive. On the mend, but alive.


  “I’ve never seen an ER so empty,” she remarked.


  After Leroy turned in the paperwork, a nurse swept them down a few corridors and into a dark room. “Excuse me while I put this on you,” the nurse said as she slipped a lead vest over Rehema. “Now lay your palm flat on the table.” She turned to Leroy and said “You’ll want to wait outside.”


  He exited the room with the nurse. She pushed a button on the wall, and a brief mechanical whir hummed in and out of existence.


  “Now turn it sideways, on the outside of the forearm,” the nurse hollered.


  “Done,” Rehema responded.


  She pushed the button again, and the machine fired up.


  “You’re all set,” the nurse said as she joined Rehema and removed the vest. “Just follow me and the doctor will see you.”


  They were led to the office of a thin Indian man, lost in his medical gown. He took the manilla folder from the nurse. “Hello, I am Dr. Gupta. You are here for an amputation, correct?” He slipped on a latex glove.


  “I absolutely am not!”


  The doctor grinned. “Sorry. Medical humor. The surgeons love it.” He pulled the glove off, then opened the folder and examined the x-rays inside.


  “Your paperwork says you fell down the stairs.”


  “Yes, that’s correct.”


  “I would like to remind you that anything you tell me is protected by doctor-patient confidentiality laws when you consider what I am about to say.”


  Rehema looked at him sideways. “Go on.”


  “Does the boy have your permission to be in the conversation?”


  “He does.”


  “I only bring it up because when an adult breaks a forearm, it is common for both bones to break due to the force required to break either one of them. And, the majority of the time I have treated patients with only the Ulna broken, it has been a direct result of them raising their hand in self-defense.”


  The room filled with an awkward silence.


  “Having said that… is there anything you would like to tell me?”


  Rehema clutched her purse to her body.


  “Any further actions or consequences are within your discretion.”


  “You know, I’m glad you said something. I would’ve regretted keeping it inside,” Rehema said. “It’s a result of domestic violence. However, the perpetrator and I have parted ways for good. I don’t want to press charges, I don’t want to think about it anymore, I just want it to be over.”


  Dr. Gupta nodded once. “Very well. Let’s get that arm in a cast.”


  * * *


  A few weeks out, Leroy could tell Rehema was getting frustrated with him. He hadn’t misbehaved, but he’d spent the majority of his time drawing in the guest room, which was being converted into a room of his own. He knew his isolation went against her communication ground-rule, but he was almost done, and it was a way to make that rule work, or so he hoped.


  Other than the guilt he felt for temporarily neglecting Rehema, Leroy was happier than ever. She was everything he’d hoped she would be, and far more—fascinating, caring, intelligent, and a much better cook than she gave herself credit for. And her passion for her job, for life, was infectious. Being near her lifted his spirits.


  It wasn’t all perfect, though.


  Sometimes at night, Leroy could hear Rehema sobbing down the hall. He could tell she tried to keep quiet, but occasionally her pain took over.


  It killed him to hear that. The love he already felt for her was powerful, but that made him feel guilty for other reasons. He’d always end up contrasting it with what he felt for his mother, which would bring him down. But he’d also come into a new appreciation of her. She was the woman who had birthed him, bathed him, clothed him, the woman who’d provided for him, the woman who’d made him who he was. He understood her and her pain on an entirely new level. To have your husband beat one of your own children to death… he couldn’t imagine. The knowledge of Baron’s existence and death settled like a deep ache into his bones.


  He was occasionally haunted by the images of violence he’d witnessed: the construction worker’s crushed leg, Clayvon’s gushing foot, Ant’s face.


  It was the thought of Ant that kept him up at night. Ant had done so much for him, and how did Leroy repay him? With a savage beating.


  It tore him up. He hoped his friend was okay. For a moment, Leroy considered what it would take to find Ant, but quickly shelved the idea.


  On a Friday evening, Leroy was putting the finishing touches on his final sketch when he heard Rehema arrive home from work. There were a few fixes he wanted to make, but he couldn’t wait any longer, and he certainly didn’t want to make her wait more.


  Sketch book in hand, he barreled out of his room.


  Rehema set her purse on the counter, then went to the fridge as Leroy clomped to a stop outside the kitchen. She pulled out a small package of crackers and frosting, ripped the plastic off, then dipped one and ate it.


  “This is just what I needed. What a week. How are you, hun?”


  “I’m ready.”


  “You’re ready? Ready for what?”


  “To tell you everything. You deserve to know. Sorry it took so long.”


  Brow furrowed, Rehema dipped another cracker. “Okay. Just let me take my shoes off before you drop anything too heavy on me, alright?”


  She changed and met Leroy on the couch, then turned off the TV.


  “Now I’m ready, too. I ordered a pizza. It should be here soon.”


  “Here.” Leroy handed her the sketchbook.


  She grabbed the cover, then Leroy put a hand over it.


  “Go slow. Some of it might be hard to get out.”


  Her gaze was comforting as she opened to the first page.


  It was a pencil drawing of Adalynne in her casket.


  Rehema looked it over. “This is… good. A little dark.”


  “Uh, so like you know, my mom killed herself.”


  She put her hand on his leg. “I’m sorry.”


  “I was lost, looking at her in the funeral home. I felt nothing. Then, out of nowhere, you popped into my head. Wasn’t much, just a blurry vision of your face. You were smiling. I knew I had to find you.”


  Rehema bit her lip, her eyes glassy.


  “Turn the page.”


  She did, revealing a sketch of Ms. Stacey’s messy living room.


  “That was my foster home, Ms. Stacey’s. I already told you about her a little. She wasn’t mean, she just didn’t really care about the kids.”


  “How can they let a person like that host foster children?”


  “Mr. Tom said they’ll take anyone they can get.”


  Rehema turned to the next page. It was a point-of-view drawing of Woods pointing a gun at the viewer. “My goodness! This happened to you?”


  Leroy nodded. “I told Ms. Stacey I was going to visit a friend before I ran away. Picked a random house and knocked, then got pulled inside. Next thing I knew, I had a gun pointed at my chest.”


  “Lord almighty! How did you get away?”


  “Once they realized it was an accident, they let me go.”


  Leroy thumbed to the next image − a sketch of the first boxcar he’d ridden, with colored pencil swirls for the huge paper rolls it’d hauled.


  “After they let me go, I found a train yard. A nice engineer let me ride in the back. It was the first train car I ever rode in. I loved and hated it.”


  “Wait, you rode a freight train? I thought you meant Amtrak.”


  “Not just one.” He turned to a black and white sketch of Ted and Cracker John by the fire in Boron. “When I got off, a man helped me run away from the bull, which is a railroad cop. He took me to this hobo jungle. That’s Ted,” he said, pointing. “The one with the beard is Cracker John. He’s really smart.”


  “Wow. Isn’t that dangerous to be hanging out with hobos, though?”


  He showed her drawings of Jordan and Sheila in their van-home, and Dale clutching a beer as he drove, crumpled cans littering the floor.


  “After a few rides, a man took me to Folsom Prison.” Leroy turned the page, showing the institution from afar. “He talked to my dad and got your name, then we went to a library and found your address on the world wide web.”


  “The internet, you mean,” she corrected. “Who is this man who took you all the way to Folsom? And why is my address on the internet?”


  Leroy shrugged. The next image was a sketch of a hotel lobby.


  “We caught another train, then stayed in a Reno hotel. It was one of the nicest buildings I’ve ever seen. I forgot to mention I like buildings.”


  “I have a future architect on my hands, huh? You have the artistic skills.”


  He blushed at her compliment. “Thanks.” He turned the page, and a vibrant image of the Salt Lake City Fair at night greeted them. “Took me a while to figure out how to draw this one. We came upon a fair one night, and Ant—the man I was traveling with—figured out how to turn it all on. We rode the ferris wheel until the cops came.”


  “I want to know more about this mystery man.”


  Leroy ignored her and moved on. The next drawing was of the sleek interior of a BMW. “We figured out how to get into a train car called an autorack. They use them to move cars. I got to spend the night in a BMW.”


  “Generally I’m don’t support breaking into things, but I suppose the act was harmless enough. So you rode freight trains all the way here?”


  “Not the whole way. After that ride, Ant and I… separated.”


  On the next page was an image of the inside of a bathroom stall, with a man’s head poking in beneath the door. “I had to sleep in a public bathroom.”


  “I’m not sure I want to know the story behind that.”


  “Some drunk guy popped his head in.”


  Rehema flipped the page to a sketch of the huge metal gate outside of the SpiritWood compound. “After that, I got picked up by a pastor and a bishop. They convinced me to live with them at their compound in Missouri. A church called SpiritWood.”


  “Say that again?” Rehema said.


  “SpiritWood?”


  “Oh my goodness. I heard about them on Oprah! That Bishop Wood seemed like he was out of his gourd. They were being investigated for child labor violations. Was it as awful as it seemed?”


  “In some ways. If you were bad you couldn’t eat for the day, and they made us work like slaves. And we all had to shower together, which was weird. But we ate pretty well, and we had shelter.”


  The next image was the Jacaranda tree by the pond, with Leroy and Jemisha laying out on the branches. It was the centerpiece of his sketches, the one he’d spent the most time and effort on. It was his favorite.


  “That’s me and a girl I liked at the compound. They took her away.”


  “Took her away? Where?”


  “Bishop said to a sister facility. Who knows where.”


  Leroy turned the page. From the bottom, it showed the top of a boy’s head, apparently underwater as bubbles and leaves floated above.


  “They water baptized me, which wasn’t so bad, but then they made me seek for the Holy Spirit. Those people are crazy. They speak in tongues and shake and dance with their eyes rolled back into their head. For hours.”


  “Oh, baby, I’m sorry you had to go through that. I hope you don’t think that’s all there is to God, though. Not all religious people are crazy. God is what you make of him. He can be everything, or nothing.”


  That was a new idea. SpiritWood’s God was so black and white, so strict and defined, his own definition of God had never entered into it.


  Next was a pencil-shaded sketch of Clayvon writhing on the ground beside the moving train, clutching his lack of a foot, surrounded by a bright red puddle of blood. Leroy couldn’t speak.


  Rehema cast a comforting gaze in his direction.


  “You don’t have to—”


  “Yeah, I do.” He took a breath. “That was Clayvon. He was my best friend at SpiritWood. And it’s completely my fault that he lost his foot.”


  “Honey, you can’t blame yourself for these things.”


  “He was gonna run away on his own. Then I butted in, and asked him to come with me, and this happened. It’s my fault.”


  “You said it right there. You asked him. He could’ve said no.”


  “I gotta blame myself. To remember the things I do have consequences.”


  Rehema hurried to turn the page.


  The next drawing showed a pregnant woman in front of a trailer home, hand perched on her back as she drank from an upside-down flask.


  “She’s as bad as she looks. Her family picked me up when I was hitchhiking and made me return a bike and a drill to a store for money. I think they were stolen. Then, they just took me to their trailer.”


  “I want you to promise me right now that you’re not going to hitchhike ever again,” Rehema said. “Do you know how dangerous that is?”


  “It’s not that bad. I did it plenty of times.”


  “Someone could kidnap you, put your organs on the black market!”


  “That’s just in movies and TV.” Leroy turned the page.


  Mamacita and Inez stood in front of a Greyhound bus in the drawing.


  “See, that’s a safer mode of transportation,” said Rehema.


  “I had no money, but Mamacita,” Leroy pointed to her, “she bought me a ticket from Memphis to Montgomery. Just to be nice.”


  “That was incredibly kind of her. We’ll have to send her a thank-you card.”


  “Good idea.” He leafed to the next page. “This is Mamacita and her family at the dinner table. They let me stay at their house for a night. Her son, Miguelito, made a lot of money on the internet.”


  “Okay, so instead of a thank-you card, we’ll send a gift basket.”


  “Almost finished,” Leroy said, turning the page. “This is an alligator I saw on the way here. Seeing it in a pond surrounded by houses gave me the confidence to come see you. I knew no matter what, I’d survive.”


  He quickly thumbed to the next page. It was a picture of Rehema standing inside her doorway, a knowing, tearful look on her face as she confronted Leroy. “This is when I knew you recognized me.” He paused. “Best moment of my life.”


  The look on Rehema’s face was almost identical to the picture, but happier. A tear streaked down her cheek. “It might be mine, too.


  “The whole time, you were what kept me going, what kept me alive.”


  Rehema pulled Leroy toward her with her right arm. “That’s so sweet, Leroy. I can’t believe everything you went through. Is there more?”


  “That’s it,” Leroy said.


  But Rehema turned to a sketch of a handsome man’s scruffy face with a high hairline, thick eyebrows, almond eyes, and a long, rounded nose.


  “Is this him?” she asked.


  Before Leroy could answer, there was a knock at the door.


  She handed him the sketch book, then said “That must be the pizza.” She used her good arm to get to her feet, then grinned and said “Would you mind helping a feeble, disabled old woman? My wallet’s in my purse. Grab a twenty.”


  He followed her to the door, digging through her purse. He saw a brush, sticks of gum, an address book, a planner, and a can of mace, but no wallet.


  “I need a peep hole.” Rehema pulled the door open.


  Leroy kept digging.


  After a moment, she said “Oh, uh, hi. Just a sec.”


  “Rehema?” a man’s voice asked.


  “Can’t find the wallet,” Leroy said.


  “Rehema Shepherd?” he asked again.


  The second time the man spoke, the voice registered. Leroy whipped the door open, and there he was—dressed in a suit and tie, with a cane in one hand and a pizza box in the other, Antoine Bevilacqua unleashed that same old winning smile, albeit slightly more scarred. “I see you have made port, captain.”


  Leroy ran into Ant and embraced him.


  Leaning on his cane, Ant handed Rehema the pizza, then hugged Leroy. “I am so relieved to find you here. I worried you might have given up.”


  “I’m confused, are you also the pizza guy?” Rehema asked.


  Ant chuckled. “My taxi arrived behind the delivery boy, so I paid him and sent him on his way. But that is a pizza, and I am a guy, so I suppose I am.” He pulled a hand away from Leroy and held it out. “Antoine Bevilacqua. It is wonderful to finally meet you.”


  Rehema stared at him, a box in one hand and a cast on the other.


  “Why don’t we all go inside and eat this pizza?”


  “That would be lovely.”


  Leroy looked from Ant to Rehema and smiled.


  * * *


  In typical blustery fashion, Ant began his story.


  “We had just arrived in Topeka, and Noah—the railroad officer with whom I have a history—was abusing Leroy, so I called out to him. He advanced upon me and shot me with a taser, then began to beat me with his nightstick. The last thing I remember is Noah yelling about his sister, and an intense pressure in my face. Then, with a last crash of the nightstick, everything faded away.”


  “My goodness,” Rehema muttered, sitting across from Ant.


  Leroy watched them from a chair to the side.


  “Unconsciousness is unlike sleep. It does not pass in an instant. The doctors said I had been out for only a day, but it felt as if it had been a week. My nose was broken, as I am sure you can tell, and my kneecap was fractured.”


  Leroy shook his head. It infuriated him just hearing about it.


  “Then one day in physical therapy, I was informed that I was being charged with criminal trespassing. So, a few days later, I show up in court, my face badly bruised, walking with crutches.” Ant turned to Leroy. “You should have seen the look on Noah’s face. The brute was delighted to be there. Unfortunately for him, a lawyer friend from my University days agreed to take my case pro bono. He put Noah’s case and lawyer to shame. Not only were the trespassing charges reduced to a ticket due to lack of criminal intent, but we counter-sued the Topeka Police for excessive use of force, as I was of no threat to Noah.”


  “Did you win?” Leroy asked.


  “I probably would not be here if I had not.” Ant bit into a slice of pizza.


  “How much?”


  “Oh, nothing significant. Two-hundred fifty thousand dollars.”


  It stunned Leroy like a blow to the head.


  “When you refer to your University days, do you mean as student, or a professor?” Rehema asked, uninterested in the money.


  “Both. But I referred to my time as the latter.”


  “I’m a teacher, too.”


  There was a coyness to her Leroy hadn’t seen in their time together.


  “Well how about that?” Ant said, his eyes smiling as wide as his lips.


  “I teach Kindergarten. It’s not quite as heady as college.”


  “Yet equally important,” Ant assured her. “Early life education provides an essential foundation and desire for learning in later years.”


  Rehema crossed her legs. “I’ve always thought the same.”


  “What happened to Noah?” Leroy asked.


  “He got a month paid suspension.”


  “You serious? For beating you?”


  Ant nodded. “He has seniority, and the police on his side. But I would rather not waste my time thinking about that sad old man, if you do not mind.”


  “So, what did you teach?” Rehema asked, a glint in her eye.


  “He taught the cushy stuff,” said Leroy.


  “Well, that is true, but I did not start out doing so,” Ant began. “To properly explain, I must start at the beginning. After graduating in—”


  “How about we move to the couch,” Leroy suggested.


  As he walked with his cane, Ant said “You see, it had always been my dream to teach Lebanese history.” He took a seat on a sofa. “It is a dramatic and fascinating, yet undeniably esoteric topic of study.”


  Leroy plopped on the other end, forcing Rehema to sit in the middle.


  She sat even closer to Ant than he’d expected.


  Leroy leaned back to watch his two heroes get to know each other.


  


  Epilogue


  


  Standing in the kitchen, Antoine and Rehema, both dressed for work, finished their modest breakfast of toast and sausage. Ant downed the rest of his orange juice as Rehema sipped her milk, then they gathered their bags, and convened at the front door.


  Hidden behind a wall at the back of the house, Leroy observed.


  Arms around Rehema, Ant kissed her passionately. She put a hand on his cheek. Smiles spread across their faces as they pulled apart.


  Leroy couldn’t have imagined a better outcome.


  “Goodbye for now, my love.”


  The words seemed to send a shiver through her. “See you soon.”


  She stepped outside, then looked back when she noticed he hadn’t.


  “You go ahead,” Ant said. “I forgot something.”


  “Don’t be too long. You shouldn’t be late to your new job.”


  “I have been teaching there long enough to know which students have a crush on me already. That said, I completely agree. I will not be long.”


  “I’ll call you at lunch.” Her heels clicked as she walked to her car.


  Ant smiled and waved as the car pulled out of the driveway, then turned around, closed the door, and sighed. “Okay, Leroy. Come out.”


  There was silence throughout the house.


  “I know you are here. You left your shoes by the door.”


  Leroy cursed under his breath. Even with his experience, he was terrible at sneaking out. It was a wonder he’d ever escaped Ms. Stacey’s.


  He stepped out from behind the wall wearing Ant’s rucksack.


  “I… missed the bus. I was gonna walk.”


  “That does not look like your backpack.”


  He was also terrible at lying.


  “It’s the first time I skipped school to do it, I promise.”


  “To do what?” Ant’s face wrinkled with displeasure.


  “Explore.” Leroy rubbed the back of his head. “I like school. I just like exploring more.” It was something he never thought he’d say after what he’d been through, but it was what he’d been through that ignited it. His journey had taught him that the world is a lot smaller than it seems. Distance and uncertainty weren’t the beasts he had thought them to be.


  Ant’s gaze softened. “The wanderer’s spirit. It is a blessing and a curse.”


  “I thought having a normal life would… save me, or something. But it brought out the person I always was. I was just afraid to be him.”


  “A captain without the sea is just a man,” Ant said.


  “So I’m not in trouble?”


  “Well, I am not sure. Obviously I have to inform Rehema of this.”


  “What if you didn’t?”


  “Irrelevant. I have ruined relationships in the past for lesser offenses. I have no intention of letting anything happen to this one. I am happy where I am.” He gave Leroy a stern look. “And I suspect that I am not the only one.”


  Leroy deflated. He knew Ant was right. How could he be stupid enough to risk everything he’d fought so hard for? Guilt swelled inside him.


  “With that said, I fully support your exploration.”


  “You… do?”


  “As long as you do it on weekends, absolutely.”


  Something inside Leroy snapped open at that moment. The last vestiges of his old embarrassed, frightened, sheltered self melted away. He’d been so afraid of Ant and Rehema discovering his new hobby that he’d begun to close himself off from them. Now, he had nothing to hide, and no reason to hide it. From now on, he vowed to keep it that way.


  “Hell, I will even join you occasionally. If you do not mind, that is.”


  “Just like old times.” It felt funny to say. “I can’t wait.” Then, Leroy lit up. “I forgot! You never got to see it! I finished my monica. I’ll get it.”


  “Get your backpack, too. I will drive you to school.”


  As Leroy grabbed his bag from his room in his new home, his cheeks ached from grinning. His new life had finally, fully begun.


  


  – THE END –


  


  [image: authorpic]


  Brad Cook is a freelancer, screenwriter, and novelist based in Tampa, Florida. He also served as co-founder and senior editor for critique publication We Rate Stuff. Though his degree is in WebDesign, he has chosen to pursue his childhood dream of being an author.

OEBPS/Images/authorpic.png





OEBPS/Images/cover.png
"FRANS:

CONTINENTAL‘

- - A== Y
R
=
B
- ¥
a5 S
B < b
4 R N N






