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			ONE

			Roy would not have noticed the strange boy if it weren’t for Dana Matherson, because Roy ordinarily didn’t look out the window of the school bus. He preferred to read comics and mystery books on the morning ride to Trace Middle.

			But on this day, a Monday (Roy would never forget), Dana Matherson grabbed Roy’s head from behind and pressed his thumbs into Roy’s temple, as if he were squeezing a soccer ball. The older kids were supposed to stay in the back of the bus, but Dana had snuck up behind Roy’s seat and ambushed him. When Roy tried to wriggle free, Dana mushed his face against the window.

			It was then, squinting through the smudged glass, that Roy spotted the strange boy running along the sidewalk. It appeared as if he was hurrying to catch the school bus, which had stopped at a corner to pick up more kids.

			The boy was straw-blond and wiry, and his skin was nut-brown from the sun. The expression on his face was intent and serious. He wore a faded Miami Heat basketball jersey and dirty khaki shorts, and here was the odd part: no shoes. The soles of his bare feet looked as black as barbecue coals.

			Trace Middle School didn’t have the world’s strictest dress code, but Roy was pretty sure that some sort of footwear was required. The boy might have been carrying sneakers in his backpack, if only he’d been wearing a backpack. No shoes, no backpack, no books—strange, indeed, on a school day.

			Roy was sure that the barefoot boy would catch all kinds of grief from Dana and the other big kids once he boarded the bus, but that didn’t happen….

			Because the boy kept running—past the corner, past the line of students waiting to get on the bus; past the bus itself. Roy wanted to shout, “Hey, look at that guy!” but his mouth wasn’t working so well. Dana Matherson still had him from behind, pushing his face against the window.

			As the bus pulled away from the intersection, Roy hoped to catch another glimpse of the boy farther up the street. However, he had turned off the sidewalk and was now cutting across a private yard—running very fast, much faster than Roy could run and maybe even faster than Richard, Roy’s best friend back in Montana. Richard was so fast that he got to work out with the high school track squad when he was only in seventh grade.

			Dana Matherson was digging his fingernails into Roy’s scalp, trying to make him squeal, but Roy barely felt a thing. He was gripped with curiosity as the running boy dashed through one neat green yard after another, getting smaller in Roy’s vision as he put a wider distance between himself and the school bus.

			Roy saw a big pointy-eared dog, probably a German shepherd, bound off somebody’s porch and go for the boy. Incredibly, the boy didn’t change his course. He vaulted over the dog, crashed through a cherry hedge, and then disappeared from view.

			Roy gasped.

			“Whassamatter, cowgirl? Had enough?”

			This was Dana, hissing in Roy’s right ear. Being the new kid on the bus, Roy didn’t expect any help from the others. The “cowgirl” remark was so lame, it wasn’t worth getting mad about. Dana was a well-known idiot, on top of which he outweighed Roy by at least fifty pounds. Fighting back would have been a complete waste of energy.

			“Had enough yet? We can’t hear you, Tex.” Dana’s breath smelled like stale cigarettes. Smoking and beating up smaller kids were his two main hobbies.

			“Yeah, okay,” Roy said impatiently. “I’ve had enough.”

			As soon as he was freed, Roy lowered the window and stuck out his head. The strange boy was gone.

			Who was he? What was he running from?

			Roy wondered if any of the other kids on the bus had seen what he’d seen. For a moment he wondered if he’d really seen it himself.

			

			—

			
				That same morning, a police officer named David Delinko was sent to the future site of another Mother Paula’s All-American Pancake House. It was a vacant lot at the corner of East Oriole and Woodbury, on the eastern edge of town.

			Officer Delinko was met by a man in a dark blue pickup truck. The man, who was as bald as a beach ball, introduced himself as Curly. Officer Delinko thought the bald man must have a good sense of humor to go by such a nickname, but he was wrong. Curly was cranky and unsmiling.

			“You should see what they done,” he said to the policeman.

			“Who?”

			“Follow me,” the man called Curly said.

			Officer Delinko got in step behind him. “The dispatcher said you wanted to report some vandalism.”

			“That’s right,” Curly grunted over his shoulder.

			The policeman couldn’t see what there was to be vandalized on the property, which was basically a few acres of scraggly weeds. Curly stopped walking and pointed at a short piece of lumber on the ground. A ribbon of bright pink plastic was tied to one end of the stick. The other end was sharpened and caked with gray dirt.

			Curly said, “They pulled ’em out.”

			“That’s a survey stake?” asked Officer Delinko.

			“Yep. They yanked ’em out of the ground, every damn one.”

			“Probably just kids.”

			“And then they threw ’em every which way,” Curly said, waving a beefy arm, “and then they filled in the holes.”

			“That’s a little weird,” the policeman remarked. “When did this happen?”

			“Last night or early this morning,” Curly said. “Maybe it don’t look like a big deal, but it’s gonna take a while to get the site marked out again. Meantime, we can’t start clearin’ or gradin’ or nuthin’. We got backhoes and dozers already leased, and now they gotta sit. I know it don’t look like the crime of the century, but still—”

			“I understand,” said Officer Delinko. “What’s your estimate of the monetary damage?”

			“Damage?”

			“Yes. So I can put it in my report.” The policeman picked up the survey stake and examined it. “It’s not really broken, is it?”

			“Well, no—”

			“Were any of them destroyed?” asked Officer Delinko. “How much does one of these things cost—a buck or two?”

			The man called Curly was losing his patience. “They didn’t break none of the stakes,” he said gruffly.

			“Not even one?” The policeman frowned. He was trying to figure out what to put in his report. You can’t have vandalism without monetary damages, and if nothing on the property was broken or defaced….

			“What I’m tryin’ to explain,” Curly said irritably, “it’s not that they messed up the survey stakes, it’s them screwing up our whole construction schedule. That’s where it’ll cost some serious bucks.”

			Officer Delinko took off his cap and scratched his head. “Let me think on this,” he said.

			Walking back toward the patrol car, the policeman stumbled and fell down. Curly grabbed him under one arm and hoisted him to his feet. Both men were mildly embarrassed.

			“Stupid owls,” said Curly.

			The policeman brushed the dirt and grass burs off his uniform. “You say owls?”

			Curly gestured at a hole in the ground. It was as big around as one of Mother Paula’s famous buttermilk flapjacks. A mound of loose white sand was visible at the entrance.

			“That’s what you tripped over,” Curly informed Officer Delinko.

			“An owl lives down there?” The policeman bent over and studied the hole. “How big are they?”

			“ ’Bout as tall as a beer can.”

			“No kidding?” said Officer Delinko.

			“But I ain’t never seen one, officially speakin’.”

			Back at the patrol car, the patrolman took out his clipboard and started writing the report. It turned out that Curly’s real name was Leroy Branitt, and he was the “supervising engineer” of the construction project. He scowled when he saw the policeman write down “foreman” instead.

			Officer Delinko explained to Curly the problem with filing the complaint as a vandalism. “My sergeant’s going to kick it back down to me because, technically, nothing really got vandalized. Some kids came on the property and pulled a bunch of sticks out of the ground.”

			“How do you know it was kids?” Curly muttered.

			“Well, who else would it be?”

			“What about them fillin’ up the holes and throwin’ the stakes, just to make us lay out the whole site all over again. What about that?”

			It puzzled the policeman, too. Kids usually didn’t go to that kind of trouble when pulling a prank.

			“Do you have any particular suspects?”

			Curly admitted he didn’t. “But, okay, say it was kids. That means it’s not a crime?”

			“Of course it’s a crime,” Officer Delinko replied. “I’m saying it’s not technically vandalism. It’s trespassing and malicious mischief.”

			“That’ll do,” Curly said with a shrug. “Long as I can get a copy of your report for the insurance company. Least we’ll be covered for lost time and expenses.”

			Officer Delinko gave Curly a card with the address of the police department’s administration office and the name of the clerk in charge of filing the incident reports. Curly tucked the card into the breast pocket of his foreman shirt.

			The policeman put on his sunglasses and slid into his patrol car, which was as hot as a brick oven. He quickly turned on the ignition and cranked the air conditioner up full blast. As he buckled his seat belt, he said, “Mr. Branitt, there’s one more thing I wanted to ask. I’m just curious.”

			“Fire away,” said Curly, wiping his brow with a yellow bandanna.

			“It’s about those owls.”

			“Sure.”

			“What’s gonna happen to them?” Officer Delinko asked. “Once you start bulldozing, I mean.”

			Curly the foreman chuckled. He thought the policeman must be kidding.

			“What owls?” he said.

			

			—

			All day long Roy couldn’t stop thinking about the strange running boy. Between classes he scanned the faces in the hallways on the chance that the boy had come to school late. Maybe he’d been hurrying home, Roy thought, to change clothes and put on some shoes.

			But Roy didn’t see any kids who resembled the one who had jumped over the big pointy-eared dog. Maybe he’s still running, Roy thought as he ate lunch. Florida was made for running; Roy had never seen anyplace so flat. Back in Montana you had steep craggy mountains that rose ten thousand feet into the clouds. Here the only hills were man-made highway bridges—smooth, gentle slopes of concrete.

			Then Roy remembered the heat and the humidity, which on some days seemed to suck the very meat out of his lungs. A long run in the Florida sun would be torture, he thought. A kid would have to be tough as nails to make a routine of that.

			A boy named Garrett sat down across from Roy. Roy nodded hi and Garrett nodded hi, and then both of them went back to eating the gooey macaroni on their lunch trays. Being the new kid, Roy always sat alone, at the end of the table, whenever he was in the cafeteria. Roy was an old pro at being the new kid; Trace Middle was the sixth school he had attended since he’d started going to school. Coconut Cove was the tenth town his family had lived in since Roy could remember.

			Roy’s father worked for the government. His mother said they moved so often because Roy’s father was very good at his job (whatever that was) and frequently got promoted. Apparently that’s how the government rewarded good work, by transferring you from one place to another.

			“Hey,” said Garrett. “You got a skateboard?”

			“No, but I’ve got a snowboard.”

			Garrett hooted. “What for?”

			“Where I used to live it snowed a lot,” Roy said.

			“You should learn to skateboard. It’s awesome, man.”

			“Oh, I know how to skateboard. I just don’t have one.”

			“Then you should get one,” Garrett said. “Me and my friends, we do the major malls. You should come.”

			“That’d be cool.” Roy tried to sound enthusiastic. He didn’t like shopping malls, but he appreciated that Garrett was trying to be friendly.

			Garrett was a D student, but he was popular in school because he goofed around in class and made farting noises whenever a teacher called him out. Garrett was the king of phony farts at Trace Middle. His most famous trick was farting out the first line of the Pledge of Allegiance during homeroom.

			Ironically, Garrett’s mother was a guidance counselor at Trace Middle. Roy figured she used up her guiding skills every day at school and was too worn out to deal with Garrett when she got home.

			“Yeah, we skate hard until the security guards run us off,” Garrett was saying, “and then we do the parking lots until we get chased out of there, too. It’s a blast.”

			“Sweet,” Roy said, though cruising a mall seemed like a pretty dull way to spend a Saturday morning. He was looking forward to his first airboat ride in the Everglades. His dad had promised to take him, one of these weekends.

			“Are there any other schools around here?” Roy asked Garrett.

			“Why? You sick of this one already?” Garrett cackled and plunged a spoon into a lump of clammy apple crisp.

			“No way. The reason I asked, I saw this weird kid today at one of the bus stops. Except he didn’t get on the bus, and he’s not here at school,” Roy said, “so I figured he must not go to Trace.”

			“I don’t know anyone who doesn’t go to Trace,” Garrett said. “There’s a Catholic school up in Fort Myers, but that’s a long ways off. Was he wearing a uniform, this kid? Because the nuns make everybody wear uniforms.”

			“No, he definitely wasn’t in a uniform.”

			“You’re sure he was in middle school? Maybe he goes to Graham,” Garrett suggested. Graham was the public high school nearest to Coconut Cove.

			Roy said, “He didn’t look big enough for high school.”

			“Maybe he was a midget.” Garrett grinned and made a farty noise with one of his cheeks.

			“I don’t think so,” said Roy.

			“You said he was weird.”

			“He wasn’t wearing any shoes,” Roy said, “and he was running like crazy.”

			“Maybe somebody was after him. Did he look scared?”

			“Not really.”

			Garrett nodded. “High school kid. Betcha five bucks.”

			To Roy, that still didn’t make sense. Classes at Graham High started fifty-five minutes earlier than the classes at Trace; the high school kids were off the streets long before the middle school buses finished their routes.

			“So he was skippin’ class. Kids skip all the time,” Garrett said. “You want your dessert?”

			Roy pushed his tray across the table. “You ever skip school?”

			“Uh, yeah,” Garrett said sarcastically. “Buncha times.”

			“You ever skip alone?”

			Garrett thought for a moment. “No. It’s always me and my friends.”

			“See. That’s what I mean.”

			“So maybe the kid’s just a psycho. Who cares?”

			“Or an outlaw,” said Roy.

			Garrett looked skeptical. “An outlaw? You mean like Jesse James?”

			“No, not exactly,” Roy said, though there had been something wild in that kid’s eyes.

			Garrett laughed again. “An outlaw—that’s rich, Eberhardt. You got a seriously whacked imagination.”

			“Yeah,” said Roy, but already he was thinking about a plan. He was determined to find the running boy.

		

	
		
			TWO

			The next morning, Roy traded seats on the school bus to be closer to the front door. When the bus turned onto the street where he had seen the running boy, Roy slipped his backpack over his shoulders and scouted out the window, waiting. Seven rows back, Dana Matherson was tormenting a sixth grader named Louis. Louis was from Haiti and Dana was merciless.

			As the bus came to a stop at the intersection, Roy poked his head out the window and checked up and down the street. Nobody was running. Seven kids boarded the bus, but the strange shoeless boy was not among them.

			It was the same story the next day, and the day after that. By Friday, Roy had pretty much given up. He was sitting ten rows from the door, reading an X-Man comic, as the bus turned the familiar corner and began to slow down. A movement at the corner of his eye made Roy glance up from his comic book—and there he was on the sidewalk, running again! Same basketball jersey, same grimy shorts, same black-soled feet.

			As the brakes of the school bus wheezed, Roy grabbed his backpack off the floor and stood up. At that instant, two big sweaty hands closed around his neck.

			“Where ya goin’, cowgirl?”

			“Lemme go,” Roy rasped, squirming to break free.

			The grip on his throat tightened. He felt Dana’s ashtray breath on his right ear: “How come you don’t got your boots on today? Who ever heard of a cowgirl wearing Air Jordans?”

			“They’re Reeboks,” Roy squeaked.

			The bus had stopped, and the students were starting to board. Roy was furious. He had to get to the door fast, before the driver closed it and the bus began to roll.

			But Dana wouldn’t let go, digging his fingers into Roy’s windpipe. Roy was having trouble getting air, and struggling only made it worse.

			“Look at you,” Dana chortled from behind, “red as a tomato!”

			Roy knew the rules against fighting on the bus, but he couldn’t think of anything else to do. He clenched his right fist and brought it up blindly over his shoulder, as hard as he could. The punch landed on something moist and rubbery.

			There was a gargled cry; then Dana’s hands fell away from Roy’s neck. Panting, Roy bolted for the door of the bus just as the last student, a tall girl with curly blond hair and red-framed eyeglasses, came up the steps. Roy clumsily edged past her and jumped to the ground.

			“Where do you think you’re going?” the girl demanded.

			“Hey, wait!” the bus driver shouted, but Roy was already a blur.

			The running boy was way ahead of him, but Roy figured he could stay close enough to keep him in sight. He knew the kid couldn’t go at full speed forever.

			He followed him for several blocks—over fences, through shrubbery, weaving through yapping dogs and lawn sprinklers and hot tubs. Eventually Roy felt himself tiring. This kid is amazing, he thought. Maybe he’s practicing for the track team.

			Once Roy thought he saw the boy glance over his shoulder, as if he knew he was being pursued, but Roy couldn’t be certain. The boy was still far ahead of him, and Roy was gulping like a beached trout. His shirt was soaked and perspiration poured off his forehead, stinging his eyes.

			The last house in the subdivision was still under construction, but the shoeless boy dashed heedlessly through the lumber and loose nails. Three men hanging drywall stopped to holler at him, but the boy never broke stride. One of the same workers made a one-armed lunge at Roy but missed.

			Suddenly there was grass under his feet again—the greenest, softest grass that Roy had ever seen. He realized that he was on a golf course, and that the blond kid was tearing down the middle of a long, lush fairway.

			On one side was a row of tall Australian pines, and on the other side was a milky man-made lake. Roy could see four brightly dressed figures ahead, gesturing at the barefoot boy as he ran by.

			Roy gritted his teeth and kept going. His legs felt like wet cement, and his lungs were on fire. A hundred yards ahead, the boy cut sharply to the right and disappeared into the pine trees. Roy doggedly aimed himself for the woods.

			An angry shout echoed, and Roy noticed that the people in the fairway were waving their arms at him, too. He kept right on running. Moments later there was a distant glint of sunlight on metal, followed by a muted thwack. Roy didn’t actually see the golf ball until it came down six feet in front of him. He had no time to duck or dive out of the way. All he could do was turn his head and brace for the blow.

			The bounce caught him squarely above the left ear, and at first it didn’t even hurt. Then Roy felt himself swaying and spinning as a brilliant gout of fireworks erupted inside his skull. He felt himself falling for what seemed like a long time, falling as softly as a drop of rain on velvet.

			When the golfers ran up and saw Roy facedown in the sand trap, they thought he was dead. Roy heard their frantic cries but he didn’t move. The sugar-white sand felt cool against his burning cheeks, and he was very sleepy.

			

			—

			
				The “cowgirl” jab—well, that was my own fault, he thought. He’d told the kids at school he was from Montana, cattle country, when in fact he’d been born in Detroit, Michigan. Roy’s mother and father had moved away from Detroit when he was only a baby, so it seemed silly to call it his hometown. In Roy’s mind, he didn’t really have a hometown; his family had never stayed anywhere long enough for Roy to feel settled.

			Of all the places the Eberhardts had lived, Roy’s favorite was Bozeman, Montana. The snaggle-peaked mountains, the braided green rivers, the sky so blue it seemed like a painting—Roy had never imagined anywhere so beautiful. The Eberhardts stayed two years, seven months, and eleven days; Roy wanted to stay forever.

			On the night his father announced they’d be moving to Florida, Roy locked himself in his bedroom and cried. His mother caught him climbing out the window with his snowboard and a plastic tackle box in which he had packed underwear, socks, a fleece ski jacket, and a $100 savings bond his grandfather had given him as a birthday present.

			His mother assured Roy that he would love Florida. Everybody in America wants to move there, she’d said, it’s so sunny and gorgeous. Then Roy’s father had poked his head in the door and said, with somewhat forced enthusiasm: “And don’t forget Disney World.”

			“Disney World is an armpit,” Roy had stated flatly, “compared to Montana. I want to stay here.”

			As usual, he was outvoted.

			So when the homeroom teacher at Trace Middle asked the new kid where he was from, he stood up and proudly said Bozeman, Montana. It was the same answer he gave on the school bus when Dana Matherson accosted him on his first day, and from then on Roy was “Tex” or “cowgirl” or “Roy Rogers-hardt.”

			It was his own fault for not saying Detroit.

			“Why did you punch Mr. Matherson?” asked Viola Hennepin. She was the vice-principal of Trace Middle, and it was in her dim office cubicle that Roy now sat, awaiting justice.

			“Because he was choking me to death.”

			“That’s not Mr. Matherson’s version of events, Mr. Eberhardt.” Miss Hennepin’s face had extremely pointy features. She was tall and bony, and wore a perpetually severe expression. “He says your attack was unprovoked.”

			“Right,” said Roy. “I always pick the biggest, meanest kid on the bus and punch him in the face, just for fun.”

			“We don’t appreciate sarcasm here at Trace Middle,” said Miss Hennepin. “Are you aware that you broke his nose? Don’t be surprised if your parents get a hospital bill in the mail.”

			Roy said, “The dumb jerk almost strangled me.”

			“Really? Your bus driver, Mr. Kesey, said he didn’t see a thing.”

			“It’s possible he was actually watching the road,” Roy said.

			Miss Hennepin smiled thinly. “You’ve got quite the snippy attitude, Mr. Eberhardt. What do you think ought to be done with a violent boy like you?”

			“Matherson is the menace! He hassles all the smaller kids on the bus.”

			“Nobody else has complained.”

			“Because they’re scared of him,” Roy said. Which was also why none of the other kids had backed up his story. Nobody wanted to nark on Dana and have to face him the next day on the bus.

			“If you did nothing wrong, then why’d you run away?” Miss Hennepin asked.

			Roy noticed a single jet-black hair sprouting above her upper lip. He wondered why Miss Hennepin hadn’t removed the hair—was it possible that she was letting it grow?

			“Mr. Eberhardt, I asked you a question.”

			“I ran because I’m scared of him, too,” Roy replied.

			“Or perhaps you were scared of what would happen to you when the incident was reported.”

			“That’s totally not true.”

			“Under the rules,” said Miss Hennepin, “you could be suspended from school.”

			“He was choking me. What else was I supposed to do?”

			“Stand up, please.”

			Roy did what he was told.

			“Step closer,” Miss Hennepin said. “How does your head feel? Is this where the golf ball hit you?” She touched the tender purple lump above his ear.

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“You’re a lucky young man. It could’ve been worse.”

			He felt Miss Hennepin’s bony fingers turn down the collar of his shirt. Her chilly gray eyes narrowed and her waxy lips pursed in consternation.

			“Hmm,” she said, peering like a buzzard.

			“What is it?” Roy backed out of her reach.

			The vice-principal cleared her throat and said, “That knot on your head tells me you’ve learned your lesson the hard way. Am I right?”

			Roy nodded. There was no use trying to reason with a person who was cultivating one long oily hair on her lip. Miss Hennepin gave Roy the creeps.

			“Therefore, I’ve decided not to suspend you from school,” she said, tapping a pencil on her chin. “I am, however, going to suspend you from the bus.”

			“Really?” Roy almost burst out laughing. What a fantastic punishment; no bus ride, no Dana!

			“For two weeks,” Miss Hennepin said.

			Roy tried to look bummed. “Two whole weeks?”

			“In addition, I want you to write a letter of apology to Mr. Matherson. A sincere letter.”

			“Okay,” said Roy, “but who’s going to help him read it?”

			Miss Hennepin clicked her pointy yellow teeth. “Don’t press your luck, Mr. Eberhardt.”

			“No, ma’am.”

			As soon as he left the office, Roy hurried to the boys’ bathroom. He climbed up on one of the sinks that had a mirror and pulled down his shirt collar to see what Miss Hennepin had been staring at.

			Roy grinned. Plainly visible on each side of his Adam’s apple were four finger-sized bruises. He swiveled around on the rim of the sink and, craning over his shoulder, spotted two matching thumb marks on the nape of his neck.

			Thank you, dumb-butt Dana, he thought. Now Miss Hennepin knows I’m telling the truth.

			Well, most of the truth.

			Roy had left out the part about the strange running boy. He wasn’t sure why, but it seemed like the sort of thing you didn’t tell a vice-principal unless you absolutely had to.

			

			—

			He had missed his morning classes and most of lunch hour. He hurried through the cafeteria line and found an empty table. Sitting with his back to the doors, he wolfed down a chili burger and a carton of lukewarm milk. Dessert was an overbaked chocolate chip cookie the size of a hockey puck and just about as tasty.

			“Gross,” he muttered. The inedible cookie made a thud when it landed on the plate. Roy picked up his tray and rose to leave. He jumped when a hand landed forcefully on his shoulder. He was afraid to look—what if it was Dana Matherson?

			The perfect ending, Roy thought gloomily, to a perfectly terrible day.

			“Sit down,” said a voice behind him, definitely not Dana’s.

			Roy brushed the hand off his shoulder and turned. Standing there, arms folded, was the tall blond girl with the red-framed eyeglasses—the one he’d encountered on the school bus. The girl looked extremely unhappy.

			“You nearly knocked me down this morning,” she said.

			“Sorry.”

			“Why were you running?”

			“No reason.” Roy tried to get past her, but this time she sidestepped in front of him, blocking his path.

			“You could’ve really hurt me,” she said.

			Roy felt uncomfortable being confronted by a girl. It wasn’t a scene you wanted the other boys to see, for sure. Worse, Roy was truly intimidated. The curly-haired girl was taller than he was, with wide shoulders and tan muscular legs. She looked like an athlete—soccer, probably, or volleyball.

			He said, “See, I punched a kid in the nose—”

			“Oh, I heard all about it,” the girl said snidely, “but that’s not why you ran off, was it?”

			“Sure it was.” Roy wondered if she was going to accuse him of something else, like stealing the lunch money out of her backpack.

			“You’re lying.” The girl boldly seized the other side of his lunch tray, to prevent him from leaving.

			“Let go,” Roy said sharply. “I’m late.”

			“Take it easy. There’s six minutes to the bell, cowgirl.” She looked as if she wouldn’t mind socking him in the stomach. “Now tell the truth. You were chasing somebody, weren’t you?”

			Roy felt relieved that he wasn’t being blamed for a serious crime. “Did you see him, too? That kid with no shoes?”

			Still gripping Roy’s tray, the girl took a step forward, backing Roy up.

			“I got some advice for you,” she said, lowering her voice.

			Roy glanced around anxiously. They were the only ones left in the cafeteria.

			“You listening?” The girl shoved him once more.

			“Yeah.”

			“Good.” She didn’t stop pushing until she had Roy pinned to the wall with his lunch tray. Glaring balefully over the top of her red-framed eyeglasses, she said, “From now on, mind your own damn business.”

			Roy was scared, he had to admit. The edge of the tray was digging into his rib cage. This girl was a bruiser.

			“You saw that kid, too, didn’t you?” he whispered.

			“I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about. Mind your own business, if you know what’s good for you.”

			She let go of Roy’s tray and spun on her heels.

			“Wait!” Roy called after her. “Who is he?”

			But the curly-haired girl didn’t answer or even look back. Stalking off, she simply raised her right arm and reproachfully wagged a forefinger in the air.

		

	
		
			THREE

			Officer Delinko shielded his eyes against the noon glare.

			“Took you long enough,” said Curly, the construction foreman.

			“There was a four-car pileup north of town,” the police officer explained, “with injuries.”

			Curly huffed. “Whatever. Anyways, you can see what they done.”

			Again the trespassers had methodically removed every survey marker and filled in the stake holes. Officer Delinko wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer, but he was beginning to suspect that this wasn’t the random work of juvenile pranksters. Perhaps somebody had a grudge against Mother Paula and her world-famous pancakes.

			“This time you got a actual vandalism to report,” Curly said pointedly. “This time they messed up some private property.”

			He led Officer Delinko to the southwest corner of the site, where a flatbed truck was parked. All four tires were flat.

			Curly raised the palms of his hands and said, “There you go. Each a them tires is worth a hundred and fifty bucks.”

			“What happened?” the policeman asked.

			“The sidewalls was slashed.” Curly’s shiny head bobbed in indignation.

			Officer Delinko knelt down and studied the truck’s tires. He couldn’t see any knife marks in the rubber.

			“I think somebody just let the air out,” he said.

			Curly muttered a reply that was difficult to hear.

			“I’ll make a report, anyway,” the policeman promised.

			“How about this?” Curly said. “How about you put some extra patrols around here?”

			“I’ll speak to my sergeant.”

			“You do that,” Curly grumbled. “I got some people I can speak to myself. This is gettin’ ridiculous.”

			“Yes, sir.” Officer Delinko noticed that three portable latrines were strapped on the back of the flatbed truck. He caught himself smiling at the name painted on the blue doors: TRAVELIN’ JOHNNY.

			“For the construction crew,” Curly explained, “for when we get this project started. If we ever get started.”

			“Did you check ’em out?” asked the policeman.

			Curly frowned. “The johns? What for?”

			“You never know.”

			“Nobody in their right mind’s gonna fool around with a toilet.” The foreman snorted.

			“Can I have a look?” Officer Delinko asked.

			“Be my guest.”

			The policeman climbed up on the bed of the truck. From the outside, the portable latrines appeared untouched. The cargo straps were cinched tight, and the doors to all three units were closed. Officer Delinko opened one and peeked his head inside. The stall smelled heavily of disinfectant.

			“Well?” Curly called up to him.

			“A-okay,” said the policeman.

			“Truth is, there ain’t much to wreck on a port-a-potty.”

			“I suppose not.” Officer Delinko was about to shut the door when he heard a muffled noise—was it a splash? The policeman stared uneasily at the blackness beneath the plastic seat. Ten seconds passed; then he heard it again.

			Definitely a splash.

			“What’re you doin’ up there?” Curly demanded.

			“Listening,” replied Officer Delinko.

			“Listenin’ to what?”

			Officer Delinko unclipped the flashlight from his belt. Edging forward, he aimed the light down the toilet hole.

			Curly heard a cry and watched in surprise as the policeman burst from the doorway of the latrine, leaping off the flatbed like an Olympic hurdler.

			What now? the foreman wondered unhappily.

			Officer Delinko picked himself off the ground and smoothed the front of his uniform. He retrieved his flashlight and tested it to make sure the bulb wasn’t broken.

			Curly handed him his hat, which had come to rest near an owl burrow. “So. Let’s hear it,” the foreman said.

			The policeman nodded grimly. “Alligators,” he declared.

			“You’re kiddin’ me.”

			“I wish I was,” said Officer Delinko. “They put alligators in your potties, sir. Real live alligators.”

			“More than one?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			Curly was flabbergasted. “Are they…big gators?”

			Officer Delinko shrugged, nodding toward the Travelin’ Johnnys. “I imagine all of ’em look big,” he said, “when they’re swimming under your butt.”

			

			—

			Miss Hennepin had notified Roy’s mother, so he had to repeat the story when he got home from school, and once more when his father returned from work.

			“Why was this young man choking you? You didn’t do something to provoke him, did you?” asked Mr. Eberhardt.

			“Roy says he picks on everybody,” Mrs. Eberhardt said. “But even so, fighting is never the right thing.”

			“It wasn’t a fight,” Roy insisted. “I only punched him to make him let go. Then I got off the bus and ran.”

			“And that’s when you were struck by the golf ball?” his father asked, wincing at the thought.

			“He ran a long, long way,” his mother said.

			Roy sighed. “I was scared.” He didn’t like lying to his parents but he was too worn out to explain the real reason that he had run so far.

			Mr. Eberhardt examined the bruise over his son’s ear. “You took a nasty shot here. Maybe Dr. Shulman ought to have a look.”

			“No, Dad, I’m okay.” The paramedics had checked him out on the golf course, and the school nurse at Trace Middle had spent forty-five minutes “observing” him for signs of a possible concussion.

			“He seems to be fine,” agreed Roy’s mother. “The other young man, however, has a broken nose.”

			“Oh?” Mr. Eberhardt’s eyebrows arched.

			To Roy’s surprise, his father didn’t seem angry. And while he wasn’t exactly beaming at Roy, there was unmistakable affection—and possibly even pride—in his gaze. Roy thought it was a good opportunity to renew his plea for leniency.

			“Dad, he was strangling me. What else could I do? What would you have done?” He pulled down his collar to display the bluish finger marks on his neck.

			Mr. Eberhardt’s expression darkened. “Liz, did you see this?” he asked Roy’s mother, who nodded fretfully. “Does the school know what that thug did to our son?”

			“The vice-principal does,” Roy piped up. “I showed her.”

			“What did she do?”

			“Suspended me from the bus for two weeks. Plus I have to write an apology—”

			“What happened to the other boy? Wasn’t he disciplined, too?”

			“I don’t know, Dad.”

			“Because this is assault,” Mr. Eberhardt said. “You can’t choke another person. It’s against the law.”

			“You mean, they could arrest him?” Roy didn’t want to get Dana Matherson thrown in jail, because then Dana’s mean and equally large friends might come after him. Being the new kid in school, Roy didn’t need to be making those types of enemies.

			His mother said, “Roy, honey, they’re not going to arrest him. But he needs to be taught a lesson. He could seriously hurt somebody, picking on smaller kids the way he does.”

			Mr. Eberhardt sat forward intently. “What’s the boy’s name?”

			Roy hesitated. He wasn’t sure exactly what his father did for a living, but he was aware it had something to do with law enforcement. Occasionally, when talking to Roy’s mother, Mr. Eberhardt would refer to his working for the “D.O.J.,” which Roy had deciphered as the United States Department of Justice.

			As much as Roy disliked Dana Matherson, he didn’t believe the kid was worthy of the U.S. government’s attention. Dana was just a big stupid bully; the world was full of them.

			“Roy, please tell me,” his father pressed.

			“The boy’s name is Matherson,” Mrs. Eberhardt chimed in. “Dana Matherson.”

			At first Roy was relieved that his father didn’t write the name down, hoping it meant that he wasn’t going to pursue the incident. Then Roy remembered that his father seemed to have a supernatural memory—for instance, he could still recite the batting averages of the entire starting lineup for the 1978 New York Yankees.

			“Liz, you should call the school tomorrow,” Mr. Eberhardt said to Mrs. Eberhardt, “and find out if—and how—this boy will be disciplined for attacking Roy.”

			“First thing in the morning,” Mrs. Eberhardt promised.

			Roy groaned inwardly. It was his own fault that his parents were reacting so strongly. He should never have shown them the marks on his neck.

			“Mom, Dad, I’ll be fine. Honest I will. Can’t we just let the whole thing drop?”

			“Absolutely not,” his father said firmly.

			“Your dad’s right,” said Roy’s mother. “This is a serious matter. Now come to the kitchen and let’s put some ice on your bump. Afterwards you can work on that apology letter.”

			

			—

			
				On one wall of Roy’s bedroom was a poster from the Livingston rodeo that showed a cowboy riding a ferocious humpbacked bull. The cowboy held one hand high in the air, and his hat was flying off his head. Every night before turning off the lights, Roy would lie on his pillow and stare at the poster, imagining that he was the sinewy young bull rider in the picture. Eight or nine seconds was an eternity on top of an angry bull, but Roy imagined himself hanging on so tightly that the animal couldn’t shake him no matter how furiously it tried. The seconds would tick by until finally the bull would sink to its knees in exhaustion. Then Roy would calmly climb off, waving to the roaring crowd. That’s how he played the scene in his mind.

			Maybe someday, Roy thought hopefully, his father would be transferred back to Montana. Then Roy could learn to ride bulls like a cowboy.

			On the same wall of his bedroom was a yellow flyer handed out to drivers entering Yellowstone National Park. The flyer said:

			
				WARNING!

				MANY VISITORS HAVE BEEN GORED BY BUFFALO.

				BUFFALO CAN WEIGH 2,000 POUNDS AND CAN SPRINT AT 30 MPH, THREE TIMES FASTER THAN YOU CAN RUN.

				THESE ANIMALS MAY APPEAR TAME BUT ARE WILD, UNPREDICTABLE, AND DANGEROUS.

				DO NOT APPROACH BUFFALO!

			

			At the bottom of the handout was a drawing of a tourist being tossed on the horns of a fuming bison. The tourist’s camera was flying one way and his cap was flying another, just like the cowboy’s hat in the rodeo poster.

			Roy had saved the Yellowstone flyer because he was so amazed that anybody would be dumb enough to stroll up to a full-grown buffalo and snap its picture. Yet it happened every summer, and every summer some nitwit tourist got gored.

			It was exactly the sort of idiotic stunt that Dana Matherson would try, Roy thought as he contemplated his apology letter. He could easily envision the big goon trying to hop on a bison, like it was a carousel pony.

			Roy took a piece of lined notebook paper out of his English folder and wrote:

			
				Dear Dana,

				I’m sorry I busted your nose. I hope the bleeding has stopped.

				I promise not to hit you ever again as long as you don’t bother me on the school bus. I think that’s a fair arangement.

				Most sincerely,

				Roy A. Eberhardt

			

			He took the page downstairs and showed his mother, who frowned slightly. “Honey, it seems a little too…well, forceful.”

			“What do you mean, Mom?”

			“It’s not the content of the letter so much as the tone.”

			She handed it to Roy’s father, who read it and said, “I think the tone is exactly right. But you’d better look up ‘arrangement’ in the dictionary.”

			

			—

			The police captain slumped at his desk. This wasn’t how he had planned to end his career. After twenty-two winters pounding the streets of Boston, he’d moved to Florida with the hope of five or six warm and uneventful years before retirement. Coconut Cove had sounded ideal. Yet it had turned out not to be the sleepy little village that the captain had envisioned. The place was growing like a weed—too much traffic, too many tourists, and, yes, even crime.

			Not nasty big-city crime, but flaky Florida-style crime.

			“How many?” he asked the sergeant.

			The sergeant looked at Officer Delinko, who said, “Total of six.”

			“Two in each toilet?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“How big?”

			“The largest was four feet even. The smallest was thirty-one inches,” replied Officer Delinko, reading matter-of-factly from his report.

			“Real alligators,” the captain said.

			“That’s right, sir.”

			Officer Delinko’s sergeant spoke up: “They’re gone now, Captain, don’t worry. A reptile wrangler came and got ’em out of the johns.” With a chuckle he added, “The little one almost took the guy’s thumb off.”

			The captain said, “What’s a ‘reptile wrangler’—aw, never mind.”

			“Believe it or not, we found him in the Yellow Pages.”

			“Figures,” the captain muttered.

			Normally an officer of his rank wouldn’t get involved in such a silly case, but the company building the pancake franchise had some clout with local politicians. One of Mother Paula’s big shots had called Councilman Grandy, who immediately chewed out the police chief, who quickly sent word down the ranks to the captain, who swiftly called for the sergeant, who instantly summoned (last and least) Officer Delinko.

			“What the heck’s going on out there?” the captain demanded. “Why would kids single out this one construction site to vandalize?”

			“Two reasons,” said the sergeant, “boredom and convenience. I’ll bet you five bucks it’s juvies who live in the neighborhood.”

			The captain eyed Officer Delinko. “What do you think?”

			“It seems too organized to be kids—pulling out every stake, not just once but twice. Think about what happened today. How many kids do you know who could handle a four-foot gator?” Officer Delinko said. “Seems awful risky, for a practical joke.”

			Delinko is no Sherlock Holmes, thought the police captain, but he’s got a point. “Well, then, let’s hear your theory,” he said to the patrolman.

			“Yes, sir. Here’s what I think,” Officer Delinko said. “I think somebody’s got it in for Mother Paula. I think it’s some kind of revenge deal.”

			“Revenge,” repeated the captain, somewhat skeptically.

			“That’s right,” the patrolman said. “Maybe it’s a rival pancake house.”

			The sergeant shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “There is no other pancake house in Coconut Cove.”

			“Okay,” said Officer Delinko, rubbing his chin, “so then, how about a disgruntled customer? Maybe someone who once had a bad breakfast at a Mother Paula’s!”

			The sergeant laughed. “How can you mess up a flapjack?”

			“I agree,” the captain said. He’d heard enough. “Sergeant, I want you to send a patrol car by the construction site every hour.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Either you catch these vandals or you scare ’em away. It doesn’t matter to me as long as the chief isn’t getting any more phone calls from Councilman Bruce Grandy. Clear?”

			As soon as they left the captain’s office, Officer Delinko asked his sergeant if he could come in early to work the Mother Paula patrol.

			“No way, David. The overtime budget’s tapped out.”

			“Oh, I don’t want any overtime,” the patrolman said. All he wanted was to solve the mystery.

		

	
		
			FOUR

			Roy’s mother made him stay home all weekend to make sure there was no delayed reaction to the golf-ball bonking. Though his head felt fine, he didn’t sleep well either Saturday night or Sunday night.

			On the way to school Monday morning, his mother asked what was bothering him. Roy said it was nothing, which wasn’t true. He was worried about what would happen when Dana Matherson caught up with him.

			But Dana was nowhere to be seen at Trace Middle.

			“Called in sick,” Garrett reported. He claimed to have inside information, owing to his mother’s high-ranking position as a guidance counselor. “Dude, what’d you do to that poor guy? I heard there was guts all over the bus.”

			“That’s not true.”

			“I heard you pounded him so hard, his nose got knocked up to his forehead. I heard he’ll need plastic surgery to put it back where it belongs.”

			Roy rolled his eyes. “Yeah, right.”

			Garrett made a fart noise through his teeth. “Hey, everybody in school is talkin’ about this—talkin’ about you, Eberhardt.”

			“Great.”

			They were standing in the hall after homeroom, waiting for the first-period bell.

			Garrett said, “Now they think you’re a tough guy.”

			“Who does? Why?” Roy didn’t want to be thought of as tough. He didn’t particularly want to be thought of at all. He just wanted to blend in quietly and not be noticed, like a bug on a riverbank.

			“They think you’re tough,” Garrett went on. “Nobody’s ever slugged a Matherson before.”

			Apparently Dana had three older brothers, none of whom was remembered fondly at Trace Middle.

			“What’d you put in your apology letter? ‘Dear Dana, I’m sorry I thumped you. Please don’t break every bone in my body. Leave me one good arm so at least I can feed myself.’ ”

			“You’re so funny,” Roy said dryly. The truth was, Garrett was pretty funny.

			“What do you think that gorilla’s gonna do next time he sees you?” he said to Roy. “I was you, I’d start thinkin’ about plastic surgery myself so that Dana wouldn’t recognize me. Seriously, man.”

			“Garrett, I need a favor.”

			“What—a place to hide? Try the South Pole.”

			The bell rang and streams of students filled the hall. Roy pulled Garrett aside. “There’s a tall girl with curly blond hair, she wears red glasses —”

			Garrett looked alarmed. “Don’t tell me.”

			“Tell you what?”

			“You got the hots for Beatrice Leep?”

			“That’s her name?” Roy figured it had been at least a hundred years since anyone had named their daughter Beatrice. No wonder she was such a sorehead.

			“What do you know about her?” he asked Garrett.

			“I know enough to stay out of her way. She’s a major soccer jock,” Garrett said, “with a major attitude. I can’t believe you got the hots for her—”

			“I don’t even know her!” Roy protested. “She’s hacked off at me for some crazy reason, and I’m just trying to figure out why.”

			Garrett groaned. “First Dana Matherson, now Beatrice the Bear. You got a death wish, Tex?”

			“Tell me about her. What’s her story?”

			“Not now. We’re gonna be late for class.”

			“Come on,” Roy said. “Please.”

			Garrett stepped closer, checking nervously over his shoulder. “Here’s all you need to know about Beatrice Leep,” he said in a whisper. “Last year one of the star linebackers for Graham High snuck up from behind and slapped her on the bottom. This was at the Big Cypress Mall, broad daylight. Beatrice chased the guy down and heaved him into the fountain. Broke his collarbone in three places. Out for the season.”

			“No way,” said Roy.

			“Maybe you ought to think about Catholic school.”

			Roy gave a hollow laugh. “Too bad we’re Methodists.”

			“Then convert, dude,” Garrett said. “Seriously.”

			

			—

			Officer David Delinko looked forward to getting up early to scout the construction site. It was a welcome break from his daily routine, which offered few opportunities for real surveillance. Usually that was left to the detectives.

			Although Officer Delinko liked the town of Coconut Cove, he had become bored with his job, which mostly involved traffic enforcement. He had joined the police force because he wanted to solve crimes and arrest criminals. Yet, except for the occasional drunk driver, Officer Delinko rarely got to lock up anybody. The handcuffs clipped to his belt were as shiny and unscratched as the day he joined the force, almost two years earlier.

			Vandalism and trespassing weren’t big-time crimes, but Officer Delinko was intrigued by the continuing pattern of mischief at the future site of Mother Paula’s All-American Pancake House. He had a hunch that the culprit (or culprits) intended something more serious than juvenile pranks.

			Since the police chief was getting pressure to stop the incidents, Officer Delinko knew that catching the vandals would be a feather in his cap—and possibly the first step toward a promotion. His long-term career goal was to become a detective, and the Mother Paula case was a chance to show he had the right stuff.

			On the first Monday after the alligator episode, Officer Delinko set his alarm clock for five A.M. He rolled out of bed, took a quick shower, toasted himself a bagel, and headed out for the construction site.

			It was still dark when he arrived. Three times he circled the block and saw nothing unusual. Except for a garbage truck, the streets were empty. The police radio was quiet as well; not much happened in Coconut Cove before dawn.

			Or after dawn, for that matter, Officer Delinko mused.

			He parked the squad car next to Leroy Branitt’s work trailer and waited for the sun to rise. It promised to be a pretty morning; the sky looked clear, with a rim of pink in the east.

			Officer Delinko wished he’d brought a thermos of coffee, because he wasn’t accustomed to getting up so early. Once he caught himself sagging behind the steering wheel, so he slapped briskly at his cheeks in order to stay awake.

			Peering through the fuzzy early-morning gray, Officer Delinko thought he saw movement in the open field ahead of him. He flicked on the squad car’s headlights and there, on a grassy mound marked by a freshly planted survey stake, stood a pair of burrowing owls.

			Curly hadn’t been kidding. These were the dinkiest owls that Officer Delinko had ever seen—only eight or nine inches tall. They were dark brown with spotted wings, whitish throats, and piercing amber eyes. Officer Delinko wasn’t a bird-watcher, but he was intrigued by the toy-sized owls. For several moments they stared at the car, their big eyes blinking uncertainly. Then they took off, chattering to each other as they swooped low over the scrub.

			Hoping he hadn’t scared the birds away from their nest, Officer Delinko turned off his headlights. He rubbed his heavy eyelids and propped his head against the inside of the car window. The glass felt cool against his skin. A mosquito buzzed around his nose, but he was too sleepy to swipe at it.

			Soon he nodded off, and the next thing he heard was the radio crackle of the dispatcher’s voice, routinely asking for his location. Officer Delinko fumbled for the microphone and recited the address of the construction site.

			“Ten-four,” the dispatcher said, signing off.

			Officer Delinko gradually roused himself. The squad car was hot but, oddly, it looked darker outside now than when he’d first arrived—so dark, in fact, that he couldn’t see anything, not even the construction trailer.

			In a fleeting moment of dread, Officer Delinko wondered if it was already the next night. Was it possible he’d accidentally slept through the whole day?

			Just then, something smacked against the squad car—pow! Then came another smack, and another after that…a steady invisible pounding. Officer Delinko grabbed for his gun but it wouldn’t come out of his holster—the seat belt was in the way.

			As he struggled to unstrap himself, the car door flew open and a white blast of sunlight hit him in the face. He shielded his eyes and, remembering what they’d taught him at the academy, shouted, “Police officer! Police officer!”

			“Yeah? Could’ve fooled me.” It was Curly, the sullen construction foreman. “Whatsa matter, didn’t you hear me knockin’?”

			Officer Delinko tried to gather his senses. “Guess I fell asleep. Did something happen?”

			Curly sighed. “Get out and see for yourself.”

			The patrolman emerged into the glaring daylight. “Oh no,” he muttered.

			“Oh yeah,” Curly said.

			While Officer Delinko had been dozing, somebody had sprayed all the windows of his squad car with black paint.

			“What time is it?” he asked Curly.

			“Nine-thirty.”

			Officer Delinko let out an involuntary whimper. Nine-thirty! He touched his finger to the windshield—the paint was dry.

			“My car,” he said despondently.

			“Your car?” Curly bent down and scooped up an armful of dug-up survey stakes. “Who cares about your stupid car?” he said.

			

			—

			
				Roy spent the morning with a knot in his stomach. Something had to be done, something decisive—he couldn’t spend the rest of the school year hiding from Dana Matherson and Beatrice Leep.

			Dana could be dealt with later, but Beatrice the Bear couldn’t wait. At lunchtime Roy spotted her across the cafeteria. She was sitting with three other girls from the soccer team. They looked lanky and tough, though not as formidable as Beatrice.

			Taking a deep breath, Roy walked over and sat at the same table. Beatrice glared in seething disbelief while her friends regarded him with amusement and kept eating.

			“What is your problem?” Beatrice demanded. In one hand was a barbecued pork sandwich, suspended between the tray and her sneering mouth.

			“I think you’re the one with the problem.” Roy smiled, even though he was nervous. Beatrice’s soccer friends were impressed. They set down their forks and waited to see what was coming next.

			Roy plowed ahead. “Beatrice,” he began, “I’ve got no idea why you’re mad about what happened on the bus. You’re not the one who got choked, and you’re not the one who got punched in the nose. So I’m only going to say this once: If I did something to upset you, I’m sorry. It wasn’t on purpose.”

			Evidently no one had ever spoken to Beatrice so forth-rightly, for she appeared to be in a state of shock. Her sandwich remained fixed in midair, the barbecue sauce trickling down her fingers.

			“How much do you weigh?” Roy asked, not unpleasantly.

			“Wha-uh?” Beatrice stammered.

			“Well, I weigh exactly ninety-four pounds,” Roy said, “and I’ll bet you’re at least a hundred and five…”

			One of Beatrice’s friends giggled, and Beatrice shot her a scowl.

			“…which means you could probably knock me around the cafeteria all day long. But it wouldn’t prove a darn thing,” Roy said. “Next time you’ve got a problem just tell me, and then we’ll sit down and talk about it like civilized human beings. Okay?”

			“Civilized,” Beatrice repeated, gazing at Roy over the rims of her glasses. Roy’s eyes flickered to her hand, which was now dripping fat glops of barbecue sauce. Soggy chunks of bun and meat were visible between clenched fingers—she had squeezed the sandwich so ferociously that it had disintegrated.

			One of the soccer girls leaned close to Roy. “Listen, Mouth, you best get outta here while you can. This is so not cool.”

			Roy stood up calmly. “Beatrice, are we straight on this? If anything’s bothering you, now’s the time to tell me.”

			Beatrice the Bear dropped the remains of her sandwich on the plate and wiped her hands with a wad of paper napkins. She didn’t say a word.

			“Whatever.” Roy made a point of smiling again. “I’m glad we had this chance to get to know each other a little better.”

			Then he walked to the other side of the cafeteria and sat down, alone, to eat his lunch.

			

			—

			Garrett snuck into his mother’s office and copied the address off the master enrollment sheet. It cost Roy a buck.

			Roy handed the piece of paper to his mother as they were riding home in the car. “I need to stop here,” he told her.

			Mrs. Eberhardt glanced at the paper and said, “All right, Roy. It’s on our way.” She assumed the address belonged to one of Roy’s friends, and that he was picking up a textbook or a homework assignment.

			As they pulled into the driveway of the house, Roy said, “This’ll only take a minute. I’ll be right back.”

			Dana Matherson’s mother answered the door. She looked a lot like her son, which was unfortunate.

			“Dana home?” Roy asked.

			“Who’re you?”

			“I go to school with him.”

			Mrs. Matherson grunted, turned around, and yelled Dana’s name. Roy was glad that she didn’t invite him inside. Soon he heard heavy footsteps, and Dana himself filled the doorway. He wore long blue pajamas that would have fit a polar bear. A mound of thick gauze, cross-hatched by shiny white tape, occupied the center of his piggish face. Both eyes were badly swollen and ringed with purple bruising.

			Roy stood speechless. It was hard to believe that one punch had done so much damage.

			Dana glared down at him and, in a pinched nasal voice, said: “I am not believin’ this.”

			“Don’t worry. I just came to give you something.” Roy handed him the envelope containing the apology letter.

			“What is it?” Dana asked suspiciously.

			“Go ahead and open it.”

			Dana’s mother appeared behind him. “Who is he?” she asked Dana. “What’s he want?”

			“Never mind,” Dana mumbled.

			Roy piped up: “I’m the one your son tried to strangle the other day. I’m the one who slugged him.”

			Dana’s shoulders stiffened. His mother clucked in amusement. “You gotta be kiddin’! This little twerp is the one who messed up your face?”

			“I came to apologize. It’s all in the letter.” Roy pointed at the envelope clutched in Dana’s right hand.

			“Lemme see.” Mrs. Matherson reached over her son’s shoulder, but he pulled away and crumpled the envelope in his fist.

			“Get lost, cowgirl,” he snarled at Roy. “Me and you will settle up when I get back to school.”

			When Roy returned to the car, his mother asked: “Why are those two people wrestling on the porch?”

			“The one in the pajamas is the kid who tried to choke me on the bus. The other one, that’s his mother. They’re fighting over my apology letter.”

			“Oh.” Mrs. Eberhardt thoughtfully watched the strange scene through the car window. “I hope they don’t hurt each other. They’re both rather husky, aren’t they?”

			“Yes, they are. Can we go home now, Mom?”

		

	
		
			FIVE

			Roy zipped through his homework in an hour. When he came out of his room, he heard his mother talking to his father on the phone. She was saying that Trace Middle had decided not to take disciplinary action against Dana Matherson because of his injuries. Apparently the school didn’t want to provoke Dana’s parents, in case they were considering a lawsuit.

			When Mrs. Eberhardt began telling Mr. Eberhardt about the wild tussle between Dana and his mother, Roy slipped out the back door. He wheeled his bicycle from the garage and rode off. Twenty minutes later, he arrived at Beatrice Leep’s bus stop, and from there he easily retraced Friday’s ill-fated foot chase.

			When Roy got to the golf course, he locked his bike to the pipes of a water fountain and set off jogging down the same fairway where he’d gotten clobbered. It was late in the afternoon, steamy hot, and few golfers were out. Nonetheless, Roy ran with his head down and one arm upraised for deflection in case another errant ball came flying in his direction. He slowed only when he reached the stand of Australian pines into which the running boy had vanished.

			The pine trees gave way to a tangled thicket of Brazilian peppers and dense ground scrub, which looked impenetrable. Roy scoured the fringes, looking for a trail or some human sign. He didn’t have much time before it would get dark. Soon he gave up trying to locate an entry point and elbowed his way into the pepper trees, which scraped his arms and poked his cheeks. He shut his eyes and thrashed onward.

			Gradually the branches thinned and the ground beneath him began to slope. He lost his balance and went sliding down a ditch that ran like a tunnel through the thicket.

			There, in the shadows, the air was cool and earthy. Roy spotted a series of charred rocks encircling a layer of ashes: a campfire. He knelt by the small pit and studied the packed dirt around it. He counted half a dozen identical impressions, all made by the same set of bare feet. Roy placed his own shoe beside one of the prints and wasn’t surprised to see they were about the same size.

			On a whim he called out, “Hello? You there?”

			No answer.

			Slowly Roy worked his way along the ditch, hunting for more clues. Concealed beneath a mat of vines he found three plastic garbage bags, each tied at the neck. Inside the first bag was common everyday trash—soda bottles, soup cans, potato chip wrappers, apple cores. The second bag held a stack of boys’ clothing, neatly folded T-shirts, blue jeans, and underpants.

			But no socks or shoes, Roy observed.

			Unlike the other bags, the third one wasn’t full. Roy loosened the knot and peeked, but he couldn’t see what was inside. Whatever it was felt bulky.

			Without thinking, he turned the bag over and dumped the contents on the ground. A pile of thick brown ropes fell out.

			Then the ropes began to move.

			“Uh-oh,” Roy said.

			Snakes—and not just any old snakes.

			They had broad triangular heads, like the prairie rattlers back in Montana, but their bodies were muck-colored and ominously plump. Roy recognized the snakes as cottonmouth moccasins, highly poisonous. They carried no rattles to warn in advance of a strike, but Roy saw that the tips of their stubby tails had been dipped in blue and silver sparkles, the kind used in art projects. It was a most peculiar touch.

			Roy struggled to remain motionless while the fat reptiles untangled themselves at his feet. Tongues flicking, some of the moccasins extended to their full lengths while others coiled sluggishly. Roy counted nine in all.

			This isn’t good, he thought.

			He almost leaped out of his sneakers when a voice spoke out from the thicket behind him.

			“Don’t move!” the voice commanded.

			“I wasn’t planning to,” Roy said. “Honest.”

			

			—

			When he lived in Montana, Roy once hiked up Pine Creek Trail into the Absaroka Range, which overlooks Paradise Valley and the Yellowstone River.

			It was a school field trip, with four teachers and about thirty kids. Roy had purposely dropped to the rear of the line, and when the others weren’t looking, he peeled away from the group. Abandoning the well-worn path, he angled back and forth up the side of a wooded ridge. His plan was to cross over the top and quietly sneak down ahead of the school hikers. He thought it would be funny if they trudged into the campsite and found him napping by the creek.

			Hurriedly Roy made his way through a forest of towering lodgepole pines. The slope was littered with brittle dead logs and broken branches, the debris of many cold, windy winters. Roy stepped gingerly to avoid making noise, for he didn’t want the hikers down below to hear him climbing.

			As it turned out, Roy was too quiet. He walked into a clearing and found himself facing a large grizzly bear with two cubs. It was impossible to say who was more startled.

			Roy had always wanted to see a grizzly in the wild, but his buddies at school told him to dream on. Maybe in Yellowstone Park, they said, but not up here. Most grownups spent their whole lives out West without ever laying eyes on one.

			Yet there was Roy, and a hundred feet across the glade were three serious bears—snorting, huffing, rising on their hind legs to scope him out.

			Roy remembered that his mother had packed a canister of pepper spray in his backpack, but he also remembered what he’d read about bear encounters. The animals had poor eyesight, and the best thing for a human to do was remain perfectly still and silent.

			So that’s what Roy did.

			The sow bear squinted and growled and sniffed for his scent on the wind. Then she made a sharp coughing noise, and her cubs obediently dashed off into the woods.

			Roy swallowed hard, but he didn’t move.

			The mother bear rose to her full height, bared her yellow teeth, and faked a lunge toward him.

			Inside, Roy was quaking with terror but on the outside he remained calm and motionless. The bear studied him closely. Her changing expression suggested to Roy that she’d figured out he was too meek and puny to pose a threat. After a few tense moments, she dropped to all fours and, with a final defiant snort, lumbered off to collect her cubs.

			Still, Roy didn’t move a muscle.

			He didn’t know how far the bears had gone, or whether they might come back to stalk him. For two hours and twenty-two minutes Roy remained as stationary as a plaster statue on that mountainside, until one of his teachers found him and led him safely back to the group.

			So Roy was extremely good at not moving, especially when he was scared. He was plenty scared now, with nine venomous snakes crawling around his feet.

			“Take a deep breath,” advised the voice behind him.

			“I’m trying,” Roy said.

			“Okay, now step backwards real slow on the count of three.”

			“Oh, I don’t think so,” said Roy.

			“One…”

			“Now wait a second.”

			“Two…”

			“Please!” Roy begged.

			“Three.”

			“I can’t!”

			“Three,” the voice said again.

			Roy’s legs felt like rubber as he teetered backward. A hand seized his shirt and yanked him into the thicket of pepper trees. As Roy’s butt landed in the dirt, a hood came down over his face and his arms were jerked behind his back. Before he could react, a rope was looped twice around his wrists and secured to the trunk of a tree. Roy could feel the smooth sticky bark when he wiggled his fingers.

			“What’s going on!” he demanded.

			“You tell me.” The voice had moved in front of him. “Who are you? Why’re you here?”

			“My name is Roy Eberhardt. I saw you run by the school bus the other day.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about.”

			“On two different days, actually,” Roy said. “I saw you running and I got curious. You looked kind of…I don’t know, wired.”

			“Wasn’t me.”

			“Yeah, it was.” The snake wrangler was using a false husky tone—the voice of a boy trying to sound like a grownup.

			Roy said, “Honest, I didn’t come out here to hassle you. Take off this hood so we can see each other, okay?”

			He could hear the boy’s breathing. Then: “You’re gonna have to get outta here. Like right now.”

			“But what about the snakes?”

			“They’re mine.”

			“Yeah, but—”

			“They won’t go far. I’ll catch ’em again later.”

			Roy said, “That’s not what I meant.”

			The boy laughed. “Don’t worry, I’ll take you out the back way. Just do as I say and you won’t get bit.”

			“What a guy,” muttered Roy.

			The boy untied him from the Brazilian pepper and boosted him to his feet. “I gotta admit, you did pretty good,” the boy said. “Most kids woulda peed their pants.”

			“Are those cottonmouths?” Roy asked.

			“Yep.” The boy sounded pleased that Roy knew what kind of snakes they were.

			“Where I used to live, we had lots of rattlers,” Roy volunteered. He thought that if he could start a friendly conversation, the kid might change his mind and take the hood off Roy’s face. “I never heard of a cottonmouth with sparkles on its tail.”

			“They’re goin’ to a party. Now start walkin’.” The boy grabbed Roy from behind and guided him forward. He had a strong grip. “I’ll tell you when to duck for branches,” he said.

			The hood was either black or dark blue, and Roy couldn’t see a speck of light through the heavy fabric. Blindly he stumbled and swayed through the thicket, but the barefoot boy kept him from falling. Roy knew they were out of the trees when the air got warmer and the ground beneath his feet got flat. He could smell the fertilized sod of the golf course.

			Soon they stopped marching, and the kid began to loosen the knots on Roy’s wrists. “Don’t turn around,” he said.

			“What’s your name?” Roy asked.

			“I don’t have a name no more.”

			“Sure you do. Everybody’s got a name.”

			The kid grunted. “I been called Mullet Fingers. And I been called worse.”

			“You don’t really live out here, do you?”

			“None a your business. What’f I do?”

			“All by yourself? What about your family?” Roy asked.

			The boy rapped him lightly on the back of the head. “You ask too many nosy questions.”

			“Sorry.” Roy noticed his hands were free, but he continued to hold them behind his back.

			“Don’t turn around until you count to fifty,” the kid instructed him. “Otherwise, you’re gonna wake up one morning with one of those big ole cottonmouths in your bed. Got it?”

			Roy nodded.

			“Good. Now start countin’.”

			“One, two, three, four…,” Roy said aloud. When he reached fifty, he whipped the hood off his head and wheeled around. He was alone in the middle of the driving range, surrounded by acres of golf balls.

			The barefoot boy was gone, again.

			Roy ran all the way back to his bicycle and rode home as fast as he could. He wasn’t frightened and he wasn’t discouraged. He was more excited than ever.

		

	
		
			SIX

			At breakfast the next morning, Roy asked if it was against the law for a kid his age not to go to school.

			His mother said, “Well, I’m not sure if it’s an actual law but—”

			“Oh yes, it is,” his father cut in. “Truancy is what it’s called.”

			“Can they put you in jail?” Roy asked.

			“Usually they just put you back in school,” Mr. Eberhardt said. Half-jokingly he added, “You weren’t thinking of dropping out, were you?”

			Roy said no, school was all right.

			“I bet I know what this is about,” Mrs. Eberhardt said. “You’re worried about bumping into that Matherson boy again. See, didn’t I tell you the apology letter was too assertive?”

			“The letter was just fine,” Roy’s father said, spreading open the newspaper.

			“If it was ‘just fine,’ then why is Roy so scared? Why’s he talking about dropping out of school?”

			“I’m not scared,” Roy said, “and I don’t want to drop out of Trace Middle. It’s just…”

			His mother eyed him. “What?”

			“Nothing, Mom.”

			Roy decided not to tell his parents about his encounter with Mullet Fingers, the running boy. Being in law enforcement, Roy’s father probably was required to report all crimes, even truancy. Roy didn’t want to get the kid in trouble.

			“Listen to this,” Mr. Eberhardt said, and began reading aloud from the newspaper: “ ‘A Coconut Cove police cruiser was vandalized early Monday morning while parked at a construction site on East Oriole Avenue. The officer had fallen asleep inside the car at the time, according to a police spokesperson.’ Can you believe that?”

			Roy’s mother clucked. “Sleeping on duty? That’s disgraceful. They should fire that fellow.”

			Roy thought the story was pretty amusing.

			“It gets better,” his father said. “Listen: ‘The incident happened shortly before sunrise, when an unknown prankster sneaked up to the patrol car, a 2001 Crown Victoria, and spray-painted the windows with black paint.’ ”

			Roy, who had a mouthful of raisin bran, burst out laughing. Milk dribbled down his chin.

			Mr. Eberhardt was also smiling as he continued: “ ‘Coconut Cove Police Chief Merle Deacon declined to release the name of the officer who fell asleep, saying that he is part of a special surveillance team investigating property crimes on the east side of town. Deacon said the officer has recently been ill with the flu and had been given medication that made him drowsy.’ ”

			Roy’s father looked up from the article. “Medication, ha!”

			“What else does the story say?” Mrs. Eberhardt asked.

			“Let’s see…. It says this was the third suspicious incident within a week at this location, which is the future home of a Mother Paula’s All-American Pancake House.”

			Roy’s mother brightened. “We’re getting a Mother Paula’s here in Coconut Cove? That’ll be nice.”

			Roy swabbed a napkin across his chin. “Dad, what else happened out there?”

			“I was wondering the same thing.” Mr. Eberhardt skimmed the rest of the article. “Here it is: ‘Last Monday, unknown intruders uprooted survey stakes from the property. Four days later, vandals entered the site and placed live alligators in three portable toilets. According to police, the reptiles were captured unharmed and later released into a nearby canal. No arrests have been made.’ ”

			Mrs. Eberhardt rose and started clearing the breakfast dishes. “Alligators!” she said. “Good heavens, what next?”

			Mr. Eberhardt folded the paper and tossed it on the kitchen counter. “This is turning out to be an interesting little town after all, isn’t it, Roy?”

			Roy picked up the newspaper to see for himself. East Oriole Avenue sounded familiar. As he read the story, Roy remembered where he’d seen that street sign. Beatrice Leep’s bus stop, the place he had first spotted the running boy, was on West Oriole Avenue, just the other side of the main highway.

			“The article doesn’t say how big those gators were,” Roy remarked.

			His father chuckled. “I don’t think it’s important, son. I think it’s the thought that counts.”

			

			—

			The police captain said, “I’ve read your report, David. Is there anything else you’d like to add?”

			Officer Delinko shook his head. His hands were folded on his lap. What could he say?

			His sergeant spoke up: “David understands how serious this is.”

			“ ‘Embarrassing’ is the word,” the captain said. “The chief has been sharing some of the e-mails and phone messages with me. It’s not pretty. Did you see the newspaper?”

			Officer Delinko nodded. He had read and reread the article a dozen times. Each time it made his stomach churn.

			“You probably noticed that your name wasn’t mentioned,” the captain said. “That’s because we refused to release it to the media.”

			“Yes. Thank you,” Officer Delinko said. “I’m very sorry about all this, sir.”

			“And you read Chief Deacon’s explanation for what happened? I assume you’re comfortable with that.”

			“To be honest, sir, I haven’t had the flu. And I wasn’t taking any medication yesterday—”

			“David,” the sergeant cut in, “if the chief says you were taking flu medicine, you were definitely taking flu medicine. And if the chief says that’s why you fell asleep in your patrol car, then that’s exactly what happened. Understand?”

			“Oh. Yes, sir.”

			The captain held up a yellow slip of paper. “This is a bill from the Ford dealership for four hundred and ten bucks. They got that black paint off your windows, that’s the good news. Took ’em all day, but they did it.”

			Officer Delinko was sure that the captain was going to hand him the repair bill, but he didn’t. Instead he placed it inside the patrolman’s personnel file, which lay open on his desk.

			“Officer, I don’t know what to do with you. I just don’t.” The captain’s tone was one of paternal disappointment.

			“I’m very sorry. It won’t happen again, sir.”

			Officer Delinko’s sergeant said, “Captain, I ought to tell you that David volunteered for this surveillance duty at the construction site. And he went out early in the morning, on his own off-duty time.”

			“His own time?” The captain folded his arms. “Well, that’s commendable. David, can I ask why you did that?”

			“Because I wanted to catch the perpetrators,” Officer Delinko replied. “I knew it was a priority with you and the chief.”

			“That’s the only reason? You didn’t have some sort of personal stake in this case?”

			I do now, thought Officer Delinko. Now that they’ve made a fool of me.

			“No, sir,” he said.

			The captain turned his attention toward the sergeant. “Well, there’s got to be some type of punishment, whether we like it or not. The chief’s taking too much grief over this.”

			“I agree,” the sergeant said.

			Officer Delinko’s heart sank. Any disciplinary action would automatically become part of his permanent record. It might be an issue when it came time for a promotion.

			“Sir, I’ll pay that bill myself,” Officer Delinko offered. Four hundred and ten dollars was a serious chunk out of his paycheck, but keeping his record spotless was worth every penny.

			The captain said it wasn’t necessary for Officer Delinko to cover the bill—and that wouldn’t satisfy the chief, anyway. “So I’m putting you on desk duty,” he said, “for a month.”

			“David can live with that,” said the sergeant.

			“But what about the Mother Paula’s surveillance?” Officer Delinko asked.

			“Don’t worry, we’ll get it covered. We’ll pull somebody off the midnight shift.”

			“Yes, sir.” Officer Delinko was depressed at the idea of being stuck behind a desk, doing nothing for a whole boring month. Still, it was better than being suspended. The only thing worse than sitting at headquarters would be sitting at home.

			The captain stood up, which meant the meeting was over. He said, “David, if anything like this ever happens again…”

			“It won’t. I promise.”

			“Next time you’re definitely going to see your name in the newspaper.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Under a headline that says: OFFICER TERMINATED. Is that clear?”

			Officer Delinko cringed inwardly. “I understand, sir,” he said quietly to the captain.

			He wondered if the little jerks who’d sprayed his Crown Victoria realized how much trouble they were getting him into. My whole career is in jeopardy, Officer Delinko thought angrily, all because of some smart-ass juvenile delinquents. He was more determined than ever to catch them in the act.

			In the hallway outside the captain’s office, the sergeant told him, “You can pick up your car at the motor pool. But remember, David, you’re off road patrol. That means you’re allowed to drive the unit home and back, but that’s all.”

			“Right,” said Officer Delinko. “Home and back.”

			He had already thought of a route that would take him directly past the corner of East Oriole and Woodbury, the future location of Mother Paula’s All-American Pancake House.

			Nobody said he couldn’t leave his house extra early in the morning. Nobody said he couldn’t take his sweet time getting to work.

			

			—

			Dana Matherson was absent from school again. Roy felt somewhat relieved, though not enough to relax. The longer Dana had to stay away so his nose could recover from Roy’s punch, the nastier he would be when he finally returned to Trace Middle.

			“You’ve still got time to blow town,” Garrett suggested helpfully.

			“I’m not running away. Whatever happens just happens.”

			Roy wasn’t trying to act cool. He’d thought a lot about the Dana situation. Another confrontation seemed inevitable, and part of him simply wanted to get it over with. He wasn’t cocky, but he had a stubborn streak of pride. He had no intention of spending the rest of the year cowering in the rest room or sneaking through the halls just to avoid some dumb bully.

			“I probably shouldn’t tell you this,” said Garrett, “but some of the kids are taking bets.”

			“Great. They’re betting on whether Dana’s going to beat me up?”

			“No, on how many times he’s going to beat you up.”

			“Nice,” Roy said.

			Actually, two good things had come out of the altercation with Dana Matherson. The first was Roy successfully tailing the barefoot boy to the golf course. The second was Roy being booted off the bus for two weeks by the vice-principal.

			It was nice having his mother pick him up at school. They got to chat in the car, and Roy arrived home twenty minutes earlier than usual.

			The phone was ringing when they walked in the door. It was his mother’s sister calling from California to chat. Roy seized the opportunity to retrieve a cardboard shoe box from his room and slip quietly out the back door of the house.

			He was heading for the golf course again, with a slight detour. Instead of making a left on West Oriole, toward the bus stop, Roy rode his bicycle across the highway to East Oriole. He’d gone less than two blocks when he came upon a scrub-covered lot with a dented work trailer in one corner.

			Parked beside the trailer was a blue pickup truck. Not far away sat three bulldozer-type vehicles and a row of portable toilets. Roy figured this had to be the same place where the police car got spray-painted and the alligators were hidden inside the latrines.

			As soon as Roy stopped his bicycle, the door of the trailer flew open and a stocky bald man charged out. He wore stiff tan work pants and a tan shirt that had a name stitched to the breast. Roy was too far away to read it.

			“What do you want?” the man snapped, his face flushed with anger. “Hey, kid, I’m talking to you!”

			Roy thought: What’s his problem?

			The man came toward him, pointing. “What’s in that box?” he yelled. “What’ve you and your little buddies got planned for tonight, huh?”

			Roy spun his bike around and started pedaling away. The guy was acting like a total psycho.

			“That’s right, and don’t you come back!” the bald man hollered, shaking a fist. “Next time there’ll be guard dogs waiting for you. The meanest damn dogs you ever saw!”

			Roy pedaled faster. He didn’t turn around. The clouds were darkening, and he thought he felt a raindrop on one cheek. From the distance came a rumble of thunder.

			Even after crossing the highway to West Oriole, Roy didn’t slow his pace. By the time he made it to the golf course, a steady drizzle was coming down. He hopped off his bicycle and, shielding the shoe box with both arms, began to jog across the deserted greens and fairways.

			Soon he reached the thicket of pepper trees where he’d encountered the boy called Mullet Fingers. Roy had mentally prepared himself to be blindfolded and tied up again—he’d even composed a short speech for the occasion. He was determined to persuade Mullet Fingers that he was someone to be trusted, that he hadn’t come to interfere but rather to help, if Mullet Fingers needed it.

			While working his way through the thicket, Roy grabbed a dead branch off the ground. It was heavy enough to make an impression on a cottonmouth moccasin, though he hoped that wouldn’t be necessary.

			When he got to the ditch, he saw no signs of the deadly sparkle-tailed snakes. The running boy’s camp was gone—cleaned out. All the plastic bags had been removed, and the fire pit had been buried. Roy poked the tip of the dead branch through the loose dirt, but it yielded no clues. Glumly he checked for footprints and found not one.

			Mullet Fingers had fled without a trace.

			As Roy emerged into the fairway, the purple sky opened up. Rain slashed down in wind-driven sheets that stung his face, and lightning crashed ominously nearby. Roy shivered and took off running. In an electrical storm, the worst place to be was on a golf course, standing near trees.

			As he ran, flinching at every thunderclap, he began to feel guilty about sneaking away from the house. His mother would be worried sick once she realized he was out in this weather. She might even get in the car and come searching for him, a prospect that troubled Roy. He didn’t want his mom driving around in such dangerous conditions; the rain was so heavy that she wouldn’t be able to see the road very well.

			As wet and weary as he was, Roy forced himself to run faster. Squinting through the downpour, he kept thinking: It can’t be much farther.

			He was looking for the water fountain where he’d left his bicycle. Finally, as another wild burst of lightning illuminated the fairway, he spotted it twenty yards ahead of him.

			But his bicycle wasn’t there.

			At first Roy thought it was the wrong fountain. He thought he must have lost his direction in the storm. Then he recognized a nearby utility shed and a wooden kiosk with a soda machine.

			This was the place, all right. Roy stood in the rain and stared miserably at the spot where he’d left his bike. Usually he was careful about locking it, but today he’d been in too much of a hurry.

			Now it was missing. Stolen, undoubtedly.

			To get away from the rain, Roy dashed into the wooden kiosk. The soggy cardboard box was coming apart in his hands. It would be a very long walk home, and Roy knew he couldn’t get there before nightfall. His parents would be going bananas.

			For ten minutes Roy stood in the kiosk, dripping on the floor, waiting for the downpour to slacken. The lightning and thunder seemed to be rolling eastward but the rain just wouldn’t quit. Finally Roy stepped outside, lowered his head, and started trudging in the direction of his neighborhood. Every step made a splash. Raindrops streaked down his forehead and clung to his eyelashes. He wished he’d worn a cap.

			When he got to the sidewalk he tried to run but it was like sloshing through the shallows of an endless lake. Roy had noticed this about Florida: It was so low and flat that puddles took forever to drain. He plodded onward and soon he reached the bus stop where he’d first spotted the running boy. Roy didn’t pause to look around. It was growing darker by the minute.

			Just as he made it to the corner of West Oriole and the highway, the streetlights flickered on.

			Oh brother, he thought. I’m really late.

			Traffic was steady in both directions, creeping through the standing water. Roy waited impatiently. Every car pushed a wake that splashed against his shins. He didn’t care. He was already soaked to the bone.

			Spying a gap in the traffic, Roy ventured into the road.

			“Watch it!” shouted a voice behind him.

			Roy jumped back on the curb and spun around. There was Beatrice Leep, sitting on his bicycle.

			She said, “What’s in the shoe box, cowgirl?”

		

	
		
			SEVEN

			How it happened was no big mystery.

			Like all students, Beatrice the Bear lived in the vicinity of her school bus stop. Roy likely had ridden right past her front door, and when Beatrice had spotted him, she’d simply tailed him to the golf course.

			“That’s my bike,” he said to her.

			“Yeah, it is.”

			“Can I have it back?”

			“Maybe later,” she said. “Hop on.”

			“What?”

			“The handlebars, you dork. Get on the handlebars. We’re goin’ for a ride.”

			Roy did what he was told. He wanted to retrieve his bicycle and go home.

			Two years of pushing up and down high hills in Montana’s thin air had made Roy a powerful rider, but Beatrice Leep was stronger. Even through deep puddles she pedaled swiftly and effortlessly, as if Roy were weightless. Perched uncomfortably on the handlebars, he clutched the sodden cardboard box.

			“Where are we going?” he shouted.

			“Hush up,” Beatrice said.

			She steamed past the fancy brick entrance to the golf course and soon the paved road gave way to a dirt rut, with no curbs or streetlights. Roy braced himself as the bike jounced through muddy potholes. The rain had softened to a mist, and his wet shirt felt cool against his skin.

			Beatrice stopped when they came to a tall chain-link fence. Roy observed that a small section had been cut with wire clippers so that it could be pulled back. He got off the handlebars and tugged at his jeans, which had ridden up the crack of his butt.

			Beatrice parked the bicycle and motioned for Roy to follow her through the hole in the fence. They entered a junkyard full of wrecked automobiles, acres of them. In the twilight Roy and Beatrice crept along, darting from one rusted hulk to the next. From the way Beatrice was acting, Roy assumed they weren’t alone on the property.

			Soon they came to an old panel truck propped up on cinderblocks. Roy could barely make out the faded red lettering on its battered awning: JO-JO’S ICE CREAM AND SNO-CONES.

			Beatrice Leep stepped up into the cab, pulling Roy behind her. She led him through a narrow doorway into the back, which was cluttered with crates, boxes, and heaps of clothes. Roy noticed a sleeping bag rolled up in a corner.

			When Beatrice closed the door, they were in total darkness; Roy couldn’t see his own fingers in front of his face.

			He heard Beatrice’s voice: “Lemme have your box.”

			“No,” Roy said.

			“Eberhardt, are you fond of your front teeth?”

			“I’m not afraid of you,” Roy lied.

			It was stuffy and humid inside the old ice-cream truck. Mosquitoes hummed in Roy’s ears and he slapped at them blindly. He smelled something that seemed out of place, something oddly familiar—cookies? The truck smelled like freshly baked peanut-butter cookies, the kind Roy’s mother made.

			The piercing beam of a flashlight caught him squarely in the eyes, and he turned away.

			“For the last time,” Beatrice said menacingly, “what’s in that shoe box?”

			“Shoes,” said Roy.

			“I’m so sure.”

			“Honest.”

			She snatched the box from his hands and flipped it open, aiming the flashlight at the contents.

			“I told you,” Roy said.

			Beatrice huffed. “Why are you carryin’ around an extra pair of sneakers? That’s really weird, cowgirl.”

			“The shoes aren’t for me,” Roy said. They were almost brand-new; he’d only worn them a couple of times.

			“Then who’re they for?”

			“Just a kid I met.”

			“What kid?”

			“The one I told you about at school. The one who went running by your bus stop that day.”

			“Oh,” Beatrice said caustically, “the one you went chasing when you shoulda been minding your own business.” She turned the flashlight off and everything went black again.

			“Well, I finally met him. Sort of,” Roy said.

			“You don’t give up, do you?”

			“Look, the kid needs shoes. He could step on broken glass or rusty nails…or even a cottonmouth.”

			“How do you know he wants to wear shoes, Eberhardt? Maybe he can run faster without ’em.”

			Roy wasn’t sure what Beatrice Leep’s problem was, but he knew he was seriously late for dinner and his parents were probably frantic. He planned to make a break as soon as Beatrice turned on the flashlight again. If he could somehow beat her to the bicycle, he might be able to get away.

			“Whatever,” Roy said. “If he doesn’t want the shoes, I’ll keep ’em myself. If he does, well, they ought to fit him. He looked about as tall as me.”

			From the darkness, only silence.

			“Beatrice, if you’re going to beat me up, could you please hurry up and get it over with? My mom and dad are probably calling the National Guard right now.”

			More heavy silence.

			“Beatrice, you awake?”

			“Eberhardt, why do you care about this kid?”

			It was a good question, and Roy wasn’t certain he could put the answer into words. There was something about the look on the boy’s face when he went running past the school bus those days; something urgent and determined and unforgettable.

			“I don’t know,” Roy said to Beatrice Leep. “I don’t know why.”

			The flashlight blinked on. Roy clambered for the door, but Beatrice calmly snatched him by the seat of his jeans and yanked him to the floor beside her.

			Roy sat there panting, waiting to get clobbered.

			Yet she didn’t seem mad. “What size are these?” she asked, holding up the sneakers.

			“Nines,” said Roy.

			“Hmm.”

			In the cupped glow of light, Beatrice put a finger to her lips and pointed over her shoulder. Then Roy heard the footsteps outside.

			Beatrice clicked off the light and they waited. The steps in the gravel sounded heavy and ponderous, like those of a large man. Something jangled as he moved; a set of keys, maybe, or loose coins in a pocket. Roy held his breath.

			As the watchman approached the ice-cream truck, he whacked one of the fenders with what sounded like a lead pipe. Roy jumped but made no noise. Luckily, the man kept walking. Every so often he’d bang the pipe loudly on another junker, as if he were trying to scare something out of the shadows.

			After the man was gone, Beatrice whispered: “Rent-a-cop.”

			“What are we doing here?” Roy asked weakly.

			In the darkness of the compartment, he could hear Beatrice the Bear standing up. “Tell you what I’m gonna do, cowgirl,” she said. “I’ll make you a little deal.”

			“Go on,” said Roy.

			“I’ll see that the barefoot kid gets these shoes, but only if you promise to leave him alone. No more spying.”

			“So you do know him!”

			Beatrice hoisted Roy to his feet.

			“Yeah, I know him,” she said. “He’s my brother.”

			

			—

			At four-thirty in the afternoon, when Officer David Delinko normally got off work, his desk was still piled high with paperwork. He had lots of forms to fill out and reports to complete about what had happened to his patrol car. He kept writing until his wrist began to ache, and at six he finally called it quits.

			The motor pool was only a few blocks away, but the rain was pouring down when Officer Delinko wearily came out of the headquarters building. He didn’t want his uniform to get drenched, so he waited under the eaves, directly beneath the capital P in COCONUT COVE PUBLIC SAFETY DEPARTMENT.

			Lots of cities had started referring to their police forces as “public safety” departments, a phrase intended to promote a softer, friendlier image. Like most officers, David Delinko thought the name change was pointless. A cop was a cop, period. In an emergency, nobody ever yelled, “Quick! Call the public safety department!”

			“Call the police” is what they always shouted—and always would.

			David Delinko was proud to be a policeman. His father had been a robbery detective in Cleveland, Ohio, and his older brother was a homicide detective in Fort Lauderdale—and a detective is what David Delinko fervidly wanted to be, someday.

			That day, he realized sadly, was probably further in the future than ever, thanks to the vandals at the pancake-house construction site.

			Officer Delinko was mulling his situation, watching the rain stream down, when a lightning bolt zapped a utility pole at the end of the street. Briskly he retreated into the lobby of the headquarters building, where the ceiling lights flickered twice and faded out.

			“Aw, shoot,” Officer Delinko grumbled to himself. There was nothing to do but wait for the storm to pass.

			He couldn’t stop thinking about the bizarre incidents at the Mother Paula’s property. First, somebody pulling the survey stakes; then dumping the alligators in the latrines; then spray-painting his squad car while he was asleep inside—this was the work of bold and defiant perpetrators.

			Immature, certainly, but still bold.

			In Officer Delinko’s experience, kids weren’t usually so persistent, or so daring. In typical cases of juvenile vandalism, the crimes could be traced to a group of youngsters, each trying to outdo the other for thrills.

			But this wasn’t a typical case, Officer Delinko thought. Possibly it was the work of just one person with a grudge—or a mission.

			After a while, the squall began to subside and the thunderclouds scudded away from the center of town. Officer Delinko covered his head with a newspaper and made a dash for the motor-pool yard. His hand-shined shoes were squirting water by the time he got there.

			The Crown Victoria, looking as good as new, sat outside the locked gate. Officer Delinko had asked the garage chief to hide the car keys in the gas cap, but instead they were inserted into the ignition, visible to anyone strolling by. The garage chief believed nobody was loony enough to steal a marked police car.

			Officer Delinko started up the car and headed for his apartment. Along the way he made a slow loop around the pancake-house property, but there wasn’t a soul to be seen. He wasn’t surprised. Criminals disliked lousy weather as much as law-abiding citizens did.

			Even when off-duty, Officer Delinko always kept the radio in his police cruiser turned on. That was one of the strict rules for those who were allowed to take their patrol vehicles home with them—you must keep your ears on, just in case a fellow officer needs help.

			Tonight the dispatcher was reporting a couple of minor fender benders and a local boy who went missing on his bicycle during the electrical storm. Roy something-or-other. A burp of static on the radio made it hard to hear the boy’s last name.

			His parents must be pulling their hair out, Officer Delinko thought, but the kid’s bound to turn up safe. He’s probably just hanging out at one of the shopping malls, waiting for the thunder to stop.

			Ten minutes later, Officer Delinko was still half-thinking about the missing boy when he spotted a slender, rain-soaked figure standing at the corner of West Oriole and the highway. It was a boy matching the description given out by the dispatcher: approximately five feet tall, ninety pounds, sandy brown hair.

			Officer Delinko steered his car to the curb. He rolled down the window and called out across the intersection, “Hey, young man!”

			The boy waved and moved closer to the edge of the road. Officer Delinko noticed that he was walking a bicycle, and that the rear tire appeared to be flat.

			“Is your name Roy?” the policeman asked.

			“That’s me.”

			“How about if I give you a lift?”

			The kid crossed the street with his bike, which fit easily inside the spacious trunk of the Crown Victoria. Officer Delinko radioed the dispatcher to report that he’d located the missing youth and that everything was fine.

			“Roy, your parents are going to be mighty happy to see you,” the patrolman said.

			The boy smiled nervously. “I sure hope you’re right.”

			Silently Officer Delinko congratulated himself. Not a bad way to end the shift for a guy stuck on desk duty! Maybe this would help get him out of the captain’s doghouse.

			

			—

			Roy had never been in a police car before. He rode in the front seat next to the young officer, who did most of the talking. Roy tried to be polite and keep up his end of the conversation, but his mind was swirling with what Beatrice Leep had told him about the running boy.

			“My stepbrother, actually,” she’d said.

			“What’s his name?”

			“He got rid of it.”

			“Why do they call him Mullet Fingers? Is he an Indian?” Back in Bozeman, Roy had gone to school with a boy named Charlie Three Crows.

			Beatrice Leep had laughed. “No, he’s not an Indian! I call him Mullet Fingers ’cause he can catch mullet with his bare hands. You know how hard that is?”

			A mullet was a slippery, free-jumping baitfish that traveled in schools of hundreds. The bay near Coconut Cove was full of them in the spring. Throwing a cast net was the customary method of capture.

			“Why doesn’t he live at home?” Roy had asked Beatrice.

			“Long story. Plus, none of your business.”

			“What about school?”

			“My brother got shipped off to a ‘special’ school. He lasted two whole days before he ran away. Then he hitchhiked back, all the way from Mobile, Alabama.”

			“What about your parents?”

			“They don’t know he’s here, and I’m not gonna tell ’em. Nobody is gonna tell. You understand?”

			Roy had solemnly given his word.

			After they’d sneaked out of the auto junkyard, Beatrice Leep had given Roy a peanut-butter cookie, which he gobbled hungrily. Considering the circumstances, it was the best-tasting cookie he’d ever eaten.

			Beatrice had asked how he planned to explain his whereabouts to his mother and father, and Roy had admitted he hadn’t figured that part out yet.

			Then Beatrice had performed an astounding feat—she’d lifted his bicycle by the sprockets and chomped a hole in the rear tire, like she was biting into a pizza.

			Roy could only gape in amazement. The girl had jaws like a wolverine. “There! Now you’ve got a flat,” she’d said, “and a halfway decent excuse for missing dinner.”

			“Thanks. I guess.”

			“So what’re you waiting for? Get outta here.”

			What a weird family, Roy thought. He was replaying the tire-biting scene in his mind when he heard the policeman say, “Can I ask you something, young man?”

			“Sure.”

			“You go to Trace Middle, right? I was wondering if you’ve heard any talk at school about stuff that’s been happening out where the new pancake house is supposed to go up.”

			“No,” Roy said, “but I saw an article in the newspaper.”

			The officer shifted uneasily.

			“About the alligators,” Roy added, “and the police car getting spray-painted.”

			The officer paused for a brief coughing spell. Then he said, “You sure nobody’s been talking about it? Sometimes the kids who pull these sorts of pranks like to brag on themselves.”

			Roy said he hadn’t heard a word. “This is my street,” he said, pointing. “We’re the sixth house on the left.”

			The policeman wheeled into the Eberhardts’ driveway and braked to a stop. “Roy, could I ask you a favor? Could you call me if you do hear something—anything, even a rumor—about the Mother Paula’s situation? It’s very important.”

			The officer handed Roy a printed card. “That’s the office line, and that’s my cellular.”

			Above the phone numbers, the card said:

			OFFICER DAVID DELINKO

			Patrol Division

			COCONUT COVE PUBLIC SAFETY DEPARTMENT

			“You can call me anytime,” advised Officer Delinko. “Just keep your eyes and your ears open, okay?”

			“Right,” Roy said, not too eagerly. The policeman was asking him to be an informant: a snitch on his own classmates. It seemed like a steep price to pay for a ride home.

			Not that Roy wasn’t appreciative, but he didn’t feel like he owed the officer anything besides a sincere thank-you. Wasn’t it part of a policeman’s job to help people?

			Roy got out of the car and waved to his parents, who were standing on the front steps. Officer Delinko removed Roy’s bicycle from the trunk and set it upright, on its kickstand. “There you go,” he said.

			“Thanks,” said Roy.

			“They’ll patch that tire for you at the Exxon. Was it a nail that got you?”

			“Something like that.”

			Roy’s father came up and thanked the policeman for bringing his son home. Roy overheard the two men exchanging law-enforcement chitchat, so Roy figured his father had told the officer he worked for the Justice Department.

			When Mr. Eberhardt went to put Roy’s bicycle in the garage, Officer Delinko lowered his voice and said, “Hey, young man.”

			What now? Roy thought.

			“Think your dad would mind writing a letter to the police chief? Or even to my sergeant? No biggie, just a nice note about what happened tonight. Something they could put in my permanent file,” Officer Delinko said. “The little things help, they really do. They add up.”

			Roy nodded in a noncommittal way. “I’ll ask him.”

			“Terrific. You’re a solid young fellow.”

			Officer Delinko got back in his car. Mrs. Eberhardt, who had gone inside to get a towel, came up and pumped the patrolman’s hand. “We were worried out of our minds. Thank you so much.”

			“Oh, it was nothing.” Officer Delinko shot a wink at Roy.

			“You’ve restored my faith in the police,” Roy’s mother went on. “Honestly, I didn’t know what to think after reading that outrageous story in the paper. The one about that policeman who had his windows painted black!”

			It was Roy’s impression that Officer Delinko suddenly looked queasy. “You all have a good night,” he told the Eberhardts, and turned the key in the ignition.

			“Do you happen to know that fellow?” Roy’s mother asked innocently. “The one who fell asleep inside his car. What’s going to happen to him? Will he be fired?”

			With a screech of rubber, Officer Delinko backed out of the driveway and drove off.

			“Maybe there was an emergency,” Mrs. Eberhardt said, watching the patrol car’s taillights disappear into the night.

			“Yeah,” said Roy, smiling. “Maybe so.”

		

	
		
			EIGHT

			Roy stuck to his promise. He quit searching for Beatrice Leep’s stepbrother, though it required all the willpower he could muster.

			One incentive to stay home was the weather. For three straight days it stormed. According to the television news, a tropical wave had stalled over southern Florida. Eight to twelve inches of precipitation was expected.

			Even if the sun had been shining gloriously, Roy wasn’t going anywhere. The guy at the gas station reported that the punctured bicycle tire was beyond repair.

			“You folks got a pet monkey?” he’d asked Roy’s father. “Because I swear it looks like teeth marks in the sidewall.”

			Roy’s parents didn’t even ask Roy what had happened. Having lived in Montana, they were accustomed to dealing with flats. A new tire had been ordered, but in the meantime Roy’s bike sat idle in the garage. He spent the soggy afternoons working on homework projects and reading a cowboy novel. When he looked out the bedroom window, all he saw were puddles. He missed the mountains more than ever.

			When Roy’s mother picked him up after class on Thursday, she said she had some good news. “Your suspension from the school bus has been lifted!”

			Roy wasn’t exactly ready to turn cartwheels. “Why? What happened?”

			“I guess Miss Hennepin reconsidered the situation.”

			“How come? Did you call her or something?”

			“Actually, I’ve spoken to her a number of times,” his mother acknowledged. “It was a fairness issue, honey. It wasn’t right that you got suspended while nothing happened to the boy who started the fight.”

			“It wasn’t a fight, Mom.”

			“Regardless. It looks like Miss Hennepin came around to our point of view. Starting tomorrow morning, you’re back on the bus.”

			Yippee, thought Roy. Thanks a bunch, Mom.

			He suspected she had another motive for pestering the vice-principal—she was eager to resume her early-morning yoga sessions at the community college, which she couldn’t attend as long as she was driving Roy to Trace Middle.

			He didn’t want to be selfish, though. He couldn’t depend on his parents forever. Maybe the other kids on the bus wouldn’t make too big a deal out of his return.

			“What’s the matter, honey? I thought you’d be glad to get back on your regular routine.”

			“I am, Mom.”

			Tomorrow is as good a day as any, Roy thought. Might as well get it over with.

			

			—

			Leroy Branitt, the bald man who called himself Curly, was under too much pressure. His eyelids twitched from lack of sleep, and all day long he perspired like an Arkansas hog.

			Supervising a construction job was a large responsibility, and every morning brought new obstacles and headaches. Thanks to the mystery intruders, the pancake-house project already was two weeks behind schedule. Delays cost money, and the big shots at the Mother Paula’s corporation weren’t happy.

			Curly expected to be fired if anything else went wrong. He’d been told as much by a top-level executive of Mother Paula’s. The man’s job title was Vice-President for Corporate Relations, and his name was Chuck Muckle, which Curly thought would be more suitable for a circus clown.

			Chuck Muckle wasn’t a very jolly fellow, though, especially after seeing the newspaper article about the police car being spray-painted on Mother Paula’s property. Among Chuck Muckle’s responsibilities was to keep Mother Paula’s valuable brand name out of the media, unless the company was opening a new franchise or introducing a new menu item (such as its sensational Key lime flapjacks).

			In all his years of supervising construction, Curly had never gotten a phone call like the one he received from Chuck Muckle after the newspaper story appeared. He’d never before been chewed out for fifteen minutes nonstop by a company vice-president.

			“Hey, it ain’t my fault,” Curly had finally interjected. “I ain’t the one fell asleep on the job. It was the cop!”

			Chuck Muckle instructed him to quit whining and take it like a man. “You’re the foreman, aren’t you, Mr. Branitt?”

			“Yeah, but—”

			“Well, you’re going to be an unemployed foreman if anything like this happens again. Mother Paula’s is a publicly traded company with a global reputation to protect. This is not the sort of attention that’s beneficial to our image. Do you understand?”

			“I do,” Curly had said, though he hadn’t. Serious pancake eaters wouldn’t care what happened to the police car, or even about the gators in the portable potties. By the time the restaurant opened, all that weird stuff would be forgotten.

			However, Chuck Muckle had been in no mood for a reasonable discussion. “Listen closely, Mr. Branitt. This nonsense is going to stop. As soon as we hang up, you’re going to go out and rent the biggest, most bloodthirsty attack dogs you can find. Rottweilers are the best, but Dobermans’ll do.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Is the site even cleared yet?”

			“It’s rainin’,” Curly had said. “It’s supposed to keep on rainin’ all week.” He figured Chuck Muckle would find a way to blame him for the weather, too.

			“Unbelievable,” the vice-president grumbled. “No more delays, you hear me? No more.”

			The plan was to get the site cleared before bringing in the VIPs and the media for the official gala groundbreaking ceremony. The highlight was going to be a special appearance by the woman who portrayed Mother Paula in the advertisements and TV spots.

			Her name was Kimberly Lou Dixon, a runner-up in the Miss America contest in either 1987 or 1988. Afterward she became an actress, though Curly couldn’t recall seeing her anywhere except in the pancake-house commercials. They dressed her up in a calico apron, a gray wig, and granny glasses to make her look like an old lady.

			“Let me explain why you’ll be out of a job if this project gets stalled again,” Chuck Muckle said to Curly. “Miss Dixon’s window of availability is extremely limited. She’s due to start filming a major motion picture in a couple of weeks.”

			“No kiddin’. What’s it called?” Curly and his wife were avid movie fans.

			“Mutant Invaders from Jupiter Seven,” said Chuck Muckle. “The problem is this, Mr. Branitt: If the groundbreaking gets postponed, Miss Kimberly Lou Dixon won’t be able to attend. She’ll be on her way to Las Cruces, New Mexico, preparing for her role as Queen of the Mutant Grasshoppers.”

			Wow, thought Curly. She’s playing the queen!

			“Without Miss Dixon’s presence, we will no longer have a blockbuster event, publicity-wise. She’s the company icon, Mr. Branitt. She’s our Aunt Jemima, our Betty Crocker, our—”

			“Tony the Tiger?” said Curly.

			“I’m glad you understand what’s at stake here.”

			“I sure do, Mr. Muckle.”

			“Excellent. If everything goes smoothly, you and I will never need to speak to each other again. Won’t that be nice?”

			“Yes, sir,” Curly agreed.

			The first order of business was erecting a chain-link fence around the construction site. Finding somebody to work in the rain wasn’t easy, but Curly eventually hooked up with an outfit in Bonita Springs. Now the fence was finished, and it was only a matter of waiting for the guard-dog trainer to arrive.

			Curly was somewhat nervous. He wasn’t really a dog person. In fact, he and his wife had never owned a pet, unless you counted the stray cat that occasionally slept under the back porch. The cat didn’t even have a name, which was fine with Curly. He had enough to worry about with the humans in his life.

			At half-past four, a red truck with a camper top drove up to the trailer. Curly pulled a yellow poncho over his glistening head and stepped out into the endless drizzle.

			The trainer was a beefy, mustached man who introduced himself as Kalo. He spoke with a foreign accent, the same accent that the German soldiers always had in World War II movies. Curly could hear the dogs barking ferociously in the camper bed, heaving themselves against the truck’s tailgate.

			Kalo said, “You go home now, yah?”

			Curly glanced at his wristwatch and nodded.

			“I lock up za fence. I come back tomorrow early, to get za dogs.”

			“Fine by me,” Curly said.

			“Somezing happens, you call right vay. No touch za dogs,” Kalo warned. “No talk to zem. No feed zem. Important, yah?”

			“Oh yah.” Curly was more than happy to steer clear of the brutes. He backed his pickup off the lot and got out to close the gate.

			Kalo waved amiably; then he turned the attack dogs loose. They were extremely large, all Rottweilers. They took off loping along the fence, crashing through the puddles. When they got to the gate, all four of them leapt upright against the fence, snarling and snapping at Curly on the other side.

			Kalo ran up, shouting commands in German. Instantly the Rottweilers ceased barking and dropped to sitting positions, their black ears pricking up intently.

			“Maybe best you go now,” Kalo said to Curly.

			“They got names?”

			“Oh yah. That vun dere is Max. That vun, Klaus. That vun, Karl. And that big vun is Pookie Face.”

			“Pookie Face?” Curly said.

			“Iss my precious baby. I brought him all za way from Munich.”

			“They’ll be okay in the rain?”

			Kalo grinned. “They be okay even in hurricane. You go home now, don’t vorry. Za dogs, zey take care of your problem.”

			As he walked back to his truck, Curly saw that the Rottweilers were watching every move he made. They were panting lightly, and their muzzles were flecked with foamy spittle.

			Curly figured he finally might get a decent night’s sleep. The vandals didn’t stand a chance against five hundred–odd pounds of badass dog flesh.

			They’d have to be insane to jump the fence, Curly thought. Totally out of their minds.

			

			—

			The next morning, Roy’s mother offered to drop him at the bus on her way to yoga class. Roy said no thanks. The rain had finally let up, and he felt like walking.

			A fresh breeze was blowing in off the bay, and the tangy salt air tasted good. Seagulls circled overhead, while two ospreys piped at each other in a nest on top of a concrete utility pole. On the ground at the base of the pole were bleached fragments of mullet skeletons that had been picked clean and discarded by the birds.

			Roy paused to study the fish bones. Then he stepped back and peered up at the ospreys, whose heads were barely visible over the scraggle of the nest. He could tell that one was larger than the other; a mother, probably, teaching her fledgling how to hunt.

			In Montana, ospreys lived in the cottonwoods all along the big rivers, where they dived on trout and whitefish. Roy had been pleasantly surprised to find that Florida had ospreys, too. It was remarkable that the same species of bird was able to thrive in two places so far apart, and so completely different.

			If they can do it, Roy thought, maybe I can, too.

			He hung around watching the nest for so long that he almost missed the school bus. He had to jog the last block to get there before it pulled away, and he was the last to board.

			The other kids grew strangely quiet as Roy made his way down the aisle. When he sat down, the girl in the window seat quickly stood up and moved to another row.

			Roy got a bad feeling, but he didn’t want to turn around to see if he was right. He hunkered down and pretended to read his comic book.

			He heard kids whispering in the seat behind him, followed by a hasty gathering of books and backpacks. In a flash they were gone, and Roy sensed a larger presence, skulking.

			“Hi, Dana,” he said, twisting slowly in his seat.

			“Hey, cowgirl.”

			After a week, Dana Matherson’s nose was still slightly purple and puffy, though it definitely wasn’t protruding from the center of his forehead, as Garrett had claimed.

			The only thing startling about Dana’s appearance was a fat, scabrous upper lip that hadn’t been that way when Roy dropped off the letter at Dana’s front door. Roy wondered if Dana’s mother had popped him in the kisser.

			The new injury endowed the big oaf with a disconcerting lisp. “You and me got thome bithneth to thettle, Eberhardt.”

			“What ‘business’?” Roy said. “I gave you an apology. That makes us even.”

			Dana clamped a moist, ham-sized hand over Roy’s face. “We’re a long way from even, you and me.”

			Roy couldn’t speak because his mouth was covered, not that he had much to say. He glared out from between Dana’s pudgy fingers, which reeked of cigarettes.

			“You’re gonna be thorry you ever methed with me,” Dana growled. “I’m gonna be your wortht nightmare.”

			The school bus rolled to a sudden halt. Dana quickly let go of Roy’s face and folded his hands primly, in case the driver was looking in the mirror. Three kids from Roy’s grade got on the bus and, upon spotting Dana, wisely scrambled for seats up front.

			As soon as the bus started moving, Dana again grabbed for Roy, who calmly slapped his arm away. Dana rocked back, staring at him in disbelief.

			“Didn’t you even read the letter?” Roy asked. “Everything will be cool as long as you leave me alone.”

			“Did you jutht hit me? Did you hit my arm?”

			“So sue me,” Roy said.

			Dana’s eyes widened. “What did you thay?”

			“I thay you need to get your hearing checked, partner, along with your I.Q.”

			Roy wasn’t sure what possessed him to wise off to such a violent kid. He didn’t particularly enjoy getting roughed up, but the alternative was to cower and beg, which he couldn’t lower himself to do.

			Every time the Eberhardts moved from one town to another, Roy encountered a whole new set of bullies and goons. He considered himself an expert on the breed. If he stood his ground, they usually backed down or looked for someone else to hassle. Insulting them, however, could be risky.

			Roy noticed a couple of Dana’s meathead pals, watching the scene from the back of the bus. That meant Dana would feel obligated to demonstrate what a tough hombre he was.

			“Hit me,” said Roy.

			“What?”

			“Go ahead. Get it out of your system.”

			“You’re a nut cathe, Eberhardt.”

			“And you’re as dumb as a bucket of mud, Matherson.”

			That one did the trick. Dana lunged across the seat and whacked Roy on the side of the head.

			After straightening himself, Roy said, “There. Feel better now?”

			“Damn right I do!” Dana exclaimed.

			“Good.” Roy turned around and opened his comic book.

			Dana smacked him again. Roy toppled sideways on the seat. Dana laughed cruelly and shouted something to his buddies.

			Roy sat up right away. His head really hurt but he didn’t want anyone to know. Nonchalantly he picked his comic book off the floor and placed it on his lap.

			This time Dana hit him with the other hand, equally fat and damp. As Roy went down, he let out an involuntary cry, which was drowned by the loud, gaseous hissing of bus brakes.

			For one hopeful moment, Roy thought the driver had seen what was happening and was pulling off the road to intervene. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case—the driver was as oblivious to Dana’s bad behavior as ever. The school bus had merely arrived at the next stop.

			While another line of kids boarded, Dana composed himself as if he were a model citizen. Roy looked down, fixing his eyes on the comic book. He knew the assault would resume as soon as the bus got rolling, and he braced grimly for Dana’s next blow.

			But it never came.

			For blocks and blocks Roy sat as rigid as a fence post, waiting to be knocked down once more. Finally his curiosity got the best of him and he peeked over his left shoulder.

			Roy could hardly believe it. Dana was slumped sourly against the window. The dumb goon’s fun had been spoiled by one of the kids from the last bus stop, who had been brave enough to sit right next to him.

			“What are you staring at?” the newcomer snapped at Roy.

			Despite his pounding headache, Roy had to smile.

			“Hi, Beatrice,” he said.
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			School was nerve-wracking. Every time Roy entered one of his classrooms, the other kids stopped what they were doing and stared. It was as if they were surprised to see he was still alive, with all limbs intact.

			After leaving algebra class, Roy heard a stupendous phony farting noise behind him in the hallway—Garrett. He took Roy by the shirtsleeve and led him into a bathroom.

			“You look sick. You should go home early,” Garrett advised.

			“I feel fine,” Roy said, which wasn’t true. He still had a headache from the thumping Dana had given him on the bus ride.

			“Dude, listen to me,” Garrett said. “I don’t care how you think you feel. You’re sick. Really sick, okay? You need to call your mom and go home.”

			“What have you heard?”

			“He’ll be waiting after seventh period.”

			“So let him wait,” Roy said.

			Garrett tugged Roy into one of the toilet stalls and locked it from the inside.

			“This is so lame,” said Roy.

			Garrett touched a finger to his lips. “I know a guy in Dana’s P.E. class,” he whispered excitedly. “He says Dana’s gonna snatch you before you get on the bus home.”

			“And do what?”

			“Duh!”

			“Right here at school? How?” Roy asked.

			“Bro, I wouldn’t hang around to find out. Hey, you never told me you busted him in the chops, too.”

			“That wasn’t me. Sorry.” Roy unlocked the toilet stall and gently nudged his friend out.

			“So what are you going to do?” Garrett called over the top of the door.

			“Take a pee.”

			“No. I’m talking about you-know-who.”

			“I’ll think of something.”

			But what? Even if Roy managed to elude Dana Matherson this afternoon, the drama would start all over again Monday. Dana would resume the stalking, and Roy would have to dream up another escape plan. And that’s how it would be every single day until school let out in June.

			Roy had other options, none particularly appealing. If he reported Dana to Miss Hennepin, she’d do nothing more than summon him to her office for a stern lecture, which Dana would laugh off. Who could take seriously a vice-principal with one gnarly hair sprouting out of her lip?

			If Roy told his parents about the Dana situation, they might be alarmed enough to withdraw him from Trace Middle. Then he would end up getting bused to some private school, where he’d be forced to wear the same dorky uniform every day and (according to Garrett) learn Latin.

			A third alternative was for Roy to try apologizing to Dana again, this time oozing remorse and sincerity. Not only would that be groveling, it probably wouldn’t achieve the desired effect; Dana would still hassle him without mercy.

			His final option was to stand and fight. Roy was a practical boy; he knew the odds were overwhelmingly against him. He had quickness and brains on his side, but Dana was big enough to crush him like a grape.

			Roy remembered the time he and his father had a talk about fighting. “It’s important to stand up for what’s right,” Mr. Eberhardt had said, “but sometimes there’s a fine line between courage and stupidity.”

			Roy suspected that fighting Dana Matherson fell into the second category.

			While he disliked the prospect of getting beaten to a pulp, what worried him even more was the effect it would have on his mother. He was very conscious of being an only child, and he knew his mom would be devastated if something bad happened to him.

			Roy had almost had a little sister, though he wasn’t supposed to know about it. His mother carried the baby for five months, and then one night she got terribly sick and an ambulance rushed her to the hospital. When she came home a few days later, the baby wasn’t there anymore and nobody really explained why. Roy was only four years old at the time, and his parents were so upset that he was afraid to ask questions. A few years later, an older cousin told him what a miscarriage was, and confided that Roy’s mother had lost a baby girl.

			Ever since then, he’d tried not to give his parents extra reasons to worry about him. Whether on horseback, bike, or snowboard, he refrained from doing some of the wild, daredevil stunts that boys his age usually tried—not because he feared for his safety, but because he felt it was his solemn duty as an only child.

			Yet there he was this morning, on the school bus, insulting the same pea-brained thug who already held a mortal grudge against him. Sometimes Roy didn’t understand what came over him. Sometimes he was too proud for his own good.

			The last class of the day was American history. After the bell, Roy waited for the other students to file out ahead of him. Then, cautiously, he peeked into the hall: No sign of Dana Matherson.

			“Roy, is something wrong?”

			It was Mr. Ryan, the history teacher, standing behind him.

			“No, everything’s fine,” Roy said breezily, stepping out of the classroom. Mr. Ryan closed the door behind them.

			“You going home, too?” Roy asked.

			“I wish. I’ve got to grade papers.”

			Roy didn’t know Mr. Ryan very well, but he walked with him all the way to the faculty lounge. Roy made small talk and tried to act casual while constantly checking behind him, to see if Dana was lurking.

			Mr. Ryan had played football in college and since then he hadn’t gotten any smaller, so Roy felt fairly safe. It was almost as good as walking with his dad.

			“You taking the bus home?” Mr. Ryan asked.

			“Sure,” Roy said.

			“But isn’t the pickup on the other side of school?”

			“Oh, I’m just getting some exercise.”

			When they reached the door of the faculty lounge, Mr. Ryan said, “Don’t forget the quiz on Monday.”

			“Right. War of 1812,” said Roy. “I’m ready.”

			“Yeah? Who won the Battle of Lake Erie?”

			“Commodore Perry.”

			“Which one, Matthew or Oliver?”

			Roy took a guess. “Matthew?”

			Mr. Ryan winked. “Study a little more,” he said, “but have a good weekend.”

			Then Roy was alone in the hall. It was amazing how rapidly schools emptied after the final bell, as if someone pulled the plug under a giant whirlpool. Roy listened closely for footsteps—sneaking footsteps—but heard only the tick-tick-tick of the clock mounted above the door to the science lab.

			Roy observed that he had exactly four minutes to reach the bus pickup zone. He wasn’t worried, though, because he’d already mapped a shortcut through the gym. His plan was to be among the very last to board his bus. That way he could grab one of the empty seats up front and jump off quickly at his stop. Dana and his cronies customarily occupied the back rows and seldom bothered the kids sitting up near the driver.

			Not that Mr. Kesey would ever notice, Roy thought.

			He jogged to the end of the hallway and turned right, heading for the double doors that marked the back entrance of the gymnasium. He almost made it, too.

			

			—

			“Let’s be crystal-clear about this, Mr. Branitt. You didn’t report it to the police?”

			“No, sir,” Curly said emphatically into the telephone.

			“So there shouldn’t be any paperwork, correct? No possible way for this latest travesty to end up in the press.”

			“Not that I can figure, Mr. Muckle.”

			For Curly it had been another long, discouraging day. The sun had finally broken through the clouds, but after that it was all downhill. The construction site remained uncleared, the earthmoving equipment sitting idle.

			Curly had stalled as long as possible before phoning Mother Paula’s corporate headquarters.

			“Is this your idea of a sick joke?” Chuck Muckle had snarled.

			“It ain’t no joke.”

			“Tell me again, Mr. Branitt. Every miserable detail.”

			So Curly had repeated everything, beginning from when he’d arrived at the site early that morning. The first sign of trouble had been Kalo waving a tattered red umbrella and chasing his four attack dogs along the inside perimeter of the fence. He was shrieking hysterically in German.

			Not wishing to be mauled by the dogs (or gored by the umbrella), Curly had remained outside the gate, watching in puzzlement. A Coconut Cove police cruiser had pulled up to investigate—Officer Delinko, the same cop who’d dozed off while “guarding” the construction site. It was because of him that the spray-painting fiasco had made the newspaper and gotten Curly into hot water with the Mother Paula’s company.

			“I was on my way to the station when I saw the commotion,” Officer Delinko had said, raising his voice over the barking of the Rottweilers. “What’s wrong with those dogs?”

			“Nuthin’,” Curly had told him. “It’s just a training exercise.”

			The cop had bought it and driven away, much to Curly’s relief. Once the Rottweilers were secured on leashes, Kalo had hustled them into the camper truck and locked the tailgate. Furiously he’d turned toward Curly and jabbed the umbrella in midair. “You! You try und kill my dogs!”

			The foreman had raised his palms. “What’re you talkin’ about?”

			Kalo had thrown open the gate and stomped up to Curly, who was wondering if he should pick up a rock for self-defense. Kalo was drenched with sweat, the veins in his neck bulging.

			“Snakes!” He had spit out the word.

			“What snakes?”

			“Yah! You know vhat snakes! Za place iss crawling wis zem. Poison vuns!” Here Kalo had wiggled one of his pinky fingers. “Poison snakes wis shiny tails.”

			“No offense, but you’re nutty as a fruitcake.” Curly never once had seen a snake on the Mother Paula’s site, and he would have remembered if he had. Snakes gave him the willies.

			“Nuts, you say?” Kalo had seized him under one arm and led him to the portable trailer that served as Curly’s office. There, coiled comfortably on the second step, was a thick mottled specimen that Curly recognized as a cottonmouth water moccasin, common in southern Florida.

			Kalo was right: It was seriously poisonous. And its tail was sparkly.

			Curly had found himself backing up. “I think you’re gettin’ carried away,” he’d said to Kalo.

			“Yah? You zink?”

			The dog trainer then had hauled him toward the fence to point out another moccasin, then another, and still another—nine in all. Curly had been flabbergasted.

			“Vhat you zink now? Zink Kalo iss nutsy fruitbar?”

			“I can’t explain it,” Curly had admitted shakily. “Maybe all this rain brought ’em outta the swamp.”

			“Yah, shore.”

			“Listen, I—”

			“No, you lissen. Each of dogs iss vorth three thousand U.S. dollars. Zat iss twelve thousand bucks barking here in za truck. Vhat happens, dog gets bit by snake? Dog dies, yah?”

			“I didn’t know about no snakes, I swear—”

			“Iss miracle za dogs zey all okay. Pookie Face, za snake came after him zis close!” Kalo had indicated a distance of about a yard. “I take umbrella und push him away.”

			It was just about then that Kalo had accidentally stepped in an owl burrow and twisted his ankle. Rejecting Curly’s offer of assistance, the dog trainer had hopped on one leg back to the camper truck.

			“I go now. Don’t effer call me again,” he had fumed.

			“Look, I said I was sorry. How much do I owe you?”

			“Two bills I send. Vun for za dogs, vun for my leg.”

			“Aw, come on.”

			“Okay, maybe not. Maybe I talk to lawyer instead.” Kalo’s pale eyes had been gleaming. “Maybe I cannot any longer train dogs, my leg hurt so much. Maybe I go on, vhat you say, disability!”

			“For Pete’s sake.”

			“Mother Paula iss very big company. Has lots of money, yah?”

			After Kalo had roared away, Curly carefully made his way to the trailer. The cottonmouth was no longer sunning on the steps, but Curly didn’t take any chances. He set up a stepladder and hoisted himself through a window.

			Fortunately, he’d saved the phone number of the reptile wrangler who had successfully removed the alligators from the toilets. The guy was tied up on an iguana call, but his secretary promised he’d come to the construction site as soon as possible.

			Curly had holed up in the trailer for almost three hours, until the reptile wrangler pulled up to the gate. Armed only with a pillowcase and a modified five-iron, the guy had methodically scoured the pancake-house property in search of sparkle-tailed water moccasins.

			Incredibly, he’d found none.

			“That ain’t possible!” Curly had exclaimed. “They were all over the place this mornin’.”

			The reptile wrangler had shrugged. “Snakes can be unpredictable. Who knows where they went.”

			“That’s not what I want to hear.”

			“You sure they were moccasins? I never saw one with a shiny tail.”

			“Thanks for all your help,” Curly had said snidely, and slammed the trailer door.

			Now it was he who was on the receiving end of peevish sarcasm. “Maybe you can train the snakes to guard the property,” Chuck Muckle was saying, “since the dogs didn’t work out.”

			“It ain’t so funny.”

			“You got that right, Mr. Branitt. It’s not funny at all.”

			“Them cottonmouths can kill a person,” Curly said.

			“Really. Can they kill a bulldozer, too?”

			“Well…probably not.”

			“Then what are you waiting for?”

			Curly sighed. “Yes, sir. First thing Monday morning.”

			“Music to my ears,” Chuck Muckle said.

			

			—

			The janitorial closet smelled pungently of bleach and cleaning solvents. Inside, it was almost as black as night.

			Dana Matherson had reached out and snagged Roy as he ran toward the gym, pulling him into the closet and slamming the door. Nimbly, Roy had squirted out of Dana’s moist grasp, and now he huddled on the cluttered floor while Dana stumbled around, punching blindly.

			Scooting on the seat of his pants, Roy made his way toward a paper-thin stripe of light that he assumed was shining through a crack beneath the door. From somewhere above came a bang and then a pained yelp—apparently Dana had delivered a ferocious upper cut to an aluminum bucket.

			Somehow Roy located the doorknob in the darkness. He flung open the door and lunged for freedom. Only his head made it into the hallway before Dana caught him. Roy’s fingertips squeaked across the linoleum as he was pulled backward, and again the door closed on his shouts for help.

			As Dana yanked him off the floor, Roy desperately groped for something with which to defend himself. His right hand found what felt like a wooden broom handle.

			“I gotcha now, cowgirl,” Dana whispered hoarsely.

			He locked Roy in a fierce bear hug that emptied the air from Roy’s lungs like an accordion. His arms were pinned to his sides and his legs dangled as limply as a rag doll’s.

			“Now, aren’t you thorry you methed with me?” Dana gloated.

			As Roy grew dizzy, the broom handle dropped from his fingers, and his ears filled with the sound of crashing waves. Dana’s clench was smothering, but Roy found he could still move his lower legs. With all his unsapped strength he started thrashing both feet.

			For a moment, nothing happened—then Roy felt himself falling. He landed faceup, so that his backpack absorbed the impact. It was still too dark to see, but Roy surmised from Dana’s whimpering gasps that he’d been kicked in a very sensitive part of his body.

			Roy knew he had to move swiftly. He tried to roll over, but he was weak and breathless from Dana’s brutish hug. He lay there helplessly, like a turtle that had been flipped on its back.

			When he heard Dana bellow, Roy closed his eyes and girded himself for the worst. Dana fell heavily upon him, clamping his meaty paws around Roy’s throat.

			This is it, Roy thought. The dumb goon is really going to kill me. Roy felt hot tears rolling down his cheeks.

			Sorry, Mom. Maybe you and Dad can try again….

			Suddenly the door of the utility closet flew open, and the weight on Roy’s chest seemed to vaporize. He opened his eyes just as Dana Matherson was being lifted away, arms flailing, a stunned expression on his pug face.

			Roy remained on the floor, catching his breath and trying to sort out what had just happened. Maybe Mr. Ryan had overheard the sounds of the struggle; he was plenty strong enough to hoist Dana like a bale of alfalfa.

			Eventually Roy flopped over and got to his feet. He fumbled for the light switch and re-armed himself with the broom handle, just in case. When he poked his head out of the closet, he saw that the hallway was deserted.

			Roy dropped the broom handle and streaked for the nearest exit. He almost made it, too.

		

	
		
			TEN

			“I missed my bus,” Roy muttered.

			“Big deal. I’m missing soccer practice,” said Beatrice.

			“What about Dana?”

			“He’ll live.”

			It wasn’t Mr. Ryan who’d saved Roy from a whupping in the closet; it was Beatrice Leep. She had left Dana Matherson stripped down to his underpants and trussed to the flagpole in front of the administration building at Trace Middle School. There, Beatrice had “borrowed” a bicycle, forcefully installed Roy on the handlebars, and was now churning at a manic pace toward an unknown destination.

			Roy wondered if this was a kidnapping, in the legal sense of the term. Surely there must be a law against one kid snatching another kid from school property.

			“Where are we going?” He expected Beatrice to ignore the question, as she had twice before.

			But this time she answered: “Your house.”

			“What?”

			“Just be quiet, okay? I’m in no mood, cowgirl.”

			Roy could tell by her tone of voice that she was upset.

			“I need a favor,” she told him. “Right away.”

			“Sure. Anything you want.”

			What else could he say? He was hanging on for dear life as Beatrice zigged across busy intersections and zagged through lines of traffic. She was a skilled bicyclist, but Roy was nervous nonetheless.

			“Bandages, tape. Goop to stop infections,” Beatrice was saying. “Your mom got any of that stuff?”

			“Of course.” Roy’s mother kept enough medical supplies to run a mini–emergency room.

			“Good deal. Now all we need is a cover story.”

			“What’s going on? Why can’t you get bandages at your house?”

			“Because it’s none of your business.” Beatrice set her jaw and pedaled faster. Roy got a queasy feeling that something bad must have happened to Beatrice’s stepbrother, the running boy.

			Mrs. Eberhardt greeted them at the front door. “I was getting worried, honey. Was the bus late? Oh—who’s this?”

			“Mom, this is Beatrice. She gave me a lift home.”

			“I’m very pleased to meet you, Beatrice!” Roy’s mother wasn’t just being polite. She was plainly delighted that Roy had brought home a friend, even if it was a tough-looking girl.

			“We’re going to Beatrice’s and finish up some homework. Is that okay?”

			“You’re welcome to stay here and work. The house is quiet—”

			“It’s a science experiment,” Beatrice cut in. “It might get pretty messy.”

			Roy suppressed a smile. Beatrice had sized up his mother perfectly: Mrs. Eberhardt kept an exceptionally neat house. Her brow furrowed at the thought of glass beakers bubbling with potent chemicals.

			“Is it safe?” she asked.

			“Oh, we always wear rubber gloves,” Beatrice said reassuringly, “and eye goggles, too.”

			It was obvious to Roy that Beatrice was experienced at fibbing to grownups. Mrs. Eberhardt fell for the whole yarn.

			While she fixed them a snack, Roy slipped out of the kitchen and darted to his parents’ bathroom. The first-aid stash was in the cabinet beneath the sink. Roy removed a box of gauze, a roll of white adhesive tape, and a tube of antibiotic ointment that looked like barbecue sauce. These items he concealed in his backpack.

			When he returned to the kitchen, Beatrice and his mother were chatting at the table, a plate of peanut-butter cookies between them. Beatrice’s cheeks were full, which Roy took as a promising sign. Enticed by the sweet warm smell, he reached across and grabbed two cookies off the top of the pile.

			“Let’s go,” Beatrice said, jumping up from her chair. “We’ve got lots of work to do.”

			“I’m ready,” said Roy.

			“Oh, wait—you know what we forgot?”

			He had no clue what Beatrice was talking about. “No. What did we forget?”

			“The ground beef,” she said.

			“Uh?”

			“You know. For the experiment.”

			“Yeah,” said Roy, playing along. “That’s right.”

			Immediately his mother piped up: “Honey, I’ve got two pounds in the fridge. How much do you need?”

			Roy looked at Beatrice, who smiled innocently. “Two pounds would be plenty, Mrs. Eberhardt. Thanks.”

			Roy’s mother bustled to the refrigerator and retrieved the package of meat. “What kind of science experiment is this, anyway?” she asked.

			Before Roy could answer, Beatrice said, “Cell decay.”

			Mrs. Eberhardt’s nose crinkled, as if she could already smell something rotting. “You two better run along,” she said, “while that hamburger’s still fresh.”

			

			—

			Beatrice Leep lived with her father, a former professional basketball player with gimpy knees, a beer gut, and not much enthusiasm for steady work. Leon “Lurch” Leep had been a high-scoring point guard for the Cleveland Cavaliers and later for the Miami Heat, but twelve years after retiring from the NBA he still hadn’t decided what to do with the rest of his life.

			Beatrice’s mother was not an impatient woman, but she had eventually divorced Leon to pursue her own career as a cockatoo trainer at Parrot Jungle, a tourist attraction in Miami. Beatrice had chosen to remain with her father, partly because she was allergic to parrots and partly because she doubted that Leon Leep could survive on his own. He had basically turned into a lump.

			Yet less than two years after Mrs. Leep left him, Leon surprised everyone by getting engaged to a woman he met at a celebrity pro-am golf tournament. Lonna was one of the waitresses in bathing suits who drove electric carts around the golf course, serving beer and other beverages to the players. Beatrice didn’t even learn Lonna’s last name until the day of the wedding. It was the same day Beatrice found out she was going to have a stepbrother.

			Lonna arrived at the church towing a somber, bony-shouldered boy with sun-bleached hair and a deep tan. He looked miserable in a coat and necktie, and he didn’t hang around for the reception. No sooner had Leon placed the wedding ring on Lonna’s finger than the boy kicked off his shiny black shoes and ran away. This was to become a recurring scene in the Leep family chronicles.

			Lonna didn’t get along with her son and nagged at him constantly. To Beatrice, it appeared as if Lonna was afraid that the boy’s quirky behavior might annoy her new husband, though Leon Leep seemed not to notice. Occasionally he’d make a halfhearted attempt to bond with the kid, but the two had little in common. The boy held no interest in Leon’s prime passions—sports, junk food, and cable television—and spent all his free time roaming the woods and swamps. As for Leon, he wasn’t much of an outdoorsman, and was leery of any critter that wasn’t wearing a collar and a rabies tag.

			One night, Lonna’s son brought home an orphaned baby raccoon, which promptly crawled into one of Leon’s favorite moleskin slippers and relieved itself. Leon seemed more puzzled than upset, but Lonna went totally ballistic. Without consulting her husband, she arranged for her son to be shipped off to a military prep school—the first of several failed attempts to “normalize” the boy.

			He seldom lasted more than two weeks before running away or being expelled. The last time it happened, Lonna purposely didn’t tell Leon. Instead she continued to pretend that her son was doing fine, that his grades were good and his conduct was improving.

			The truth was, Lonna didn’t know where the boy had gone and didn’t intend to go looking for him. She was “fed up with the little monster,” or so Beatrice overheard her say on the telephone. As for Leon Leep, he displayed no curiosity beyond what his wife had told him about her wayward offspring. Leon didn’t even notice when the tuition bills from the military school stopped coming.

			Long before his mother sent him away for the last time, the boy and his stepsister had forged a quiet alliance. After Lonna’s son made his way back to Coconut Cove, the first and only person he contacted was Beatrice. She agreed to keep his whereabouts a secret, knowing that Lonna would call the juvenile authorities if she ever found out.

			That concern was what had prompted Beatrice Leep to confront Roy Eberhardt after she saw him chasing her stepbrother that first day. She did what any big sister would have done.

			On the bicycle ride, Beatrice shared enough bits and pieces of her family’s story with Roy that he understood the difficult situation. And after seeing her stepbrother’s wounds, he knew why Beatrice had run for help after she’d found him moaning inside the old Jo-Jo’s ice-cream truck.

			It was the first time Roy had been permitted to see the running boy up close and face to face. The kid was stretched out, a crumpled cardboard box serving as a pillow. His straw-blond hair was matted from perspiration, and his forehead felt hot to the touch. In the boy’s eyes was a restless, darting, animal flicker that Roy had seen before.

			“Does it hurt bad?” Roy asked.

			“Nope.”

			“Liar,” Beatrice said.

			The boy’s left arm was purple and swollen. At first Roy thought it was from a snakebite, and worriedly glanced around. Fortunately, the bag of cottonmouths was nowhere in sight.

			“I stopped by on the way to the bus stop this morning and found him like this,” Beatrice explained to Roy. Then, to her stepbrother: “Go on. Tell cowgirl what happened.”

			“Dog got me.” The boy turned his arm over and pointed to several angry red holes in the skin.

			The bites were nasty, but Roy had seen worse. One time his father had taken him to a state fair where a rodeo clown got chomped by a panicky horse. The clown was bleeding so badly that he was rushed to the hospital in a helicopter.

			Roy unzipped his backpack and removed the medical supplies. He knew a little about treating puncture wounds from a first-aid course he’d taken at a summer camp in Bozeman. Beatrice had already cleansed her stepbrother’s arm with soda water, so Roy lathered antibiotic ointment on a panel of gauze and taped it firmly around the boy’s arm.

			“You need a tetanus shot,” Roy said.

			Mullet Fingers shook his head. “I’ll be okay.”

			“Is the dog still running around here?”

			The boy turned inquiringly to Beatrice, who said, “Go ahead and tell him.”

			“You sure?”

			“Yeah, he’s all right.” She shot an appraising glance at Roy. “Besides, he owes me. He almost got squashed in a closet today—isn’t that right, cowgirl?”

			Roy’s cheeks flushed. “Never mind that. What about this dog?”

			“Actually, there was four of ’em,” Mullet Fingers said, “behind a chain fence.”

			“So how’d you get bit?” Roy asked.

			“Arm got stuck.”

			“Doing what?”

			“It’s no big deal,” said the boy. “Beatrice, did you get some hamburger?”

			“Yeah. Roy’s mom gave it to us.”

			The kid sat up. “Then we better roll.”

			Roy said, “No, you need to rest.”

			“Later. Come on—they’ll be gettin’ hungry soon.”

			Roy looked at Beatrice Leep, who offered no explanation.

			They followed Mullet Fingers down the steps of the ice-cream truck and out of the junkyard. “Meet you there,” he said, and broke into a full run. Roy couldn’t imagine the strength it must have taken, considering his painful injury.

			As Mullet Fingers scampered off, Roy noticed with some satisfaction that he was wearing shoes —the same sneakers Roy had brought for him a few days earlier.

			Beatrice mounted the bicycle and pointed at the handlebars. “Hop aboard.”

			“No way,” Roy said.

			“Don’t be a wuss.”

			“Hey, I don’t want any part of this. Not if he’s going to hurt those dogs.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“That’s why he wanted the meat, right?”

			Roy thought he’d figured it out. He thought the kid meant to take revenge on the dogs by spiking the hamburger with something harmful, maybe even poisonous.

			Beatrice laughed and rolled her eyes. “He’s not that kind of crazy. Now let’s go.”

			Fifteen minutes later, Roy found himself on East Oriole Avenue, at the same trailer where the foreman had hollered at him a few days before. It was nearly five o’clock, and the construction site looked deserted.

			Roy noticed that a chain-link fence had been erected to enclose the lot. He recalled that the cranky foreman had threatened to unleash vicious guard dogs, and he assumed they were the ones that bit Mullet Fingers.

			Jumping off the bike, Roy said to Beatrice: “Does this have anything to do with that cop car that got spray-painted?”

			Beatrice said nothing.

			“Or the gators in the portable potties?” Roy asked.

			He knew the answer, but Beatrice’s expression said it all: Mind your own business.

			Despite the fever and the raging infection, her stepbrother had beaten them to the pancake-house construction site.

			“Lemme have that,” he said, snatching the package of meat from Roy’s hands.

			Roy grabbed it back. “Not till you tell me what for.”

			The kid looked to Beatrice for assistance, but she shook her head. “Get it over with,” she told him. “Come on, we haven’t got all day.”

			His injured arm hanging limply, Mullet Fingers clambered up one side of the fence and down the other. Beatrice followed, effortlessly swinging her long legs over the top.

			“What’re you waiting for?” she barked at Roy, still standing on the other side.

			“What about those dogs?”

			“The dogs,” said Mullet Fingers, “are long gone.”

			More confused than ever, Roy scaled the fence. He followed Beatrice and her stepbrother to a parked bulldozer. They huddled in the shaded cup of the blade, safely out of sight from the road. Roy sat in the middle position, with Beatrice on his left side and Mullet Fingers on his right.

			Roy held the package of meat on his lap, covering it with both arms like a fullback protecting a football.

			“Did you paint that cop car?” he bluntly asked the boy.

			“No comment.”

			“And hide those alligators in the toilets?”

			Mullet Fingers stared straight ahead, his eyes narrowing.

			“I don’t get it,” Roy said. “Why would you try crazy stuff like that? Who cares if they build a stupid pancake house here?”

			The boy’s head snapped around and he froze Roy with a cold look.

			Beatrice spoke up. “My stepbrother got bit by the dogs because his arm got stuck when he reached through the fence. Now ask me why he was reaching through the fence.”

			“Okay. Why?” Roy said.

			“He was putting out snakes.”

			“The same snakes from the golf course? The cottonmouths!” Roy exclaimed. “But why? You trying to kill somebody?”

			Mullet Fingers smiled knowingly. “They couldn’t hurt a flea, them snakes. I taped their mouths shut.”

			“I’m so sure,” Roy said.

			“Plus I glued sparkles on the tails,” the boy added, “so they’d be easy to spot.”

			Beatrice said, “He’s telling the truth, Eberhardt.”

			Indeed, Roy had seen the sparkling tails for himself. “But come on,” he said, “how do you tape a snake’s mouth closed?”

			“Real carefully,” said Beatrice, with a dry laugh.

			“Aw, it ain’t so hard,” Mullet Fingers added, “if you know what you’re doin’. See, I wasn’t tryin’ to hurt them dogs—just rile ’em up.”

			“Dogs do not like snakes,” Beatrice explained.

			“Makes ’em freak out. Bark and howl and run around in circles,” her stepbrother said. “I knew the trainer would drag ’em outta here soon as he saw the cottonmouths. Those Rottweilers ain’t cheap.”

			It was the wildest plan Roy had ever heard.

			“The only part I didn’t count on,” said Mullet Fingers, eyeing his bandaged arm, “was gettin’ bit.”

			Roy said, “I’m almost afraid to ask, but what happened to your snakes?”

			“Oh, they’re fine,” the boy reported. “I came back and got ’em all. Took ’em to a safe place and let ’em go free.”

			“But first he had to peel the tape off their mouths,” said Beatrice, chuckling.

			“Stop!” Roy was completely exasperated. “Hold on right there.”

			Mullet Fingers and Beatrice looked at him matter-of-factly. Roy’s head was spinning with questions. These kids must be from another world.

			“Would one of you please tell me,” he begged, “what’s all this got to do with pancakes? Maybe I’m dense, but I really don’t get it.”

			Grimacing, the boy rubbed his bloated arm. “It’s simple, man,” he said to Roy. “They can’t put a Mother Paula’s here for the same reason they can’t have big ole nasty Rottweilers runnin’ loose.”

			“Show him why,” Beatrice said to her stepbrother.

			“Okay. Gimme the hamburger.”

			Roy handed over the package. Mullet Fingers peeled off the plastic wrapper and scooped out a handful of ground beef, which he carefully rolled into six perfect little meatballs.

			“Follow me,” he said. “But try and be quiet.”

			The boy led Roy to a hole in a grassy patch of ground. At the entrance of the hole, Mullet Fingers placed two hamburger balls.

			Next he walked to an identical-looking hole on the other side of the lot and left two more meatballs there. He followed the same ritual at another hole in a far corner of the property.

			Peeking into one of the dark tunnels, Roy asked, “What’s down there?”

			In Montana, the only animals that dug holes like that were gophers and badgers, and Roy was positive there weren’t many of those in Florida.

			“Hush,” the boy said.

			Roy trailed him back to the bulldozer, where Beatrice remained perched on the blade, cleaning her eyeglasses.

			“Well?” she said to Roy.

			“Well, what?”

			Mullet Fingers tapped him on the arm. “Listen.”

			Roy heard a short high-pitched coo-coo. Then, from across the open lot, came another. Beatrice’s stepbrother rose stealthily, tugged off his new sneakers, and crept forward. Roy followed closely.

			The boy was grinning through his fever when he signaled for them to stop. “Look!”

			He pointed toward the first burrow.

			“Wow,” Roy said, under his breath.

			There, standing by the hole and peering curiously at one of the meatballs, was the smallest owl that he had ever seen.

			Mullet Fingers chucked him gently on the shoulder. “Okay—now do you get it?”

			“Yeah,” said Roy. “I get it.”

		

	
		
			ELEVEN

			Officer David Delinko had made a habit of driving past the construction site every morning on the way to the police station, and again every afternoon on his way home. Sometimes he even cruised by late at night if he went out for a snack; conveniently, there was a minimart only a few blocks away.

			So far, the policeman hadn’t seen much out of the ordinary except for the scene earlier that day: a wild-eyed man waving a red umbrella and chasing several giant black dogs around the property. The foreman of the Mother Paula’s project had said it was a K-9 training exercise, nothing to be alarmed about. Officer Delinko had no reason to doubt it.

			Even though he’d hoped to capture the vandals himself, the policeman agreed it was an excellent idea for the pancake-house company to put up a fence and post some guard dogs—surely that would scare off potential intruders.

			That afternoon, after another eight dull hours of desk duty, Officer Delinko decided to swing by the Mother Paula’s site once more. Two hours of daylight remained, and he was eager to see those attack dogs in action.

			He got there expecting a mad chorus of barking, but the place was strangely silent; no sign of the dogs. Walking the outer perimeter of the fence, the patrolman clapped his hands and shouted, in case the animals were hiding under Curly’s trailer or snoozing in the shade of the bulldozing equipment.

			“Boo!” yelled Officer Delinko. “Yo, Fido!”

			Nothing.

			He picked up a two-by-four and clanged it against a metal fence post. Again, nothing.

			Officer Delinko returned to the gate and checked the padlock, which was secure.

			He tried whistling, and this time he got an unexpected response: Coo-coo, coo-coo.

			Definitely not a Rottweiler.

			The policeman saw something move inside the enclosure, and he strained to see what it was. At first he thought it was a rabbit, because of its sandy brown coloring, but then it suddenly lifted off the ground and swooped from one corner of the property to another, finally landing on the cowling of a bulldozer.

			Officer Delinko smiled—it was one of those stubborn little burrowing owls that Curly had complained about.

			But where were the guard dogs?

			The patrolman stepped back and scratched his chin. Tomorrow he’d stop by the trailer and ask the foreman what was going on.

			As a warm breeze swept in, Officer Delinko noticed something fluttering at the top of the fence. It looked like a streamer from one of the survey stakes, but it wasn’t. It was a ragged strip of green cloth.

			The policeman wondered if somebody had gotten their shirt snagged on the wire mesh while climbing over the fence.

			Officer Delinko stood on his tiptoes and retrieved the torn piece of fabric, which he carefully placed in one of his pockets. Then he got into his squad car and headed down East Oriole.

			

			—

			“Faster!” shouted Beatrice Leep.

			“I can’t,” Roy panted as he ran behind her.

			Beatrice was pedaling the bicycle she’d taken from the rack at Trace Middle. Mullet Fingers was slumped across the handlebars, barely conscious. He had become dizzy and fallen from the fence as they were hurrying to leave the construction site.

			Roy could see that the boy was getting sicker from the infected dog bites. He needed a doctor right away.

			“He won’t go,” Beatrice had declared.

			“Then we’ve got to tell his mother.”

			“No way!” And off she’d ridden.

			Now Roy was trying to keep her in sight. He didn’t know where Beatrice was taking her stepbrother, and he had a feeling she didn’t know, either.

			“How’s he doing?” Roy called out.

			“Not good.”

			Roy heard a car and turned his head to look. Coming up behind them, barely two blocks away, was a police cruiser. Automatically Roy stopped in his tracks and began waving his arms. All he could think about was getting Mullet Fingers to the hospital, as soon as possible.

			“What’re you doing!” Beatrice Leep yelled at him.

			Roy heard a clatter as the bicycle hit the pavement. He turned to see Beatrice bolting away, her stepbrother slung like a sack of oats over one shoulder. Without glancing back, she cut between two houses at the end of the block and disappeared.

			Roy stood rooted in the center of the road. He had an important decision to make, and quickly. From one direction came the police car; running in the other direction were his two friends….

			Well, the closest things to friends that he had in Coconut Cove.

			Roy drew a deep breath and dashed after them. He heard a honk, but he kept going, hoping that the police officer wouldn’t jump out and chase him on foot. Roy didn’t think he’d done anything wrong, but he wondered if he could get in trouble for helping Mullet Fingers, a fugitive from the school system.

			The kid was only trying to take care of some owls—how could that possibly be a crime? Roy thought.

			Five minutes later, he found Beatrice Leep resting under a shady mahogany tree in a stranger’s backyard. Her stepbrother’s head was cradled on her lap, his eyelids half-shut and his forehead glistening.

			The deep bite wounds on his swollen arm were exposed, for the bandage had been pulled off (along with a sleeve of his green T-shirt) when he’d toppled from the fence.

			Beatrice stroked the boy’s cheeks and sadly looked up at Roy. “What are we gonna do now, cowgirl?”

			

			—

			Curly was done fooling around with attack dogs. And while he wasn’t thrilled about spending nights at the trailer, it was the only surefire way to stop the delinquents—or whoever was sabotaging the construction site—from jumping the fence and going wild.

			If something were to happen over the weekend that resulted in another delay of the Mother Paula’s project, Curly would be fired as foreman. Chuck Muckle had been crystal-clear about that.

			When Curly told his wife of his overnight guard duties, she received the news with no trace of annoyance or concern. Her mother was in town visiting, and the two of them had planned numerous shopping excursions for Saturday and Sunday. Curly’s charming presence would not be missed.

			Sullenly he packed a travel kit with his toothbrush, dental floss, razor, shaving cream, and a jumbo bottle of aspirin. He folded some clean work clothes and underwear into a carry bag and grabbed the pillow off his side of the bed. On his way out the door, his wife handed him two fat tuna sandwiches, one for dinner and one for breakfast.

			“You be careful out there, Leroy,” she said.

			“Yeah, sure.”

			Upon returning to the construction site, Curly locked the gate behind him and high-stepped to the safety of the trailer. All afternoon he’d been fretting about those elusive cottonmouth moccasins, wondering why the reptile wrangler hadn’t been able to find them.

			How could so many snakes disappear all at once?

			Curly was afraid that the moccasins were lurking nearby in some secret subterranean den, waiting for darkness before they slithered out to begin their deadly hunt.

			“I’ll be ready for ’em,” Curly said aloud, in the hope of convincing himself.

			Bolting the trailer door, he sat down in front of the portable television and turned on ESPN. The Devil Rays were playing the Orioles later in the evening, and Curly was looking forward to the ball game. For the time being, he was perfectly content to watch a soccer match being played in Quito, Ecuador—wherever that was.

			He sat back and loosened his belt to accommodate the bulge in his waistband from the .38-caliber revolver he’d brought along for protection. He hadn’t actually fired a gun since he had been in the Marines, which was thirty-one years ago, but he kept a pistol hidden at the house and remained confident of his abilities.

			Anyway, how hard could it be to hit a big fat snake?

			Just as Curly was polishing off his first tuna sandwich, a commercial for Mother Paula’s All-American Pancake House came on the television. There, dressed up as kindly old Mother Paula herself, was none other than Kimberly Lou Dixon, the former Miss America runner-up. She was flipping flapjacks over a hot griddle and singing some sort of goofy song.

			Although the makeup artists had done a darn good job, Curly could still tell that the old lady in the commercial was actually a much younger woman, and that she was pretty. Remembering what Chuck Muckle had told him about Kimberly Lou Dixon’s new movie deal, Curly tried to picture her as the Queen of the Mutant Grasshoppers. Undoubtedly the special-effects department would give her six green legs and a pair of antennae, which Curly found intriguing to contemplate.

			He wondered if he would be introduced personally to Kimberly Lou Dixon when she came to Coconut Cove to attend the groundbreaking ceremony for the new pancake house. The possibility wasn’t so far-fetched, him being the supervising engineer of the project—the top guy in charge.

			Curly had never met a movie star or a television actress or a Miss America or a Miss Anything. Was it okay to ask for an autograph? he wondered. Would she mind posing with him for a picture? And would she speak to him in her phony Mother Paula’s voice, or as Kimberly Lou Dixon?

			These were the questions knocking around inside Curly’s head as the image on the TV screen dissolved to electric fuzz before his disbelieving eyes. Heatedly he banged a mayonnaise-smeared fist on the side of the television console, to no avail.

			The cable had gone out in the middle of a Mother Paula’s commercial! Not a good omen, Curly thought sourly.

			He used many bad words to curse his rotten luck. It had been years since he’d gone a whole night without television, and he wasn’t sure how else to amuse himself. There was no radio in the trailer, and the only reading material was a construction industry journal with boring articles about hurricane-resistant roof sheathing and anti-termite treatments for plywood.

			Curly considered a quick trip to the minimart to rent some videos, but that would require crossing the property to reach his truck. With dusk approaching, he couldn’t get up the nerve to venture outside—not with those deadly cottonmouths skulking around.

			He bunched the pillow under his head and tilted his chair back against the thin paneled wall. Alone in the silence, he wondered if it was possible for a snake to worm its way into the trailer. He remembered hearing a story about a boa constrictor that had crawled through the plumbing and popped out of a bathtub drain in a New York City apartment.

			Imagining that scene, Curly felt his stomach knot. He got up and padded cautiously to the entrance of the trailer’s small bathroom. Placing one ear to the door, he listened….

			Was it his imagination, or did he hear a rustle on the other side? Curly drew the gun from his belt and cocked the trigger.

			Yes, now he was certain. Something was moving!

			The instant Curly kicked open the door, he realized there was no poisonous snake in the bathroom, no cause for mortal alarm. Unfortunately, the message didn’t travel fast enough from his brain to his trigger finger.

			The boom from the gun startled Curly almost as badly as it startled the field mouse that was sitting on the tile floor, minding its own business. As the bullet whizzed over its tiny whiskered head, shattering the toilet seat, the mouse took off—a squeaking gray blur that scooted out the doorway, between Curly’s feet.

			His hand trembling, Curly lowered the pistol and stared ruefully at what he’d done. He’d accidentally shot the commode.

			It was going to be a long weekend.

			

			—

			Mr. Eberhardt was in the den, reading at his desk, when Mrs. Eberhardt came to the door with a worried expression.

			“That policeman’s here,” she said.

			“What policeman?”

			“The one who brought Roy home the other night. You’d better come talk to him.”

			Officer Delinko stood in the living room, holding his hat in his hands. “Nice to see you again,” he said to Roy’s father.

			“Is something wrong?”

			“It’s about Roy,” Mrs. Eberhardt cut in.

			“Possibly,” said Officer Delinko. “I’m not certain.”

			“Let’s all sit down,” suggested Mr. Eberhardt. He was trained to remain calm while sorting through loose snippets of information. “Tell us what happened,” he said.

			“Where is Roy? Is he home?” the policeman inquired.

			“No, he went to a friend’s house to work on a science project,” Mrs. Eberhardt said.

			“The reason I ask,” Officer Delinko said, “is that I spotted a couple of kids on East Oriole a little bit ago. One of them looked sort of like your son. The weird thing was: First he waved at the police car, and then all of a sudden he ran away.”

			Mr. Eberhardt frowned. “Ran away? That doesn’t sound like Roy.”

			“Certainly not,” Mrs. Eberhardt agreed. “Why would he do that?”

			“The kids left a bike lying in the street.”

			“Well, it’s not Roy’s. His bike has a flat,” Roy’s mother announced.

			“Yes, I remember,” the policeman said.

			“We had to order a new tire,” Mr. Eberhardt added.

			Officer Delinko nodded patiently. “I know it’s not Roy’s bicycle. This one was stolen from Trace Middle School earlier this afternoon, shortly after classes let out.”

			“You’re sure?” Mr. Eberhardt asked.

			“Yes, sir. I found out when I radioed in the serial number.”

			The room fell silent. Roy’s mother looked gravely at Roy’s father, then fixed her gaze upon the policeman.

			“My son is no thief,” she said firmly.

			“I’m not making any accusations,” said Officer Delinko.

			“The boy who was running away looked like Roy, but I can’t say for sure. I’m only checking with you folks because you’re his parents and, well, this is part of my job.” The policeman turned to Roy’s father for support. “Being in law enforcement, Mr. Eberhardt, I’m sure you understand.”

			“I do,” Roy’s father mumbled distractedly. “How many kids did you see on the road?”

			“At least two, possibly three.”

			“And they all took off?”

			“Yes, sir.” Officer Delinko was trying to be as professional as possible. Perhaps someday he would apply to become an FBI agent, and Mr. Eberhardt could put in a good word for him.

			“And how many bicycles?” Mr. Eberhardt was asking.

			“Just one. It’s in the car if you want to take a look.”

			Roy’s parents followed the policeman out to the driveway, where he opened the Crown Victoria’s trunk.

			“See?” Officer Delinko motioned toward the stolen bicycle, which was a blue beach-cruiser model.

			“I don’t recognize it,” said Mr. Eberhardt. “How about you, Lizzy?”

			Roy’s mother swallowed hard. It looked like the same bike ridden by Roy’s new friend, Beatrice, when she’d accompanied him home from school.

			Before Mrs. Eberhardt could collect her thoughts, Officer Delinko said, “Oh, I almost forgot. How about this?” He reached into a pocket and took out what appeared to be a torn-off shirt sleeve.

			“You found that with the bicycle?” Mr. Eberhardt asked.

			“Nearby.” Officer Delinko was fudging a little bit. The construction site actually was several blocks from where he’d spotted the kids.

			“Does it look familiar?” he asked the Eberhardts, holding up the ragged strip of fabric.

			“Not to me,” Roy’s father replied. “Lizzy?”

			Mrs. Eberhardt appeared relieved. “Well, it’s definitely not Roy’s,” she informed Officer Delinko. “He doesn’t own any green clothes.”

			“What color shirt was the boy wearing when he ran off?” Mr. Eberhardt asked.

			“I couldn’t tell,” the patrolman admitted. “He was too far away.”

			They heard the phone ring, and Roy’s mother hurried inside to answer it.

			Officer Delinko leaned closer to Roy’s father and said: “I apologize for bothering you folks with this.”

			“Like you were saying, it’s all part of the job.” Mr. Eberhardt remained polite, even though he knew the policeman wasn’t telling him everything about the green rag.

			“Speaking of jobs,” Officer Delinko said, “you remember the other night when I brought Roy home with his flat tire?”

			“Of course.”

			“In all that nasty weather.”

			“Yes, I remember,” said Mr. Eberhardt impatiently.

			“Did he happen to mention anything about you writing up a letter for me?”

			“What kind of a letter?”

			“To our police chief,” Officer Delinko said. “No biggie—just a note for the permanent file, saying you folks appreciated me helping out your boy. Something along those lines.”

			“And this ‘note’ should be sent to the chief?”

			“Or to the captain. Even my sergeant would be okay. Roy didn’t ask you?”

			“Not that I recall,” said Mr. Eberhardt.

			“Well, you know how kids are. He probably forgot.”

			“What’s your sergeant’s name? I’ll see what I can do.” Roy’s father made no effort to conceal his lack of enthusiasm. He was running out of tolerance for the pushy young cop.

			“Thanks a million,” Officer Delinko said, pumping Mr. Eberhardt’s hand. “Every little bit helps when you’re trying to get ahead. And something like this, coming from a federal agent such as yourself—”

			But he didn’t get the chance to give his sergeant’s name to Mr. Eberhardt, for at that very moment Mrs. Eberhardt burst out the front door carrying a purse in one hand and a jangling set of car keys in the other.

			“Lizzy, what’s the matter?” Mr. Eberhardt called out. “Who was that on the phone?”

			“The emergency room!” she cried breathlessly. “Roy’s been hurt!”

		

	
		
			TWELVE

			Roy was exhausted. It seemed like a hundred years ago that Dana Matherson had tried to strangle him inside the janitor’s closet, but it had happened only that afternoon.

			“Thanks. Now we’re even,” Beatrice Leep said.

			“Maybe,” said Roy.

			They were waiting in the emergency room of the Coconut Cove Medical Center, which was more of a large clinic than a hospital. It was here they’d brought Beatrice’s stepbrother after carrying him upright for almost a mile, each of them bracing one of his shoulders.

			“He’s going to be all right,” Roy said.

			For a moment, he thought Beatrice was about to cry. He reached over and squeezed her hand, which was noticeably larger than his own.

			“He’s a tough little cockroach,” Beatrice said with a sniffle. “He’ll be okay.”

			A woman dressed in baby-blue scrubs and wearing a stethoscope approached them. She introduced herself as Dr. Gonzalez.

			“Tell me exactly what happened to Roy,” she said.

			Beatrice and the real Roy exchanged anxious glances. Her stepbrother had forbidden them from giving his name to the hospital, for fear that his mother would be notified. The boy got so agitated that Roy hadn’t argued. When the emergency room clerk asked Beatrice for her stepbrother’s name, address, and phone number, Roy impulsively had stepped forward and blurted his own. It had seemed like the quickest way to get Mullet Fingers into a hospital bed.

			Roy knew he was also getting himself in trouble. Beatrice Leep knew it, too. That’s why she had thanked him.

			“My brother got bit by a dog,” she told Dr. Gonzalez.

			“Several,” Roy added.

			“What kind of dogs?” the doctor asked.

			“Big ones.”

			“How did it happen?”

			Here Roy let Beatrice take over the story, as she was more experienced at fibbing to adults.

			“They nailed him at soccer practice,” she said. “He came runnin’ home all chewed up, so we brought him here as fast as we could.”

			“Hmm,” said Dr. Gonzalez with a slight frown.

			“What—don’t you believe me?” Beatrice’s indignation sounded genuine. Roy was impressed.

			But the doctor was a cool one, too. “Oh, I believe your stepbrother was attacked by dogs,” she said. “I just don’t believe it happened today.”

			Beatrice stiffened. Roy knew he had to come up with something, fast.

			“The wounds on his arm aren’t fresh,” Dr. Gonzalez explained. “Judging by how far the infection has progressed, I’d estimate he was bitten eighteen to twenty-four hours ago.”

			Beatrice looked flustered. Roy didn’t wait for her to recover.

			“Yeah, eighteen hours. That sounds about right,” he said to the doctor.

			“I don’t understand.”

			“See, he passed out right after he got bit,” Roy said. “It wasn’t until the next day he finally woke up, and that’s when he came running home. Then Beatrice called me and asked if I’d help get him to the hospital.”

			Dr. Gonzalez fixed Roy with a stern gaze, though there was an edge of amusement in her voice.

			“What’s your name, son?”

			Roy gulped. She’d caught him off guard.

			“Tex,” he answered weakly.

			Beatrice nudged him with her elbow, as if to say: That’s the best you can do?

			The doctor crossed her arms. “So, Tex, let’s get this straight. Your friend Roy is mauled at the soccer field by several huge dogs. Nobody tries to help him, and he remains unconscious all night and most of the next day. All of a sudden he wakes up and jogs home. Is that right?”

			“Yup.” Roy bowed his head. He was a pathetic liar, and he knew it.

			Dr. Gonzalez turned her steely attention to Beatrice. “Why was it left for you to bring your stepbrother here? Where are your parents?”

			“Working,” Beatrice replied.

			“Didn’t you call and tell them there was a medical emergency?”

			“They crew on a crab boat. No phone.”

			Not bad, Roy thought. The doctor, however, wasn’t buying it.

			“It’s hard to understand,” she said to Beatrice, “how your stepbrother could go missing for so long and nobody in the family got concerned enough to call the police.”

			“Sometimes he runs away from home,” Beatrice said quietly, “and he doesn’t come back for a while.”

			It was the closest thing to a true answer that she’d given and, ironically, it was the one that made Dr. Gonzalez back off.

			“I’m going to go check on Roy now,” she told them. “In the meantime, you two might want to polish up your story.”

			“How’s he doing, anyway?” Beatrice asked.

			“Better. He got a tetanus shot, and now we’re loading him with antibiotics and pain medication. It’s strong stuff, so he’s pretty sleepy.”

			“Can we see him?”

			“Not right now.”

			As soon as the doctor had gone, Roy and Beatrice hurried outside, where it was safer to talk. Roy sat down on the steps of the emergency room; Beatrice remained standing.

			“This isn’t gonna work, cowgirl. Once they figure out he’s not you…”

			“It’s a problem,” Roy agreed: the understatement of the year.

			“And if Lonna hears about this, you know he’ll end up in juvie detention,” Beatrice said gloomily, “until she finds a new military school. Probably someplace far-off, like Guam, where he can’t run away.”

			Roy didn’t understand how a mother could kick her own child out of her life, but he knew such tragic things occurred. He’d heard of fathers who acted the same way. It was depressing to think about.

			“We’ll come up with something,” he promised Beatrice.

			“Know what, Tex? You’re okay.” She pinched his cheek and went bounding down the steps.

			“Hey, where you going?” he called after her.

			“Fix dinner for my dad. I do it every night.”

			“You’re kidding, right? You’re not really leaving me here alone.”

			“Sorry,” Beatrice said. “Dad’ll freak if I don’t show up. He can’t make toast without burning off his fingertips.”

			“Couldn’t Lonna cook his dinner this one time?”

			“Nope. She tends bar at the Elk’s Lodge.” Beatrice gave Roy a brisk little wave. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. Don’t let ’em operate or nuthin’ on my brother.”

			“Wait!” Roy jumped to his feet. “Tell me his real name. It’s the least you can do, after everything that’s happened.”

			“Sorry, cowgirl, but I can’t. I made him a blood promise a long time ago.”

			“Please?”

			“If he wants you to know,” Beatrice said, “he’ll tell you himself.” Then she ran off, her footsteps fading into the night.

			Roy trudged back into the emergency room. He knew his mother would be getting worried, so he asked the desk clerk if he could borrow the phone. It rang a half dozen times on the other end before the Eberhardts’ answering machine picked up. Roy left a message saying he’d be home as soon as he and Beatrice finished cleaning up the mess from the science project.

			Alone in the waiting area, Roy dug through a stack of magazines until he found an issue of Outdoor Life that had an article about fishing for cutthroat trout in the Rocky Mountains. The best thing about the story was the photographs—anglers wading knee-deep in blue Western rivers lined with tall cottonwoods, rows of snowy mountain crags visible in the distance.

			Roy was feeling pretty homesick for Montana when he heard the approach of a siren outside. He decided it was an excellent time to go find a Coke machine, even though he only had two dimes in his pocket.

			The truth was, Roy didn’t want to be in the emergency room to see what the siren was all about. He wasn’t prepared to see them wheel in somebody who’d been injured in a serious wreck, somebody who might even be dying.

			Other kids could be really curious about that gory stuff, but not Roy. Once, when he was seven years old and his family lived near Milwaukee, a drunken hunter drove a snowmobile full-speed into an old birch tree. The accident happened only a hundred yards from a slope where Roy and his father were sledding.

			Mr. Eberhardt had run up the hill to try to help, with Roy huffing close behind. When they’d reached the tree, they realized there was nothing they could do. The dead man was soaked with blood and twisted at odd angles, like a broken G.I. Joe doll. Roy knew he would never forget what he saw, and he never wanted to see anything like it again.

			Consequently, he had no intention of hanging around the emergency room for the arrival of a new emergency. He slipped through a side door and wandered through the hospital for about fifteen minutes until a nurse intercepted him.

			“I think I’m lost,” Roy said, doing his best to appear confused.

			“You most definitely are.”

			The nurse steered him down a back corridor to the emergency room, where Roy was relieved to find no chaos or carnage. The place was as quiet as he’d left it.

			Puzzled, Roy went to the window and checked outside. There was no ambulance in the delivery zone, only a Coconut Cove police cruiser. Maybe it was nothing, he thought, and returned to his magazine.

			Soon afterward, Roy heard voices from behind the double doors that led to the area where Mullet Fingers was being treated. A loud discussion was taking place in the patient ward, and Roy strained to make out what was being said.

			One voice in particular rose above the rest, and Roy was distressed to recognize it. He sat there in nervous misery, trying to decide what to do next. Then he heard another familiar voice, and he knew there was only one choice.

			He walked to the double doors and pushed them open.

			“Hey, Mom! Dad!” he shouted. “I’m right here!”

			

			—

			Officer Delinko had insisted on giving the Eberhardts a ride to the hospital. It was the decent thing to do—and also a prime opportunity to score points with Roy’s father.

			The patrolman hoped that Mr. Eberhardt’s son wasn’t involved in the continuing mischief at the pancake-house construction site. What a sticky situation that would be!

			On the drive to the hospital, Roy’s parents sat in the backseat and spoke quietly between themselves. His mother said she couldn’t imagine how Roy had got bitten by a dog while he was working on a science project. “Maybe it had something to do with all that hamburger meat,” she speculated.

			“Hamburger?” said Roy’s father. “What kind of school project uses hamburger?”

			In the rearview mirror, Officer Delinko could see Mr. Eberhardt put an arm around his wife’s shoulders. Her eyes were moist and she was biting her lower lip. Mr. Eberhardt appeared as tightly wound as a clock spring.

			When they got to the emergency room, the desk clerk declared that Roy was sleeping and couldn’t be disturbed. The Eberhardts tried to reason with him but the clerk wouldn’t budge.

			“We’re his parents,” Mr. Eberhardt said evenly, “and we intend to see him right away.”

			“Sir, don’t make me call a supervisor.”

			“I don’t care if you call the Wizard of Oz,” said Mr. Eberhardt. “We’re going in.”

			The clerk trailed them through the swinging double doors. “You can’t do this!” he objected, scooting ahead of the Eberhardts and blocking the hallway to the patient ward.

			Officer Delinko edged forward, assuming that the sight of a police uniform would soften the fellow’s attitude. He was mistaken.

			“Absolutely no visitors. It says right here on the doctor’s notes.” The clerk solemnly waved a clipboard. “I’m afraid you’ll have to go back to the waiting room. That means you, too, Officer.”

			Officer Delinko shrank away. Not the Eberhardts.

			“Listen, that’s our son lying in there,” Roy’s mother reminded the clerk. “You called us, remember? You told us to come!”

			“Yes, and you may see Roy as soon as the doctor says it’s allowed.”

			“Then page the doctor. Now.” Mr. Eberhardt’s tone of voice remained level, but the volume had gotten much louder. “Pick up the phone and dial. If you’ve forgotten how, we’ll be happy to show you.”

			“The doctor’s on a break. She’ll be back in twenty-five minutes,” the clerk said tersely.

			“Then she can find us right here,” Mr. Eberhardt said, “visiting our injured son. Now, if you don’t move out of the way, I’m going to drop-kick you all the way to Chokoloskee. Understand?”

			The clerk went pale. “I’m r-r-reporting you to my s-s-su-supervisor.”

			“That’s a dandy idea.” Mr. Eberhardt brushed past and started down the hall, guiding his wife by the elbow.

			“Hold it right there!” snapped a firm female voice behind them.

			The Eberhardts stopped and turned. Emerging from a door marked STAFF ONLY was a woman wearing baby-blue scrubs and a stethoscope.

			“I’m Dr. Gonzalez. Where do you think you’re going?”

			“To see our son,” replied Mrs. Eberhardt.

			“I tried to stop them,” the desk clerk piped up.

			“You’re Roy’s parents?” the doctor asked the Eberhardts.

			“We are.” Roy’s father noticed Dr. Gonzalez eyeing them with an odd curiosity.

			“Pardon me if this is out of line,” she said, “but you sure don’t look like you work on a crab boat.”

			“What on earth are you talking about?” Roy’s mother said. “Is everybody at this hospital a total wacko?”

			“There must be some mistake,” Officer Delinko interjected. “Mr. Eberhardt is a federal law-enforcement agent.”

			Dr. Gonzalez sighed. “We’ll sort this out later. Come on, let’s go peek in on your boy.”

			The emergency-patient ward had six beds, five of which were unoccupied. The sixth bed had a white privacy curtain drawn around it.

			“We’ve got him on I.V. antibiotics and he’s doing pretty well,” Dr. Gonzalez said in a low voice, “but unless we find those dogs, he’ll need a series of rabies injections. Those are no fun.”

			The Eberhardts locked arms as they approached the enclosed bed. Officer Delinko stood behind them, wondering what color shirt Roy would be wearing. In the patrolman’s pocket was the bright green scrap of clothing that had snagged on the Mother Paula’s fence.

			“Don’t be surprised if he’s sleeping,” the doctor whispered, gently pulling the curtain away.

			Nobody said a word for several moments. The four grownups just stood there, blank-faced, staring at the empty bed.

			From a metal rig hung a plastic bag of ginger-colored fluid, the intravenous tube disconnected and dangling to the floor.

			Finally, Mrs. Eberhardt gasped, “Where’s Roy!”

			Dr. Gonzalez’s arms flapped helplessly. “I just…I really…I don’t know.”

			“You don’t know?” Mr. Eberhardt erupted. “One minute an injured boy is asleep in this bed, and the next minute he’s vanished?”

			Officer Delinko stepped between Mr. Eberhardt and the doctor. The patrolman was afraid that Roy’s father was upset enough to do something he might later regret.

			“Where is our son?” Mrs. Eberhardt demanded again.

			The doctor buzzed for a nurse and frantically started searching the emergency ward.

			“But he was the only patient here,” Mr. Eberhardt said angrily. “How can you possibly lose the one and only patient you’ve got? What happened—did aliens beam him up to their spaceship while you were on your coffee break?”

			“Roy? Roy, where are you!” cried Mrs. Eberhardt.

			She and Dr. Gonzalez began checking beneath the other five beds in the ward. Officer Delinko whipped out his portable radio and said, “I’m calling for backup.”

			Just then, the double doors to the waiting room flew open.

			“Mom! Dad! I’m right here!”

			The Eberhardts practically smothered their son with a tandem hug.

			“Little devil,” chuckled Officer Delinko, holstering his radio. He was pleased to see that Roy wasn’t wearing a torn green T-shirt.

			“Whoa!” Dr. Gonzalez clapped her hands sharply. “Everybody hold on a minute.”

			The Eberhardts looked up quizzically. The doctor didn’t seem especially overjoyed to have found her lost patient.

			“That’s Roy?” she asked, pointing at their son.

			“Of course it is. Who else would it be?” Mrs. Eberhardt kissed the top of his head. “Honey, you get back into that hospital bed right now—”

			“Not so fast,” Mr. Eberhardt said. “I’m not sure what’s going on here, but I’ve got a feeling we owe the doctor an apology. Probably several apologies.” He planted both hands on Roy’s shoulders. “Let’s see those dog bites, partner.”

			Roy lowered his eyes. “I didn’t get bit, Dad. It wasn’t me.”

			Mrs. Eberhardt groaned. “Okay, now I get it. I’m the crazy one, right? I’m the raving loony bird….”

			“Folks? Excuse me, but we’ve still got a major problem,” Dr. Gonzalez said. “We’ve still got a patient missing.”

			Officer Delinko was thoroughly confused. Once again he reached for his radio in anticipation of calling headquarters.

			“Before my brain explodes,” said Mrs. Eberhardt, “would someone please explain what this is all about?”

			“Only one person can do that.” Mr. Eberhardt gestured toward Roy, who suddenly wanted to crawl down a hole and hide. His father turned him around to face Dr. Gonzalez.

			“ ‘Tex?’ ” she said, arching an eyebrow.

			Roy felt his face redden. “I’m really sorry.”

			“This is a hospital. This is no place for games.”

			“I know it’s not. I apologize.”

			“If you’re the real Roy,” the doctor said, “then who was that young man in the bed, and where did he go? I want the truth.”

			Roy stared at the tops of his sneakers. He couldn’t remember another day in his life when so many things had gone so wrong.

			“Son,” his father said, “answer the doctor.”

			His mother squeezed his arm. “Come on, honey. It’s important.”

			“You can be sure we’ll find him,” Officer Delinko chimed in, “sooner or later.”

			Bleakly, Roy looked up to address the grownups.

			“I don’t know the boy’s name, and I don’t know where he is,” he said. “I’m sorry, but that’s the truth.”

			And, technically, it was.

		

	
		
			THIRTEEN

			While Roy took a shower, his mother made a pot of spaghetti. He ate three helpings, though the dinner gathering was as quiet as a chess match.

			Setting down his fork, Roy turned to his father.

			“I guess it’s the den, huh?”

			“That’s correct.”

			It had been years since Roy had gotten a spanking, and he doubted that he was in for one now. The den was where his father summoned him whenever there was serious explaining to be done. Tonight Roy was so tired that he wasn’t sure if anything he had to say would make sense.

			His father was waiting, seated behind the broad walnut desk.

			“What’ve you got there?” he asked Roy.

			“A book.”

			“Yes, I can see it’s a book. I was hoping for the particulars.”

			Roy’s father could be sarcastic when he thought he wasn’t getting a full answer. Roy figured it came from years of interrogating shifty characters—gangsters or spies, or whoever it was that his father was in the business of investigating.

			“I’m assuming,” he said to Roy, “that the book will cast some light on tonight’s strange events.”

			Roy handed it across the desk. “You and Mom got it for me two Christmases ago.”

			“I remember,” his father said, scanning the cover. “The Sibley Guide to Birds. Sure it wasn’t for your birthday?”

			“I’m sure, Dad.”

			Roy had put the book on his Christmas list after it had settled a friendly wager between him and his father. One afternoon they’d seen a large reddish brown raptor swoop down and snatch a ground squirrel off a cattle range in the Gallatin River valley. Roy’s father had bet him a milkshake that the bird was a young bald eagle whose crown feathers hadn’t yet turned white, but Roy had said it was a fully grown golden eagle, more common on the dry prairies. Later, after visiting the Bozeman library and consulting Sibley, Roy’s father conceded that Roy had been right.

			Mr. Eberhardt held up the book and asked, “What does this have to do with that nonsense at the hospital?”

			“Check out page 278,” Roy said. “I marked it for you.”

			His father flipped the book open to that page.

			“ ‘Burrowing owl,’ ” he read aloud from the text. “ ‘Athene cunicularia. Long-legged and short-tailed, with relatively long, narrow wings and flat head. Only small owl likely to be seen perched in the open in daylight.’ ” His father peered quizzically at him over the top of the book. “Is this connected to that ‘science project’ you were supposedly working on this afternoon?”

			“There is no science project,” Roy admitted.

			“And the hamburger meat that your mother gave you?”

			“A snack for the owls.”

			“Continue,” Mr. Eberhardt said.

			“It’s a long story, Dad.”

			“I’ve got nothing but time.”

			“All right,” Roy said. In some ways, he thought wearily, a spanking might be easier.

			“See, there’s this boy,” he began, “about the same age as me….”

			Roy told his father everything—well, almost everything. He didn’t mention that the snakes distributed by Beatrice Leep’s stepbrother were highly poisonous and that the boy had actually taped their mouths shut. Such details might have alarmed Mr. Eberhardt more than the petty acts of vandalism.

			Roy also chose not to reveal that Beatrice had nicknamed her stepbrother Mullet Fingers, just in case Roy’s father felt legally obligated to report it to the police, or file it away in some government computer bank.

			Otherwise, Roy told what he knew about the running boy. His father listened without interruption.

			“Dad, he’s really not a bad kid,” Roy said when he finished. “All he’s trying to do is save the owls.”

			Mr. Eberhardt remained silent for a few moments. He reopened the Sibley Guide and looked at the color drawings of the small birds.

			“See, if the Mother Paula’s people bulldoze that property, they’ll bury all the dens,” Roy said.

			His father put the book aside and looked at Roy fondly, though with a trace of sadness.

			“Roy, they own the property. They can do pretty much whatever they please.”

			“But—”

			“They’ve probably got all the necessary paperwork and permits.”

			“They’ve got permits to bury owls?” Roy asked in disbelief.

			“The owls will fly away. They’ll find new dens somewhere else.”

			“What if they’ve got babies? How will the baby birds fly away?” Roy shot back angrily. “How, Dad?”

			“I don’t know,” his father admitted.

			“How would you and Mom like it,” Roy pressed on, “if a bunch of strangers showed up one day with bulldozers to flatten this house? And all they had to say was ‘Don’t worry, Mr. and Mrs. Eberhardt, it’s no big deal. Just pack up and move to another place.’ How would you feel about that?”

			Roy’s father stood up slowly, as if the weight of a hundred bricks were on his shoulders.

			“Let’s go for a walk,” he said.

			It was a calm cloudless night, and a pale sliver of moon peeked over the rooftops. Insects as thick as confetti swirled around the cowls of the streetlights. Toward the end of the block, two cats could be heard yowling at each other.

			Roy’s father walked with his chin slightly downward, his hands stuffed in his pockets.

			“You’re growing up fast,” he remarked, catching Roy by surprise.

			“Dad, I’m the third-shortest kid in my homeroom.”

			“That’s not what I meant.”

			As they went along, Roy hopped from crack to crack on the sidewalk. They talked about comfortable topics—school, sports, sports in school—until Roy nudged the conversation back toward the delicate subject of Mullet Fingers. He needed to know where his father stood.

			“You remember that day last summer we floated the Madison canyon?”

			“Sure,” said his father, “in inner tubes.”

			“Right,” Roy said. “And remember we counted five great horned owls in one cottonwood? Five!”

			“Yes, I remember.”

			“And you tried to take a picture but the camera fell in the river?”

			“Not exactly. I dropped it in the river,” Roy’s father recalled sheepishly.

			“Hey, it was a cheapo disposable.”

			“Yeah, but it would’ve been a great snapshot. Five in the same tree.”

			“Yeah,” said Roy. “That was pretty amazing.”

			The owl story did the trick. His father took the cue.

			“This boy you told me about—you really don’t know his name?”

			“He won’t tell me. Neither will Beatrice,” Roy said. “That’s the honest truth.”

			“He didn’t take his stepfather’s last name?”

			“Leep? No, not according to Beatrice.”

			“And you say he doesn’t attend school.”

			Roy’s spirits fell. It sounded as if his father intended to report Mullet Fingers for truancy.

			“What worries me,” Mr. Eberhardt said, “is the family situation. It doesn’t sound too good.”

			“No, it’s not,” Roy conceded. “That’s why he doesn’t live at home anymore.”

			“Aren’t there any relatives who can take care of him?”

			“He feels safe where he is,” Roy said.

			“You’re sure about that?”

			“Dad, please don’t turn him in. Please.”

			“How can I, if I don’t even know where to find him?” Roy’s father gave him a wink. “But I’ll tell you what I am going to do: I’m going to spend some time thinking seriously about all this. You should, too.”

			“Okay,” said Roy. How could he possibly think of anything else? Even his battle with Dana Matherson seemed like a fuzzy, long-ago dream.

			“We’d better head home,” his father said. “It’s getting late and you’ve had a long day.”

			“A real long day,” Roy agreed.

			But after he got into bed, he couldn’t fall asleep. His body was exhausted but his mind was wide awake, buzzing with the day’s turbulence. He decided to do some reading, and reached for a book titled A Land Remembered, which he’d checked out from school. It was the story of a family who lived in Florida back in the 1850s, when it was still a wilderness. Humans were scarce, and the swamps and woods teemed with wildlife—probably a pretty good time to be a burrowing owl, Roy mused.

			An hour later, he was half-dozing when he heard a tap-tap on the bedroom door. It was his mother, slipping in to say good night. She took the book from his hands and turned off the lamp on the nightstand. Then she sat down on the bed and asked how he was feeling.

			“Beat,” Roy said.

			Gently she snugged the covers up to his neck. Even though he was way too warm, Roy didn’t object. It was a mom thing; she couldn’t help herself.

			“Honey,” she said, “you know how much we love you.”

			Uh-oh, Roy thought. Here it comes.

			“But what you did at the hospital tonight, letting that other boy use your name to get in the emergency ward—”

			“It was my idea, Mom, not his.”

			“And I’m sure your heart was in the right place,” she said, “but it was still a lie, technically speaking. Providing false information, or whatever. It’s a serious matter, honey—”

			“I know.”

			“—and it’s just, well, your father and I don’t want to see you get in trouble. Even for the sake of a friend.”

			Roy raised himself up on one elbow. “He would’ve run away before he’d give out his real name, and I couldn’t let that happen. He was sick. He needed to see a doctor.”

			“I understand. Believe me, I do.”

			“They were asking him all kinds of nosy questions, Mom, and meanwhile he’s about to keel over from the fever,” Roy said. “Maybe what I did was wrong, but I’d do it all over again if I had to. I mean it.”

			Roy expected a mild rebuke, but his mother only smiled. Smoothing the blanket with both hands, she said, “Honey, sometimes you’re going to be faced with situations where the line isn’t clear between what’s right and what’s wrong. Your heart will tell you to do one thing, and your brain will tell you to do something different. In the end, all that’s left is to look at both sides and go with your best judgment.”

			Well, thought Roy, that’s sort of what I did.

			“This boy,” his mother said, “why wouldn’t he give out his real name? And why did he run away from the hospital like that?”

			Mullet Fingers had escaped through a window in the women’s restroom, next door to the X-ray department. He left his torn green shirt dangling from the antenna of Officer David Delinko’s patrol car, which was parked outside the emergency room.

			“He probably ran,” Roy said, “because he was afraid somebody would call his mom.”

			“So?”

			“So, she doesn’t want him anymore. She’ll have him locked up at the juvenile hall.”

			“What?”

			“His mom sent him off to military school,” Roy explained, “and now she doesn’t want him back. She said so herself, in front of Beatrice.”

			Roy’s mother cocked her head, as if she wasn’t sure that she’d heard him correctly. “His mom doesn’t want him?”

			Roy saw something flash in her eyes. He wasn’t certain if it was sorrow or anger—or both.

			“She doesn’t want him?” his mother repeated.

			Roy nodded somberly.

			“Oh, my,” she said.

			The words came out so softly that Roy was startled. He heard pain in his mother’s voice, and he felt bad for telling her that part of Mullet Fingers’ story.

			“I’m sorry, Mom,” Roy said. “I love you.”

			“I love you, too, honey.”

			She kissed his cheek and tucked in the sheets one more time. As she was shutting his door, he saw her hesitate and turn back to look at him.

			“We’re proud of you, Roy. You need to know that. Your father and I are both extremely proud.”

			“Did Dad tell you about the owls?”

			“Yes, he told me. It’s too bad.”

			“What should I do?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Nothing,” Roy said, sinking into his pillow. “G’night, Mom.”

			She’d already answered the question, anyway. All he had to do was settle the argument between his heart and his brain.

		

	
		
			FOURTEEN

			Luckily the next day was Saturday, so Roy didn’t have to get up early to catch the school bus.

			As he sat down for breakfast, the phone rang. It was Garrett. He’d never before called Roy, but now he wanted him to go skateboarding at the outlet mall.

			“I don’t have a skateboard, remember?” Roy said.

			“That’s okay. I got an extra.”

			“No thanks. I can’t make it today.”

			The true reason that Garrett had called was, of course, to find out what had happened to Dana Matherson at Trace Middle.

			“Dude, somebody tied him to a flagpole!”

			“Wasn’t me,” said Roy. On this topic he couldn’t talk freely in front of his parents.

			“Then who? And how?” Garrett demanded.

			“No comment,” said Roy, echoing Mullet Fingers.

			“Aw, come on, Eberhardt!”

			“See you Monday.”

			After breakfast his father drove him to the bicycle shop to pick up his new tire, and by noon Roy was fully mobile again. An address for “L. B. Leep” was listed in the phone book, and Roy had no difficulty locating the house. It was on West Oriole Avenue, the same street as the bus stop where he’d first spotted the running boy.

			In the Leep driveway sat a dented old Suburban and a shiny new Camaro convertible. Roy leaned his bike against the mailbox post and hurried up the sidewalk. He heard voices bickering inside the house, and he hoped it was only a TV show with the volume turned up.

			After three firm knocks, the door swung open and there stood Leon Leep, all six feet nine inches of him. He wore baggy red gym shorts and a sleeveless mesh jersey that exposed a pale kettle-sized belly. Leon looked as if he hadn’t spent five minutes in the exercise room since retiring from pro basketball; all that remained of his NBA physique was his height.

			Roy tilted back on his heels in order to see Leon’s face. His expression was perturbed and preoccupied.

			“Beatrice home?” Roy asked.

			“Yeah, but she’s kinda busy right now.”

			“Only take a minute,” Roy said. “It’s about school.”

			“Oh. School,” said Leon, as if he’d forgotten where his daughter went five days a week. With a curious grunt, he lumbered off.

			A moment later, Beatrice appeared. She looked stressed.

			“Can I come in?” Roy asked.

			“No,” she whispered. “It’s a bad time.”

			“Then can you come out?”

			“Nuh-uh.” Beatrice glanced anxiously behind her.

			“You heard what happened at the hospital?”

			She nodded. “Sorry I didn’t get back in time to help.”

			“Is your brother okay?” Roy asked.

			“Better than he was,” said Beatrice.

			“Who’s there? Who is that?” demanded a chilly voice from the hallway.

			“Just a friend.”

			“A boy?”

			“Yeah, a boy,” Beatrice said, rolling her eyes for Roy’s benefit.

			A woman not much taller than Beatrice materialized in the doorway behind her. She had a sharp nose, beady, suspicious eyes, and a wild fountain of curly auburn hair. Blue smoke curled from a cigarette poised in glittering fingertips.

			It could only be Lonna, the mother of Mullet Fingers.

			“Who’re you?” she asked.

			“My name’s Roy.”

			“What do you want, Roy?” Lonna took a noisy drag off the cigarette.

			“It’s about school,” Beatrice said.

			“Yeah, well, it’s Saturday,” said Lonna.

			Roy gave it a try. “I’m really sorry to bother you, Mrs. Leep. Beatrice and I are doing a science project together—”

			“Not today, you’re not,” Lonna cut him off. “Miz Beatrice here will be busy cleanin’ the house. And the kitchen. And the bathrooms. And anything else I can think of.”

			Roy believed Lonna was skating on thin ice. Beatrice was obviously the stronger of the two, and she was seething mad. Lonna might have softened her tone had she seen what her stepdaughter’s teeth had done to Roy’s bicycle tire.

			“Maybe tomorrow,” Beatrice said to Roy, her jaw set grimly.

			“Sure. Whatever.” He backed down the steps.

			“We’ll see about ‘tomorrow.’” Lonna’s voice was snide and croaky. “Next time, call first,” she grumped at Roy. “Ever heard of a telephone?”

			As Roy rode away on his bike, he pondered the possibility that Mullet Fingers was better off roaming the woods than living at home with a witch for a mother. Roy wondered what made a grownup turn out so ill-tempered and obnoxious. It wouldn’t have surprised him if one day Beatrice literally chewed Lonna’s head off.

			His next stop was Dana Matherson’s house, where another shaky example of motherhood lived. Roy had a feeling that Dana’s father was no prize, either, and it was he who answered the door. Roy had expected another Neanderthal hulk, but Mr. Matherson was thin and jittery and unhealthy-looking.

			“Hi. My name’s Roy.”

			“Sorry, we’re not interested,” Dana’s father said politely, and began to shut the door.

			“But I’m not selling anything,” Roy said through the crack. “I’m here to see Dana.”

			“Uh-oh. Not again.” Mr. Matherson reopened the door and lowered his voice. “Let me guess. He’s hired you to do his homework for him.”

			“No, sir. I’m just a friend from school.”

			“A ‘friend’?”

			Dana didn’t have many friends, Roy knew, and the few he had were all much larger and meaner-looking than Roy.

			“I ride the bus with him,” Roy said, and decided to recycle Beatrice’s line one more time: “We’re doing a science project together.”

			Mr. Matherson’s brow furrowed. “Is this some kind of joke? Who are you, really?”

			“I told you.”

			Dana’s father took out his wallet. “All right, young man, no more kidding around. How much do I owe you?”

			“For what?”

			“For my son’s homework.” Mr. Matherson held up a five-dollar bill. “The usual?”

			He looked defeated and ashamed. Roy felt sorry for him. Clearly it was an ordeal, raising a goon like Dana.

			“You don’t owe me a dime,” Roy said. “Is he home?”

			Mr. Matherson asked Roy to wait at the door. Moments later, Dana appeared, wearing droopy boxer shorts and a grimy pair of sweat socks.

			“You!” he snarled.

			“Yup,” said Roy. “It’s me.”

			“What are you starin’ at, cowgirl?”

			Not much, Roy thought. He noticed that Dana’s lisp had disappeared, along with the swelling in his upper lip.

			“You must be nuts to ride all the way over here,” Dana said, “just so you can get stomped to a pulp.”

			“Come on outside. I haven’t got all day.”

			“What did you say?”

			Dana stepped onto the porch and shut the door behind him, presumably so that his father wouldn’t be a witness to the bloodshed. He wound up and swung fiercely at Roy’s head, but Roy saw it coming. He ducked, and Dana’s fist connected solidly with a fiberglass bird feeder.

			Once Dana stopped howling, Roy said, “Every time you try to hurt me, something bad happens to you. Haven’t you noticed?”

			Dana was doubled over, shaking his injured hand. He glared up at Roy.

			“Like yesterday,” Roy went on, “when you tried to kill me in the janitor’s closet. Remember? You ended up getting whupped by a girl, stripped naked, and strung to a flagpole.”

			“I wasn’t naked,” Dana snapped. “I had my underpants on.”

			“When you go back to school Monday, everybody’s going to be laughing at you. Everybody, Dana, and it’s your own stupid fault. All you had to do was leave me alone. How hard is that?”

			“Yeah, well, they’ll be laughin’ even louder when I kick your skinny ass to kingdom come, cowgirl. They’ll be laughin’ like hyenas, only you won’t be around to hear ’em.”

			“In other words,” Roy said irritably, “you haven’t learned a thing.”

			“That’s right. And you can’t make me!”

			Roy sighed. “The only reason I came over here was to talk things out. Put a stop to all this dumb fighting.”

			That had been his mission. If only he could make peace with Dana Matherson, even temporarily, then he’d be free to focus his energy on solving the Mullet Fingers dilemma.

			But Dana hooted in his face. “You must be crazy. After all the crap that’s happened to me, you’re so dead, Eberhardt. You’re so dead it ain’t even funny.”

			Roy realized it was no use. “Hopeless. That’s what you are,” he said. “By the way, that’s a cool shade of purple.” He pointed at Dana’s swollen knuckles.

			“Get outta here, cowgirl! Now!”

			Roy left him there on the porch, pounding the front door and bellowing for his father to let him in. Evidently the lock had clicked behind him when he’d come outside to take a punch at Roy.

			It was a funny scene, Dana hopping up and down in his baggy boxer shorts, but Roy wasn’t in the mood to enjoy it.

			

			—

			
				He hid his bicycle and snuck through the hole in the fence. In broad daylight, the junkyard didn’t look so spooky; just cluttered. Still, Roy had no difficulty spotting the rusty old panel truck with JO-JO’S ICE CREAM AND SNO-CONES painted on the flimsy awning.

			Beatrice’s stepbrother was in the back of the truck, zipped into a moldy sleeping bag. When he heard Roy’s footsteps, he stirred and cracked one eye. Roy knelt beside him.

			“Brought you some water.”

			“Thanks, man.” Mullet Fingers reached for the plastic bottle. “And thanks for last night. You get in trouble?”

			“No big deal,” said Roy. “How do you feel?”

			“Like cow poop.”

			“You’re looking better than you did,” Roy told him, which was the truth. The shine had returned to the boy’s cheeks, and his dog-bitten arm no longer appeared puffy and stiff. A blue button-sized bruise was visible on the other arm, where the boy had yanked out the intravenous tube before fleeing the hospital.

			“Fever’s gone, but I hurt all over,” he said, squirming out of the sleeping bag. Roy looked the other way while he put on some clothes.

			“I came to tell you something. It’s about the new pancake house,” Roy said. “I talked to my dad and he said they can build whatever they want on that land, long as they’ve got the legal papers. There’s nothing we can do.”

			Mullet Fingers grinned. “ ‘We’?”

			“All I mean is—”

			“You’re sayin’ it’s a lost cause, right? Come on, Tex, you gotta start thinkin’ like an outlaw.”

			“But I’m not an outlaw.”

			“Yeah, you are. Last night at the hospital—that was definitely an outlaw move.”

			“You were sick. You needed help,” Roy said.

			Mullet Fingers finished off the water and tossed the empty bottle. He stood up, stretching like a cat.

			“You crossed the line, and why? ’Cause you cared about what happened to me,” he said to Roy, “just like I care about what happens to them weird little owls.”

			“They’re burrowing owls. I’ve been reading up on them,” Roy said, “which reminds me—they probably aren’t too crazy about hamburger meat. They eat mostly bugs and worms, according to the bird books.”

			“So I’ll catch ’em some bugs.” The boy spoke with a touch of impatience. “Point is, it ain’t right, what’s happening out there. That land belonged to the owls long before it belonged to the pancake house. Where you from, Tex?”

			“Montana,” Roy replied automatically. Then he added, “Well, actually, I was born in Detroit. But we lived in Montana right before we moved down here.”

			“Never been out West,” Mullet Fingers said, “but I know they got mountains.”

			“Yeah. Awesome mountains.”

			“That’s what we need here,” said the boy. “Florida’s so flat, there’s nothing to stop ’em from bulldozin’ one coast to the other.”

			Roy didn’t have the heart to tell him that even mountains aren’t safe from machines like that.

			“Ever since I was little,” Mullet Fingers said, “I’ve been watchin’ this place disappear—the piney woods, the scrub, the creeks, the glades. Even the beaches, man—they put up all these giant hotels and only goober tourists are allowed. It really sucks.”

			Roy said, “Same thing happens everywhere.”

			“Doesn’t mean you don’t fight back. Here, check it out.” From a pocket of his torn jeans the boy produced a crumpled piece of paper. “I tried, Tex, see? Had Beatrice write a letter, telling ’em about the owls and all. Here’s what they sent back.”

			Roy smoothed out the paper, which bore the Mother Paula’s company emblem at the top. It said:

			
				Dear Ms. Leep,

				Thank you very much for your letter.

				We here at Mother Paula’s All-American Pancake Houses, Inc., take pride in our strong commitment to the environment. Every possible effort will be made to address your concerns.

				You have my personal assurance that Mother Paula’s is working closely with local authorities, in full compliance with all laws, codes, and regulations.

				Sincerely,

				Chuck E. Muckle

				Vice-President for Corporate Relations

			

			“Lame,” Roy said, handing the paper back to Beatrice’s stepbrother.

			“Yeah, it’s just a whatcha-call-it…a form letter. Didn’t even mention the owls.”

			They stepped out of the ice-cream truck into the sunlight. Ripples of heat rose from the junked cars, which were lined up in rows as far as Roy could see.

			“How long are you going to hide here?” he asked the boy.

			“Till they chase me out. Hey, what’re you doin’ tonight?”

			“Homework.”

			In truth Roy had only one short chapter to read for Mr. Ryan’s history class, but he wanted an excuse to stay home. He sensed that Mullet Fingers was planning another illegal visit to the Mother Paula’s site.

			“Well, you change your mind, meet me you-know-where at sunset,” the boy said, “and bring a socket wrench.”

			Roy felt a strange mixture of apprehension and excitement. Part of him was worried about the tactics used by Beatrice’s stepbrother, and part of him was rooting for the kid.

			“You’ve been sick,” Roy said. “You need to rest up.”

			“Ha! No time for that.”

			“But the stuff you’re doing, it won’t work,” Roy persisted. “It might slow things down but it won’t stop ’em. Mother Paula’s is a big company. They’re not just going to give up and go away.”

			“Neither am I, Tex.”

			“Sooner or later they’ll catch you, and then you’ll end up in juvenile hall and—”

			“Then I’ll run away again. Same as always.”

			“But don’t you miss, like, a normal life?”

			“Can’t miss what you never had,” said Beatrice’s stepbrother. Roy detected no bitterness in his voice.

			“Maybe someday I’ll go back to school,” the boy went on, “but for now I’m ’bout as smart as I need to be. Maybe I can’t do algebra or say ‘Nice poodle’ in French or tell you who discovered Brazil, but I can make a fire with two dry sticks and a rock. I can climb a coconut palm and get me enough fresh milk to last a month—”

			They heard a motor start and ducked back into the ice-cream truck.

			“Old guy who owns the place,” Mullet Fingers whispered. “He’s got an ATV—it’s super cool. Goes flyin’ around here like he’s Jeff Gordon.”

			When the growl of the all-terrain vehicle faded away toward the other side of the junkyard, the boy signaled that it was safe to leave the truck. He led Roy on a shortcut to the opening in the fence, and they slipped out together.

			“Where you headed now?” Roy asked.

			“I dunno. Maybe do some recon.”

			“Recon?”

			“You know. Reconnaissance,” Mullet Fingers said. “Scope out targets for tonight.”

			“Oh.”

			“Aren’t ya gonna ask what I got planned?”

			Roy said, “It’s probably better if I don’t know.” He considered mentioning that his father was in law enforcement. Maybe it would help the boy understand Roy’s reluctance to participate, even though he sympathized with the owl crusade. Roy couldn’t bear the thought of facing his parents through jail bars if he and Mullet Fingers got caught.

			“My dad works for the government,” Roy said.

			“That’s swell,” said the boy. “My dad eats Hot Pockets and stares at ESPN all day long. Come on, Tex, I got somethin’ way cool to show you.”

			“The name’s Roy.”

			“Okay, Roy. Follow me.”

			Then he took off running, again.

			

			—

			One summer in the late 1970s, long before Roy Eberhardt was born, a small but powerful tropical storm boiled out of the Gulf of Mexico and came ashore a few miles south of Coconut Cove. No one was injured or killed, though the ten-foot surge caused heavy damage to buildings and roads along the waterfront.

			Among the casualties was a stone-crab boat called the Molly Bell, which was torn from her anchorage and swept up a swollen tidal creek, where she wallowed and sank from sight.

			The storm blew itself out, the surge waters receded, and there, sticking halfway above the surface, was the lost crab boat. And there she stayed, for the creek was so slender and the currents so tricky and the oyster beds so perilous that no salvage captains would risk their own vessels to retrieve the Molly Bell.

			Each season she grew more shrunken and dilapidated, surrendering her sturdy hull and deck to the ravages of woodworms, barnacles, and weather. After two decades, all of the Molly Bell that showed above the surface was the sloping, bleached roof of her pilothouse—just wide enough for two boys to sit side by side, faces upturned toward the sun, legs dangling over the pale green creek.

			Roy was dazzled by the wondrous quiet, the bushy old mangroves sealing off the place from the honking and hammering of civilization. Beatrice’s stepbrother closed his eyes and gustily inhaled the salty breeze.

			A lone osprey hovered overhead, attracted by a glimmer of baitfish in the shallows. Upstream a school of baby tarpon rolled, also with lunch on their minds. Nearby a white heron posed regally on one leg, in the same tree where the boys had hung their shoes before swimming to the derelict boat.

			“Two weeks ago I saw a crocodile in here. Nine-footer,” remarked Beatrice’s stepbrother.

			“Great. Now you tell me,” Roy said with a laugh.

			The truth was, he felt totally safe. The creek was incredibly beautiful and wild; a hidden sanctuary, only twenty minutes away from his own backyard.

			I might have found this place all by myself, Roy thought, if I hadn’t spent so much time moping around being homesick for Montana.

			The boy said, “It ain’t the crocs ya gotta worry about. It’s the mosquitoes.”

			“Have you brought Beatrice out here?”

			“Just once. A blue crab bit her on the big toe, and that’s all she wrote.”

			“Poor crab,” said Roy.

			“Yeah, it wasn’t pretty.”

			“Can I ask you something?”

			“Anything but my name,” said Mullet Fingers. “I don’t want one and I don’t need one. Not out here.”

			“What I wanted to ask about,” Roy said, “is you and your mom. What’s the deal?”

			“I dunno. We just never connected,” the boy said matter-of-factly. “I quit sweatin’ it a long time ago.”

			Roy found that hard to believe.

			“What about your real dad?”

			“Never knew him.” The boy shrugged. “Never even saw a picture.”

			Roy couldn’t think of what to say, so he quietly dropped the subject. Downstream a disturbance shook the water, and a dozen silvery cigar-sized fish jumped in unison, trying to escape some hungry predator.

			“Cool! Here they come.” Beatrice’s stepbrother pointed at the frantic V-shaped wake. He got flat on his belly and instructed Roy to hold his ankles.

			“What for?”

			“Hurry up, man, c’mon!”

			With Roy anchoring his feet, the boy scooted himself forward over the rim of the pilothouse until his wiry upper torso was suspended out over the creek.

			“Don’t let go!” he yelled, stretching his tan arms outward until his fingertips touched the water.

			Roy’s hold began to slip, so he pitched forward, exerting his full weight upon the boy’s midsection. He expected both of them to go tumbling into the creek, which was all right as long as they didn’t scrape any oyster bars.

			“Here they come! Get ready!”

			“I’ve gotcha.” Roy managed to hang on as he felt the boy lunge. He heard a grunt, a splash, and then a triumphant “Whooo-hoooo!!!”

			Grabbing the boy’s belt loops, Roy pulled him safely back onto the pilothouse. The boy flipped over and sat up beaming, his hands cupped in front of him.

			“Take a peek,” he told Roy.

			The boy was holding a bright blunt-headed fish that sparkled like liquid chrome. How he had snatched such a slippery little ghost from the water with only his bare hands, Roy didn’t know. Even the osprey would have been impressed.

			“So that’s a mullet,” Roy said.

			“Yep.” The boy smiled proudly. “That’s how come I got the nickname.”

			“Exactly how’d you do that? What’s the trick?”

			“Practice,” the boy replied. “Trust me, it beats homework.”

			The fish glittered blue and green as it wriggled in his palms. Holding it over the creek, the boy let go. The mullet landed with a soft plop and vanished in a swirl.

			“Bye, little guy,” said Beatrice’s stepbrother. “Swim fast.”

			Later, after they paddled to shore, Roy’s curiosity got the best of him. He heard himself saying: “Okay, you can tell me now. What’s going to happen tonight at Mother Paula’s?”

			Mullet Fingers, who was shaking a snail off one of his new sneakers, flashed a mischievous glance. “There’s only one way to find out,” he said. “Be there.”

		

	
		
			FIFTEEN

			Roy sat cross-legged on the floor, gazing up at the cowboy poster from the Livingston rodeo. He wished he was as brave as a champion bull rider, but he wasn’t.

			The Mother Paula’s mission was simply too risky; somebody, or something, would be waiting. The attack dogs might be gone, but the company wasn’t about to leave the new pancake-house location unguarded for long.

			In addition to a fear of getting caught, Roy had serious qualms about trying anything illegal—and there was no dodging the fact that vandalism was a crime, however noble the cause.

			Yet he couldn’t stop thinking ahead to the day when the owl dens would be destroyed by bulldozers. He could picture the mother owls and father owls, helplessly flying in circles while their babies were being smothered under tons of dirt.

			It made Roy sad and angry. So what if Mother Paula’s had all the proper permits? Just because something was legal didn’t automatically make it right.

			Roy still hadn’t settled the argument between his brain and his heart. Surely there had to be a way for him to help the birds—and Beatrice’s stepbrother—without breaking the law. He needed to come up with a plan.

			Glancing out the window, Roy was reminded that time was slipping away. The shadows had lengthened, which meant that the sun would be setting soon and that Mullet Fingers would be on the move.

			Before leaving the house, Roy poked his head into the kitchen, where his mother stood over the stove.

			“Where you going?” she asked.

			“Bike ride.”

			“Another one? You just got back.”

			“When’s dinner? It smells great.”

			“Pot roast, honey, nothing special. But we won’t be eating until seven-thirty or eight—your dad had a late tee time.”

			“Perfect,” Roy said. “Bye, Mom.”

			“What are you up to?” she called after him. “Roy?”

			He pedaled at full speed to the block where Dana Matherson lived, and chained his bicycle to a street sign. Approaching the house on foot, he slipped unnoticed through a hedge into the backyard.

			Roy wasn’t tall enough to see in the windows; he had to jump and hold himself up by his fingers. In the first room he saw a thin rumpled figure lying prone on a sofa: Dana’s father, holding what appeared to be an ice pack to his forehead.

			In the second room was either Dana’s mother or Dana himself, wearing red spandex pants and a ratty wig. Roy decided it was probably Mrs. Matherson, since the person was pushing a vacuum cleaner. He lowered himself and resumed creeping along the outside wall until he reached the third window.

			And there, sure enough, was Dana.

			He lay sprawled on his bed, a lazy blob in dirty cargo pants and unlaced high-top sneakers. He wore a stereo headset, and his head was jerking back and forth to the music.

			Standing on tiptoe, Roy tapped his knuckles against the glass. Dana didn’t hear him. Roy kept tapping until a dog on the porch next door began to bark.

			The next time Roy levered himself up to peek into the room, Dana was glowering at him through the window. He had pulled off the headset and was mouthing some words that even an amateur lipreader could have figured out.

			Smiling, Roy dropped to the lawn and took two steps back from the Matherson house. He proceeded to do something that was drastically out of character for a boy who was basically shy.

			What he did was salute crisply, spin around, drop his pants, and bend over.

			Viewed upside down (which was how Roy saw it), Dana’s wide-eyed reaction suggested that he’d never been mooned in such a personal way. He seemed highly insulted.

			Calmly Roy pulled up his trousers, then strolled around to the front of the house and waited for Dana to come hurtling out the door in a fury. It didn’t take long.

			Roy broke into a brisk jog with Dana no more than twenty yards behind him, cursing and spluttering vile names. Roy knew he was a faster runner, so he measured his pace; he didn’t want Dana to get discouraged and give up.

			Yet after only three blocks it became evident that Dana was in even worse shape than Roy had anticipated. Steadily he ran out of steam, the angry curses dissolving into moans of fatigue, the name calling into sickly wheezes.

			When Roy checked behind him, he saw that Dana was gimping along in a lopsided half-trot. It was pathetic. They were still a half-mile from where Roy wanted to be, but he knew Dana wouldn’t make it without pausing for a rest. The sorry load was about to keel over.

			Roy had no choice but to pretend he was tiring, too. Slower and slower he ran, falling back in the chase until Dana was practically stumbling at his heels. Familiar sweaty hands clamped down on his neck, but Roy realized that Dana was too worn out to throttle him. The kid was simply trying to keep himself from falling down.

			It didn’t work. They landed in a heap, Roy pinned on the bottom. Dana was panting like a wet plow horse.

			“Don’t hurt me! I give up!” Roy peeped convincingly.

			“Unnnggghhh.” Dana’s face was as red as a pepper and his eyeballs were fluttering in their sockets.

			“You win!” Roy cried.

			“Aaaarrrgghhh.”

			Dana’s breath was foul, but his body odor was ferocious. Roy turned his head away to gulp some fresh air.

			Beneath them the ground was soft and the soil was as black as coal. Roy guessed that they’d fallen in somebody’s garden. They lay there for what seemed like forever while Dana recovered from the pursuit. Roy felt smushed and uncomfortable, but it was no use trying to squirm loose; Dana was dead weight.

			Eventually he stirred, tightened his hold on Roy, and said: “Now I’m gonna kick your butt, Eberhardt.”

			“Please don’t do that.”

			“You mooned me!”

			“It was a joke. I’m really sorry.”

			“Hey, you moon somebody and that’s it. You get your butt kicked.”

			“I don’t blame you for being p.o.’ed,” Roy said.

			Dana slugged him in the ribs, but there wasn’t much muscle in the punch.

			“Think it’s funny now, cowgirl?”

			Roy shook his head no, faking like he was hurt.

			Dana grinned malevolently. His teeth were nubby and yellow, like an old barn dog’s. Kneeling on Roy’s chest, he hauled back to hit him again.

			“Wait!” Roy squeaked.

			“For what? Beatrice the Bear ain’t here to save ya this time.”

			“Ciggies,” Roy said in a confidential whisper.

			“Uh?” Dana lowered his fist. “What’d you say?”

			“I know where there’s a whole case of cigarettes. If you promise not to beat me up, I’ll show you.”

			“What kinda cigarettes?”

			Roy hadn’t thought of that detail when he was cooking up the phony story. It hadn’t occurred to him that Dana would be picky about his brand of smokes.

			“Gladiators,” said Roy, remembering the name from a magazine advertisement.

			“Gold or Light?”

			“Gold.”

			“No way!” Dana exclaimed.

			“Way,” Roy said.

			Dana’s expression wasn’t hard to read—he was already scheming to keep some of the cigarettes for himself and sell the rest for a tidy profit to his buddies.

			“Where are they?” He climbed off of Roy and yanked him upright to a sitting position. “Tell me!”

			“First you gotta promise not to beat me up.”

			“Sure, man, I promise.”

			“Ever again,” Roy said. “For all time.”

			“Yeah, whatever.”

			“I want to hear you say it.”

			Dana laughed in a patronizing way. “All right, little cowgirl. I’ll never, ever, ever pound on your sorry butt again. Okay? Swear on my father’s grave. That good enough for ya?”

			“Your father’s still alive,” Roy pointed out.

			“Then I swear on Natalie’s grave. Now tell me where those Gladiator Golds are stashed. I ain’t kiddin’.”

			“Who’s Natalie?” Roy asked.

			“My mother’s parakeet. That’s the only dead person I know.”

			“I guess that’ll do.” Based on what Roy had seen of the Matherson household, he had an uneasy feeling that poor Natalie hadn’t expired of natural causes.

			“So, we cool?” Dana asked.

			“Yeah,” said Roy.

			It was time to turn the big dummy loose. The sun had dropped into the Gulf, and the streetlights were coming on.

			Roy said, “There’s an empty lot at the corner of Woodbury and East Oriole.”

			“Yeah?”

			“In one corner of the lot there’s a construction trailer. That’s where the cigarettes are stashed.”

			“Sweet. A whole case,” Dana said greedily. “But how come you know ‘bout it?”

			“’Cause me and my friends hid ’em there. We swiped ’em off a truck on the Seminole reservation.”

			“You?”

			“Yeah, me.”

			It was a fairly believable yarn, Roy thought. The Indian tribe sold tax-free tobacco products, and smokers came from miles away to stock up.

			“Where’bouts inside the trailer?” Dana demanded.

			“You can’t miss ’em,” Roy said. “You want me to, I’ll show you.”

			Dana snorted. “No thanks. I’ll find ’em.”

			He placed two fingers in the center of Roy’s chest and gave a stiff shove. Roy flopped back into the flower bed, his head coming to rest in the same soft indentation. He waited a minute or so before getting up and brushing himself off.

			By then Dana Matherson was long gone. Roy would have been disappointed if he wasn’t.

			

			—

			Curly made it through Friday night, though not without personal inconvenience. First thing Saturday morning, he drove to the hardware store and bought a sturdy new seat for the toilet in the trailer, plus a dozen jumbo rattraps. Then he stopped at the Blockbuster and got a movie in case the TV cable went out again.

			From there he headed home, where his wife informed him that she would need the pickup truck, since her mother was taking the other car to the bingo hall. Curly didn’t like anyone else driving his pickup, so he was sulking when his wife dropped him off at the trailer.

			Before settling down in front of the television, Curly took out his gun and made a quick tour of the property. Nothing appeared to have been disturbed, including the survey stakes. He began to believe that his presence was indeed keeping intruders away from the construction site. Tonight would be the true test; without the pickup truck parked near the trailer, the place would appear deserted and inviting.

			As he walked the fence line, Curly was pleased not to come across a single cottonmouth moccasin. That meant he could save his five remaining bullets for serious security threats, though he didn’t want a repeat of the nerve-rattling fiasco with the field mouse.

			Determined to discourage uninvited rodents, Curly carefully baited the rattraps with peanut butter and placed them at strategic locations along the outside walls of the trailer.

			Around five o’clock, he nuked a frozen dinner and popped the movie into the VCR. The turkey potpie wasn’t half bad, and the cherry strudel turned out to be surprisingly tasty. Curly didn’t leave a crumb.

			Unfortunately, the movie was a disappointment. It was called The Last House on Witch Boulevard III, and one of the co-stars was none other than Kimberly Lou Dixon.

			A clerk at the Blockbuster had helped Curly find the film, which had been released several years earlier, before Kimberly Lou Dixon signed on for the Mother Paula TV commercials. Curly guessed it was her very first Hollywood role after retiring from beauty pageants.

			In the movie, Kimberly Lou played a pretty college cheerleader who got hexed into a witch and started boiling the star football players in a basement cauldron. Her hair was dyed fiery red for the part, and she wore a fake nose with a rubber wart on the tip of it.

			The acting was pretty lame and the special effects were cheesy, so Curly fast-forwarded to the end of the tape. In the final scene, the hunk college quarterback escaped from the cauldron and threw some sort of magic dust on Kimberly Lou Dixon, who turned from a witch back into a pretty cheerleader before collapsing in his arms. Then, as the quarterback was about to kiss her, she morphed into a dead iguana.

			Curly turned off the VCR in disgust. He decided that if he ever got to meet Kimberly Lou Dixon in person, he wouldn’t mention The Last House on Witch Boulevard III.

			He switched to cable and found a golf tournament, which made him drowsy. First prize was a million dollars and a new Buick, but Curly still couldn’t keep his eyes open.

			When he awoke, it was dark outside. A noise had startled him from his nap, but he wasn’t sure what it was. Suddenly he heard it again: SNAP!

			Instantly a cry rang out—possibly human, but Curly wasn’t sure. He muted the TV and grabbed for his gun.

			Something—an arm? a fist?—thumped against the aluminum side of the trailer. Then came another SNAP, punctuated by a muffled profanity.

			Curly crept to the door and waited. His heart was thumping so hard, he was afraid the intruder might hear it.

			As soon as the doorknob began to jiggle, Curly went into action. He lowered a shoulder, let out a Marine-style roar, and crashed out of the trailer, snapping the door off its hinges.

			The intruder let out a cry as he hit the ground in a heap. Curly pinned him there with a heavy boot on the midsection.

			“Don’t move!”

			“I won’t! I won’t! I won’t!”

			Curly lowered the gun barrel. By the light from the trailer, he could see that the burglar was just a kid—a large, lumpy kid. He had accidentally stumbled upon the rattraps, two of which were attached crookedly to his sneakers.

			That has to hurt, Curly thought.

			“Don’t shoot me! Don’t shoot me!” the kid cried.

			“Aw, shut up.” Curly stuck the .38 in his belt. “What’s your name, son?”

			“Roy. Roy Eberhardt.”

			“Well, you’re in deep doo-doo, Roy.”

			“Sorry, man. Please don’t call the cops. ‘Kay?”

			The boy began to wiggle, so Curly pressed down harder with his boot. Looking across the lot, he noticed that the padlock on the gate had been broken with a heavy chunk of cinderblock.

			“You must’ve thought you was pretty slick,” he said, “sneakin’ in and outta here whenever you pleased. You and your smart-ass sense of humor.”

			The boy raised his head. “What’re you talkin’ about?”

			“Don’t play dumb, Roy. You’re the one yanked out all the survey stakes, and put them gators in the port-o-johnnies—”

			“What! You’re crazy, man.”

			“—and painted the cop car. No wonder you don’t want me callin’ the police.” Curly leaned closer. “What’s your problem, boy? You got a gripe with Mother Paula’s? To be honest, you look like a kid that enjoys a good pancake.”

			“I do! I love pancakes!”

			“Then what’s the deal?” Curly said. “Why you doin’ all this stuff?”

			“But I never even been here before!”

			Curly removed his foot from the kid’s belly. “Come on, kid. Get up.”

			The boy took his hand, but instead of letting Curly pull him to his feet, he yanked Curly to the ground. Curly managed to get one arm around the boy’s neck, but he twisted free and hurled a handful of dirt into Curly’s face.

			Just like in that stupid movie, Curly thought as he clawed miserably at his eyes, except I’m not turning into a cheerleader.

			He cleared the crud from his vision just in time to see the boy run off, the rattraps clattering like castanets on the toes of his shoes. Curly attempted to give chase but he made it only about five steps before tripping in an owl hole and falling flat.

			“I’ll get you, Roy!” he hollered into the darkness. “You’re outta luck, mister!”

			

			—

			Officer David Delinko had Saturday off, which was fine. It had been a hectic week, culminating in that weird scene at the emergency room.

			The missing dog-bite victim still had not been found or identified, though Officer Delinko now had a green shirt to match the torn sleeve he’d found on the fence at the Mother Paula’s construction site. The boy who’d fled from the hospital must have left the shirt on the antenna of Officer Delinko’s squad car, obviously as some sort of joke.

			Officer Delinko was tired of being the butt of such jokes, though he was grateful for the fresh clue. It suggested that the emergency-room runaway was one of the Mother Paula’s vandals, and that young Roy Eberhardt knew more about the case than he was admitting. Officer Delinko figured that Roy’s father would get to the bottom of the mystery, given his special background in interrogations.

			The policeman spent the afternoon watching baseball on television, but both Florida teams got creamed—the Devil Rays lost by five, the Marlins by seven. Around dinnertime he opened his refrigerator and discovered there was nothing to eat but three individually wrapped slices of Kraft processed cheese.

			Immediately he embarked on a trip to the minimart for a frozen pizza. As was his new routine, Officer Delinko made a detour toward the Mother Paula’s property. He still hoped to catch the vandals, whoever they were, in the act. If that happened, the captain and the sergeant would have little choice but to take him off desk duty and put him back on patrol again—with a glowing commendation for his file.

			Turning his squad car onto East Oriole, Officer Delinko wondered if the trained Rottweilers were guarding the pancake-house site tonight. In that event, it would be pointless for him to stop; nobody would mess with those crazed dogs.

			In the distance, a bulky figure appeared in the middle of the road. It was advancing in an odd halting gait. Officer Delinko braked the Crown Victoria and peered warily through the windshield.

			As the figure drew closer, passing through the glow of the streetlights, the policeman could see it was a husky teenaged boy. The boy kept his head down and seemed to be in a hurry, though he wasn’t running in a normal way; it was more of a wobbly lurch. Each step made a sharp clacking sound that echoed on the pavement.

			When the boy came into range of the squad car’s headlights, Officer Delinko noticed a flat rectangular object attached to each of his sneakers. Something very strange was going on.

			The police officer flipped on the flashing blue lights and stepped out of the car. The surprised teenager halted and looked up. His pudgy chest was heaving and his face was slick with sweat.

			Officer Delinko said, “Can I talk to you for a second, young man?”

			“Nope,” answered the boy, turning to bolt.

			With rattraps on his feet, he didn’t get far. Officer Delinko had no difficulty catching the boy and hustling him into the caged backseat of the police cruiser. The patrolman’s seldom-used handcuffs worked splendidly.

			“Why did you run?” he asked his young prisoner.

			“I want a lawyer,” the kid replied, stone-faced.

			“Cute.”

			Officer Delinko put the squad car into a U-turn so he could take the boy to the police station. Glancing in the rearview mirror, he spotted another figure hurrying up the street, waving frantically.

			Now what? thought the policeman, stepping on the brakes.

			“Whoa! Wait up!” shouted the approaching figure, his unmistakable bald head glinting under the streetlights.

			It was Leroy Branitt, a.k.a. Curly, the foreman of the Mother Paula’s project. He was huffing and puffing when he reached the police car, and drooped wearily across the hood. His face was florid and smudged with dirt.

			Officer Delinko leaned out the window and asked what was the matter.

			“You caught him!” the foreman exclaimed breathlessly. “Way to go!”

			“Caught who?” The policeman turned to appraise his prisoner in the backseat.

			“Him! The little sneak who’s been messin’ up our place.” Curly straightened and pointed accusingly at the teenager. “He tried to bust into my trailer tonight. Lucky I didn’t shoot his fool head off.”

			Officer Delinko fought to contain his excitement. He’d actually done it! He’d caught the Mother Paula’s vandal!

			“I had him pinned and he got away,” Curly was saying, “but not before I wrung his name outta him. It’s Roy. Roy Eberhardt. Go ahead and ask him!”

			“I don’t need to,” said Officer Delinko. “I know Roy Eberhardt, and that’s not him.”

			“What!” Curly was fuming, as if he’d expected honesty from the young burglar.

			Officer Delinko said, “I assume you want to press charges.”

			“You bet your shiny tin badge I do. This creep tried to blind me, too. Threw dirt in my eyes!”

			“That’s an assault,” Officer Delinko said, “to go along with the attempted burglary, trespassing, destruction of private property, and so forth. Don’t worry, I’ll put it all in the report.” He motioned to the passenger side and told Curly to hop in. “You’ll need to come down to headquarters.”

			“My pleasure.” Curly scowled at the sullen lump in the backseat. “You wanna hear how he got those ridiculous rattraps on his tootsies?”

			“Later,” said Officer Delinko. “I want to hear everything.” This was the big break that the policeman had been waiting for. He could hardly wait to get to the station and pry a full confession out of the teenager.

			From training films, Officer Delinko remembered that delicate psychology was necessary when dealing with uncooperative suspects. So in a deliberately mild voice, he said: “You know, young man, you can make this much easier on yourself.”

			“Yeah, right,” the kid muttered from behind the mesh partition.

			“You could start by telling us your real name.”

			“Gee, I forget.”

			Curly chuckled harshly. “Puttin’ this one in jail is gonna be fun.”

			Officer Delinko shrugged. “Have it your way,” he told the teenaged prisoner. “You got nuthin’ to say, that’s cool. You’re entitled under the law.”

			The boy smiled crookedly. “What if I got a question?”

			“Go right ahead and ask it.”

			“Okay, I will,” said Dana Matherson. “Either of you dorks got a cigarette I could bum?”

		

	
		
			SIXTEEN

			The doorbell rang while the Eberhardts were eating lunch. “On a Sunday, honestly!” Roy’s mother said. She believed that Sundays should be reserved for family activities.

			“You’ve got a visitor,” Roy’s father said when he returned from answering the door.

			Roy’s stomach knotted because he wasn’t expecting anybody. He suspected that something newsworthy must have happened last night at the pancake-house property.

			“One of your buddies,” Mr. Eberhardt said. “He says you guys had plans to go skateboarding.”

			“Oh.” It had to be Garrett. Roy was almost dizzy with relief. “Yeah, I forgot.”

			“But, honey, you don’t own a skateboard,” Mrs. Eberhardt pointed out.

			“It’s all right. His friend brought an extra,” said Mr. Eberhardt.

			Roy rose from the table, hurriedly dabbing his mouth with a napkin. “Is it okay if I go?”

			“Oh, Roy, it’s Sunday,” his mother objected.

			“Please? Just for an hour.”

			He knew his parents would say yes. They were happy to think he was making friends at his new school.

			Garrett was waiting on the front steps. He started to blurt something, but Roy signaled him to keep quiet until they were away from the house. Wordlessly they skated the sidewalk to the end of the block, where Garrett kicked off of his board and exclaimed: “You won’t believe it—Dana Matherson got busted last night!”

			“No way!” Roy was trying to act more surprised than he was. Obviously the Mother Paula’s property had been under surveillance, just as he’d anticipated.

			“The cops called my mom first this morning,” Garrett reported. “He tried to break into a trailer to steal some stuff.”

			As the guidance counselor at Trace Middle School, Garrett’s mother was notified whenever a student got into trouble with the law.

			Garrett said, “Dude, here’s the killer—Dana told ’em he was you!”

			“Oh, nice.”

			“What a butthead, huh?”

			“And they probably believed him,” Roy said.

			“Not even for a minute.”

			“Was he alone?” Roy asked. “Anybody else get arrested?”

			Anybody like Beatrice Leep’s stepbrother? he wanted to say.

			“Nope. Just him,” Garrett said, “and guess what—he’s got a record!”

			“A record?”

			“A rap sheet, dude. Dana’s been busted before, is what the cops told my mom.”

			Again, Roy wasn’t exactly shocked by the news. “Busted for what?”

			“Shoplifting, breakin’ into Coke machines—stuff like that,” Garrett said. “One time he even knocked down a lady and swiped her purse. Mom made me promise not to tell. It’s supposed to be a secret, since Dana’s still a minor.”

			“Right,” said Roy sarcastically. “You wouldn’t want to ruin his fine reputation.”

			“Whatever. Hey, you oughta be doin’ somersaults.”

			“Yeah, what for?”

			“’Cause my mom says they’re gonna lock him up this time.”

			“Juvie hall?”

			“No doubt,” said Garrett, “on account of his rap sheet.”

			“Wow,” Roy said quietly.

			He wasn’t in the mood to turn somersaults, though he couldn’t deny experiencing a sense of liberation. He was tired of being Dana Matherson’s punching bag.

			And while he felt guilty about making up the bogus cigarette story, Roy also couldn’t help but think that putting Dana behind bars was a public service. He was a nasty kid. Maybe a hitch at juvenile hall would straighten him out.

			“Hey, wanna do the skate park?” Garrett asked.

			“Sure.”

			Roy got on his borrowed skateboard and pushed off hard with his right foot. The whole way to the park, he never once checked over his shoulder to see if he was being stalked.

			It felt good, the way Sundays ought to feel.

			

			—

			Curly awoke in his own bed, and why not?

			The Mother Paula’s vandal was finally in custody, so there was no reason to spend the night on guard at the trailer.

			After Officer Delinko gave him a lift home, Curly had entertained his wife and mother-in-law with a blow-by-blow account of the exciting events. For dramatic purposes, Curly had jazzed up a few of the details.

			In his version of the story, for instance, the surly young intruder disabled him with an expertly aimed karate chop (which sounded more serious than having dirt thrown in your face). Curly also decided it was unnecessary to mention that he’d tripped in an owl burrow and fallen. Instead he described the chase as a breathless neck-and-neck sprint. Officer Delinko’s role in the capture of the fleeing criminal was conveniently minimized.

			Curly’s performance went over so fabulously at home that he was confident Chuck Muckle would go for it, too. First thing Monday morning, Curly would call Mother Paula’s corporate headquarters to give the vice-president the details of the arrest, and of his own heroics. He couldn’t wait to hear Mr. Muckle choke out a congratulation.

			After lunch, Curly sat down to watch a ball game. No sooner had he settled in front of the TV than a Mother Paula’s commercial came on, promoting the weekend special: $6.95 for all the pancakes you could eat, plus free sausage and coffee.

			The sight of Kimberly Lou Dixon playing Mother Paula made Curly think of the cheesy movie he’d rented, The Last House on Witch Boulevard III. He couldn’t recall whether it was due back at Blockbuster that afternoon or the following day. Curly hated paying late fees on video rentals, so he decided to go to the trailer and get the tape.

			On the drive there, Curly was distressed to remember that he’d left something else at the construction site: his gun!

			During the night’s commotion, he had somehow lost track of the .38 revolver. He didn’t recall having it when he was riding in Officer Delinko’s patrol car, so it must have slipped from his belt while he was scuffling with the kid outside the trailer. Another possibility was that he’d dropped it when he stepped in that darn owl hole.

			Misplacing a loaded gun was a serious matter, and Curly was highly annoyed with himself. When he arrived at the fenced lot, he hurried to the area where he and the teenager had wrestled. There was no .38 lying around.

			Anxiously Curly retraced his steps to the owl den and pointed a flashlight down the hole. No gun.

			Now he was genuinely worried. He checked inside the trailer and saw that nothing had been disturbed from the night before. The door was too damaged to be reattached, so Curly covered the opening with two sheets of plywood.

			Then he began a methodical search, back and forth across the property, eyes glued to the ground. In one hand he carried a heavy rock, just in case he encountered one of the poisonous moccasins.

			Gradually a harrowing thought seeped into Curly’s brain, chilling him like ice water: What if the teenaged burglar had swiped the revolver from his waistband while they were fighting? The kid could have stashed it in a Dumpster or tossed it in some bushes as he ran away.

			Curly shuddered and pressed on with the hunt. After about half an hour, he’d worked his way down to the section of the property where the earthmoving equipment was parked in preparation for the site clearing.

			By this time he’d almost given up hope of finding the gun. He was quite a distance from where he last remembered having it—and in the opposite direction from where the vandal had fled. Curly figured there was no possible way that the .38 could turn up so far from the trailer, unless an exceptionally large owl had picked it up and carried it there.

			His eyes fixed on a shallow depression in a soft patch of sand: the imprint of a bare foot, definitely human. Curly counted the toes, just to make sure.

			The foot appeared to be considerably smaller than Curly’s own; smaller, too, than those of the husky teenaged burglar.

			Farther ahead, Curly came across another footprint—and then another, and still another after that. The tracks led directly toward the row of earthmoving machines, and Curly advanced with a growing sense of unease.

			He stopped in front of a bulldozer and shielded his brow from the sunlight. At first he didn’t notice anything wrong, but then it hit him like a kick from a mule.

			The driver’s seat was gone!

			Dropping the rock that he’d been carrying for protection, Curly dashed to the next machine in line, a backhoe. Its seat had disappeared, too.

			In a snit, Curly stomped toward the third and last piece of equipment, a grader. Again, no driver’s seat.

			Curly spat out a cuss word. Without seats, the earthmoving machines were basically useless. The operators had to sit down in order to work the foot pedals and steer at the same time.

			The foreman’s mind was racing feverishly. Either the kid they’d caught last night had a hidden accomplice, or someone else had sneaked onto the property after Curly had departed.

			But who? Curly wondered in exasperation. Who sabotaged my equipment, and when?

			Fruitlessly he searched for the missing seats, his mood darkening by the moment. No longer was he looking forward to calling Mr. Muckle at Mother Paula’s headquarters; in fact, he was dreading it. Curly suspected that the grumpy vice-president would take great delight in firing him over the phone.

			In despair, Curly headed for the portable latrines. Having guzzled almost a whole pitcher of iced tea during lunch, he now felt like his belly was about to burst. The stress of the situation wasn’t helping, either.

			Curly armed himself with the flashlight and entered one of the Travelin’ Johnnys, leaving the door slightly ajar in case a hasty exit was required. He wanted to be sure nobody had booby-trapped the toilet with foul-tempered reptiles again.

			Cautiously Curly aimed his flashlight down the dark hole of the commode. He gulped as the beam illuminated something shiny and black in the water, but upon closer scrutiny he saw that it wasn’t an alligator.

			“Perfect,” Curly muttered wretchedly. “Just perfect.”

			It was his gun.

			

			—

			Roy was aching to sneak over to the junkyard and visit Mullet Fingers. He wanted to find out what had happened last night at the Mother Paula’s property.

			The problem was Roy’s mother. She invoked the Sunday rule as soon as he returned from the skateboard park, and a family outing was launched. Making good on his promise, Roy’s father took them out the Tamiami Trail to an Indian tourist shop that offered airboat trips through the Everglades.

			Roy ended up having a great time, even though the noise was so loud that it hurt his eardrums. The tall Seminole who was driving the airboat wore a straw cowboy hat. He said the engine was the same type used on small airplanes.

			The rush of wind made Roy’s eyes water as the flat-bottomed boat whisked across the sawgrass flats and weaved through the narrow winding creeks. It was cooler than a roller coaster. Along the way they stopped to look at snakes, bullfrogs, chameleons, raccoons, opossums, turtles, ducks, herons, two bald eagles, an otter, and (by Roy’s count) nineteen alligators. His father got most of the action on video, while his mother took pictures with her new digital camera.

			Although the airboat was very fast, the ride across the shallows was like gliding on silk. Again Roy was astounded by the immense flatness of the terrain, the lush horizons, and the exotic abundance of life. Once you got away from all the jillions of people, Florida was just as wild as Montana.

			That night, lying in bed, Roy felt a stronger connection to Mullet Fingers, and a better understanding of the boy’s private crusade against the pancake house. It wasn’t just about the owls, it was about everything—all the birds and animals, all the wild places that were in danger of being wiped out. No wonder the kid was mad, Roy thought, and no wonder he was so determined.

			When Roy’s parents came in to say good night, he told them he’d never forget their trip to the Everglades, which was the truth. His mom and his dad were still his best friends, and they could be fun to hang out with. Roy knew it wasn’t easy on them, either, packing up and moving all the time. The Eberhardts were a team, and they stuck together.

			“While we were gone, Officer Delinko left a message on the answering machine,” Roy’s father said. “Last night he arrested a suspect in the vandalism at the construction site.”

			Roy didn’t say a word.

			“Don’t worry,” Mr. Eberhardt added. “It wasn’t the young man you told me about, the one who ran away from the hospital.”

			“It was the Matherson boy,” Mrs. Eberhardt cut in excitedly, “the one who attacked you on the bus. And he tried to convince the police he was you!”

			Roy couldn’t pretend not to know. “Garrett told me all about it,” he admitted.

			“Really? Garrett must have an inside source,” Roy’s father remarked.

			“The best,” said Roy. “What else did the policeman’s message say?”

			“That’s about it. I got the impression he wanted me to ask if you knew anything about what happened.”

			“Me?” Roy said.

			“Oh, that’s ridiculous,” his mother interjected. “How would Roy know what a hoodlum like Dana Matherson was up to?”

			Roy’s mouth was as dry as chalk. As close as he felt to his parents, he wasn’t prepared to tell them that he’d mooned Dana, purposely lured him toward the Mother Paula’s property, and then made up a story about a stash of cigarettes inside the trailer.

			“It’s certainly a strange coincidence,” Mr. Eberhardt was saying, “two different kids targeting the same location. Is it possible the Matherson boy hooked up with your friend, Beatrice’s stepbrother—”

			“No way,” Roy interjected firmly. “Dana doesn’t care about the owls. He doesn’t care about anything but himself.”

			“Of course he doesn’t,” Roy’s mother said.

			As his parents were shutting the bedroom door behind them, Roy said, “Hey, Dad?”

			“Yes?”

			“Remember how you said the pancake people could do whatever they wanted on that land if they had all the permits and stuff?”

			“That’s right.”

			“How do I check up on something like that?” Roy asked. “You know, just to make sure it’s all legal.”

			“I suppose you’d call the building department at City Hall.”

			“The building department. Okay, thanks.”

			After the door closed, Roy heard his parents talking softly in the hallway. He couldn’t make out what they were saying, so he pulled the covers up to his neck and rolled over. Right away he began drifting off.

			Before long, someone whispered his name. Roy assumed he was already dreaming.

			Then he heard it again, and this time the voice seemed so real that he sat up. The only sound in the bedroom was his own breathing.

			Great, he thought, now I’m imagining things.

			He lay back on the pillow and blinked up at the ceiling.

			“Roy?”

			He went rigid under the covers.

			“Roy, don’t freak out.”

			But that’s exactly what he felt like doing. The voice was coming from under his bed.

			“Roy, it’s me.”

			“Me who?”

			Roy’s breath came in rapid bursts and his heart pounded like a bass drum. He could feel the presence of the other person beneath him in the darkness, under the mattress.

			“Me, Beatrice. Chill out, man.”

			“What are you doing here!”

			“Shh. Not so loud.”

			Roy heard her slide out from underneath the bed. Quietly she stood up and moved to the window. There was just enough moon in the sky to light up her curly blond hair and cast a reflection in her glasses.

			“How’d you get in our house?” Roy struggled to keep his voice low, but he was too rattled. “How long have you been hiding here?”

			“All afternoon,” Beatrice replied, “while you guys were gone.”

			“You broke in!”

			“Relax, cowgirl. I didn’t bust any windows or anything. The sliding door on your porch popped right off the track—they all do,” Beatrice said, matter-of-factly.

			Roy hopped out from under the sheets, locked the door, and switched on his desk lamp.

			“Are you completely wacko?” he snapped at her. “Did somebody kick you in the head at soccer practice, or what?”

			“I’m sorry about this, I really am,” Beatrice said. “It’s just, uh, things got kinda hairy at home. I didn’t know where else to go.”

			“Oh.” Roy was instantly sorry he’d lost his temper. “Was it Lonna?”

			Beatrice nodded gloomily. “I guess she fell off her broom or somethin’.”

			“That really sucks.”

			“Yeah, her and my dad got in a huge fight. I mean huge. She threw a clock radio at his head, so he beaned her with a mango.”

			Roy had always thought that Beatrice Leep wasn’t afraid of anything, but she didn’t look so fearless now. He felt bad for her—it was hard to imagine living in a house where the grownups behaved so idiotically.

			“You can stay here tonight,” he offered.

			“For real?”

			“Long as my parents don’t find out.”

			“Roy, you’re pretty cool,” Beatrice said.

			He grinned. “Thanks for calling me Roy.”

			“Thanks for letting me crash here.”

			“You take the bed,” he said. “I’ll sleep on the floor.”

			“No way, José.”

			Roy didn’t argue. He gave Beatrice a pillow and a blanket, and she stretched out happily on the carpet.

			He turned off the light and said good night. Then he remembered something he meant to ask her. “Hey, did you see Mullet Fingers today?”

			“Maybe.”

			“Well, he told me he had something planned for last night.”

			“He’s always got somethin’ planned.”

			“Yeah, but this stuff can’t go on forever,” Roy said. “Sooner or later, he’s gonna get caught.”

			“I believe he’s smart enough to know that.”

			“Then we’ve gotta do something.”

			“Like what?” Beatrice asked faintly. She was fading toward sleep. “You can’t stop him, Roy. He’s too darn thickheaded.”

			“Then I guess we’ve gotta join him.”

			“’Scuse me?”

			“G’night, Beatrice.”

		

	
		
			SEVENTEEN

			Curly stared hard at the phone, as if staring would make it quit ringing. Finally he braced himself and picked up the receiver.

			On the other end was Chuck Muckle, of course.

			“Do I hear the sound of bulldozers, Mr. Branitt?”

			“No, sir.”

			“Why not? It’s Monday morning here in beautiful Memphis, Tennessee. Isn’t it Monday morning in Florida, too?”

			“I got some good news,” Curly said, “and I got some bad news.”

			“The good news being that you’ve found employment elsewhere?”

			“Please, lemme finish.”

			“Sure,” said Chuck Muckle, “while you’re cleaning out your desk.”

			Curly hastily spilled his version of what had happened Saturday night. The part about the missing bulldozer seats definitely took some shine off the rest of the story. Not wishing to make things worse, Curly didn’t mention that his pistol had somehow ended up submerged in a portable toilet.

			A fuzzy silence lingered at the Memphis end of the conversation. Curly wondered if Mother Paula’s vice-president for corporate relations had hung up on him.

			“Hullo?” Curly said. “You there?”

			“Oh, I’m here,” Chuck Muckle replied tartly. “Let me get this straight, Mr. Branitt. A young man was arrested for attempted burglary on our property—”

			“Right. Assault and trespassing, too!”

			“—but then on the very same evening, another person or persons unknown removed the seats from the bulldozers and backhoes and whatevers.”

			“Yessir. That would be the not-so-good news,” Curly said.

			“Did you report this theft to the police?”

			“’Course not. I didn’t want it to get in the newspaper.”

			“Maybe there’s hope for you yet,” said Chuck Muckle. He asked Curly if it was possible to operate the machines without driver’s seats.

			“Only if you’re some kinda octopus.”

			“So I’m correct in assuming there’ll be no bulldozing today.”

			“Or tomorrow,” Curly reported grimly. “I got new seats on order from the wholesaler in Sarasota, but they won’t be here till Wednesday.”

			“What a happy coincidence,” Chuck Muckle said. “That turns out to be the last day that Miss Kimberly Lou Dixon is available to us. Her mutant-insect movie begins shooting next weekend in New Mexico.”

			Curly swallowed. “You wanna do the groundbreaking this Wednesday? What about the site clearing?”

			“Change of plans. Blame it on Hollywood,” said Chuck Muckle. “We’ll do the ceremony first, and as soon as everybody leaves you can crank up the machines—assuming they haven’t been stripped down to the axles by then.”

			“But it’s just…Wednesday’s the day after tomorrow!”

			“No need to soil yourself, Mr. Branitt. We’ll arrange all the details from our end—the advertising, the press releases, and so forth. I’ll get in touch with the mayor’s office and the chamber of commerce. Meanwhile, your job is incredibly simple —not that you won’t find a way to screw it up.”

			“What’s that?”

			“All you’ve got to do is lock down the construction site for the next forty-eight hours. Think you can handle that?”

			“Sure,” Curly said.

			“No more alligators, no more poisonous snakes, no more stealing,” Chuck Muckle said. “No more problems, period. Comprendo?”

			“I got a quick question about the owls.”

			“What owls?” Chuck Muckle shot back. “Those burrows are abandoned, remember?”

			Curly thought: I guess somebody forgot to tell the birds.

			“There’s no law against destroying abandoned nests,” the vice-president was saying. “Anybody asks, that’s your answer. ‘The burrows are deserted.’”

			“But what if one a them owls shows up?” Curly asked.

			“What owls!” Chuck Muckle practically shouted. “There are no owls on that property and don’t you forget it, Mr. Branitt. Zero owls. Nada. Somebody sees one, you tell him it’s a—I don’t know, a robin or a wild chicken or something.”

			A chicken? Curly thought.

			“By the way,” said Chuck Muckle, “I’ll be flying down to Coconut Cove so I can personally accompany the lovely Miss Dixon to our groundbreaking. Let’s pray that you and I have nothing more to talk about when I arrive.”

			“Don’t worry,” Curly said, though he was plenty worried himself.

			

			—

			Beatrice Leep was gone when Roy awoke. He had no idea how she had slipped out of the house unnoticed, but he was glad she’d made it.

			Over breakfast, Roy’s father read aloud the brief newspaper account of Dana Matherson’s arrest. The headline said: “Local Youth Nabbed in Break-in Attempt.”

			Because Dana was under eighteen, the authorities weren’t allowed to release his name to the media—a fact that rankled Roy’s mother, who believed Dana’s mug shot should have been plastered on the front page. The story identified him only as a student at Trace Middle and said that the police considered him a suspect in several recent vandalisms. It didn’t specifically mention Mother Paula’s as the target.

			Dana’s arrest was the major buzz around school. Many kids were aware that he’d been picking on Roy, so they were eager to get Roy’s reaction to the news that his tormentor had been nailed by the cops.

			Roy was careful not to gloat or joke about it, or to draw any special attention to himself. If Dana blabbed about the imaginary cigarette stash, he might try to blame Roy for the bungled theft. The police had no reason to believe anything the kid said, but Roy wasn’t taking any chances.

			As soon as the bell rang ending homeroom, Garrett took him aside to share a weird new detail.

			“Rattraps,” he said, cupping a hand over his mouth.

			“What are you talking about?” Roy asked.

			“When they caught him, he had rattraps stuck on his shoes. That’s how come he couldn’t run away.”

			“I’m so sure.”

			“Seriously, dude. The cops told my mom he stepped on ’em while he was sneakin’ around the trailer.”

			Knowing Dana, Roy could actually picture it.

			“Broke three of his toes,” Garrett said.

			“Oh, come on.”

			“Absolutely! We’re talkin’ humongous rattraps.” Garrett held his hands a foot apart to illustrate.

			“Whatever.” Roy knew that Garrett was famous for exaggerating. “Did the police tell your mom anything else?”

			“Like what?”

			“Like what Dana was after.”

			“Smokes is what he said, but the cops don’t believe him.”

			“Who would?” said Roy, hoisting his book bag over his shoulder.

			All morning he looked for Beatrice Leep between classes, but he never saw her in the hallways. At lunch hour, the girl soccer players were sitting together in the cafeteria, but Beatrice wasn’t among them. Roy approached the table and asked if anybody knew where she was.

			“At the dentist,” said one of her teammates, a gangly Cuban girl. “She fell down some steps at home and broke a tooth. But she’ll be ready for the game tonight.”

			“Great,” said Roy, but he didn’t feel so good about what he’d just heard.

			Beatrice was such a phenomenal athlete that Roy couldn’t imagine her falling down the stairs like some ordinary klutz. And after seeing what she could do to a bicycle tire, he couldn’t picture her breaking a tooth, either.

			Roy was still thinking about Beatrice when he sat down in American history. He found himself struggling to concentrate on Mr. Ryan’s quiz, though it really wasn’t that difficult.

			The final question was the same one that Mr. Ryan had asked him in the hallway on Friday: Who won the Battle of Lake Erie? Without hesitation, Roy wrote: “Commodore Oliver Perry.”

			It was the only answer that he was sure he got right.

			On the bus ride home, Roy kept a wary eye on Dana Matherson’s hulking friends, but they didn’t glance once in his direction. Either Dana hadn’t gotten the word out about what Roy had done, or his buddies didn’t care all that much.

			

			—

			The police captain was reading the arrest report when Officer Delinko and the sergeant came in. The captain motioned for both men to sit down.

			“Nice work,” he told Officer Delinko. “You’ve made my life a whole lot easier. I just got off the horn with Councilman Grandy, and he’s one happy camper.”

			“I’m glad, sir,” Officer Delinko said.

			“What do you make of this Matherson kid? What’s he told you?”

			“Not much.”

			The interrogation of Dana Matherson hadn’t gone as smoothly as Officer Delinko had hoped. In the training films, the suspects always caved in and confessed to their crimes. However, Dana had remained stubbornly uncooperative, and his statements were confusing.

			At first he’d said he was snooping around the Mother Paula’s property in order to heist a load of Gladiator cigarettes. However, after speaking with a lawyer, the boy changed his story. He claimed he’d actually gone to the trailer to bum a cigarette, but the foreman mistook him for a burglar and came after him with a gun.

			“Matherson’s a hard case,” Officer Delinko told the captain.

			“Yeah,” the sergeant said, “he’s been around the block a few times.”

			The captain nodded. “I saw his rap sheet. But here’s what bothers me: The kid’s a thief, not a practical joker. I can’t picture him dumping alligators in port-a-potties. Stealing port-a-potties maybe.”

			“I wondered about that, too,” Officer Delinko said.

			The Mother Paula’s vandal had displayed a dark sense of humor that didn’t fit the Matherson boy’s dim-witted criminal history. He seemed more likely to strip the wheels from a patrol car than to paint the windshield black or hang his shirt like a pennant from the antenna.

			“What’s his motive for the funny stuff?” the captain wondered aloud.

			“I asked him if he had a gripe against Mother Paula’s pancakes,” Officer Delinko said, “and he did say IHOP’s were better.”

			“That’s it? He likes IHOP pancakes better?”

			“Except for the buttermilks,” Officer Delinko reported. “He had nice things to say about Mother Paula’s buttermilks.”

			Gruffly, the sergeant interjected: “Aw, the kid’s jerking our chain, is all.”

			The captain pushed back slowly from his desk. He could feel another crusher of a headache coming on.

			“Okay, I’m making a command decision here,” he said. “Considering we’ve got nothing better to work with, I intend to tell Chief Deacon that the Mother Paula’s vandal has been apprehended. Case closed.”

			Officer Delinko cleared his throat. “Sir, I found a piece of a shirt at the crime scene—a shirt that’s way too small to fit the Matherson boy.”

			He didn’t mention that the remainder of the shirt had been tied, tauntingly, to the antenna of his squad car.

			“We need more than a rag,” the captain grunted. “We need a warm body, and the only one we’ve got is sitting in juvenile detention. So officially he’s our perpetrator, understand?”

			Officer Delinko and his sergeant agreed in unison.

			“I’m going out on a limb here, so you know what that means,” the captain said. “If another crime happens on that property, I’ll look like a complete bozo. And if I end up looking like a bozo, certain people around here are going to spend the rest of their careers cleaning dimes out of parking meters. Am I making myself clear?”

			Again Officer Delinko and his sergeant said yes.

			“Excellent,” said the captain. “So your mission, basically, is to make sure there’s no more surprises between now and the Mother Paula’s groundbreaking ceremony on Wednesday.”

			“No sweat.” The sergeant rose to his feet. “Can we tell David the good news?”

			“Sooner the better,” said the captain. “Officer Delinko, you’re back on the road, effective immediately. In addition, the sergeant has written a letter commending the outstanding job you did in capturing our suspect. This will become part of your permanent file.”

			Officer Delinko was beaming. “Thank you, sir!”

			“There’s more. Because of your experience on this case, I’m assigning you to a special patrol at the Mother Paula’s construction site. Twelve hours on, twelve hours off, beginning tonight at dusk. You up for that?”

			“Absolutely, Captain.”

			“Then go home and take a nap,” the captain advised, “because if you doze off out there again, I’ll be writing a much shorter letter for your file. A termination letter.”

			Outside the captain’s office, Officer Delinko’s sergeant gave him a hearty slap on the back. “Two nights and we’re home free, David. You psyched?”

			“One question, sir. Will I be on duty out there alone?”

			“Well, we’re hurting on the night shift right now,” the sergeant told him. “Kirby got stung by a yellow jacket, and Miller’s out with a sinus infection. Looks like you’ll be riding solo.”

			“That’s okay,” Officer Delinko said, though he would have preferred to have a partner, under the circumstances. Curly probably would be staying at the trailer, though he wasn’t the best company.

			“You drink coffee, David?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Good. Drink twice as much as usual,” the sergeant said. “I don’t expect anything to happen, but you’d better be wide awake if it does.”

			On the way home, Officer Delinko stopped at a souvenir shop along the main highway. Then he swung by the Juvenile Detention Center to take one more crack at Dana Matherson. It would be such a relief if the boy admitted to even one of the earlier vandalisms.

			Dana was brought to the interview room by a uniformed guard, who took a position outside the door. The kid was dressed in a rumpled gray jumpsuit with the word INMATE stenciled in capital letters across the back. He wore only socks because his toes were still swollen from the rattraps. Officer Delinko offered him a stick of gum, which the kid crammed into his cheeks.

			“So, young man, you’ve had some time to think.”

			“’Bout what?” Dana blew a bubble and popped it.

			“You know. Your situation.”

			“I don’t need to think,” the boy said. “That’s how come I got a lawyer.”

			Officer Delinko leaned forward. “Forget the lawyers, okay? I’ll put in a good word with the judge if you’ll just help me clear up some other cases. Are you the one who painted the windows of my patrol car?”

			The boy snorted. “Why would I do a dumb-ass thing like that?”

			“Come on, Dana, I can make things easier for you. Just tell me the truth.”

			“I got a better idea,” the boy said. “Why don’t you just kiss my big fat butt?”

			Officer Delinko folded his arms. “See, that’s exactly the sort of disrespect for authority that got you here in the first place.”

			“No, man, I’ll tell you what got me here. That little dork Roy Eberhardt is what got me here.”

			“Not this again,” Officer Delinko said, rising. “Obviously we’re wasting our time.”

			Dana Matherson sneered. “Duh-uh.”

			He pointed at the small shopping bag that the patrolman had placed on the table. “You finally bring me some smokes?”

			“No, but I got you something else.” Officer Delinko reached into the bag. “A little buddy to keep you company,” he said, casually dropping it in the boy’s lap.

			Dana Matherson howled and bucked and tried to knock it away, toppling his chair in the panic. He leaped up from the floor and scrambled out the door, where the guard clamped a brawny hand on his arm and led him off.

			Officer Delinko was left alone to ponder the object lying on the linoleum tile —toothy, scaly, and lifelike, except for the $3.95 price sticker glued to its snout.

			It was a rubber alligator, which Officer Delinko had purchased at the tourist shop.

			Dana Matherson’s reaction to the harmless toy convinced the patrolman that he couldn’t possibly be the Mother Paula’s vandal. Anyone so freaked out by a puny fake wasn’t capable of handling a real alligator, especially in the forbidding darkness of a Travelin’ Johnny.

			The true culprit was still out there somewhere, dreaming up a new scheme. Officer Delinko had two long, nervous nights ahead of him.

			

			—

			The Eberhardts owned a home computer, which Roy was allowed to use for homework assignments and for playing video snowboard games.

			He was good at browsing the Internet, so with no difficulty he was able to Google up plenty of information about the burrowing owl. For instance, the type found in Florida went by the Latin name of Athene cunicularia floridana and had darker feathers than the Western variety. It was a shy little bird and, like other owls, was most active after dark. Nesting usually occurred between February and July, but fledglings had been observed in dens as late as October….

			Systematically, Roy scrolled down the search items one by one until he finally hit the jackpot. He printed out two single-spaced pages, zippered them into his backpack, and hopped on his bicycle.

			It was a quick ride to the Coconut Cove City Hall. Roy locked up his bike and followed the signs to the building-and-zoning department.

			Behind the counter stood a pale freckle-faced man with pinched-looking shoulders. When the man failed to take notice of him, Roy boldly stepped forward and requested the file for Mother Paula’s All-American Pancake House.

			The clerk seemed amused. “Do you have a legal description?”

			“Of what?”

			“The property.”

			“Sure. It’s the corner of East Oriole and Woodbury.”

			The clerk said, “That’s not a legal description. It’s barely even a proper address.”

			“Sorry. It’s all I’ve got.”

			“Is this for a school project?” the clerk asked.

			Why not? mused Roy. “Yes,” he said.

			He didn’t see the harm in a tiny fib if it helped save the owls.

			The clerk told Roy to wait while he cross-checked the street location. He returned to the counter carrying a fat stack of files in his arms. “Now, which one of these did you want to see?” he asked with a slight smirk.

			Roy stared in bewilderment. He had no idea where to begin.

			“The one with all the construction permits?” he said.

			The clerk pawed through the stack. Roy had a gloomy feeling that the forms and documents were written in such technical terms that he wouldn’t be able to understand them, anyway. It would be like trying to read Portuguese.

			“Hmm. That file’s not here,” the clerk said, carefully tidying the tall pile.

			“What do you mean?” Roy asked.

			“The folder with all the permits and inspection notices—it’s been checked out, I guess.”

			“By who?”

			“I’ll have to talk to my supervisor,” the clerk said, “and she’s already left for the day. The office closes at four-thirty, and it’s already, let’s see, four-twenty-seven.” For emphasis he tapped the face of his wristwatch.

			“Okay, I’ll be back tomorrow,” Roy said.

			“Maybe you should choose another topic for your project.” The clerk’s tone had an artificial politeness.

			Roy smiled coolly. “No thanks, mister. I don’t give up that easy.”

			From City Hall he rode his bike to a bait shop and, using a stash of leftover lunch money, bought a box of live crickets. Fifteen minutes later he was sneaking through the junkyard.

			Mullet Fingers wasn’t holed up in the ice-cream truck, though his rumpled sleeping bag was still there. Roy waited inside for a while, but without A/C it was unbearably hot and sticky. Before long, he was back on his bike, heading for the corner of East Oriole and Woodbury.

			The gate was padlocked; there was no sign of the grumpy bald foreman. Roy walked along the outside of the fence, scouting for Beatrice’s stepbrother or any clever surprises he might have left for the pancake-house people.

			Roy wouldn’t have noticed anything unusual had he not spooked one of the owls, which flared from its burrow and landed in the cab of the bulldozer. That’s when Roy saw that the seat was missing. He immediately checked the other earthmoving machines and found the same thing.

			So that’s what the kid was up to the other night, Roy thought gleefully. That’s why he told me to bring a wrench.

			Roy walked back to the gate and opened the container of crickets and held it up to the fence. One at a time, the insects hopped out of the box, jumped through the chain-link holes, and landed on the ground. Roy was hopeful that the owls would find them once they came out of their dens for supper.

			He probably should have left when he heard the first honk, but he didn’t. He knelt there patiently and waited until every last little cricket had vacated the box.

			By then the honking had swollen to a steady blare, and the blue pickup truck was screeching to a stop. Roy dropped the box and jumped on his bike, but it was too late. The truck had blocked his escape.

			The beet-faced bald guy vaulted from the cab and hoisted the bicycle by its seat, Roy pedaling furiously in suspension. His feet were a blur, but he wasn’t going anywhere.

			“What’s your name! What’re you doing here!” the foreman hollered. “This is private property, don’t you know that? You wanna go to jail, junior?”

			Roy stopped pedaling and caught his breath.

			“I know what you’re up to!” the bald man snarled. “I know your sneaky game.”

			Roy said, “Please, mister, let me go. I was only feeding the owls.”

			The crimson drained from the foreman’s cheeks.

			“What owls?” he said, not so loudly. “There ain’t no owls around here.”

			“Oh, yes, there are,” Roy said. “I’ve seen them.”

			The bald guy looked extremely nervous and agitated. He put his face so close that Roy could smell cooked onions on his breath.

			“Lissen to me, boy. You didn’t see no damn owls, okay? What you saw was a…was a wild chicken!”

			Roy stifled a laugh. “I’m so sure.”

			“That’s right. See, we got these dwarf chickens—”

			“Mister, what I saw was an owl and you know it,” Roy said, “and I know why you’re so scared.”

			The foreman let go of Roy’s bicycle.

			“I ain’t scared,” he said stonily, “and you didn’t see no owls. Now get outta here and don’t come back ‘less you wanna go to jail, like the last kid I caught trespassin’.”

			Roy carefully guided his bicycle around the pickup truck, then took off at full speed.

			“They was chickens!” the bald guy bellowed after him.

			“Owls!” Roy proclaimed triumphantly.

			Up, up, up the steep mountainside he went—that’s what he was imagining, anyway. That’s what gave him the strength to push so hard.

			In reality Roy was rolling along East Oriole Avenue, which was as flat as a Mother Paula’s pancake. He was very worried that the construction foreman would change his mind and chase after him. Any second, Roy expected to hear honking behind him, curses in the wind; the pickup truck trailing so closely that he would feel the heat off its big V-8 engine.

			So Roy didn’t look back and he didn’t slow down. He pedaled as fast as he could, his arms taut and his legs burning.

			He wouldn’t stop until he reached the crest of his imaginary Montana mountain and coasted downhill into the coolness of the valley.

		

	
		
			EIGHTEEN

			“Same scrawny brat I seen around here last week,” Curly complained to Officer Delinko, “only this time I caught the little bugger!”

			Officer Delinko offered to report the incident, but Curly assured him that it wasn’t necessary.

			“He won’t come back, I guarantee you. Not after he got a faceful of me.”

			It was nearly midnight at the construction site. The two men stood next to the patrolman’s car, chatting casually. Both of them privately believed that the real Mother Paula’s vandal was still on the loose, but they would not share their suspicions with each other.

			Officer Delinko didn’t tell Curly that the Matherson boy was too scared of alligators to be the vandal, because Officer Delinko didn’t want the foreman to get all agitated again.

			And Curly didn’t tell Officer Delinko about the bulldozer seats being stolen while the Matherson kid was in custody, because Curly didn’t want Officer Delinko to put the information in a police report that some nosy newspaper reporter might find.

			Despite their secrets, both men were pleased not to be spending the night alone on the property. It was good to have a backup nearby.

			“Hey, I meant to ask,” Officer Delinko said, “what happened to those attack dogs you had watching the place?”

			“You mean the psycho-mutts? Probably hightailed it all the way back to Berlin,” said Curly. “Listen, I’m fixin’ to turn in. Holler if you need anything.”

			“You bet,” Officer Delinko said.

			“And no naps tonight, right?”

			“Don’t worry.”

			Officer Delinko was glad it was dark, so that the foreman couldn’t see him blush. He’d never forget the sickening sight of his precious Crown Victoria, its windows painted as black as tar. Officer Delinko still dreamed of catching the offender and bringing him to justice.

			After Curly retired to the air-conditioned comfort of the trailer, the patrolman began walking the property, following the line of his flashlight beam from one survey stake to the next. He intended to do this all night long, if necessary, to make sure the stakes weren’t tampered with. He had packed five brimming thermos bottles of coffee in his car, so there would be absolutely no chance of running out.

			Guarding a vacant lot wasn’t the most glamorous police work, Officer Delinko knew, but this was an extremely important assignment. The chief, the captain, the sergeant—they all were relying on him to keep the pancake-house property free of mischief. Officer Delinko understood that if he did the job well, his career at the Coconut Cove Public Safety Department would once again be on the fast track. He could easily see a gold detective’s badge in his future.

			Trudging through the shadows, Officer Delinko pictured himself in a tailored suit instead of a starchy uniform. He would be driving a different Crown Victoria—the charcoal gray unmarked model reserved for detectives—and wearing a shoulder holster instead of a hip belt. He was daydreaming about getting an ankle holster, too, and a lightweight pistol to go with it, when he abruptly performed an involuntary somersault across the sandy scrub.

			Oh, not again, the patrolman thought.

			He groped around until he located his flashlight, but at first it didn’t work. He shook it a few times and finally the bulb flickered on faintly.

			Sure enough, he’d stepped in another owl burrow.

			Officer Delinko got to his feet and smoothed the creases of his trousers. “Good thing Curly’s not awake to see this,” he mumbled.

			“Heh,” came a small raspy voice in reply.

			Officer Delinko slapped his right hand on the butt of his gun. With his left hand he aimed the flashlight toward the unseen intruder.

			“Freeze!” the patrolman commanded.

			“Heh. Heh. Heh.”

			Back and forth went the yellow beam of light, revealing nothing. The runty, asthmatic-sounding voice seemed to come out of nowhere.

			Officer Delinko carefully took two steps forward and aimed the flashlight down the hole in which he’d tripped. An inquisitive pair of bright amber eyes peeked up from the blackness.

			“Heh!”

			The patrolman took his hand off his gun and cautiously dropped to a crouch. “Why, hello there,” he said.

			“Heh! Heh! Heh!”

			It was a baby owl, no more than five or six inches tall. Officer Delinko had never seen anything so delicately perfect.

			“Heh!” said the owl.

			“Heh!” said the policeman, though his voice was too deep to do a proper imitation. “I bet you’re waiting for Momma and Poppa to bring supper home, aren’t you?”

			The amber eyes blinked. The yellow beak opened and closed expectantly. The little round head rotated back and forth.

			Officer Delinko laughed aloud. He was fascinated by the miniature bird. Dimming the flashlight, he said, “Don’t worry, sport, I’m not going to hurt you.”

			From overhead came a frenzied flutter, followed by a harsh kssh! kssh! ksshhh! The patrolman glanced up and saw, framed against the starlit sky, two winged silhouettes—the baby owl’s parents, anxiously circling their frightened fledgling.

			Officer Delinko slowly began backing away from the burrow, hoping that the grown-up birds would realize it was safe to land. In the blue-gray sky he could see their dusky shapes wheeling lower and lower, and he quickened his retreat.

			Even after the two owls alighted, even after he watched them disappear like feathered ghosts into the ground, Officer Delinko continued moving away, backing up step by step until…

			He bumped into something so big and so cold and so hard that it almost knocked the breath out of him. He spun around and switched on the flashlight.

			It was a bulldozer.

			Officer Delinko had clonked directly into one of Curly’s earthmoving machines. He glared up at the steel hulk, rubbing his bruised shoulder. He didn’t notice that the seat was gone, and even if he had, he wouldn’t have given it a worry.

			The policeman was grimly preoccupied with another concern. His gaze shifted from the massive bulldozer to the bird burrow, then back again.

			Until that moment, Officer David Delinko had been so busy worrying about solving the Mother Paula’s case and saving his own career that he hadn’t thought much about anything else.

			Now he understood what was going to happen to the little owls if he did his job properly, and it weighted him with an aching and unshakeable sorrow.

			

			—

			Roy’s father had worked late, so Roy hadn’t had a chance to tell him what he’d learned about the owls on the Internet, and that one of the pancake-house files had been removed from the building department. It seemed very suspicious, and Roy wanted to hear his father’s theory about what might have happened.

			But Roy went speechless the moment he sat down at breakfast. There, smiling kindly at him from the back page of his father’s newspaper, was Mother Paula herself!

			It was a half-page advertisement under a banner of bold, patriotic-style lettering:
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					MOTHER PAULA’S

					ALL-AMERICAN HOUSE OF PANCAKES, HOME OF THE WORLD-FAMOUS MOUTHWATERING LICORICE OATMEAL FLAPJACK, IS PROUD TO BECOME YOUR NEW NEIGHBOR IN COCONUT COVE!

					MOTHER PAULA WELCOMES YOU TO JOIN HER IN PERSON TOMORROW AT NOON FOR A GALA GROUNDBREAKING CEREMONY AT THE CORNER OF EAST ORIOLE AND WOODBURY, THE FUTURE LOCATION OF OUR 469th FAMILY-STYLE RESTAURANT IN THE UNITED STATES, CANADA, AND JAMAICA.
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			Roy dropped his spoon, launching a soggy wad of Froot Loops across the kitchen.

			“What’s wrong, honey?” his mother asked.

			Roy felt sick to his stomach. “Nothing, Mom.”

			Then Mrs. Eberhardt spotted the advertisement, too. “I’m sorry, Roy. It’s hard to think about those poor helpless birds, I know.”

			Mr. Eberhardt flipped the newspaper over to see what his wife and son were staring at. He frowned and said, “Guess they’re moving along pretty quickly with that project.”

			Roy stood up in a dull fog. “I better go. Don’t wanna miss the bus.”

			“Oh, there’s plenty of time. Sit down and finish your breakfast,” his mother said.

			Roy shook his head numbly. He grabbed his backpack off the chair. “Bye, Mom. Bye, Dad.”

			“Roy, wait. You want to talk?”

			“Not really, Dad.”

			His father folded the newspaper and handed it to him. “Don’t you have current events today?”

			“Oh yeah,” said Roy. “I forgot.”

			Every Tuesday, Mr. Ryan’s history students were supposed to bring a topic for a current events discussion. On those days Roy’s father always gave him the newspaper so that he could read it on the bus and pick out a timely article.

			“How about if I take you to school today?” his mother offered.

			Roy could tell she felt sorry for him because of the news about the pancake house. She thought the owls were doomed, but Roy wasn’t ready to give up hope.

			“That’s okay.” He stuffed the newspaper into his backpack. “Mom, can I borrow your camera?”

			“Well…”

			“For a class,” Roy added, wincing inwardly at the lie. “I’ll be real careful, I promise.”

			“All right. I don’t see why not.”

			Roy carefully packed the digital camera among his books, gave his mother a hug, waved to his father, and streaked out the door. He jogged past his regular bus stop and kept going, all the way to the one on West Oriole, Beatrice Leep’s street. None of the other Trace Middle kids had arrived yet, so Roy ran to Beatrice’s house and waited on the front sidewalk.

			He tried to cook up a good excuse for being there, in case Lonna or Leon noticed him. It was Beatrice who finally came out the front door, and Roy ran up so fast that he nearly knocked her down.

			“What happened to you yesterday? Where’s your brother? Did you see the paper this morning? Did you—”

			She slapped a hand over his mouth.

			“Easy, cowgirl,” she said. “Let’s go wait for the bus. We’ll talk on the way.”

			As Roy suspected, Beatrice had not broken a tooth falling down the steps. She’d broken it while biting a ring off one of her stepmother’s toes.

			The ring was made from a small topaz charm that Beatrice’s mother had left behind when she moved away. Lonna had pilfered the stone from Leon Leep’s sock drawer and had gotten it made into a snazzy toe ring for herself.

			Beatrice had taken exception to the theft.

			“If my old man wanted Lonna to have it, he woulda given it to her,” she growled.

			“So you gnawed it off her toe? How?” Roy was astounded.

			“Wasn’t easy.”

			Beatrice made a chimpanzee face and pointed at a sharp stump where one of her incisor teeth used to be. “Broke the tip off. They’re gonna make me a fake one so it looks like brand-new,” she explained. “Good thing my old man has dental insurance.”

			“She was awake when you did this?”

			“Yeah,” said Beatrice, “but she probably wishes she wasn’t. Anyway, tell me what was in the paper this morning that got you all freaked out.”

			She groaned when Roy showed her the advertisement for the Mother Paula’s groundbreaking extravaganza. “Just what the world needs—another pancake joint.”

			“Where’s your brother?” Roy asked. “You think he’s heard about this?”

			Beatrice said she hadn’t seen Mullet Fingers since Sunday. “That’s when the you-know-what hit the fan. He was hiding in the garage, waitin’ for me to get him some clean shirts, when my dad walked out for another case of Mountain Dew. The two of ’em were just standing around talkin’, perfectly friendly, when Lonna shows up and pitches a major hissy.”

			“What happened then?” Roy said.

			“He ran off like a scalded dog. Meantime, Lonna and my old man get into this humongous fight—”

			“The one you told me about.”

			“Right,” said Beatrice. “Dad wants my brother to come back and live with us again, but Lonna says no way, José, he’s a bad seed. What the heck does that mean, Tex? ‘Bad seed.’ Anyway, they’re still not speakin’ to each other, Lonna and my dad. The whole house feels like it’s about to explode.”

			To Roy, Beatrice’s situation sounded like a living nightmare. “Need a place to hide out?” he asked.

			“That’s okay. Dad says he feels better when I’m around.” Beatrice laughed. “Lonna told him I’m ‘dangerous and crazy.’ She might be half right.”

			When they got to the bus stop, Beatrice hooked up with one of her soccer teammates and they started talking about the previous night’s game, which Beatrice had won with a penalty kick. Roy held back and didn’t say much, though he felt the curious stares from other kids. He was, after all, the boy who had defied Dana Matherson and survived.

			He was surprised when Beatrice Leep ditched her teammates and sat next to him on the bus.

			“Lemme see that newspaper again,” she whispered.

			As she studied the Mother Paula’s advertisement, she said, “We’ve got two choices, Tex. We either tell him, or we don’t.”

			“I say we do more than just tell him.”

			“Join him, you mean. Like you said the other night.”

			“It’s them against him. All alone, he doesn’t have a chance,” Roy said.

			“For sure. But we could all three of us end up in juvie hall.”

			“Not if we’re cool about it.”

			Beatrice eyed him curiously. “You got a plan, Eberhardt?”

			Roy took his mother’s camera out of the backpack and showed it to Beatrice.

			“I’m listening,” she said.

			So Roy told her.

			

			—

			He missed homeroom because he was summoned to the vice-principal’s office.

			The long, lonesome hair on Miss Hennepin’s upper lip was even curlier and shinier than the last time Roy had seen her. Oddly, the hair was now golden blond in color, instead of jet-black as before. Was it possible that Miss Hennepin had dyed it? Roy wondered.

			“We’ve been informed that a young man fled from the hospital emergency room Friday night,” she was saying, “a young man who was registered falsely under your identity. What can you tell me about that, Mr. Eberhardt?”

			“I don’t even know his real name,” Roy said flatly. Mullet Fingers had been wise not to reveal it; not knowing had saved Roy from telling another lie.

			“You seriously expect me to believe that?”

			“Honest, Miss Hennepin.”

			“Is he a student here at Trace Middle?”

			“No, ma’am,” said Roy.

			The vice-principal was visibly disappointed. Obviously she’d hoped to claim jurisdiction over the missing runaway.

			“Then where does your nameless friend attend school, Mr. Eberhardt?”

			Here goes, Roy thought. “I think he travels a lot, Miss Hennepin.”

			“Then he’s home-schooled?”

			“You could say that.”

			Miss Hennepin peered narrowly at Roy. With a gaunt forefinger she stroked the lustrous strand above her mouth. Roy shivered in disgust.

			“Mr. Eberhardt, it’s illegal for a boy your age not to be in school. The offense is called truancy.”

			“Oh, I know.”

			“Then you might wish to inform your fleet-footed friend of that fact,” the vice-principal said acidly. “Are you aware that the school district has special police who go out searching for truants? They’re very good at their jobs, I assure you.”

			Roy didn’t think the truancy police would have an easy time tracking Mullet Fingers through the woods and mangroves, but the possibility made him anxious, anyway. What if they had bloodhounds and helicopters?

			Miss Hennepin edged closer, craning her stringy neck like a buzzard. “You let him use your name at the hospital, didn’t you, Mr. Eberhardt? You allowed this delinquent to borrow your identity for his own shady purposes.”

			“He got bit by some bad dogs. He needed a doctor.”

			“And you expect me to believe that’s all there is to the story? Seriously?”

			Roy could only shrug in surrender. “Can I go now?”

			“Until we speak again on this subject, you and I,” Miss Hennepin said. “I know when I smell a rat.”

			Yeah, thought Roy, that’s because you’re growing one on your lip.

			At lunchtime he borrowed Garrett’s bicycle and set out for the junkyard. Nobody saw him go, which was fortunate; it was strictly against the rules for kids to leave the school grounds without a note.

			Beatrice’s stepbrother was napping when Roy burst into the Jo-Jo’s ice-cream truck. Shirtless and mosquito-bitten, the boy wriggled out of the sleeping bag and took the newspaper from Roy’s hands.

			Roy had expected an emotional reaction to the news of the groundbreaking ceremony, but Mullet Fingers remained surprisingly calm, almost as if he’d been expecting it. He carefully tore out the Mother Paula’s advertisement and examined it as if it were a treasure map.

			“Noon, huh?” he murmured quietly.

			“That’s only twenty-four hours from now,” Roy said. “What are we going to do?”

			“We who?”

			“You, me, and Beatrice.”

			“Forget about it, man. I’m not draggin’ you two into the middle of this mess.”

			“Wait, listen to me,” Roy said urgently. “We already talked about this, me and Beatrice. We want to help you save the owls. Seriously, we’re locked and loaded.”

			He unpacked the camera and handed it to the boy. “I’ll show you how this works,” Roy said. “It’s pretty easy.”

			“What’s it for?”

			“If you can get a picture of one of the birds, we can stop the pancake people from bulldozing that lot.”

			“Aw, you’re full of it,” the boy said.

			“Honest,” Roy said. “I looked it up on the Internet. Those owls are protected—it’s totally against the law to mess with the burrows unless you’ve got a special permit, and Mother Paula’s permit file is missing from City Hall. What does that tell you?”

			Mullet Fingers fingered the camera skeptically. “Pretty fancy,” he said, “but it’s too late for fancy, Tex. Now it’s time for hardball.”

			“No, wait. If we give them proof, then they’ve got to shut down the project,” Roy persisted. “All we need is one lousy picture of one little owl—”

			“You better take off,” the boy said. “I got stuff to do.”

			“But you can’t fight the pancake people all by yourself. No way. I’m not leaving until you change your mind.”

			“I said, Get outta here!” Mullet Fingers seized Roy by one arm, spun him clockwise, and launched him out of the ice-cream truck.

			Roy landed on all fours in the hot gravel. He was slightly stunned; he’d forgotten how strong the kid was.

			“I already caused enough trouble for you and my sister. This is my war from now on.” Beatrice’s stepbrother stood defiantly in the doorway of the truck, his cheeks flushed and his eyes blazing. In his right hand was Mrs. Eberhardt’s digital camera.

			Roy pointed and said, “You keep it for now.”

			“Get real. I’ll never figure out how to use one a these stupid things.”

			“Let me show you—”

			“Nah,” said the boy, shaking his head. “You go on back to school. I got work to do.”

			Roy stood up and brushed the gravel off his pants. He had a hot lump in his throat, but he was determined not to cry.

			“You done enough already,” the running boy told him, “more than I had a right to expect.”

			There were about a million things Roy wanted to say, but the only words he choked out were: “Good luck tomorrow.”

			Mullet Fingers winked and gave him a thumbs-up.

			“Bye, Roy,” he said.

			

			—

			The newspaper contained several items that would have been excellent for current events.

			A missing Green Beret soldier had been rescued in the mountains of Pakistan. A doctor in Boston had invented a new drug to treat leukemia. And in Naples, Florida, a county commissioner had been arrested for taking a $5,000 bribe from the developer of a putt-putt golf course.

			When Roy’s turn came to address Mr. Ryan’s class, he didn’t use any of those articles for his topic. Instead he held up the newspaper and pointed to the torn page where the Mother Paula’s advertisement had been.

			“Most everybody here likes pancakes,” Roy began. “I know I sure do. And when I first heard that a new Mother Paula’s was going to open here in Coconut Cove, I thought that was pretty cool.”

			Several kids nodded and smiled. One girl pretended to rub her tummy hungrily.

			“Even when I found out where they’re going to build it—that big empty lot at the corner of Woodbury and East Oriole—I didn’t see anything wrong with the idea,” Roy said. “Then one day a friend of mine took me out there and showed me something that changed my mind totally.”

			Now the other students stopped talking among themselves and paid attention. They’d never heard the new kid say so much.

			“It was an owl,” Roy went on, “about this tall.”

			He held up two fingers, one eight or nine inches above the other, to show them. “When my family lived out West we saw plenty of owls, but never one this small. And he wasn’t a baby, either, he was full grown! He was so straight and serious, he looked like a little toy professor.”

			The class laughed.

			“They’re called ‘burrowing’ owls because they actually live underground,” Roy continued, “in old holes made by tortoises and armadillos. Turns out that a couple of owl families hang out on that land at Woodbury and East Oriole. They made their nests in the dens and that’s where they raise their babies.”

			Some of the kids shifted uneasily. A few began whispering in worried tones and some looked at Mr. Ryan, who sat thoughtfully at his desk, chin propped in his hands.

			“Roy,” he said gently, “this is an excellent subject for biology or social studies, but perhaps not for current events.”

			“Oh, it’s definitely a current event,” Roy countered. “It’s happening tomorrow at noon, Mr. Ryan.”

			“What is?”

			“They’re going to start bulldozing to make way for the pancake house. It’s like a big party or something,” Roy said. “The lady who plays Mother Paula on TV is going to be there. The mayor, too. That’s what the paper said.”

			A red-haired girl in the front row raised her hand. “Didn’t the paper say anything about the owls?”

			“No. Not a word,” Roy said.

			“So what’s gonna happen to ’em?” called a freckle-faced boy from the back of the classroom.

			“I’ll tell you what’s going to happen.” Roy looked at Mr. Ryan. “The machines are going to bury all those burrows, and everything inside.”

			“No way!” the red-haired girl cried, and the class erupted in agitated conversation until Mr. Ryan asked everyone to please be quiet and let Roy finish.

			“The grown-up owls might try to fly away,” Roy said, “or they might just stay in the dens to protect their babies.”

			“But they’ll die!” the freckle-faced kid shouted.

			“How can the pancake people get away with this?” demanded another.

			“I don’t know,” Roy said, “but it’s not legal, and it’s not right.”

			Here Mr. Ryan interrupted firmly. “Hold on, Roy, what do you mean it’s ‘not legal’? You need to be careful when you’re making those kinds of serious allegations.”

			Excitedly Roy explained that the burrowing owls were protected by state and federal laws, and that it was illegal to harm the birds or disturb active burrows without getting special government permits.

			“All right. Fine,” said Mr. Ryan, “but what does the pancake company have to say about this? I’m sure they got the proper permission—”

			“The file is missing,” Roy cut in, “and the foreman tried to tell me there weren’t any owls on the property, not a single one. Which is a lie.”

			The class started buzzing again.

			“So tomorrow at lunch,” Roy continued, “I’m going out there to…well, just because I want the Mother Paula’s people to know that somebody in Coconut Cove cares about those birds.”

			Mr. Ryan cleared his throat. “This is a sticky situation, Roy. I know how upset and frustrated you must feel, but I’ve got to remind you that students aren’t supposed to leave school property.”

			“Then I’ll get a note from my parents,” Roy said.

			The teacher smiled. “That would be the way to do it.” The class was expecting him to say more, but he didn’t.

			“Look,” said Roy, “every day we’ve been reading about regular people, ordinary Americans who made history ’cause they got up and fought for something they believed in. Okay, I know we’re just talking about a few puny little owls, and I know everybody is crazy about Mother Paula’s pancakes, but what’s happening out there is just plain wrong. So wrong.”

			Roy’s throat was as dry as prairie dust, and his neck felt hot.

			“Anyway,” he muttered, “it’s tomorrow at noon.”

			Then he sat down.

			The classroom fell quiet, a long heavy silence that roared in Roy’s ears like a train.

		

	
		
			NINETEEN

			“I’m worried about the owls,” Officer Delinko told Curly.

			“What owls?”

			Darkness had fallen on the construction site and swallows were swooping back and forth, chasing mosquitoes. Tomorrow was the big day.

			“Come on, I saw ’em with my own eyes,” the patrolman said. “Isn’t there a way to, like, move ’em someplace safe?”

			Curly said, “Want my advice? Don’t think about it. Put it out of your mind, is what I do.”

			“I can’t. That’s the trouble.”

			Curly jerked a thumb toward the trailer. “You wanna take a break? I rented the new Jackie Chan.”

			Officer Delinko couldn’t understand how the foreman could be so casual about burying the owl dens. He wondered if it was just a macho act. “Did you tell them the birds were out here?” he asked.

			“Tell who?”

			“The pancake company. Maybe they don’t know.”

			Curly snorted. “You kiddin’ me? They know everything,” he said. “Look, it ain’t our problem. Even if we wanted to, there’s nuthin’ we could do.”

			Curly went off to his trailer while Officer Delinko resumed patrolling the grounds. Whenever he passed a burrow, he shined his flashlight inside, but he saw no owls. He hoped the birds had already sensed that something awful was about to happen and had flown away, though it seemed improbable.

			Shortly after midnight, Officer Delinko heard Curly come out and shout his name. The foreman claimed he’d been awakened by a noise like someone climbing the fence.

			With his gun drawn, the policeman searched the area thoroughly; he checked the roof of the trailer and underneath it, too. All he found was a line of opossum tracks in the sand.

			“Sounded way bigger’n a possum,” Curly said grumpily.

			Later, as Officer Delinko was retrieving his third thermos of coffee from the squad car, he thought he saw a series of small white flashes at the other end of the property. It reminded him of the bright popping he’d seen at late-night car accidents while the police department’s photographer was snapping pictures.

			But when Officer Delinko ran to where he’d seen the flashes, he found nothing out of the ordinary. It must have been a burst of heat lightning, he thought, reflecting off the low clouds.

			The rest of the night passed uneventfully. The patrolman stayed wide awake.

			

			—

			At breakfast Roy asked his mother if he could leave school during lunch. He figured she’d be more likely than his father to say yes, but she surprised him.

			“I don’t know if it’s such a good idea for you to go to the Mother Paula’s groundbreaking.”

			“But, Mom—”

			“Let’s see what your dad thinks.”

			Oh well, thought Roy, that’ll be the end of that.

			As soon as Mr. Eberhardt sat down at the table, Mrs. Eberhardt informed him of Roy’s request.

			“Sure, why not?” Mr. Eberhardt said. “I’ll write him a note.”

			Roy’s jaw hung open. He had expected the opposite reaction from his father.

			“But you’ve got to promise to behave,” Mr. Eberhardt said, “no matter how ticked off you get.”

			“I promise, Dad.”

			Later his father put Roy’s bicycle in the trunk of his car and drove Roy to Trace Middle. As he dropped him off in front of the school, Mr. Eberhardt asked, “Think your friend will be at the ceremony today—Beatrice’s stepbrother?”

			“Probably,” Roy said.

			“Pretty risky.”

			“I know, Dad. I tried to tell him.”

			“You be careful,” Mr. Eberhardt said firmly, “and be smart.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			Beatrice Leep was waiting outside Roy’s homeroom. Her curly hair was damp, as if she’d just gotten out of the shower.

			“Well?” she said.

			“I got a note. How about you?”

			Beatrice displayed a crumpled paper napkin that had been scrawled upon in red ink. “I woke up my old man to ask him. He was so far out of it, he would’ve signed anything,” she said. “I should’ve written myself a check for a thousand bucks.”

			“So I guess we’re all set for noon,” Roy said. He lowered his voice. “I went to see your brother. He threw me out of the truck.”

			Beatrice shrugged. “What can I say. Sometimes he’s impossible.”

			She fished in her purse and came out with the camera belonging to Roy’s mother. “He dropped this off at the house late last night, after Lonna and Dad went to bed. He says he got the pictures you wanted. I tried to take a look but I couldn’t figure out how to work the darn thing.”

			Wordlessly Roy grabbed the camera and stashed it in his locker.

			“Keep your fingers crossed,” Beatrice said, before melting into the stream of students and disappearing down the hall.

			Roy spent the rest of the morning lost in excited distraction, wondering if his plan might actually work.

			

			—

			At ten-forty-five A.M., a black stretch limousine pulled up to the empty lot at Woodbury and East Oriole. The driver got out and opened one of the doors. Nothing happened for several moments, and then a tall man with wavy silver hair emerged, squinting into the sun. He wore pressed white trousers and a dark blue blazer with an emblem on the breast pocket.

			The man glanced around impatiently behind enormous tinted sunglasses. Crisply he snapped his fingers at Officer David Delinko, who was unlocking his squad car.

			The patrolman failed to notice he was being summoned. He was knocking off work after fourteen straight hours at the construction site—Curly had gone home to shower and shave, so Officer Delinko had stayed to keep an eye on the earthmoving machines, which had been refitted with new seats. Now that the foreman had returned—dressed up in a coat and tie, of all things!—the policeman was leaving the premises. He had no desire to hang around for the groundbreaking nonsense.

			“Officer!” The silver-haired man beckoned insistently. “Yo, Officer! Over here.”

			Officer Delinko approached the limousine and asked what was wrong. The man introduced himself as Chuck E. Muckle, a vice-president of something-or-other for Mother Paula’s All-American Pancake Houses, Inc. In a confidential tone, he added, “We need some discreet assistance here.”

			“Well, I’m off duty,” Officer Delinko told him, “but I’d be glad to call for another unit.” He was so exhausted from lack of sleep that he barely had enough energy to carry on a conversation.

			“Do you happen to know who’s sitting in this car?” Chuck Muckle asked, nodding toward the limo.

			“No, sir.”

			“Miss Kimberly Lou Dixon!”

			“That’s nice,” said Officer Delinko blankly.

			“The Kimberly Lou Dixon.”

			“Well, what d’ya know.”

			Chuck Muckle thrust his ruddy face closer. “You’ve got no idea who I’m talking about, do you, Officer?”

			“Not a clue, sir. Never heard of the lady.”

			The company vice-president rolled his eyes and proceeded to explain who Kimberly Lou Dixon was, and why she’d traveled all the way from Beverly Hills, California, to Coconut Cove, Florida.

			“And right this minute,” Chuck Muckle said, “she rather urgently needs a powder room.”

			“A powder room,” Officer Delinko repeated quizzically.

			“A place to powder her nose! A place to freshen up!” Chuck Muckle erupted in exasperation. “Is this really such a difficult concept to grasp, Officer? Let me try to put this in language you can understand—she needs a potty, okay?”

			“Gotcha.” Officer Delinko gestured toward Curly’s trailer. “Follow me.”

			When Kimberly Lou Dixon got out of the limousine, Officer Delinko was startled by how young she looked compared with the wrinkled old granny she played on the TV commercials. Kimberly Lou had bright green eyes and rich auburn hair and smooth milky skin—a lovely and cultured woman, Officer Delinko thought.

			Then she opened her mouth.

			“I gotta tinkle,” she announced in a sandpaper voice. “Lead the way, hotshot.”

			The actress carried a leather tote bag over one shoulder, and she wore high heels, a black skirt, and a pale silky blouse.

			Curly was dumbstruck when he opened the door of the trailer. Without a word, Kimberly Lou Dixon stepped past him and made her way to the bathroom.

			“Can I change in here?” she asked in a husky voice.

			“Change what? You look pretty darned good the way you are.”

			“Change into her Mother Paula’s costume,” Officer Delinko interjected. “She’s with some guy; he wants to know if she can use your trailer as a dressing room.”

			“Anytime,” Curly said with a dreamy smile.

			A man’s silhouette filled the doorway, followed by a gust of oily cologne. “Why, you must be the one and only Leroy Branitt,” growled a familiar sarcastic voice.

			Curly cringed. Officer Delinko stepped out of the way and said, “This gentleman is from the pancake-house company.”

			“I figured,” said Curly. He held out his right hand to Chuck Muckle, who stared at it as if it were a dead mudfish.

			“Please tell me, Mr. Branitt, that you have no bad news that would spoil this lovely tropical morning. Tell me everything’s hunky-dory here in Coconut Cove.”

			“Yessir,” Curly said. “We stayed the last two nights on the property, me and the policeman here, and it’s been peaceful as a church house. Ain’t that right, David?”

			“Right-o,” Officer Delinko said.

			Chuck Muckle whipped off his shades and eyed the patrolman dubiously. “You wouldn’t happen to be the same crackerjack lawman who fell asleep in his car while the vandal trashed our survey stakes, would you?”

			As curious as Officer Delinko was to see Kimberly Lou Dixon dressed up as Mother Paula, he now wished that he were somewhere far, far away.

			“The same genius,” Mr. Muckle went on, “whose careless sleep habits resulted in a newspaper article that unfairly smeared the good name and reputation of Mother Paula? Was that you?”

			“Yeah, that would be him,” Curly said.

			Officer Delinko shot the foreman a dirty look before addressing Mr. Muckle. “I’m really sorry about all that, sir,” the patrolman said, thinking: Sorrier for me than for you.

			“It’s rather astounding that you still have a job,” Chuck Muckle remarked. “Your police chief must have a charitable heart. Either that or he’s desperate for warm bodies.”

			Curly finally came up with something positive to contribute. “Officer Delinko is the one who helped me catch that burglar the other night!”

			It was a shameless exaggeration of Curly’s role in the capture of Dana Matherson, and Officer Delinko was about to set the record straight when Kimberly Lou Dixon came rocketing out of the bathroom.

			“You’ve got, like, a major roach situation in there!” she exclaimed.

			“They ain’t roaches, they’re crickets,” Curly said. “I don’t know where the heck they all came from.”

			He elbowed his way past Officer Delinko and Chuck Muckle, and introduced himself to the actress. “I’m the supervising engineer on this project, Miss Dixon, and I just want you to know that I seen all your movies.”

			“All two of them, you mean?” Kimberly Lou Dixon patted his shiny scalp. “That’s all right, Mr. Branitt, it’s still a darling thing for you to say.”

			“Hey, I can’t wait for your new one, too—Mutant Invaders from Saturn Eleven. I really go for that sci-fi stuff.”

			“Jupiter Seven!” Chuck Muckle cut in. “It’s called Mutant Invaders from Jupiter Seven.”

			“Whatever,” Curly gushed, “you’re gonna make a fantastic grasshopper queen.”

			“Yeah. I’m already writing my Oscar speech.” The actress glanced at her diamond-studded wristwatch. “Listen, I’d better hurry up and start turning myself into adorable old Mother Paula. Can one of you sweethearts please fetch my suitcase out of the limo?”

		

	
		
			TWENTY

			A smaller limousine delivered the Coconut Cove mayor, Councilman Bruce Grandy, and the chamber of commerce president to the construction site. A satellite truck from a Naples television station came next, followed by a newspaper photographer.

			City workers tied red, white, and blue streamers to the fence and hung a hand-lettered banner that said WELCOME, MOTHER PAULA.

			At ten minutes to noon, Roy and Beatrice arrived; this time she rode the handlebars and he pedaled, the camera stowed safely in his backpack. They were startled to see that they weren’t the only ones to show up—the freckle-faced boy, the red-haired girl, and at least half of Mr. Ryan’s history class were already there, along with a bunch of parents.

			“What in the world’d you say to those kids yesterday?” Beatrice asked. “You promise ’em free flapjacks or somethin’?”

			“I just talked about the owls, that’s all,” Roy said.

			He got another pleasant surprise when a van from the Trace Middle School Athletic Department rolled up and Beatrice’s soccer teammates piled out, some of them carrying posters.

			Roy grinned at Beatrice, who shrugged as if it was no big deal. They scanned the growing crowd but saw no sign of her runaway stepbrother.

			There was no sign of the owls, either, which didn’t surprise Roy; with so much noise and human commotion, the birds would likely stay underground where it was dark and safe. Roy knew that’s what the pancake people were betting on: that the owls would be too frightened to venture out.

			At quarter past twelve, the door of the construction trailer swung open. First to emerge was a policeman whom Roy recognized as Officer Delinko; then the bald construction foreman with the rotten temper; then a snooty-looking guy with silver hair and dorky sunglasses.

			The last to come out was the woman who played Mother Paula on the TV commercials. She wore a shiny gray wig, wire-rimmed glasses, and a calico apron. A few people clapped in recognition, and she waved halfheartedly.

			The group marched to a rectangular clearing that had been roped off in the center of the construction site. A megaphone was handed to the silvery-haired guy, who said his name was Chuck E. Muckle, a vice-president from Mother Paula’s company headquarters. He really thought he was hot snot, Roy could tell.

			Ignoring the foreman and the police officer, Mr. Muckle proceeded with great enthusiasm to introduce some local big shots—the mayor, a city councilman, and the head of the chamber of commerce.

			“I can’t tell you how proud and delighted we are to make Coconut Cove the home of our 469th family-style restaurant,” Mr. Muckle said. “Mr. Mayor, Councilman Grandy, all of you terrific folks who’ve come out on this gorgeous Florida day…I’m here to promise you that Mother Paula will be a good citizen, a good friend, and a good neighbor to everybody!”

			“Unless you’re an owl,” Roy said.

			Mr. Muckle didn’t hear it. Saluting the gathering of students, he said, “I am truly excited to see so many of our fine young people here today. This is a historic moment for your town—our town, I should say—and we’re happy you can take a short break from your classes and celebrate with us.”

			He paused and manufactured a chuckle. “Anyway, I expect we’ll be seeing most of you again, once the restaurant opens and Mother Paula’s busy in the kitchen. Hey, everybody, who likes licorice oatmeal pancakes?”

			It was an awkward moment. Only the mayor and Councilman Grandy raised their hands. The girl soccer players held their homemade signs with the blank side facing out, as they awaited directions from Beatrice.

			Mr. Muckle snickered nervously. “Mother Paula, dearest, I think it’s time. Shall we do the deed?”

			They all posed side by side—the company V.P., the mayor, Mother Paula, Councilman Grandy, and the boss of the chamber of commerce—for the television crew and the news photographer.

			Gold-painted shovels were handed out, and on Mr. Muckle’s signal all the dignitaries smiled, leaned over, and dug up a scoopful of sand. On cue, a smattering of city employees in the crowd cheered and applauded.

			It was the most bogus thing Roy had ever seen. He couldn’t believe anyone would put it on TV or in a newspaper.

			“These people,” Beatrice said, “need a life.”

			As soon as the photo pose ended, Mr. Muckle tossed down his gold shovel and snatched up the megaphone. “Before the bulldozers and backhoes get rolling,” he said, “Mother Paula herself wants to say a few words.”

			Mother Paula didn’t look overjoyed to have the megaphone shoved in her hand. “You’ve got a real nice town,” she said. “I’ll see you next spring at the grand opening—”

			“Oh no, you won’t!”

			This time the words came out of Roy’s mouth as a shout, and nobody was more stunned than he. A tremor rippled through the audience and Beatrice edged closer, half-expecting somebody to come after him.

			The actress playing Mother Paula seemed miffed, peering over her cheap wire-rimmed glasses into the crowd. “Now, who said that?”

			Roy found himself raising his right arm. “I did, Mother Paula,” he called out. “If you hurt a single one of our owls, I’m not eating any more of your stupid pancakes.”

			“What’re you talking about? What owls?”

			Chuck Muckle lunged for the megaphone, but Mother Paula threw an elbow and caught him squarely in the gut. “Back off, Chuckie Cheeseball,” she huffed.

			“Go on, check it out for yourself,” Roy said, gesturing around. “Wherever you see one of those holes, there’s an owl den underneath. It’s where they build their nests and lay their eggs. It’s their home.”

			Mr. Muckle’s cheeks turned purple. The mayor looked lost, Councilman Grandy looked like he was about to faint, and the chamber-of-commerce guy looked like he’d swallowed a bar of soap.

			By now, the parents in the crowd were talking loudly and pointing at the den holes. A few of the schoolkids started chanting in support of Roy, and Beatrice’s soccer teammates began waving their hand-lettered signs.

			One said: MOTHER PAULA DOESN’T GIVE A HOOT ABOUT OWLS!

			Another read: BIRD KILLERS GO HOME!

			And still a third sign said: SAVE THE OWLS, BURY THE BUTTERMILKS!

			As the news photographer snapped pictures of the protesters, Mother Paula pleaded, “But I don’t want to hurt your owls! Really, I wouldn’t hurt a flea!”

			Chuck Muckle finally recaptured the megaphone and boomed a harsh scolding at Roy: “Young fellow, you’d better get your facts straight before making such outrageous and slanderous charges. There are no owls here, not one! Those old burrows have been abandoned for years.”

			“Yeah?” Roy reached into his backpack and whipped out his mother’s camera. “I’ve got proof!” he shouted. “Right here!”

			The kids in the crowd hooted and hurrahed. Chuck Muckle’s face went gray and slack. He held out his arms and lurched toward Roy. “Lemme see that!”

			Scooting out of reach, Roy switched on the digital camera and held his breath. He had no idea what he was about to see.

			He pressed the button to display the first photograph that Mullet Fingers had taken. The instant that the blurred, crooked image appeared in the viewfinder, Roy knew he was in trouble.

			It was the picture of a finger.

			Anxiously he clicked to the second frame, and what he saw was no less discouraging: a dirty bare foot. It appeared to be a boy’s foot, and Roy knew whose it was.

			Beatrice’s stepbrother had many special talents, but nature photography obviously wasn’t one of them.

			In desperation Roy touched the button once more, and a third picture clicked into view. This time there was definitely something other than a human body part visible in the frame—a distant feathery form, unevenly illuminated by the camera’s flash.

			“Here!” Roy cried. “Look!”

			Chuck Muckle snatched the camera from him and examined the photo for all of about three seconds before bursting into cruel laughter. “What’s that supposed to be?”

			“It’s an owl!” Roy said.

			And it was an owl, Roy was certain. Unfortunately, the bird must have swiveled its head just as Mullet Fingers snapped the picture.

			“Looks more like a lump of mud to me,” Chuck Muckle said. He raised the camera so that those in the very front of the audience could see the viewfinder. “Boy’s got quite an imagination, doesn’t he?” he added snidely. “That’s an owl, then I’m a bald eagle.”

			“But it is an owl!” Roy insisted. “And that picture was taken right here on this property last night.”

			“Prove it,” Chuck Muckle gloated.

			Roy had no response. He couldn’t prove a thing.

			His mom’s camera was passed around the fringes of the crowd, and by the time it got back to Roy he knew that most people couldn’t really tell it was a bird in the photograph. Even Beatrice wasn’t sure, turning the viewfinder sideways and upside down as she tried in vain to identify a telltale part of owl anatomy.

			Roy was crushed—the pictures taken by her stepbrother were worthless. The authorities in charge of protecting the burrowing owls would never block construction of the pancake house based on such fuzzy evidence.

			“Thank you very much for coming,” Mr. Muckle told the crowd through his megaphone, “and thanks also for your patience during this rather…inconsiderate delay. We’ll see all you pancake lovers next spring for a big hearty breakfast. In the meantime, this event is now officially over.”

			The kids from Trace Middle stirred restlessly and looked toward Beatrice and Roy, who no longer had much of a plan. Roy could feel his shoulders sagging in defeat, while Beatrice’s face had become a mask of grim resignation.

			Then a young voice rose up: “Wait, it ain’t over! Not by a mile it ain’t.”

			This time it wasn’t Roy.

			“Uh-oh,” said Beatrice, lifting her eyes.

			A girl in the rear of the crowd let out a shriek, and everybody wheeled at once to look. At first glance the object on the ground could have been mistaken for a kickball, but it was actually…a boy’s head.

			His matted hair was blond, his face was caramel-brown, and his eyes were wide and unblinking. A kite string led from his pursed lips to the handle of a large tin bucket a few feet away.

			The bigshots came hurrying out of the crowd, with Beatrice and Roy on their heels. They all stopped to gape at the head on the ground.

			“What now?” moaned the construction foreman.

			Chuck Muckle thundered: “Is this somebody’s idea of a sick joke?”

			“Good heavens,” cried the mayor, “is he dead?”

			The boy wasn’t the least bit dead. He smiled up at his stepsister and winked slyly at Roy. Somehow he’d fit his entire skinny body down the opening of an owl burrow, so that only his noggin stuck out.

			“Yo, Mother Paula,” he said.

			The actress stepped forward hesitantly. Her wig looked slightly crooked and her makeup was beginning to melt in the humidity.

			“What is it?” she asked uneasily.

			“You bury those birds,” Mullet Fingers said, “you gotta bury me, too.”

			“But no, I love birds! All birds!”

			“Officer Delinko? Where are you!” Chuck Muckle motioned for the policeman to come forward. “Arrest this impertinent little creep right now.”

			“For what?”

			“Trespassing, obviously.”

			“But your company advertised this event as open to the public,” Officer Delinko pointed out. “If I arrest the boy, I’ll have to arrest everybody else on the property, too.”

			Roy watched as a vein in Mr. Muckle’s neck swelled up and began to pulse like a garden hose. “I’ll be speaking to Chief Deacon about you first thing tomorrow,” Mr. Muckle hissed under his breath at the patrolman. “That gives you one whole night to work on your sorry excuse for a résumé.”

			Next he turned his withering gaze upon the forlorn foreman. “Mr. Branitt, please uproot this…this stringy weed.”

			“Wouldn’t try that,” Beatrice’s stepbrother warned through clenched jaws.

			“Really. And why not?” Chuck Muckle said.

			The boy smiled. “Roy, do me a favor. Check out what’s in the bucket.”

			Roy was happy to oblige.

			“What do you see?” the boy asked.

			“Cottonmouth moccasins,” Roy replied.

			“How many?”

			“Nine or ten.”

			“They look happy, Roy?”

			“Not really.”

			“What do you think’s gonna happen if I tip that thing over?” With his tongue Mullet Fingers displayed the string that connected him to the bucket.

			“Somebody could get hurt pretty bad,” Roy said, playing along. He had been mildly surprised (though relieved) to see that the reptiles in the bucket were made of rubber.

			Mr. Muckle stewed. “This is ridiculous—Branitt, do what I told you. Get that kid outta my sight!”

			The foreman backed away. “Not me. I don’t much care for snakes.”

			“Really? Then you’re fired.” Once again the vice-president turned to confront Officer Delinko. “Make yourself useful. Shoot the damn things.”

			“No, sir, not around all these people. Too dangerous.”

			The policeman approached the boy and dropped to one knee.

			“How’d you get here?” he asked.

			“Hopped the fence last night. Then I hid under the backhoe,” the boy said. “You walked right past me about five times.”

			“You’re the one who painted my patrol car last week?”

			“No comment.”

			“And ran away from the hospital?”

			“Double no comment,” the boy said.

			“And hung your green shirt on my antenna?”

			“Man, you don’t understand. The owls got no chance against those machines.”

			“I do understand. I honestly do,” Officer Delinko said. “One more question: You serious about the cottonmouths?”

			“Serious as a heart attack.”

			“Can I have a look in the bucket?”

			The boy’s eyes flickered. “It’s your funeral,” he said.

			Roy whispered to Beatrice: “We’ve gotta do something quick. Those snakes aren’t real.”

			“Oh, great.”

			As the policeman approached the tin bucket, Beatrice shouted, “Don’t do it! You might get bit—”

			Officer Delinko didn’t flinch. He peeked over the rim for what seemed to Roy and Beatrice like an eternity.

			Jig’s up, Roy thought glumly. No way he won’t notice they’re fake.

			Yet the patrolman didn’t say a word as he backed away from the bucket.

			“Well?” Mr. Muckle demanded. “What do we do?”

			“Kid’s for real. If I were you, I’d negotiate,” said Officer Delinko.

			“Ha! I don’t negotiate with juvenile delinquents.” With a snarl, Chuck Muckle snatched the gold-painted shovel from Councilman Grandy’s hands and charged toward the bucket.

			“Don’t!” hollered the boy in the owl hole, spitting the string.

			But the man from Mother Paula’s was unstoppable. With a wild swing of the shovel he knocked over the bucket, and commenced flailing and hacking at the snakes in a blind, slobbering fury. He didn’t stop until they were in pieces.

			Little rubber pieces.

			Exhausted, Chuck Muckle leaned over and squinted at the mutilated toy snakes. His expression reflected both disbelief and humiliation.

			“What in the world?” he wheezed.

			During the violent attack on the cottonmouths, the crowd had oooh-ed and aaah-ed. Now the only sounds to be heard were the click-click-click of the news photographer’s camera and the panting of the Mother Paula’s vice-president.

			“Hey, them snakes’re fake!” Curly piped. “They ain’t even real.”

			Roy leaned toward Beatrice and whispered, “Another Einstein.”

			Chuck Muckle pivoted in slow motion. Ominously he pointed the blade of the shovel at the boy in the owl burrow.

			“You!” he bellowed, stalking forward.

			Roy jumped in front of him.

			“Outta my way, kid,” Chuck Muckle said. “I don’t have time for any more of your nonsense. Move it now!”

			It was clear that the Mother Paula’s bigshot had totally lost his cool, and possibly his marbles.

			“What’re you doing?” Roy asked, knowing he probably wouldn’t get a calm, patient answer.

			“I said, Get outta my way! I’m gonna dig that little twerp out of the ground myself.”

			Beatrice Leep darted forward and stood next to Roy, taking his right hand. An anxious murmur swept through the crowd.

			“Aw, that’s real cute. Just like Romeo and Juliet,” Chuck Muckle taunted. He dropped his voice and said, “Game over, kiddies. On the count of three, I’m going to start using this shovel—or better yet, how about I get Baldy over here to crank up the bulldozer?”

			The foreman scowled. “Thought you said I was fired.”

			Out of nowhere, somebody grabbed Roy’s left hand—it was Garrett, his skateboard tucked under one arm. Three of his skateboarding homeys were lined up beside him.

			“What’re you guys doing?” Roy said.

			“Skippin’ school,” Garrett replied merrily, “but, dude, this looks like way more fun.”

			Roy turned to see that Beatrice had been joined by the entire soccer team, linking arms in a silent chain. They were tall, strong girls who weren’t the least bit intimidated by Chuck Muckle’s blustery threats.

			Chuck Muckle realized it, too. “Stop this foolishness right now!” he begged. “There’s no need for an ugly mob scene.”

			Roy watched in wonderment as more and more kids slipped out of the crowd and began joining hands, forming a human barricade around Beatrice’s self-buried stepbrother. None of the parents made a move to stop them.

			The TV cameraman announced that the demonstration was being broadcast live on the noon news, while the photographer from the paper swooped in for a close-up of Mr. Muckle, looking drained, defeated, and suddenly very old. He braced himself on the ceremonial shovel as if it were a cane.

			“Didn’t any of you people hear me?” he rasped. “This event is over! Done! You can all go home now.”

			The mayor, Councilman Grandy, and the man from the chamber of commerce stealthily retreated to their limousine, while Leroy Branitt plodded off to his trailer in search of a cold beer. Officer Delinko leaned against the fence, writing up a report.

			Roy was in an eerie yet tranquil daze.

			Some girl started singing a famous old folk song called “This Land Is Your Land.” It was Beatrice, of all people, and her voice was surprisingly lovely and soft. Before long, the other kids were singing along, too. Roy shut his eyes and felt like he was floating on the sunny slope of a cloud.

			“Excuse me, hotshot. Got room for one more?”

			Roy blinked open his eyes and broke into a grin.

			“Yes, ma’am,” he said.

			Mother Paula stepped between him and Garrett to join the circle. Her voice was gravelly, but she could carry a tune just fine.

			The demonstration went on for another hour. Two other TV crews showed up, along with a couple of extra Coconut Cove police cruisers, summoned by Officer Delinko.

			Chuck Muckle exhorted the newly arrived lawmen to arrest the protesters for trespassing, truancy, and disturbing the peace. The suggestion was firmly rejected, a sergeant informing Mr. Muckle that handcuffing a bunch of middle-school kids wouldn’t be good for the public safety department’s image.

			The situation remained fairly stable until the flamboyant arrival of Lonna Leep, who’d spotted her son on the TV news. She was all dressed up like she’d been invited to a party, and she wasn’t the least bit shy about sticking her nose in front of the cameras. Roy overheard her tell a reporter how proud she was of her boy, risking his freedom to save the poor helpless owls.

			“He’s my brave little champion!” Lonna crowed obnoxiously.

			With a phony squeal of affection, she charged toward the wall of humanity that encircled her son. Beatrice ordered everyone to lock arms, blocking Lonna’s path.

			There was one hairy moment when Lonna and her stepdaughter stood glowering at each other, eye to eye, as if they were about to tangle. Garrett broke the standoff with a phenomenal fake fart that sent Lonna reeling backward in horror.

			Roy nudged Beatrice. “Look up there!”

			Overhead, a small dusky-colored bird was flying in marvelous daring corkscrews. Roy and Beatrice watched in delight as it banked lower and lower, finishing with a radical dive toward the burrow at the center of the circle.

			Everybody whirled to see where the bird had landed. All of a sudden the singing stopped.

			There was Mullet Fingers, trying not to giggle, the daredevil owl perched calmly on the crown of his head.

			“Don’t worry, little guy,” the boy said. “You’re safe for now.”

		

	
		
			TWENTY-ONE

			Napoleon?

			“Napoleon Bridger.” Roy read the name aloud.

			“It’s certainly colorful,” his mother remarked.

			They were at the breakfast table, Mrs. Eberhardt carefully clipping articles and photographs from the morning newspaper.

			The front page featured a picture of Roy, Beatrice, and Mother Paula clasping hands in the circle at the demonstration. The head of Beatrice’s stepbrother could be seen in the background, looking very much like a fallen coconut with a blond toupee.

			The caption beneath the photograph revealed Mother Paula as an actress and former beauty queen named Kimberly Lou Dixon. Beatrice’s stepbrother was identified as Napoleon Bridger Leep.

			“Is he back home now?” Roy’s mother asked.

			“I don’t know if he’d call it that,” Roy said, “but he’s back with his mom and stepfather.”

			At the scene of the student protest, Lonna Leep had pitched a weepy spluttering fit and demanded to be reunited with her son. Not knowing any better, police officers had led her out of the crowd toward Mullet Fingers, spooking the bold little owl away from the boy.

			“My champ! My brave little hero!” Lonna had swooned for the cameras as he wriggled out of the burrow. Roy and Beatrice had watched in helpless disgust as she’d locked Mullet Fingers in a smothering, melodramatic hug.

			Mrs. Eberhardt clipped out the newspaper photo of Lonna posing with the boy, who looked extremely uncomfortable.

			“Maybe things’ll be better between the two of them,” Roy’s mother said hopefully.

			“No, Mom. She just wanted to be on TV.” Roy reached for his backpack. “I’d better get going.”

			“Your father wants to see you before school.”

			“Oh.”

			Mr. Eberhardt had worked late the previous night, and Roy had already gone to sleep by the time he’d gotten home.

			“Is he mad?” Roy asked his mother.

			“I don’t think so. Mad about what?”

			Roy pointed at the paper, checkerboarded with scissor holes. “About what happened yesterday. About what me and Beatrice did.”

			“Honey, you didn’t break any laws. You didn’t hurt anybody,” Mrs. Eberhardt said. “All you did was speak out for what you believed was right. Your dad respects that.”

			Roy knew that “respects” wasn’t necessarily the same thing as “agrees with.” He had a feeling his father was sympathetic on the owl issue, but Mr. Eberhardt had never come out and said so.

			“Mom, is Mother Paula’s still going to build the pancake house?”

			“I don’t know, Roy. Apparently this Mr. Muckle fellow lost his temper and tried to strangle a reporter when she asked the same question.”

			“No way!” Roy and Beatrice had left before the impromptu press conference was over.

			Mrs. Eberhardt held up the clipping. “Says so right here.”

			Roy couldn’t believe how much space the newspaper had devoted to the owl protest. It must have been the biggest story to hit Coconut Cove since the last hurricane.

			His mother said, “The phone started ringing at six this morning. Your dad made me take it off the hook.”

			“I’m really sorry, Mom.”

			“Don’t be silly. I’m making a whole scrapbook, honey, something to show your children and grandchildren.”

			I’d rather show them the owls, Roy thought, if there are any left by then.

			“Roy!”

			It was his father, calling to him from the den. “Could you please get the door?”

			A thin young woman with short-cropped black hair greeted Roy on the front steps. She was armed with a spiral notebook and a ballpoint pen.

			“Hi, I’m from the Gazette,” she announced.

			“Thanks, but we’ve already got a subscription.”

			The woman laughed. “Oh, I don’t sell the newspaper. I write it.” She extended a hand. “Kelly Colfax.”

			On her neck Roy noticed several bluish, finger-sized marks that resembled the bruises that Dana Matherson had left on him. Roy figured that Kelly Colfax was the reporter whom Chuck Muckle had tried to choke.

			“I’ll go get my father,” he said.

			“Oh, that’s not necessary. It’s you I wanted to speak with,” she said. “You are Roy Eberhardt, right?”

			Roy felt trapped. He didn’t want to act rude, but he certainly didn’t want to say anything that might cause more trouble for Mullet Fingers.

			Kelly Colfax began firing questions:

			“How’d you get involved in the demonstration?”

			“Are you friends with Napoleon Bridger Leep?”

			“Were you two involved in the vandalism incidents on the Mother Paula’s property?”

			“Do you like pancakes? What kind of pancakes?”

			Roy’s head was whirling. Finally he broke in and said, “Look, I just went there to stand up for the owls. That’s all.”

			As the reporter jotted down Roy’s words, the door swung open, and there stood Mr. Eberhardt—shaved, showered, and neatly dressed in one of his gray suits.

			“Excuse me, ma’am, may I have a word with my son?”

			“Absolutely,” said Kelly Colfax.

			Mr. Eberhardt brought Roy inside and closed the door. “Roy, you don’t have to answer any of her questions.”

			“But I just want her to know—”

			“Here. Give her this.” Roy’s father clicked open his briefcase and removed a thick manila folder.

			“What is it, Dad?”

			“She’ll figure it out.”

			Roy opened the folder and broke into a grin. “This is the file from City Hall, isn’t it?”

			“A copy,” said his father. “That’s correct.”

			“The one with all Mother Paula’s stuff. I tried to find it, but it wasn’t there,” Roy said. “Now I know why.”

			Mr. Eberhardt explained that he had borrowed the file, xeroxed every page, and then taken the material to some lawyers who were experts on environmental matters.

			“So does Mother Paula’s have permission to bury the owl dens or not?” Roy asked. “Was it in the file?”

			His father shook his head. “Nope.”

			Roy was exultant but also puzzled. “Dad, shouldn’t you be giving this to somebody at the Justice Department? Why do you want me to hand it over to the newspaper?”

			“Because there’s something there that everybody in Coconut Cove ought to know.” Mr. Eberhardt spoke in a hushed and confidential tone. “Actually, it’s what isn’t there that’s important.”

			“Tell me,” Roy said, and his father did.

			When Roy opened the front door again, Kelly Colfax was waiting with a perky smile. “Can we continue our interview?”

			Roy smiled brightly in return. “Sorry, but I’m running real late for school.” He held out the file. “Here. This might help with your story.”

			The reporter tucked her notebook under one arm and snatched the folder from Roy’s hands. As she thumbed through the documents, the elation on her face dissolved into frustration.

			“What does all this stuff mean, Roy? What exactly am I looking for?”

			“I think it’s called an E.I.S.,” Roy said, reciting what his father had told him.

			“Which stands for…?”

			“Environmental Impact Statement.”

			“Right! Of course,” the reporter said. “Every big construction project is supposed to do one. That’s the law.”

			“Yeah, but Mother Paula’s E.I.S. isn’t in there.”

			“You’re losing me, Roy.”

			“It’s supposed to be in that file,” he said, “but it’s not. That means the company never did one—or they lost it on purpose.”

			“Ah!” Kelly Colfax looked as if she’d just won the lottery. “Thank you, Roy,” she said, embracing the folder with both arms as she backed down the steps. “Thank you very, very much.”

			“Don’t thank me,” Roy said under his breath. “Thank my dad.”

			Who obviously cared about the owls, too.

		

	
		
			EPILOGUE

			
				During the following weeks, the Mother Paula’s story mushroomed into a full-blown scandal. The missing Environmental Impact Statement made the front page of the Gazette and ultimately proved to be the fatal blow to the pancake-house project.

			It turned out that a thorough E.I.S. had been completed, and that the company’s biologists had documented three mated pairs of burrowing owls living on the property. In Florida the birds were strictly protected as a Species of Special Concern, so their presence on the Mother Paula’s site would have created serious legal problems—and a public-relations disaster—if it had become widely known.

			Consequently, the Environmental Impact Statement conveniently disappeared from the city files. The report later turned up in a golf bag owned by Councilman Bruce Grandy, along with an envelope containing approximately $4,500 in cash. Councilman Grandy indignantly denied that the money was a bribe from the pancake people; then he rushed out and hired the most expensive defense lawyer in Fort Myers.

			Meanwhile, Kimberly Lou Dixon quit her TV role as Mother Paula, declaring she couldn’t work for a company that would bury baby owls just to sell a few flapjacks. The climax of her tearful announcement came when she displayed her life membership card from the Audubon Society—a moment captured by Entertainment Tonight, Inside Hollywood, and People magazine, which also published the picture of Kimberly Lou, Roy, and Beatrice hand-in-hand at the owl protest.

			It was more media attention than Kimberly Lou Dixon had received as the Miss America runner-up, or even as the future star of Mutant Invaders from Jupiter Seven. Roy’s mother kept track of the actress’s soaring career in the show business columns, where it was reported that she’d signed a deal to appear in the next Adam Sandler movie.

			By contrast, the owl publicity was a nightmare for Mother Paula’s All-American Pancake Houses, Inc., which found itself the subject of an unflattering front-page article in the Wall Street Journal. Immediately, the price of the company’s stock began sinking like a stone.

			After going wacko at the groundbreaking ceremony, Chuck E. Muckle got demoted to the post of assistant junior vice-president. Although he did not go to jail for choking the newspaper reporter, he was forced to take a class called “How to Manage Your Anger,” which he failed. Soon afterward, he resigned from the pancake company and took a job as a cruise director in Miami.

			In the end, Mother Paula’s had no choice but to abandon its plan to put a restaurant on the corner of East Oriole and Woodbury. There were the nagging headlines about the missing E.I.S., the embarrassing resignation of Kimberly Lou Dixon, the TV footage of Chuck Muckle throttling Kelly Colfax…and, last but not least, those darn owls.

			Everybody was upset about the owls.

			NBC and CBS sent film crews to Trace Middle School to meet with the student protesters, as well as with faculty members. Roy lay low, but he later heard from Garrett that Miss Hennepin had given an interview in which she praised the kids who took part in the lunchtime protest and claimed she’d encouraged them to participate. Roy was always amused when grownups lied to make themselves look more important.

			He wasn’t watching TV that evening, but his mother burst in to report that Tom Brokaw was talking about him and Beatrice on the network news. Mrs. Eberhardt led Roy to the living room just in time to hear the president of Mother Paula’s promise to preserve the Coconut Cove property as a permanent sanctuary for burrowing owls and to donate $50,000 to the Nature Conservancy.

			“We want to assure all our customers that Mother Paula’s remains strongly committed to protecting our environment,” he said, “and we deeply regret that the careless actions of a few former employees and contractors may have put these unique little birds in jeopardy.”

			“What a crock,” Roy muttered.

			“Roy Andrew Eberhardt!”

			“Sorry, Mom, but the guy’s not telling the truth. He knew about the owls. They all knew about the owls.”

			Mr. Eberhardt muted the television set. “Roy’s right, Lizzy. They’re just covering their butts.”

			“Well, the important thing is you did it,” Roy’s mother told him. “The birds are safe from the pancake people. You should feel great about that!”

			“I do,” Roy said, “but it wasn’t me who saved the owls.”

			Mr. Eberhardt came over and put a hand on his son’s shoulder. “You got the word out, Roy. Without you, nobody would’ve known what was happening. Nobody would have showed up to protest the bulldozing.”

			“Yeah, but it all started because of Beatrice’s stepbrother,” Roy said. “He’s the one who should’ve been on Peter Brokaw or whatever. The whole thing was his idea.”

			“I know, honey,” Mrs. Eberhardt said, “but he’s gone.”

			Roy nodded. “Sure looks that way.”

			Mullet Fingers had lasted less than forty-eight hours under the same roof with Lonna, who’d spent most of that time on the telephone trying to drum up more TV interviews. Lonna had been counting on her son to keep the Leep family in the limelight, which is the last place he wanted to be.

			With Beatrice’s assistance, the boy had snuck out of the house while Lonna and Leon were arguing about a new dress that Lonna had purchased for seven hundred dollars in anticipation of appearing on The Oprah Winfrey Show. Nobody from Oprah’s program ever called Lonna back, so Leon had demanded that she return the dress and get a full refund.

			When the Leeps’ shouting reached the same approximate decibel level as a B-52, Beatrice lowered her stepbrother out a bathroom window. Unfortunately, a nosy neighbor had mistaken the escape for a burglary in progress and had notified the police. Mullet Fingers made it only two blocks before speeding patrol cars surrounded him.

			Lonna had been furious to learn her son was up to his old runaway tricks. Out of spite, she told the officers that he’d stolen a valuable toe ring from her jewelry box, and demanded that he be locked up in juvenile detention to teach him a lesson.

			There the boy had lasted only seventeen hours before breaking out, this time with an unlikely accomplice.

			Hiding in the laundry basket with his new best friend, Dana Matherson undoubtedly had no clue that he’d been specially selected to join the jailbreak, that the scrawny blond kid knew exactly who he was and knew all the rotten things he’d done to Roy Eberhardt.

			Being of simple mind, Dana probably had thought only of his unexpected good fortune as the laundry basket was loaded into the laundry truck, which was then driven out the gates of the detention center. Even the approaching sirens probably hadn’t worried him until the truck braked and the back doors flew open.

			It was then the two young fugitives leaped from the smelly bundle of dirty clothes and made a run for it.

			Later, when Roy heard the story from Beatrice, he knew instantly why her stepbrother had chosen Dana Matherson as an escape partner. Mullet Fingers was fleet and slippery while Dana was sluggish and sore-footed, still not fully recovered from his encounter with the rattraps.

			The perfect decoy—that was Dana.

			Sure enough, the police had easily caught up with the big thug, though he shook off two officers before eventually being tackled and handcuffed. By then, Beatrice’s stepbrother was a distant blur, a bronze-colored wisp vanishing into a snarled tree line.

			The police never found him, nor did they search particularly hard. Dana was the prize catch, the one with the rap sheet and the bad attitude.

			Roy couldn’t find Mullet Fingers, either. Many times he’d ridden his bicycle to the junkyard and checked the Jo-Jo’s ice-cream truck, but it was always empty. Then, one day, the truck itself vanished, dragged off and pressed into a rusty cube of scrap metal.

			Beatrice Leep knew where her stepbrother was hiding, but he’d sworn her to secrecy. “Sorry, Tex,” she’d told Roy, “I made a blood promise.”

			So, yes, the kid was gone.

			And Roy knew he’d never see Napoleon Bridger again, unless he wanted to be seen.

			“He’ll be all right. He’s a survivor,” Roy said, for his mother’s benefit.

			“I hope you’re right,” she said, “but he’s so young—”

			“Hey, I’ve got an idea.” Roy’s father jangled his car keys. “Let’s go for a ride.”

			When the Eberhardts arrived at the corner of Woodbury and East Oriole, two other vehicles were already parked at the fence gate. One was a squad car, the other was a blue pickup truck; Roy recognized both of them.

			Officer David Delinko had stopped on his way home from the police station, where he’d received another commendation from the chief—this time for aiding in the recapture of Dana Matherson.

			Leroy “Curly” Branitt, who was temporarily between jobs, had been driving his wife and mother-in-law to the outlet mall when he’d decided to make the brief detour.

			Like the Eberhardts, they’d come to see the owls.

			As dusk fell, they waited in a friendly and uncomplicated silence, though there was plenty they could have talked about. Except for the fence with its fading streamers, the land bore no sign that the pancake-house people had ever been there. Curly’s trailer had been towed, the earthmoving machines hauled away, the Travelin’ Johnnys returned to the toilet-rental company. Even the survey stakes were gone, uprooted and carted off with the trash.

			Gradually the night air filled with the buzz of crickets, and Roy smiled to himself, remembering the boxful he’d released there. Obviously the owls had plenty of other bugs to eat.

			Before long, a pair of the birds popped out of a nearby burrow. They were followed by a wobbly-legged youngster that looked as fragile as a Christmas ornament.

			In unison, the owls rotated their onion-sized heads to stare at the humans who were staring at them. Roy could only imagine what they were thinking.

			“I gotta admit,” Curly said with a fond grunt, “they’re kinda cute.”

			

			—

			One Saturday, after the Mother Paula’s scandal had died down, Roy went to watch Beatrice and her friends play a soccer game. It was a sweltering afternoon, but Roy had resigned himself to the fact that there was no change of seasons in South Florida, only mild variations of summer.

			And though he missed the crisp Montana autumns, Roy found himself daydreaming less often about the place. Today the sun lit up the green soccer field like a neon carpet, and Roy was happy to peel off his T-shirt and bake.

			Beatrice scored three goals before she noticed him sprawled in the bleachers. When she waved, Roy gave her two thumbs up and chuckled, because it was pretty funny—Beatrice the Bear waving at Tex, the new kid.

			The high sun and the steaming heat reminded Roy of another bright afternoon not so long ago, in a place not so far off. Before the soccer match ended, he grabbed his shirt and slipped away.

			It was a short ride from the soccer field to the hidden creek. Roy chained his bike to a gnarly old stump and picked his way through the tangled trees.

			The tide was very high, and only a weather-beaten wedge of the Molly Bell’s pilothouse showed above the waterline. Roy hung his sneakers on a forked limb and swam out toward the wreck, the warm current nudging him along.

			With both hands he grabbed the lip of the pilothouse roof and hoisted himself up on the warped bare wood. There was scarcely enough space for a dry perch.

			Roy lay on his belly, blinked the salt from his eyes, and waited. The quiet wrapped around him like a soft blanket.

			First he spotted the T-shaped shadow of the osprey crossing the pale green water beneath him. Later came the white heron, gliding low in futile search of a shallow edge to wade. Eventually the bird lighted halfway up a black mangrove, squawking irritably about the high tides.

			The elegant company was welcome, but Roy kept his eyes fastened on the creek. The splash of a feeding tarpon upstream put him on alert, and sure enough, the surface of the water began to shake and boil. Within moments a school of mullet erupted, sleek bars of silver shooting airborne again and again.

			Atop the pilothouse, Roy scooted forward as far as he dared, dangling both arms. The mullet quit jumping but assembled in a V-shaped squadron that pushed a nervous ripple down the middle of the creek toward the Molly Bell. Soon the water beneath him darkened, and Roy could make out the blunt-headed shapes of individual fish, each swimming frantically for its life.

			As the school approached the sunken crab boat, it divided as cleanly as if it had been sliced by a saber. Quickly Roy picked out one fish and, teetering precariously, plunged both hands into the current.

			For one thrilling moment he actually felt it in his grasp—as cool and slick and magical as mercury. He squeezed his fingers into fists, but the mullet easily jetted free, leaping once before it rejoined the fleeing school.

			Roy sat up and gazed at his dripping, empty palms.

			Impossible, he thought. Nobody could catch one of those darn things bare-handed, not even Beatrice’s stepbrother. It must have been a trick, some sort of clever illusion.

			A noise like a laugh came out of the dense knotted mangroves. Roy assumed it was the heron, but when he looked up, he saw that the bird had gone. Slowly he rose, shielding his brow from the sun’s glare.

			“That you?” he shouted. “Napoleon Bridger, is that you?”

			Nothing.

			Roy waited and waited, until the sun dropped low and the creek was draped in shadows. No more laughing sounds came from the trees. Reluctantly he slid off the Molly Bell and let the falling tide carry him to shore.

			Robotically he got into his clothes, though when he reached for his shoes he saw that only one was hanging from the forked bough. His right sneaker was missing.

			Roy put on the left sneaker and went hopping in search of the other. He soon found it half-submerged in the shallows beneath the branches, where he figured it must have fallen.

			Yet when he bent to pick up the shoe, it wouldn’t come loose. The laces had been securely entwined around a barnacle-encrusted root.

			Roy’s fingers trembled as he undid the precisely tied clove-hitch knots. He lifted the soggy sneaker and peeked inside.

			There he spied a mullet no larger than a man’s index finger, flipping and splashing to protest its captivity. Roy emptied the baby fish into his hand and waded deeper into the creek.

			Gently he placed the mullet in the water, where it flashed once and vanished like a spark.

			Roy stood motionless, listening intently, but all he heard was the hum of mosquitoes and the low whisper of the tide. The running boy was already gone.

			As Roy laced on his other sneaker, he laughed to himself.

			So the great bare-handed mullet grab wasn’t a trick. It wasn’t impossible after all.

			Guess I’ll have to come back another day and try again, Roy thought. That’s what a real Florida boy would do.
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			ONE

			The deputy told me to empty my pockets: two quarters, a penny, a stick of bubble gum, and a roll of grip tape for my skateboard. It was pitiful.

			“Go on inside. He’s waiting for you,” the deputy said.

			My dad was sitting alone at a bare metal table. He looked pretty good, all things considered. He wasn’t even handcuffed.

			“Happy Father’s Day,” I said.

			He stood up and gave me a hug. “Thanks, Noah,” he said.

			In the room there was another deputy—a broad, jowly bear standing next to the door that led to the jail cells. I guess his job was to make sure I wasn’t smuggling a hacksaw to my father so that he could break out.

			“It’s good they let you keep your own clothes,” I said to Dad. “I figured they’d make you put on one of those dorky uniforms.”

			“I’m sure they will, sooner or later.” He shrugged. “You doing okay?”

			“How come you won’t let Mom bail you out?” I asked.

			“Because it’s important for me to be here right now.”

			“Important how? She says you’ll lose your job if you stay locked up.”

			“She’s probably right,” my dad admitted.

			He’d been driving a taxi for the past year and a half. Before that he was a fishing guide—a good one, too, until the Coast Guard took away his captain’s license.

			He said, “Noah, it’s not like I robbed a bank or something.”

			“I know, Dad.”

			“Did you go see what I did?”

			“Not yet,” I said.

			He gave me a wink. “It’s impressive.”

			“Yeah, I bet.”

			He was in a surprisingly good mood. I’d never been to a jail before, though honestly it wasn’t much of a jail. Two holding cells, my dad told me. The main county lockup was miles away in Key West.

			“Mom wants to know if she should call the lawyer,” I said.

			“I suppose.”

			“The same one from last time? She wasn’t sure.”

			“Yeah, he’s all right,” my father said.

			His clothes were rumpled and he looked tired, but he said the food was decent and the police were treating him fine.

			“Dad, what if you just said you’re sorry and offered to pay for what you did?”

			“But I’m not sorry for what I did, Noah. The only thing I’m sorry about is that you’ve got to see me locked up like an ax murderer.”

			The other times my dad had gotten in trouble, they wouldn’t let me come to the jail because I was too young.

			“I’m not a common criminal.” Dad reached across and put a hand on my arm. “I know right from wrong. Good from bad. Sometimes I just get carried away.”

			“Nobody thinks you’re a criminal.”

			“Dusty Muleman sure does.”

			“That’s because you sunk his boat,” I pointed out. “If you just paid to get it fixed, maybe then—”

			“That’s a seventy-three-footer,” my dad cut in. “You’ve got to know what you’re doing to sink one of those pigs. You ought to go have a look.”

			“Maybe later,” I said.

			The deputy standing by the door made a grunting noise and held up five chubby fingers, which was the number of minutes left before he took my father back to the cell.

			“Is your mom still ticked off at me?” Dad asked.

			“What do you think?”

			“I tried to explain it to her, but she wouldn’t listen.”

			“Then maybe you can explain it to me,” I said. “I’m old enough to understand.”

			Dad smiled. “I believe you are, Noah.”

			

			—

			
				My father was born and raised here in Florida, so he grew up on the water. His dad—my Grandpa Bobby—ran a charter boat out of Haulover Marina on Miami Beach. Grandpa Bobby passed away when I was little, so I honestly didn’t remember him. We’d heard different stories about what happened—one was that his appendix burst; another was that he got hurt real bad in a bar fight. All we knew for sure is that he took his fishing boat down to South America on some sort of job, and he never came back.

			One day a man from the U.S. State Department showed up at our house and told my parents that Grandpa Bobby was dead and buried near some little village in Colombia. For some weird reason they couldn’t bring his body home for a funeral—I knew this because I’d seen the paperwork. My dad kept a file, and at least four or five times a year he would write to Washington, D.C., asking someone to please help get his father’s coffin back to Florida. This is, like, ten years later. Mom worked with my dad on the letters—she’s a legal secretary, and she gets straight to the point.

			My mom and dad first met while they were standing in line to pay speeding tickets at the Dade County Courthouse, and they got married six weeks later. I know this for a fact because Mom put the speeding tickets in a scrapbook, along with their wedding pictures and stuff like that. The ticket my mother got was for driving 44 miles an hour in a 35-mile-per-hour zone. My father’s ticket was much worse—he was doing 93 on the turnpike. In the album Dad’s ticket looks sort of lumpy and wrinkled because he’d crumpled it into a ball when the state trooper handed it to him. My mother said she used a laundry iron to flatten it out before pasting it next to hers in the scrapbook.

			About a year after they got married, my parents moved down to the Keys. I’m sure this was Dad’s idea, because he’d been coming here ever since he was a kid and he hated the big city. I was actually born in a 1989 Chevrolet Caprice on U.S. Highway One, my dad racing up the eighteen-mile stretch from Key Largo to the mainland. He was trying to get my mother to the hospital in Homestead. She was lying in the backseat of the car, and that’s where I was born. Mom did it all by herself—she didn’t tell my dad to pull over and stop because she didn’t want him interfering. They still argue about this. (She says he’s got a tendency to get overexcited, which is the understatement of the century.) He didn’t even realize I was born until they got to Florida City and I started bawling.

			Abbey came along three years later. Dad talked my mom into naming her after one of his favorite writers, some weird old bird who’s buried out west in the middle of a desert.

			Most of my friends aren’t crazy about their sisters, but Abbey’s all right. Maybe it’s not cool to say so, but the truth is the truth. She’s funny and tough and not nearly as irritating as most of the girls at school. Over the years Abbey and I developed a pretty good system: She keeps an eye on Mom, and I keep an eye on Dad. Sometimes, though, I need extra help.

			“So, what’s the deal?” Abbey asked after I got back from the jail.

			We were sitting at the kitchen table. For lunch Mom had fixed us the usual, ham-and-cheese sandwiches.

			“He says he got carried away again,” I said.

			Abbey raised her eyebrows and snorted. “No duh.”

			Mom set two glasses of milk on the table. “Noah, why does he insist on staying in jail? It’s Father’s Day, for heaven’s sake.”

			“I guess he’s trying to make a point.”

			“All he’s making,” my sister said, “is a jackass of himself.”

			“Hush, Abbey,” Mom told her.

			“He said it’s okay to call the lawyer,” I added.

			“He’s not pleading guilty?” Abbey asked. “How can he not plead guilty? He did it, didn’t he?”

			“It’s still smart to have an attorney,” said my mother. She seemed much calmer now. When the police first called, she’d gotten real mad and said some pretty harsh things about Dad. Honestly, I couldn’t blame her. Even for him this was a major screwup.

			“Noah, how are you doing?” she asked.

			I knew she was worried that the jailhouse visit had shaken me up, so I told her I was fine.

			She said, “I’m sure it wasn’t easy seeing your father behind bars.”

			“They brought him to a private room,” I said. “He wasn’t even wearing handcuffs.”

			My mother frowned slightly. “Still, it’s not a happy picture.”

			Abbey said, “Maybe he ought to plead insanity.”

			Mom ignored her. “Your father has many good qualities,” she said to me, “but he’s not the most stable role model for a young man like yourself. He’d be the first to admit it, Noah.”

			Whenever I get this speech, I listen patiently and don’t say a word. She won’t come right out and say so, but Mom worries that I’m too much like my dad.

			“Drink your milk,” she said, and went to the den to call our lawyer, a man named Mr. Shine.

			As soon as we were alone, Abbey reached over and twisted the hair on my arm. “Tell me everything,” she said.

			“Not now.” I jerked my head toward the doorway. “Not with Mom around.”

			Abbey said, “It’s all right. She’s on the phone.”

			I shook my head firmly and took a bite of my sandwich.

			“Noah, are you holding out on me?” my sister asked.

			“Finish your lunch,” I said, “then we’ll go for a ride.”

			

			—

			
				The Coral Queen had gone down stern-first in twelve feet of water. Her hull had settled on the marly bottom at a slight angle with the bow aiming upward.

			She was a big one, too. Even at high tide the top two decks were above the waterline. It was like a big ugly apartment building had fallen out of the sky and landed in the basin.

			Abbey hopped off my handlebars and walked to the water’s edge. She planted her hands on her hips and stared at the crime scene.

			“Whoa,” she said. “He really did it this time.”

			“It’s bad,” I agreed.

			The Coral Queen was one of those gambling boats where passengers line up to play blackjack and electronic poker, and to stuff their faces at the all-you-can-eat buffet. It didn’t sound like a ton of fun to me, but the Coral Queen was packed to the rafters every night.

			There was one major difference between Dusty Muleman’s operation and the gambling cruises up in Miami: The Coral Queen didn’t actually go anywhere. That’s one reason it was so popular.

			By Florida law, gambling boats are supposed to travel at least three miles offshore—beyond the state boundaries—before anyone is allowed to start betting. Rough weather is real bad for business because lots of customers get seasick. As soon as they start throwing up, they quit spending money.

			According to my father, Dusty Muleman’s dream was to open a gambling boat that never left the calm and safety of its harbor. That way the passengers would never get too queasy to party.

			Only Indian tribes are allowed to run casino operations in Florida, so Dusty somehow persuaded a couple of rich Miccosukees from Miami to buy the marina and make it part of their reservation. Dad said the government raised a stink but later backed off because the Indians had better lawyers.

			Anyway, Dusty got his gambling boat—and he got rich.

			My dad had waited until three in the morning, when the last of the crew was gone, to sneak aboard. He’d untied the ropes and started one of the engines and idled out to the mouth of the basin, where he’d opened the seacocks and cut the hoses and disconnected the bilge pumps and then dived overboard.

			The Coral Queen had gone down crosswise in the channel, which meant that no other vessels could get in or out of the basin. In other words, Dusty Muleman wasn’t the only captain in town who wanted to strangle my dad on Father’s Day.

			I locked my bike to a buttonwood tree and walked down to the charter docks, Abbey trailing behind. Two small skiffs and a Coast Guard inflatable were nosing around the Coral Queen. We could hear the men in the skiffs talking about what had to be done to float the boat. It was a major project.

			“He’s lost his marbles,” Abbey muttered.

			“Who—Dad? No way,” I said.

			“Then why did he do it?”

			“Because Dusty Muleman has been dumping his holding tank into the water,” I said.

			Abbey grimaced. “Yuck. From the toilets?”

			“Yep. In the middle of the night, when there’s nobody around.”

			“That is so gross.”

			“And totally illegal,” I said. “He only does it to save money.”

			According to my father, Dusty Muleman was such a pathetic cheapskate that he wouldn’t pay to have the Coral Queen’s sewage hauled away. Instead his crew had standing orders to flush the waste into the basin, which was already murky. The tide later carried most of the filth out to open water.

			“But why didn’t Dad just call the Coast Guard?” my sister asked. “Wouldn’t that have been the grown-up thing to do?”

			“He told me he tried. He said he called everybody he could think of, but they could never catch Dusty in the act,” I said. “Dad thinks somebody’s tipping him off.”

			“Oh, please,” Abbey groaned.

			Now she was starting to annoy me.

			“When the wind and the current are right, the poop from the gambling boat floats out of the basin and down the shoreline,” I said, “straight to Thunder Beach.”

			Abbey made a pukey face. “Ugh. So that’s why they close the park sometimes.”

			“You know how many kids go swimming there? What Dusty’s doing can make you real sick at both ends. Hospital-sick, Dad says. So it’s not only disgusting, it’s dangerous.”

			“Yeah, but—”

			“I didn’t say it was right, Abbey, what Dad did. I’m only telling you why.”

			My father hadn’t even tried to get away. After swimming back to the dock, he’d sat down in a folding chair, opened a can of root beer, and watched the Coral Queen go down. He was still there at dawn, sleeping, when the police arrived.

			“So what now?” Abbey asked.

			A dark bluish slick surrounded the boat, and the men in the Coast Guard inflatable were laying out yellow floating bumpers, to keep the oil and grease from spreading. By sinking the Coral Queen, my father himself had managed to make quite a mess.

			I said, “Dad asked me to help him.”

			Abbey made a face. “Help him what—break out of jail?”

			“Get serious.”

			“Then what, Noah? Tell me.”

			I knew she wasn’t going to like it. “He wants me to help him nail Dusty Muleman,” I said.

			A long silence followed, so I figured Abbey was thinking up something snarky to say. But it turned out that she wasn’t.

			“I didn’t give Dad an answer yet,” I said.

			“I already know your answer,” said my sister.

			“His heart’s in the right place, Abbey. It really is.”

			“It’s not his heart I’m worried about, it’s his brain,” she said. “You’d better be careful, Noah.”

			“Are you going to tell Mom?”

			“I haven’t decided.” She gave me a sideways look that told me she probably wouldn’t.

			Like I said, my sister’s all right.

		

	
		
			TWO

			Lucky for us, it was summertime and school was out. That meant that Abbey and I didn’t have to face all the other kids at once. It’s a pretty small town and news gets around fast, so by now it was no secret that our father was in the slammer for sinking Dusty Muleman’s casino boat. Everybody would be talking about it.

			The kid I most didn’t want to see was Jasper Muleman Jr., who was Dusty’s son. He was a well-known jerk, which I partly blamed on the fact that his parents had named him Jasper. That would be enough to make anybody mean and mad at the world.

			Unfortunately, he was at the marina the next morning when I stopped by to see the salvage crew float the Coral Queen. Scuba divers were feeding fat black hoses into the sunken half of the boat, though I couldn’t tell if they were pumping water out or pumping air in. I spotted Jasper Jr. before he spotted me, but for some reason I didn’t sneak away. I just stood around watching the divers wrestle with the hoses until Jasper Jr. came over and called me a name that wasn’t very original.

			“I’m sorry about what happened to your dad’s boat,” I said, trying my hardest to sound sincere.

			When Jasper Jr. shoved me, I wasn’t totally surprised. He isn’t a big kid but he’s wiry and strong, and he likes to fight. It’s one of the only things he does well.

			“Lay off,” I said, and naturally he pushed me again.

			“Your crazy father sunk our boat!” Jasper Jr. snarled.

			“I said I was sorry.”

			“You’re gonna pay for this, Underwood.”

			Normally I try to stick to the truth, but I wasn’t in the mood to get punched in the face, which is what Jasper Jr. had in mind. So, to calm him down, I said, “I just came by to see if I could help.”

			“I’m so sure.”

			“Honest!”

			Jasper Jr. sneered, which is another thing he’s good at. I found myself studying the shape of his head, which reminded me of an extra-large walnut. He wore his hair in a buzz cut, and you could see shiny lumps and crinkles in the skin of his scalp. Maybe everybody’s skull is knobby and weird underneath their hair, but on Jasper Jr. it made him look even meaner.

			He said, “Underwood, I’m gonna kick your butt from here to Miami.”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“Yeah? And why don’t you think so, dorkface?”

			“Because your dad’s about to come over here and kick yours,” I said, which was true.

			Dusty Muleman had been hollering for his son from the other side of the basin. Jasper Jr. hadn’t heard him because he was too busy messing with me, and now his father was seriously ticked off. I pointed across the water to where Dusty Muleman stood glaring, his arms folded. Jasper Jr. spun around and saw for himself.

			“Uh-oh,” he said, and took off running to join his father. “I’ll get you later!” he hollered at me over one shoulder.

			A few minutes later Abbey showed up, and we hung around until the Coral Queen was off the bottom. We were surprised to see how easily they got her up, but of course there weren’t any holes in the hull or other damage that needed patching. My father had just pulled the plugs, basically.

			“How does Dad know it’s the casino boat doing the dumping?” Abbey asked.

			“Because they never had to close Thunder Beach before the Coral Queen got here. They never had a problem with poop in the water until now,” I said.

			A small crowd had gathered to see the operation, but Abbey and I stayed off by ourselves, on the far side of the basin. We didn’t want to make Dusty Muleman any madder than he already was.

			“What a phony,” my sister said. “Just look at him.”

			At one time Dusty Muleman had been an ordinary fishing guide, the same as my father. Their skiffs were berthed next to each other at a place called Ted’s Marina. In the summertime, when business slowed down, Dusty would head out to Colorado and work at a dude ranch, taking tourists into the mountains for brook trout. Then one September he came back to the Keys and put his skiff up for sale. He told Dad and the other guides that he’d inherited some money from a rich uncle who’d died in an elephant stampede in Africa. I remember Mom’s eyes narrowing when Dad told us the story—it was the same look I get whenever I tell her I’m done with my homework and she knows better.

			As for my father, he said anything was possible, even Dusty Muleman being related to a dead millionaire. Not long after he quit guiding, Dusty bought the Coral Queen, got her outfitted for gambling, and partnered up with the Miccosukees. That wasn’t even two years ago, and now he was one of the richest men in Monroe County, or so he said. He drove up and down Highway One in a black Cadillac SUV, and he wore bright flowered shirts and smoked real Cuban cigars, just to let the world know what a big shot he was. But according to Dad, Dusty still showed up every night at the casino boat, to count the money personally.

			Abbey said, “Muleman’ll have that tub fixed up good as new in a week. What was Dad thinking? If he was serious, he would’ve burned the darn thing to the waterline.”

			“Don’t give him any ideas,” I said.

			

			—

			
				Lice Peeking lived in a trailer park on the old road that runs parallel to the main highway. I got there at lunchtime but he was still asleep. When I offered to come back later, his girlfriend said no, she’d be happy to wake him. She was a large lady with bright blond hair and a barbed-wire tattoo around one of her biceps. My dad had told me about her. He’d said to make sure I was extra polite.

			The girlfriend disappeared down the hallway and came back half a minute later, leading Lice Peeking by his belt. He didn’t look so good and he smelled even worse—a combination of beer and B.O. was my guess.

			“Who’re you?” he demanded, then sagged down on an old sofa.

			The girlfriend said, “I’m off to the store.”

			“Don’t forget my cigarettes,” Lice Peeking told her.

			“No way. You promised to quit.”

			“Aw, gimme a break, Shelly.”

			They argued for a while and seemed to forget they had company. I pretended to look at the aquarium, which had pea-green slime on the glass and exactly one live fish swimming in the water.

			Finally, Lice Peeking’s girlfriend said he was hopeless and snatched the wallet out of his jeans and stomped out the door. When he got himself together, he asked once more who I was.

			“Noah Underwood,” I said.

			“Paine’s boy?”

			“That’s right. He asked me to come see you.”

			“About what?”

			“Mr. Muleman,” I said.

			From Lice Peeking’s throat came a sound that was either a chuckle or a cough. He fished under one of the sofa cushions until he found a half-smoked, mushed-up cigarette, which he balanced in a crusty corner of his mouth.

			“I don’t s’pose you got a match,” he said.

			“No, sir.”

			He dragged himself to the kitchenette and knocked around until he came up with a lighter. He fired up the moldy butt and sucked on it for a solid minute without even glancing in my direction. The smoke was making me sick to my stomach, but I couldn’t leave until I got an answer. For two years, until last Christmas Eve, Lice Peeking had worked as a mate on Dusty Muleman’s casino boat.

			“Mr. Peeking?” I said. His real name was Charles, but Dad said everyone had called him Lice, for obvious reasons, since elementary school. It didn’t look like his bathing habits had improved much since then.

			“What do you want, boy?” he snapped.

			“It’s about the Coral Queen. My dad says Mr. Muleman is dumping the holding tank into the marina basin.”

			Lice Peeking propped himself against the wall of the trailer. “Really? Well, let’s just say that’s true. What’s it got to do with you or me or the price of potatoes?”

			“My father’s in jail,” I said, “for sinking that boat.”

			“Aw, go on.”

			“I’m serious. I thought everybody’d heard by now.”

			Lice Peeking started laughing so hard, I thought he might have an asthma attack and fall on the floor. Obviously the news about my father had brightened his day.

			“Please,” I said, “will you help us?”

			He stopped laughing and snuffed the nub of his cigarette on the countertop. “Now why would I do a dumb fool thing like that? Help you do what?”

			I explained how the toilet scum from the gambling boat flowed down the shoreline to Thunder Beach. “Where the turtles lay their eggs,” I said, “and all the kids go swimming.”

			Lice Peeking shrugged. “Say I was to help you—what’s in it for me?”

			Dad had warned me that Lice Peeking wasn’t accustomed to doing something simply because it was decent and right. He’d predicted that Lice Peeking might demand something in return.

			“We don’t have much,” I said.

			“Aw, that’s too bad.” He made like he was playing a violin.

			I knew money would be tight at our house as long as Dad was in jail—my mother only works part-time at the law firm, so the pay isn’t so hot.

			“What about my dad’s truck?” I asked. “It’s a ’97 Dodge pickup.” Giving it up was my father’s idea.

			“No, I already got wheels,” Lice Peeking said. “Anyway, I’m not s’posed to drive on account of they yanked my license. What else?”

			I thought of offering him Dad’s fishing skiff, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. It was a cool little boat.

			“Let me talk to my father,” I said.

			“You do that.”

			“Will you at least promise to think about it?”

			“You listen here,” Lice Peeking said. “What do I care about baby sea turtles? I got my own daily survival to worry about.”

			He pointed to the door and followed me out. I was halfway down the steps of the trailer before I got up the nerve to ask one more question.

			“How come you don’t work for Mr. Muleman anymore?”

			“Because he fired me,” Lice Peeking said. “Didn’t your old man tell you?”

			“No, sir, he didn’t.”

			To keep from wobbling, Lice Peeking braced himself with both arms in the doorway. His face was pasty in the sunlight, and his eyes were glassy and dim. He looked like a sick old iguana, yet according to my dad, he was only twenty-nine. It was hard to believe.

			“Ain’t you gonna ask why I got canned?” he said. “It was for stealin’.”

			“Did you do it?”

			“Yep, I sure did.”

			“How much?” I asked.

			Lice Peeking grinned. “It wasn’t money I stole from Dusty,” he said. “It was Shelly.”

			“Oh.”

			“What can I say? I needed a lady with a big heart and a valid driver’s license.”

			I said, “I’ll be back after I see my father.”

			“Whatever,” said Lice Peeking. “I’m gonna hunt down a beer.”

			

			—

			My mother says that being married to my father is like having another child to watch after, one who’s too big and unpredictable to put in time-out. Sometimes, when Mom and Dad are arguing, she threatens to pack up our stuff and take me and Abbey out of the Keys to “go start a normal life.” I think my mother loves my dad but she just can’t understand him. Abbey says Mom understands him perfectly fine, but she just can’t figure out how to fix him.

			When I got back from the trailer park, my mother was in the kitchen chopping up onions. That’s how I knew she’d been crying. Nobody in our family likes onions, and the only time Mom ever fixes them is when she’s upset. That way she can tell Abbey and me that it’s only the onions making her eyes water.

			I knew she’d been to the jail, so I asked, “How’s Dad?”

			My mother didn’t look up. “Oh, he’s just dandy,” she said.

			“Is there any news?”

			“What do you mean, Noah?”

			“About when he’s getting out.”

			“Well, that’s entirely up to him,” Mom said. “I’ve offered to put up his bail, but apparently he’d rather sit alone in a cramped, roach-infested cell than be home with his family. Maybe the lawyer can talk some sense into him.”

			Of course I couldn’t tell her what my father had asked me to do. She would’ve raced back to the jail, reached through the bars, and throttled him.

			“Think they’ll let me visit him again?” I asked.

			“I don’t see why not. It isn’t as if his social schedule is all booked up.”

			From the tone of her voice I knew she was highly irritated with my father.

			“I spoke to your Aunt Sandy and your Uncle Del,” she said. “They offered to call him in jail and try to talk some sense into him, but I told them not to bother.”

			Aunt Sandy and Uncle Del are Dad’s older sister and brother. They live in Miami Beach—Sandy in a high-rise condominium with a gym on the top floor, and Del in a nice house with a tennis court in the backyard. This is a sensitive subject at our home.

			Several years after my grandfather disappeared in South America, a large amount of money was discovered in a safe-deposit box that he’d kept at a bank up in Hallandale. Nobody ever told Abbey or me exactly how much was there, but it must have been a lot. I remember Dad talking about it with my mother, who always wondered how a charter-boat captain could afford to put away so much cash. She had a point, too—nobody we knew ever got rich in the fishing business.

			Anyway, Grandpa Bobby had left instructions that the money was to be split evenly among Sandy, Del, and my father, but Dad wouldn’t take a nickel. My mother didn’t argue about it, either, which made me think there must have been a good reason for steering clear of that cash. Aunt Sandy and Uncle Del were more than happy to take Dad’s share, and they’ve been living the high life ever since.

			“They wanted to send some hotshot Miami lawyer down to handle his case,” Mom said, “but I told them it wasn’t necessary.”

			“You’re right. It’s not such a big deal.”

			“That’s not what I said, Noah. It is a big deal.” She scraped the chopped onion bits into a bowl, which she covered with plastic wrap and placed in the refrigerator. Later, when she was alone in the kitchen, she would empty the whole thing into the garbage.

			“I’m at the end of my rope with your father,” she said.

			“Mom, everything’s going to work out.”

			“You children need to have food on the table! The mortgage needs to be paid!” she went on angrily. “Meanwhile he’s sitting in jail, talking about fighting for his principles. He wants to be a martyr, Noah, that’s fine—but not at the expense of this family. I won’t stand for it!”

			“Mom, I know it’s a rough time—” I said, but she cut me off with a wave of her hand.

			“Go clean up your room,” she said. “Please.”

			Abbey was waiting at the top of the stairs. She put a finger to her lips and led me down the hall to my parents’ bedroom. She cracked open the door and pointed.

			There, lying open on the bed, was my mother’s suitcase. Not her vacation suitcase, either, but the big plaid one.

			“Uh-oh,” I said in a whisper.

			Abbey nodded gravely. “She’s serious this time, Noah. We’ve got to do something.”

		

	
		
			THREE

			
				By the time they let me visit my father again, the Coral Queen had been pumped dry, mopped clean, and refitted with new gambling equipment. I was hoping Dad wouldn’t ask about it, but he did.

			“No way!” he exclaimed when I told him that Dusty Muleman was back in action.

			“They must’ve had twenty guys working on that boat,” I said.

			My father was crushed. “I should’ve taken it out and sunk it in Hawk’s Channel,” he muttered, “or the Gulf Stream.”

			Luckily we were alone in the interview room. I assumed that my father had convinced the big jowly deputy—and probably everyone else at the jail—that he was harmless and fairly normal. He was good at that.

			“Mom heard you might get transferred to the stockade in Key West,” I said.

			“Not anymore,” Dad reported in a confidential tone. “The lieutenant here likes me. I’m teaching him how to play chess.”

			“You play chess?”

			“Shhhh,” my father said. “He thinks I do. Hey, how’s Abbey?”

			“All right,” I said.

			“Tell her to hang in there, Noah.”

			“She says you need professional help.”

			Dad sat back and chortled. “That’s our girl. Did you go see Lice Peeking?”

			I described my visit to the trailer park. My father wasn’t surprised that Lice turned down the old truck and wanted money in exchange for providing evidence against Dusty Muleman.

			“Dad, how are we going to pay him when…”

			“When we’re flat broke? Excellent question,” my father said. “See if Lice will take my bonefish skiff. It’s worth ten or twelve grand at least.”

			Secretly I’d been hoping that one day Dad would give me that boat. It was an original Hell’s Bay with a sixty-horse Merc, a really sweet ride. Sometimes, late in the afternoon, my father would take me and Abbey out fishing. Even if the snappers weren’t biting, we’d stay until sunset, hoping to see the green flash on the horizon. The flash was kind of a legend in the Keys—some people believed in it and some didn’t. Dad claimed that he’d actually witnessed it once, on a cruise to Fort Jefferson. For our fishing expeditions either Abbey or I always brought a camera, just in case. We had a stack of pretty sunset pictures, but no green flash.

			“You sure you want to give away the skiff?” I asked.

			“What the heck, it’s the best we can do,” Dad said.

			“I guess so.” I tried not to sound too bummed.

			“Hey, did you meet the famous Shelly?”

			“Yeah. She’s kind of scary,” I said. “Lice said he stole her from Dusty—what did he mean exactly?”

			I figured it was one of those I’ll-explain-it-when-you’re-older questions that my dad would brush off, but he didn’t.

			“Shelly was Dusty’s second or third wife, after Jasper Jr.’s mother,” he said. Then he paused. “Actually, maybe they were only engaged to be married. Anyway, one day she got fed up with Dusty and moved in with Lice.”

			I wondered how miserable life with the Mulemans must have been to make Lice Peeking look like a prize.

			“Dad, when’re you coming home?” I asked.

			“After the trial,” he replied.

			The plan was to use his big day in court to expose Dusty Muleman’s illegal polluting.

			“But Mom says you can bail out and come home and still have your trial later,” I said.

			“No, I need to stay here and show I’m totally committed to the cause. You know how many jails around this world are full of people who spoke up for what they believed in and lost their freedom? Lost everything they had? Look at Nelson Mandela,” my father said. “He spent twenty-seven years in a South African prison. Twenty-seven years, Noah! A couple of weeks won’t hurt me.”

			“But Mom misses you,” I said.

			That seemed to catch him off guard and take the steam out of his big speech. Dad looked away.

			“It’s a sacrifice, I know,” he said. “I wish it didn’t have to be like this.”

			I didn’t say anything about Mom and the plaid suitcase because she’d put it away. That morning I’d peeked in their bedroom closet—her clothes were still hanging there. So were Dad’s.

			When I stood up to leave, my father perked up slightly. He said, “Oh, I almost forgot. A reporter from the Island Examiner might drop by the house. It’s all right for you to speak with him.”

			“About what?” I asked.

			“My situation.”

			“Oh. Sure, Dad.”

			His “situation”? I thought. Sometimes it’s like my father lives on his own weird little planet.

			

			—

			In July the days get long and stream together. I try not to look at the calendar because I don’t want to think about time passing. August comes way too soon, and that’s when school starts in Florida.

			Summer mornings are mostly sunny and still, though by midafternoon huge boiling thunderheads start to build over the Everglades, and the weather can get interesting in a hurry. I’ve always liked watching the sky drop down like a foamy purple curtain when a summer storm rumbles across Florida Bay. If you’re on the ocean side of the islands, it can sneak up on you from behind, which happens a lot to tourists.

			That’s where we were going, to Thunder Beach, when a squall rolled through after lunch. Thom, Rado, and I hunkered in the mangroves and held our skateboards over our heads, to keep the raindrops out of our eyes. It took like half an hour for the leading edge of the storm to pass. Then the wind dropped out, and the only sound was a soft sleepy drizzle.

			We crawled from the tree line and brushed the leaves off our arms. Not surprisingly, the lightning had spooked everyone away from the park except us.

			Before heading to the water, we scanned the shoreline for pollution warnings. Whenever the biologists from the health department find too much bacteria, they post DANGER! signs up and down Thunder Beach—no swimming, no fishing, no anything. Only a certified moron would dive in when the beach was posted.

			I was glad to see that the water was okay, especially when a big loggerhead turtle bobbed up to the surface. The three of us stayed real quiet because we thought the turtle might be coming ashore to lay her eggs, although usually they waited until dark. Loggerheads have lousy eyesight, so we were pretty sure she didn’t notice us sitting there, but she didn’t swim any closer.

			We wouldn’t have bothered her if she’d decided to crawl up and dig a nest. Most of the Keys are made of hard coral rock, and there aren’t many soft beaches like you find up the coast at Pompano or Vero. The momma turtles down here don’t have lots of options, so we leave them alone. It’s the law, too.

			After the loggerhead swam off, we jumped in and goofed around until Thom cut his ankle on a broken beer bottle that was buried in the sand. Rado and I helped him hop back to shore, where we tied his Dolphins jersey around his foot to keep the cut from getting dirty. Rado took him home while I skated alone down the old road, back toward Lice Peeking’s place.

			Nobody answered the door, and I was already down the steps when Shelly appeared from behind the trailer and nearly scared the you-know-what out of me. She was barefoot and carried a long rusty shovel.

			“What’d you want now?” she asked. She wore cutoff jeans and a sleeveless top that showed off her barbed-wire tattoo.

			“I need to talk to Mr. Peeking again,” I said.

			“Well, he’s not available at the moment.”

			“That’s okay. I’ll come back another time.”

			Shelly noticed me staring at the shovel. She laughed and said, “Don’t worry, it wasn’t Lice I was puttin’ in a hole. It was last night’s dinner.”

			I nodded as if that was the most normal thing in the world, burying food in your backyard.

			“Lobster shells,” she explained. “I don’t want ’em stinking up the garbage, ’cause they’re out of season. Next thing you know, some nosy neighbor calls the grouper troopers and then, Houston, we’ve got a problem.”

			Some of the locals in the Keys poach a lobster here and there in the off months. Not even my dad gets upset about that.

			“Whatcha wanna talk to Lice for?” Shelly asked.

			“Just some business between him and my father,” I said.

			She was so much taller than me, I had to tilt my head back just to see her expression. She was smiling when she said, “Important business, huh?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Come on inside and have somethin’ to drink.”

			“No thanks. I’m soaking wet.”

			“So’s Lice,” Shelly grunted, “but from the inside out.”

			She jerked open the screen door and I followed her into the trailer. Lice Peeking was stretched facedown on the blue shag carpet, and he wasn’t moving. I didn’t see any blood, which was a relief, but I couldn’t hear him breathing.

			Shelly said, “Oh, don’t worry. He’s not dead.” She gave a sharp kick to his ribs and he started to snore.

			“See?” she said. “Tell me your name again.”

			“Noah Underwood.”

			“You’re Paine’s oldest?”

			“That’s right,” I said.

			Shelly tossed me a Coke from the refrigerator and said, “Your daddy’s a curious specimen.” Somehow it sounded like a compliment.

			I guzzled the soda in about thirty seconds while I edged toward the door. The perfume that Shelly had on was making me dizzy. It smelled like a bag of tangerines.

			She sat down on a cane stool and motioned me to do the same, but I stayed on my feet. I wasn’t sure what would happen if Lice Peeking woke up, and I wanted to be ready to run.

			Shelly said, “I’ve known Paine since back when he and Dusty used to fish charters out of Ted’s. He was always a gentleman—your daddy, I mean, not Dusty.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“How come you’re actin’ so skittery, Noah?”

			I couldn’t come out and tell her that she was the reason, that everything about her—from her face to her feet—was at least twice as big as my mother’s.

			So I said, “I’m going to be late for violin practice.”

			Which was incredibly lame, because we don’t even own a violin. Abbey takes piano lessons on a portable electric keyboard that my father bought from a consignment shop in Key Largo.

			“Now, Noah,” Shelly said, “that’s not the truth, is it?”

			“No, ma’am. I’m sorry.”

			“Please don’t grow up to be one of those men who lie for the sport of it,” she said, “and most men do. That’s a fact.”

			As Shelly spoke, she was staring down at Lice Peeking, and not in an admiring way. “That’s why the world is so messed up, Noah. That’s why history books are full of so much heartache and tragedy. Politicians, dictators, kings, phony-baloney preachers—most of ’em are men, and most of ’em lie like rugs,” she said. “Don’t you dare grow up to be like that.”

			At first I thought she was making fun of me, but then I realized she was serious.

			“Your daddy doesn’t drink, does he?” she said. “That’s truly amazing.”

			It was sort of unusual, for the Keys. People who didn’t know my father automatically assumed he had to be drunk to do some of the things he did, but he wasn’t. He never touched a drop of alcohol, even on New Year’s. It wasn’t a religious thing; he just didn’t care for the taste.

			“Why can’t I find a guy like that?” Shelly said in a small voice.

			I couldn’t help but notice that she was using Lice Peeking’s head as a footrest. It didn’t seem to bother him, though. He kept snoring away.

			“You go to the public school?” she said. “Then you must know Jasper Jr.”

			“Sure,” I said.

			“Is that boy still nasty as a pygmy rattler?”

			“Nastier,” I answered honestly.

			Shelly shook her head. “He’s been that way since he was about three foot high. Honestly? I don’t see a bright future there.”

			Her mentioning Jasper Jr. reminded me of what my dad said about Shelly and Dusty Muleman, about how she’d gotten so fed up with him that she’d moved out. I decided to find out if she still felt that way.

			“Didn’t you used to work on the Coral Queen?” I asked.

			“For almost three years,” said Shelly.

			“Was it a fun job?”

			She rolled her eyes. “Tending bar? Oh yeah, it was a barrel of laughs. Very glamorous, too. Come on now, what’re you drivin’ at?”

			“Nothing. I swear.”

			“There you go again, Noah.”

			Shelly was sharp when it came to sniffing out fibs, so I just came out and asked her: “Did you ever hear about anything crooked going on with that boat?”

			“Crooked how?” she asked.

			“Like dumping sewer water into the basin.”

			She laughed in a way that sounded hard and bitter. “Sweetie,” she said, “the only sewage I ever saw was the human kind. That’s what you call the ‘downside’ of my job.”

			“Oh.”

			“This has somethin’ to do with your old man, doesn’t it? About him sinkin’ Dusty’s boat?”

			“Maybe.” It sounded silly as soon as I said it. “Maybe” almost always means “yes.”

			“Okay, let’s hear the whole story.” Shelly cocked her head and cupped one of her ears, which had, like, five silver rings in it. “Come on, Noah,” she said, “I’m listening.”

			There was no way I wasn’t going to cave in and blab everything. She was a pro at shaking the truth out of guys who were a lot bigger and tougher than I was.

			But then Lice Peeking came to the rescue. He stopped snoring, flopped over on his back, and opened one bleary red eye.

			Shelly thumped him with both heels and said, “Get up, you sorry sack of beans, before I park that slimy aquarium on your head.” I didn’t wait around to see if she was serious.

		

	
		
			FOUR

			The next morning the lawyer stopped by our house. Mr. Shine looked about a thousand years old, but Mom said he knew his way around the courthouse. She had hired him twice before to get my father out of trouble.

			Mr. Shine put his briefcase on the kitchen table and sat down. He looked mopey and gray, and his eyelids drooped. Abbey said he reminded her of Eeyore from Winnie-the-Pooh.

			My mother made a pot of coffee and began dropping hints that Abbey and I should leave them alone. Abbey grabbed a bagel out of the toaster and ran off to play on the computer. I got my spinning rod from the garage and biked up to the drawbridge at Snake Creek.

			The police won’t let you fish from the top of the bridge because of the traffic, but you can go down underneath and cast from the sandbags, in the shade. Sometimes homeless people sleep under the bridges, but they usually don’t bother anybody. The last time I’d been to Snake Creek, some woman in an army jacket had made a campsite high on the bank, under the concrete braces. She’d even started a small fire, burning the wood slats from a broken stone-crab trap. I gave her a nice mangrove snapper that I caught, and she had it cleaned and cooking over the flames in five minutes flat. She said it was the best meal she’d eaten in a year. The next day Abbey and I went back with some homemade bread and a pound of fresh Gulf shrimp, but the lady was gone. I never even got her name.

			On the day Mom was meeting with Mr. Shine, nobody was under the bridge when I got there. The tide was running in from the ocean, and schools of finger mullet were holding in the still water behind the pilings. Every so often they’d start jumping, trying to escape some bigger fish that was prowling for lunch. I started casting a white bucktail and in no time jumped a baby tarpon that wasn’t even ten pounds. Then I hooked something heavy, probably a snook, that ran out a hundred feet and broke the line.

			As I was tying on another jig, I heard an outboard engine—it was a johnboat, maybe twelve feet long, motoring along Snake Creek. Two people were in the boat, and as it drew closer I recognized them as Jasper Jr. and an older kid named Bull.

			They spotted me right away. I probably should have taken off, but I was really enjoying myself, fishing under that bridge. So I set down my spinning rod and watched Jasper Jr. nose the johnboat into the shallows.

			Bull was in the bow. He climbed out first and looped a rope around one of the pilings. He’s a hefty guy, but that’s not how he got his nickname—people call him Bull because you can’t believe a word he says. For instance, he told everyone at school he was dropping out to play double-A ball for the Baltimore Orioles. This is at age sixteen, right? We all knew that Bull couldn’t catch a pop fly if it landed in his lap, so we weren’t exactly surprised to see him bagging groceries that spring at the Winn-Dixie.

			After Bull tied off the johnboat, he called up to me: “Hey, buttface, better run for your life. Jasper’s got a speargun!”

			“Yeah, right,” I said.

			When Jasper Jr. hopped out of the boat, I saw that he didn’t have a speargun or any other weapon. Even so, running away would have been an excellent idea. I just didn’t feel like it.

			Jasper Jr. walked up and asked, “What’re you lookin’ at?”

			“Absolutely nothing,” I said with a straight face.

			“I told you I was gonna find you, didn’t I?”

			I knew that Jasper Jr. wasn’t looking for me at Snake Creek—he and Bull were heading out to poach lobsters or pull some other mischief.

			But I played along. “Well, you found me. Now what?”

			That’s when he socked me in the right eye. It hurt, too. Jasper Jr. seemed surprised that I didn’t fall down.

			So was Bull. He said, “You got a hard head, for a buttface.”

			The way my cheekbone was throbbing, I figured that Jasper Jr.’s knuckles weren’t feeling so good, either. He was trying to act like a tough guy, but I noticed that his eyes were watering from the pain. I probably could have knocked him flat, but I didn’t.

			My father’s a large man, very strong, but he says fighting is for people who can’t win with their brains. He also says there are times when you’ve got no choice but to defend yourself from common morons. If Jasper Jr. had taken another swing at me, I definitely would have punched him back. Then Bull would have beaten me to a pulp and the whole thing would have been over.

			But Jasper Jr. didn’t hit me again. Instead he spit in my face, which was worse in a way.

			He forced a laugh and called me a couple of dirty names and headed back toward the johnboat. He was shaking the hand that he’d hit me with, as if there were a crab or a mousetrap attached to it. Bull was following behind, cackling like a hyena. They got into the boat, and Jasper Jr. jerk-started the outboard while Bull shoved off from the bow.

			I pulled up the front of my shirt and wiped the spit off my face. Then I grabbed my fishing rod and took aim.

			The bucktail jig I happened to be using weighed one-quarter of an ounce, which doesn’t sound like much until it thumps you between the shoulder blades, which is where I thumped Jasper Jr. It was an awesome cast, I’ve got to admit. The hook on the jig snagged firmly in the mesh of Jasper Jr.’s ratty old basketball jersey, and he let out a howl. I gave a stiff yank and he howled again.

			In a panic he twisted the throttle and the johnboat picked up speed, but that didn’t help—Jasper Jr. was stuck on the end of my line like a moray eel. He hollered for Bull to cut him loose, which was all right with me. I’d made my point.

			Bull found a knife and clambered to the back end of the boat, which turned out to be a humongous mistake. With so much weight in the stern—Bull, Jasper Jr., plus the engine—the bow tilted upward and the johnboat began taking on water.

			No sooner had Bull reached behind Jasper Jr. to cut the fishing line than the motor gurgled to a dead stop. The blue-green water of Snake Creek was pouring in over the transom, but nobody in the johnboat moved. Jasper Jr. was yelling at Bull and Bull was yelling back, and they just kept getting wetter and wetter. By now the motor was completely submerged and the bow was pointed nearly straight up in the air, which meant that the boat was about to capsize.

			Bull was the first to jump, with Jasper Jr. right behind him. They started swimming like maniacs toward the bumpers of the bridge, cursing the whole way. They were making such an awful racket that the mullet scattered out of the eddies, and I knew that the fishing was pretty much shot for the afternoon.

			So I reeled in my line and made my way up the slope, toward the highway.

			

			—

			
				“You did what?” Abbey said when I told her what happened. “Geez, you’re as whacked as Dad.”

			“I didn’t sink their stupid boat. They sunk it themselves.”

			Abbey muttered in exasperation, “If this keeps up, we’re gonna get run out of town. Mom’ll have to put the house up for sale.”

			“Jasper Jr. spit on me,” I said.

			“What happened to your eye?”

			“He did that, too.”

			After examining my bruise, Abbey seemed more sympathetic. “From now on, don’t go anywhere without Thom or Rado,” she advised.

			It would have been a sensible plan, except that Thom’s family was heading to North Carolina for the rest of the summer, and Rado was going camping in Colorado with his mother and stepdad. Thom and Rado were my best friends, and without them I was basically on my own.

			Mom came into the bedroom, and the first thing she noticed, naturally, was my black eye. I told her the whole story—Abbey hung around to make sure. My mother was real angry, but I begged her not to call Dusty Muleman and tell him what Jasper Jr. had done.

			“It’ll just make things worse,” I said.

			“What could be worse than getting punched and spit at?” she asked.

			“Lots of things. Trust me, Mom.”

			“Noah’s right,” Abbey said.

			“We’ll discuss this later.” My mother’s mouth wasn’t moving much when she talked, which meant she was still mad. “Noah, please go wash up. There’s a gentleman waiting in the living room to speak with you.”

			“Who is it?” I asked. “Is he from the police?”

			“No, from the newspaper,” Mom said, making that sound even worse. “Apparently your father thought it would be a brilliant idea to have an article written about himself. He sent the reporter here to ‘interview’ you.”

			Abbey rolled her eyes. “You’ve gotta be joking.”

			“I wish I were,” said my mother. “Hurry up, Noah, and put on a clean shirt, please. I don’t want you looking like some sort of juvenile delinquent.”

			“Then you ought to put some makeup on his shiner,” Abbey suggested.

			“No way!” I said.

			But it was too late.

			

			—

			The reporter’s name was Miles Umlatt. He was thin and blotchy, and his nose was scuffed up like an old shoe.

			Mom had stationed him on the sofa so he could set up his tape recorder on the coffee table. On his lap he held a lined yellow pad that was covered with scribbles.

			I sat down in the tall armchair where my father usually sits. Mom had dabbed some flesh-colored powder around my black eye, and she must have done a good job because Miles Umlatt didn’t seem to notice. He asked what grade I was in, what sort of hobbies I enjoyed, did I own a dog or a cat—the usual stuff. He was pretending to be nice, but I could tell it was a real chore. He was dying to get to the juicy parts.

			“I understand you’ve been to visit your father,” he said finally. “That must’ve been tough.”

			“Not really.” I was trying to sound kind of cool and bored.

			“Yes, well, this isn’t the first time your dad’s had a scrape with the law, is it?”

			“No, sir.”

			“What do you remember about the other times?” he asked.

			I just shrugged. It was amazing that Mom had left me alone in the room with this guy. I knew she was hovering somewhere nearby, but at least for now I was free to say what I wanted.

			“I found an old clipping about the Carmichael family,” Miles Umlatt said. He held up the photocopy to show me.

			“That was a long time ago,” I said.

			“Only three years.”

			“Are you sure?” I asked, although three years sounded about right.

			Here’s what had happened, the way my father told it: The Carmichaels drove their forty-foot, gas-hogging motor home all the way to the Keys from someplace up in Michigan. They were too cheap to rent space at an RV park, so they parked along Highway One near the Indian Key Bridge and camped there for three nights.

			Which would have been no big deal, except for the way they treated their dogs—they had two chocolate Labrador retrievers that rode along with them in the motor home. One morning my dad was heading out on a tarpon-fishing charter when he spotted Mr. Carmichael whipping the dogs with a bungee cord. I guess the dogs had had an accident inside the Winnebago or something. Anyhow, they were crying and yipping and trying to get away, but Mrs. Carmichael (who was the size of a whale) was standing on their leashes so that Mr. Carmichael could beat them.

			When Dad saw that, he sort of freaked. He beached the skiff, took out his tarpon gaff, and flattened every single tire—I think there were, like, eight of them—on the Carmichaels’ RV. Then he put the two Labradors in his boat and went fishing.

			The sheriff’s deputies were waiting on the dock at the end of the day. My father confessed right away, as he always does, but he wouldn’t apologize. He also wouldn’t say what he’d done with the dogs because he knew they’d be safer away from the Carmichaels.

			That time, Dad spent only two nights in jail before he let my mom bail him out. Eventually he pleaded guilty to vandalism and, I guess, dognapping, although he agreed to pay for the Labradors and a new set of Winnebago tires. Later we found out that Dad probably would’ve beaten the charges because the Carmichaels had refused to come back to the Keys for a trial. They wrote a letter to the judge saying that my father was a raving lunatic and they were scared to be in the same county with him, which was ridiculous.

			Anyway, my dad said that running “those puppy-whipping lowlifes” out of the islands was worth the legal hassle. A public service, is what he called it. The two chocolate Labs ended up with some friends of ours, nice people who run an Italian restaurant down in Marathon.

			I listened while Miles Umlatt went through the whole story again.

			“Dad just lost his temper,” I said when he was done. “But those people were wrong. It’s against the law to treat animals like that.”

			Miles Umlatt wrote that down on his pad, which made me a little nervous. So did the tiny green light blinking on his tape recorder.

			“Dad’s just got to work on his self-control,” I added.

			“Are you ever afraid of him?”

			I burst out laughing, it was such a lame question.

			“Afraid of my dad? You serious?”

			“Well, Noah, you’ve got to admit,” Miles Umlatt said, “his behavior has been erratic. Unpredictable, I mean.”

			I knew perfectly well what “erratic” meant.

			“Dad wouldn’t hurt a flea,” I said firmly.

			“But would he hurt a human who would hurt a flea?”

			That’s when Mom breezed in to refill Miles Umlatt’s coffee cup, or at least that was her excuse.

			“How’s it going, fellas?” she asked.

			“Just fine, Mrs. Underwood,” said Miles Umlatt. “Noah’s a bright young man.”

			I felt like sticking my finger down my throat. Mom flashed her fake-polite smile and said, “Yes, we’re very proud of him.”

			She hung around for a while, making small talk, until the phone rang in the kitchen. As soon as we were alone again, Miles Umlatt leaned forward and said, “Noah, what can you tell me about the incident with Derek Mays?”

			“Not much.” I was sure he already knew the whole story. Everybody in the Upper Keys did. And what he didn’t know he could have found out from the Coast Guard files.

			“Derek says he was afraid for his life,” Miles Umlatt said.

			“Maybe he was just afraid of getting busted.”

			Here’s what my dad said had happened: He was out bonefishing with two doctors from New Jersey when he spotted Derek Mays stringing a gill net near Little Rabbit Key. Gill nets were outlawed years ago in Florida because they kill everything that gets tangled, not just the baitfish but sharks, reds, snook, tarpon, turtles—you name it, it dies. To make things worse, the island where Derek Mays was poaching was deep in Everglades National Park, which is totally protected. Or supposed to be.

			When he spotted my father, Derek hauled in the gill net and made a run for it. Dad’s skiff is super quick, and it didn’t take long for him to catch up. Derek refused to stop, so my father leaped right into his boat. Then it turned into a wrestling match and things got ugly. By the time the park rangers arrived, Dad had wrapped up Derek in his own net, like a big dumb mullet.

			But here’s the part that really got to me: Not a darn thing happened to Derek because none of the rangers actually witnessed what he was doing at Little Rabbit. Meanwhile, Dad gets accused of, like, assault, and then the government takes away his captain’s license because (they said) he “endangered” the lives of his customers by chasing after Derek at high speed. Of course, the two doctors on Dad’s boat said they’d never had so much fun, but that didn’t count for squat with the Coast Guard.

			Which is why my father had to start driving a cab.

			Miles Umlatt said, “There seems to be a pattern to these episodes, wouldn’t you say?”

			“It’s not like it happens every day,” I said.

			The guy was definitely getting on my nerves. I was sort of annoyed at my father for choosing me to be the one for the interview. The only reason, I knew, was that Mom had refused to do it.

			“Let’s talk about what happened to the Coral Queen,” said Miles Umlatt, and he droned through that whole story. He told me that Dusty Muleman denied flushing polluted water from his gambling boat, which was no big surprise. Why would he ever admit to the crime?

			“He threatened to sue your father for slander,” Miles Umlatt said.

			“What’s that?”

			“Saying something bad about a person that isn’t true.”

			“Dad doesn’t lie,” I said. “He might do some crazy stuff, but he always tells the truth.”

			“Are you proud of him, Noah?”

			That was a tricky one. I wasn’t proud that my dad was sitting in jail, but I knew he was a good person. Even when he flies off the handle, at least he’s fighting for something close to his heart. Too many people these days, they just turn their backs or close their eyes, pretending everything is wonderful in the world. Well, it’s not.

			“I am proud of my father,” I said to Miles Umlatt, “for standing up for what he believes. But, like I said, once in a while he goes too far.”

			Miles Umlatt jotted down every word. “Your dad said he considers himself a political prisoner. Would you agree with that?”

			Political prisoner? I thought. Give me a break. I knew Mom wasn’t eavesdropping, because she would have blown a fuse.

			“I don’t know much about politics,” I said carefully, “but he’s definitely a prisoner.”

			Miles Umlatt seemed to think that was very funny. He wrote it down, closed his notebook, and switched off his tape recorder.

			“Thank you, Noah. That was perfect,” he said. Then he shook my hand and skittered out the front door.

			My mother was still on the phone in the kitchen. She gave me a thumbs-up signal when I came in to grab some cookies. On the way to my room I stopped outside Abbey’s doorway and listened. She was crying, which got me worried because my sister hardly ever cries.

			I opened the door to check on her. She was sitting on the edge of the bed with a box of Kleenex on her lap and a pile of pink crumpled-up tissues on the floor. I could tell she was really upset because she didn’t holler at me for barging in without knocking.

			“What’s wrong?” I asked.

			“It’s Mom,” she sniffled.

			“But I just saw her. She seemed okay.”

			Abbey shook her head. “That lawyer. Sh-Sh-Shine.” She was trying to catch her breath between sobs.

			“What about him? He won’t take Dad’s case?”

			“W-w-worse,” Abbey stammered. “I heard Mom ask him…”

			Here she paused to snatch another tissue and dab at her eyes.

			“Ask him what?” I said impatiently.

			“She d-d-didn’t know I was standing by the d-d-door.”

			“Abbey, it’s all right. Calm down, okay?”

			“Okay.” She straightened up and swallowed hard, and for a moment she looked like her old brave self.

			“Now tell me,” I said, “what was Mom asking Mr. Shine about?”

			“The d-word,” my sister whispered.

			“Divorce?”

			Abbey nodded. Her lower lip began to tremble, and her shoulders went kind of slack, so I sat on the bed and put one arm around her and tried to act stronger than I felt.

		

	
		
			FIVE

			Everybody was quiet at breakfast the next morning. Mom said she was taking Abbey shopping. I told her I was going fishing again, which was a possibility.

			First, though, I had to have another talk with my father. I wanted him to know that Mom had mentioned the d-word—surely that would shake him up enough to come home.

			As soon as Mom and Abbey left, I got on my bike and headed up the highway toward the jail. I wasn’t sure they’d let me in without Mom calling to arrange it, so I brought along a letter that had arrived for my father at the house. It was from the U.S. State Department, and the seal on the envelope made it look very important.

			I already knew what the letter said because my mother had opened it. The government was telling us (for about the fifteenth time) that the body of Robert Lee Underwood, my Grandpa Bobby, was still down in Colombia. They couldn’t bring him home because there was a problem with the paperwork, and the police in the village “were not responding to inquiries from the United States Embassy.” The news wasn’t going to cheer up Dad, but at least it gave me an excuse to see him again.

			When I showed the envelope to the deputy at the desk, he didn’t seem very impressed. He peeked inside to make sure that it was only a letter, and he said he’d give it to my father later.

			“Can’t I give it to him myself?” I asked.

			“No, he’s busy this morning,” the deputy said.

			Busy? I thought. Doing what—pretending to play chess?

			“Is he all right?” I said.

			The deputy chuckled. “Yeah, he’s fine. There’s a TV crew that drove down from Miami to see him.”

			“TV?”

			“Yeah, Channel 10. They said they’ll need at least an hour.”

			“Then I’ll come back later,” I said.

			The deputy shook his head. “Sorry, sport. Inmates are allowed only one short visit per day, and we’re already bending the rules for this TV thing. Maybe tomorrow you can see your old man. But call first, okay?”

			Sure enough, there was a shiny new van from Channel 10 parked outside the sheriff’s station. I don’t know why I hadn’t noticed it before. I rode away wondering how to tell my mother that Dad was now doing television interviews from jail. She’d find out sooner or later, when it was on the news, because all the Miami TV stations broadcast to the Keys.

			So I’d have to tell her, even though she wouldn’t be happy about it. Maybe Dad thought of himself as a political prisoner, but Mom thought he was being a selfish jerk.

			

			—

			Lice Peeking was actually awake and semi-alert when I stopped at the trailer. Shelly wasn’t there, which was sort of a relief and a disappointment at the same time. She made me real nervous—but she also kept Lice Peeking from acting up.

			“Well, lookie who’s here,” he said with a wormy smile.

			He was lounging on the front stoop, sucking on a cigarette. His hair was wet and tangly, and his shirt was damp. I couldn’t tell whether he’d taken a shower or sprayed himself down with a garden hose.

			“So, how’s the jailbird?” he asked.

			“Oh, that’s real funny.” I didn’t appreciate him talking that way about Dad. It was different when Abbey did it because she was family. Lice Peeking was just a lazy lump who didn’t know anything about my father.

			“Well, what’d he say?” Lice Peeking asked. “Can he come up with some money or not?”

			I said, “We don’t have any money, but he’ll give you his flats skiff. It’s worth twelve thousand dollars.”

			Lice Peeking squinted one bloodshot eye. “Says who?”

			“Come see for yourself. It’s on a trailer behind our house.” I told him what kind of boat it was, and that the engine had fewer than a hundred hours on it.

			“Seriously?” he said.

			“My father doesn’t lie.”

			“And it’s free and clear, this boat? The bank don’t own a piece?”

			“Dad paid off the loan last year,” I said.

			Lice Peeking scratched his chin, which was raw and peeling. “Where’s your house at?” he asked.

			I gave him directions. It nearly broke my heart to think of a loser like that taking our skiff and selling it for cash. But what else could we do?

			Lice Peeking flicked his cigarette butt under the trailer and pulled himself upright. “Let’s go have a look,” he said, which caught me by surprise.

			“It’s a long way to walk,” I said.

			“Who’s walkin’, boy?” He laughed and pointed at my bicycle. “Hop up on the handlebars.”

			And that’s what I did.

			It had been a while since Lice Peeking had pedaled a bike, and he was wheezing by the time we got to the house. He seemed shocked that there was no beer in the refrigerator, but he settled for a Diet Coke. We went out back to see Dad’s skiff, and Lice Peeking made up his mind right away. It was a cool-looking boat.

			“We definitely got us a deal,” he said. “I’ll be back with Shelly and the Jeep to pick it up—say tomorrow ‘round noon?”

			“Hold on,” I said. “It’s not free.”

			Lice Peeking sniffed. “Chill out, junior, I know that.”

			“My dad wants you to sign a statement telling what you saw when you worked on the Coral Queen. You know, about Mr. Muleman making them empty the dirty holding tank into the water.”

			“Sure, no sweat,” Lice Peeking said.

			“And anything else illegal you know about. Like, if they’re dumping garbage or oil, too. You need to write it all down.”

			“You bet.” He was walking back and forth, admiring the skiff from different angles. “Now, the trailer’s included, right?”

			“Yes, sir,” I said. “Could you please bring the statement when you come get the boat?”

			Lice Peeking made a face and looked down at me. “You want it tomorrow? Seriously?”

			“Yes, sir. And Dad says it’s got to be signed and witnessed,” I told him. “That’s the deal.”

			“Geez, you’re quite the young hardass, ain’t ya?”

			“No, sir,” I said. “My father’s in jail and I want to help him out. That’s all.”

			On the way back to the trailer court we passed Jasper Muleman Jr. and Bull pushing a wheelbarrow down the bike path. It was obviously a strain, and as we rode past I saw why. Balanced upside down in the wheelbarrow was the mud-splattered outboard motor from the johnboat that had sunk in Snake Creek. The engine’s propeller was dented and caked with greenish crud.

			Jasper Jr. called out something nasty as we rode by, but I was surprised when Lice Peeking braked the bicycle and spun around. I told him to forget about it, just keep going, but he was mad. He pedaled straight up to Jasper Jr. and Bull, blocking their path.

			“What was that you just said, boy?” Lice Peeking demanded.

			“I wasn’t talkin’ to you,” Jasper Jr. mumbled.

			“He was talking to me. Honest,” I said to Lice Peeking. I didn’t want any trouble right there on the main highway, where everybody could see us.

			But Lice Peeking didn’t let up.

			“Sounds like you got your daddy’s potty mouth,” he said to Jasper Jr. “Keep it up, you’ll need a whole new setta choppers before you’re eighteen.”

			Bull said, “Come on, Lice, he didn’t mean nothin’. That’s the truth.”

			“Shut up, Bull,” said Lice Peeking. “You wouldn’t know the truth if it stung you on the butt. Now, Jasper, how ‘bout you apologize to me and my friend?”

			I could have gone my whole entire life without Lice Peeking calling me his “friend.” On the inside I was cringing.

			Jasper Jr. shot me a vicious glare. Then he turned sulky and looked down at his feet.

			“I’m waitin’, boy,” said Lice Peeking.

			“I’ll ’polgize to you,” Jasper Jr. said finally, “but not to him.”

			He jerked his grimy chin toward me.

			Bull blurted, “Underwood’s old man sunk Jasper’s pappy’s boat!”

			“Like I care,” Lice Peeking said.

			He placed one boot on the rim of the wheelbarrow and gave a push. It turned over sideways, toppling the outboard motor with a crunch onto the hard asphalt. A gush of oily gray fluid spilled from the cracked cowling.

			Bull groaned. Jasper Jr.’s jaw fell open.

			“Don’t call people names,” Lice Peeking said. “It ain’t polite.”

			Then we rode away.

			

			—

			That night, after dinner, Mom put on a CD by a singer named Sheryl Crow. One of the songs was called “My Favorite Mistake,” and my mother liked to joke that she could have written it herself—about my dad.

			This time, though, she didn’t smile when the song came on.

			I was going to tell her about Dad doing that interview with Channel 10, but I decided to wait until she was in a better mood. I didn’t tell my sister, either, because she’d get ticked off and start throwing stuff around her room. Abbey has a hot temper.

			Around ten-fifteen Mom turned off the stereo, gave me a hug, and went off to bed. I was pretty tired, but I stayed up reading a skateboard magazine and kept one eye on the clock. At exactly midnight I crept down the hall and tapped on Abbey’s door. She was wide awake and ready to go. We snuck out through the kitchen and got our bicycles from the garage.

			It didn’t take long to reach the marina. The Coral Queen had just closed and the passengers were filing off, laughing and talking loudly. Abbey and I hid nearby, on one of the deep-sea charter boats. We crouched low in the stern so that nobody could see us.

			A yellow crescent moon peeked out from behind the clouds, and the mosquitoes weren’t too bad. We just sat there not saying a word, looking up at the sky and waiting for the docks to quiet down. By the time all the gamblers were gone, we could hear the jacks and tarpon crashing schools of minnows in the basin.

			When I peered over the gunwale, I spotted Dusty Muleman’s big black Escalade parked under one of the lampposts near the Coral Queen. The sound of men’s voices carried across the still water, and I could see figures moving around on the casino boat. My sister got on her knees beside me.

			“How long you want to wait here?” she asked anxiously. “Mom’s gonna freak if she wakes up and we’re gone.”

			I checked my watch: ten minutes after one. “We’ll give it to one-thirty,” I said, “then we’ll go home.”

			The way Dad had explained it, big boats like the Coral Queen are supposed to pump their toilet waste from onboard holding tanks into a sealed vat onshore. Later a sewage truck collects the stuff and hauls it to a treatment plant.

			Dad believed that Dusty Muleman’s boat was flushing hundreds of gallons of poop directly into the basin, which is not only gross (as Abbey would say) but also a big-time crime. All we had to do was catch him in the act and call the Coast Guard to come arrest him.

			Then everybody in town would know that my father wasn’t some kind of loony troublemaker, that he was just a guy who cared about the kids and the beaches and the things that lived in the sea. And when the truth about Dusty came out and everyone saw that Dad was right, Mom would feel better about staying married to him.

			Maybe we were kidding ourselves, but that’s how Abbey and I had it figured.

			So we both got excited when we noticed the workers dragging a long thick hose toward the stern of the Coral Queen. We were sure—I mean, one thousand percent certain—that they’d open the valve and drop the end of that hose into the water.

			But they didn’t. They snaked it over to the dock and connected it to something that resembled a giant rust-freckled egg.

			“Hey,” whispered Abbey, “that looks like a sewer tank.”

			“Yeah, it does.” There was a knot in my stomach. I couldn’t believe what we were seeing.

			“What if Dad made a mistake?” she asked gloomily. “What if Dusty’s totally legal? What if the pollution is coming from somewhere else?”

			I had no answer. It had never occurred to me that my father might have blamed the wrong person.

			“What do we do now?” Abbey said.

			“I really don’t know.”

			“Noah?”

			“Abbey, I said I don’t know.”

			“Noah!”

			From the hitch in her voice, I sensed something was wrong. I turned and saw, in the pale glow of the marina lights, a thick greasy arm around my little sister’s neck.

		

	
		
			SIX

			When Abbey was a baby, she had a nasty habit that nearly drove us nuts. Even in the hottest part of summer we’d have to put on long clothes to protect our arms and legs—and forget about having company over. It was too dangerous.

			My sister was a biter.

			Not that she was a mean little kid; she just liked to chew. My dad called her a pit bull in diapers. In those days she’d gnaw on just about anything, and I don’t mean “nibble.” When Abbey chomped, she chomped hard. One time she crunched on a marble like it was a gumball.

			So I had a hunch what was about to happen on the deep-sea boat when the bald crooked-nosed guy grabbed my sister around her neck. I could see her eyeing the meaty part of his forearm, and I thought: Whoever this goon is, some major pain is headed his way.

			The instant Abbey clamped down, the stranger howled and let loose of her neck. Abbey herself didn’t let go so quickly. The stranger screamed and thrashed and flapped his arm until finally he shook free. He was rearing back to smack her when I socked him, a kidney shot to the lower back, and he dropped to one knee. I snatched my sister by the sleeve and together we jumped from the deck.

			We hit the dock running and never looked back. The bald guy was swearing so loudly that it carried clear across the water into the mangroves. We grabbed our bikes from the woods, and I never pedaled so fast in my life. Abbey was close behind, spitting and spluttering to get the stranger’s germs out of her mouth.

			When we got to our street, we had another scare. There was a light on in the house.

			“Mom’s bedroom,” my sister said with a groan. “We’re toast.”

			“Maybe not. Maybe she’s just reading a book.”

			“Yeah, right,” Abbey said. “So what’s our story going to be?”

			I knew we couldn’t come up with a clever excuse for slipping out so late—nothing that would fool my mother, that was for sure.

			“No story,” I decided. “We’ll tell her the truth.”

			“Great plan, Noah. Except, how about you tell her? I’ll be hiding in the closet, in case she goes ballistic.”

			We walked our bikes to the house and propped them against the trunk of a gumbo-limbo. The back door was still unlocked, the way we’d left it, which was a good sign.

			Abbey went inside first and I followed, half expecting to be ambushed. My father says Mom has eyes like a hawk and ears like a panther. The odds of sneaking by her twice in one night without getting nabbed were slim.

			Yet there wasn’t a peep as we tiptoed past Mom and Dad’s room. I went straight to bed, while Abbey spent like ten minutes gargling and brushing her teeth. I couldn’t believe the racket she was making—she sounded like a duck swallowing a harmonica. Mom would’ve had to be in a coma not to hear it.

			Still, her door never opened.

			

			—

			LOCAL CABBIE DEFENDS SINKING OF CASINO BOAT

			
				That was the headline the next morning in the Island Examiner. The paper lay open on the breakfast table, and it was clear from my mother’s expression that she’d already read the story.

			“How bad is it?” I asked.

			“Well, you came off like a sensible young man,” she replied. “Your father, however, is now comparing himself to Nelson Mandela.”

			“Uh-oh.”

			“He’s even talking about a hunger strike.”

			“No way.”

			“Here. See for yourself.” Mom slid the newspaper across the table.

			I forced myself to read the article from beginning to end. Miles Umlatt obviously thought my father was quite a character. He’d let Dad go on and on about greedy polluters, and he’d put in the stuff about what happened with Derek Mays and the Carmichaels. Miles Umlatt described my father as “passionate about the environment” but also “volatile and impulsive.” That part was pretty accurate, I had to admit.

			The story included a couple of quotes from me—one was about Dad needing to work on his self-control, and the other was about how he wouldn’t hurt a flea. It was weird seeing my own words in print. They didn’t look the same in the newspaper as they’d sounded when I’d said them out loud into Miles Umlatt’s tape recorder.

			Mom noticed I wasn’t overjoyed with how the article had turned out. “It’s all right, Noah,” she said. “You told the truth—your dad’s a peaceful, well-meaning guy who occasionally loses a wing nut. Anybody who reads that story can see how much you care.”

			“It’s not just what I said, Mom. It’s all the other junk in there, too.” Above the article was my father’s mug shot from the day he was arrested, and also a picture of the Coral Queen after she had sunk.

			“Half the article is Dusty Muleman saying Dad’s a liar and a crackpot,” I said.

			“Dusty plays golf every Sunday with the newspaper’s publisher,” my mother said. “Besides, the man’s got a right to defend himself. Your father’s made some serious accusations.”

			Accusations that might even be false, I thought, remembering what we’d seen at the dock the night before.

			Mom poured me a bowl of cereal and a tall glass of milk, but I wasn’t very hungry. Abbey stumbled into the kitchen looking as if she’d gotten maybe two hours of sleep. She was rubbing her eyes with one hand and trying to get a snarl out of her hair with the other. Mom and I knew better than to start a conversation—even at her best, my sister wasn’t a bundle of cheer in the mornings.

			She snatched up the Island Examiner and sped through Miles Umlatt’s article, grumbling the whole time.

			“Hunger strike!” she huffed when she was done, slapping the newspaper on the table. “What’s wrong with him? Is he dense or what?”

			“Abbey, don’t talk that way about your father,” Mom said, “and the word is ‘deluded,’ not ‘dense.’ ”

			“But this is so embarrassing. Can’t he understand that?” She slumped into a chair and laid her head on her arms.

			“How about some scrambled eggs?” my mother asked.

			“Ack!” said Abbey.

			I excused myself and hurried out the door.

			

			—

			The scene at the jail wasn’t as laid-back as before. At the door a deputy actually frisked me, like you see on TV. All I’d brought was a paperback book about chess—I figured my father ought to learn the game for real, before the lieutenant figured out he was faking it. The deputy examined the puny little chess book as if he was expecting to find a false compartment and a skeleton key. When he finally returned it to me, he announced that the visitation time had been cut to five minutes, on orders from the sheriff himself.

			I waited a long while in the interview room. The big jowly deputy was there, too, but he stared right through me. When my father eventually came out, he was wearing a faded orange jumpsuit with the words MONROE COUNTY INMATE stamped on the back.

			“Nice fit,” I said.

			“Oh, they’re just ticked off at me because of the newspaper story. Did you see it?” he asked.

			“Oh yeah. So did Mom and Abbey.”

			“And?”

			“Nobody’s buying the hunger strike,” I told him, “and you definitely need to back off this Mandela thing.”

			Dad seemed disappointed at the family’s reaction to the Island Examiner article, but I couldn’t lie to him.

			“You need to come home. Seriously,” I said.

			“Noah, please don’t start with that again.”

			I gave him the chess book. He winked and said thanks.

			“You seen Mom?” I asked.

			“Not in a few days. I know she’s been real busy with work.” He shook off the question, like it was no big deal.

			“Haven’t you talked to her on the phone?”

			“I’ve tried to call, but the machine always picks up.”

			I could see that my father was concerned, which was healthy. When it came to Mom, he needed to be. It’s pathetic for grown-ups to pretend everything’s okay when it’s not.

			“Listen, Dad, there’s something you need to know.” I lowered my voice, as if it mattered. The room was so tiny that the deputy could hear me blink.

			“We snuck down to the dock last night after the Coral Queen closed,” I said. “We hid aboard one of the charter boats.”

			“Who hid—not you and Abbey?”

			“Yes, me and Abbey.”

			I didn’t dare tell Dad about the stranger grabbing my sister, because I knew he’d bail himself out of jail in a flash and go hunting for the guy. In no time he’d be back in the slammer, for doing something even worse.

			“Guess what?” I said. “Dusty’s crew didn’t pump the wastewater into the basin. They hooked up to a sewer tank onshore.”

			At first Dad was stunned. “You sure?”

			“We saw it with our own eyes,” I said.

			My father rubbed his jaw and made a faint clicking sound with his teeth. “You know what it is? Dusty’s freaking out because of all the publicity about me sinking his stupid boat. He’s going to lay low and act like a model citizen, in case the Coast Guard comes snooping around.”

			It was possible, for sure. But if Dusty Muleman was starting to obey the law, I thought, how would we ever prove that Dad’s accusations were right?

			As if reading my thoughts, he said, “Lice Peeking knows the truth about the Coral Queen. What’d he say about my skiff? Will he take it or not?”

			“He’s picking it up at noon.”

			“Excellent!”

			“And he promised to sign a statement, like you wanted.”

			“Noah, that’s super!”

			Dad slapped me a high five. I didn’t want to spoil his mood by reminding him that Lice Peeking wasn’t the most reliable human being on the island. Obviously my father had let his hopes go sky-high, but since I wasn’t the one sitting in jail, I kept my mouth shut.

			“Time’s up,” the jowly deputy said to me. He jerked his head toward the door.

			“Everything’s gonna work out just dandy,” my father said. “You’re doing a great job, son, but no more sneaking around at night—especially with your sister. You hear me?”

			He stood up and tucked the chess book under his arm. The orange jumpsuit had no pockets—I guess the sheriff didn’t want prisoners carrying anything that couldn’t be seen.

			“Oh, I almost forgot,” Dad said. “Channel 10 is running my interview tonight on the five o’clock news! Be sure to tell your mom.”

			“Cool,” I said, though I was seriously tempted to rush home and break the television.

			

			—

			After lunch I sat down under a tamarind tree and waited for Lice Peeking. I had a story ready for when Mom asked me why he was taking the skiff. I planned to tell her that Dad was loaning it out for a few weeks. The truth was more complicated, and Mom wouldn’t have approved.

			After an hour or so I got restless. I walked around to the backyard and climbed up the trailer and sat down in the skiff. I started thinking about all the great times we’d had—Dad, Abbey, and me—on our sunset trips. My mother wasn’t keen on fishing, but she was always happy when we’d come back with a cooler full of snappers. Abbey said Mom was just relieved that we’d gotten home in one piece, but I think it was more than that. Mom really loved it when we were doing things together—she and Abbey fixing the salad and potatoes, Dad and me cleaning the fish.

			Those nights are the best times ever. My mother’s always waiting on the front stoop when we pull into the driveway, and the first question she asks is: “Did you see the green flash?” Abbey says Mom’s only kidding, but I think she really believes in it.

			And my father always gives her the same answer. “Maybe next time,” he says, “but it won’t happen, Donna, unless you come along.”

			But she usually doesn’t. The skiff is kind of small for all four of us.

			After a while Abbey came outside and hopped in the boat with me. I told her that Lice Peeking was late.

			“Maybe he chickened out,” she said.

			“For twelve thousand dollars? No way.”

			“Maybe Dusty Muleman offered him more if he kept his mouth shut.”

			Leave it to my sister to think of something like that. From what I’d seen of Lice Peeking, I didn’t think he’d sneak back to Dusty in hopes of a better deal. Lice had seemed perfectly satisfied with the idea of taking Dad’s boat and selling it.

			“He’s probably still working on his statement,” I said.

			“Or his hangover,” said Abbey.

			“Maybe I’d better go check on him.”

			“I’ll come with you.”

			“No, Abbey, you need to stay here in case he shows up for the boat.” More important, I didn’t want her to see Lice Peeking passed out drunk in that smelly trailer, if that’s where he was.

			“If you’re not back in an hour,” my sister said, “I’m either telling Mom or calling the cops.”

			“Whatever,” I said. One was just as bad as the other.

			I grabbed my bike and headed full speed down the old road. I’d had a bad feeling about Lice Peeking from the beginning, and now it looked like I might be right. If he was Dad’s best hope for a witness against Dusty Muleman, we might be in deep trouble.

			Halfway to the trailer park it started pouring, and I was drenched by the time I got there. I knocked so hard that the door swung open.

			Dripping like a dog, I stepped inside. The TV was blaring—some station that shows country-music videos all day long. I turned it off and called out, “Helloooo?”

			Nothing.

			“Anybody home? Mr. Peeking?”

			From the rear of the trailer came a muffled thump-thump of footsteps, and I tensed up. I was ready to run if Lice came out bombed or acting crazy.

			But it was Shelly who walked up the hall, all alone. She looked red in the cheeks and not very happy. She was wearing the top half of a blue bathing suit and a Hawaiian-style wraparound skirt. Her brassy blond hair was pinned in a bun, and she was limping. I noticed that her right foot was wrapped in tape, and I wondered if it had something to do with the baseball bat she was carrying.

			“Sorry for barging in,” I said, taking a backward step toward the door. “I knocked for a long time but nobody heard me.”

			“I was busy redecorating. What do you want?”

			“Mr. Peeking was supposed to stop over today and look at my dad’s bonefish boat.”

			“And he didn’t show up? My darlin’ Lice? What a surprise.” Shelly laughed in a cold way that made me shudder.

			“Is he here?” I asked.

			“Nope.”

			“Do you know where I could reach him?”

			“Nope.”

			For several moments we stood there not saying anything, the rain drumming on the aluminum roof.

			“What happened to your foot?” I heard myself ask.

			“I believe I busted it,” Shelly replied.

			“How?”

			“Kicking the toilet to death.”

			“Oh,” I said.

			“I was pretending it was Lice’s butt. He’s gone, by the way, in case you hadn’t figured that out.”

			“Gone where?”

			“Wherever it is that gutless, lazy, lowlife boyfriends go,” she said. “Bolted last night while I was in the shower. Took my Jeep, too. The cops found it abandoned this morning up near the toll plaza at Cutler Ridge.”

			I didn’t know what to say, but I had to be careful. Shelly looked like she was aching to use that baseball bat.

			“But Mr. Peeking told me he doesn’t have a driver’s license,” I said.

			“A minor technicality,” said Shelly, “for a weasel like him. Have a seat, Noah.”

			“I really better be going.”

			“I said have a seat.”

			So I did.

			“Some man came by to see Lice last night,” she said, “just before he ran off. A big bald-headed guy with a weird foreign accent—French or Russian or something.”

			“He was bald?” I thought of the stranger who’d grabbed Abbey at the marina.

			“Like a bowling ball,” Shelly said. “Plus, he looked like somebody gave him a nose job with a socket wrench. Lice went outside to talk, and he came back white as a ghost. Wouldn’t tell me anything, either. Waited until I was in the shower, then he took off. Did I mention he grabbed all the cash?”

			“No, ma’am.”

			“A hundred and eighty-six bucks. Everything I had.”

			“That stinks.” I felt queasy, like somehow it was all my fault.

			“Funny,” Shelly said, “but Lice didn’t say nothin’ about buyin’ your daddy’s boat.”

			“I’ve really got to go now.”

			“Remember what I told you about lying, Noah?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Besides, you can’t be out in this rain. You’ll catch strep.”

			I was more than ready to risk it. “Please,” I said. “My mom’s gonna be worried.”

			Shelly nodded toward the telephone. “Then give her a jingle.”

			Of course, I didn’t move.

			Shelly smiled. “Tell me about Lice and your daddy’s boat,” she said. “Tell me everything, okay? I’m sure it won’t take long.”

			I couldn’t take my eyes off the wooden bat, which she was slapping from one palm to the other.

			“Relax, kid, this isn’t for you,” she said.

			I wasn’t taking any chances. Without hesitating, I told her all about the secret deal between my father and Lice Peeking. I figured she’d just laugh and tell me I was stupid for trusting her no-good boyfriend, but I was wrong.

			What she said was: “Noah, I think I can help you.”

			Which was the last thing I expected.

		

	
		
			SEVEN

			The speeding ticket that my mother had been waiting in line to pay when she met my father was the only one she’s ever gotten. She isn’t a person who breaks the law, no matter how small the law might be. Most of the time Mom is steady, careful, and totally in control—in other words, the polar opposite of my dad.

			Like him, she was born in Florida—a place called Kissimmee, up near Orlando. Both her parents worked as performers at Disney World, which sounds like more fun than it was. Grandpa Kenneth was Pluto, the cartoon dog, while Grandma Janet played one of Snow White’s seven dwarfs—either Sleepy or Grumpy, I forget which. Mom still has a framed photograph of her mother and father dressed in costume, standing with their heads off in front of Cinderella’s Castle.

			According to Mom, Grandpa Kenneth didn’t like his job from day one. The Pluto outfit was top-heavy and hard to navigate, and the temperature inside was about 105 degrees. The tourist kids would poke Grandpa Kenneth in the ribs and pinch his nose and yank on his floppy ears, but he wasn’t allowed to say a word. That’s because Goofy is the only Disney dog character who talks—Pluto just whines or yips. So when the kids started hassling Grandpa Kenneth, all he could do was bark or shake his head or wag his paw, which almost never worked.

			One day he just “snapped.” That’s Mom’s word for what happened. Some brat yanked once too many times on his tail, and Grandpa Kenneth spun around and punted him halfway down Main Street USA. The kid’s family sued Disney World for some insane amount of money, but by then Grandpa Kenneth and Grandma Janet had already packed up and moved to Moose Lick, Saskatchewan, where they opened a snowmobile dealership and never laid eyes on another tourist. We’ve gone up to visit them two or three times, but they refuse to come down to the Keys. Grandpa Kenneth is sure that the Disney people will have him arrested if he ever sets foot in Florida.

			My mother returned when she was eighteen, to attend college at the state university in Gainesville. She was on her way to becoming a lawyer when she met a guy and got married and dropped out of school. The guy turned out to be a “knucklehead” (Mom’s word again), and after only two years she pulled the plug. She was driving to the courthouse with the divorce papers when she got the speeding ticket that led to her meeting my father. They got married the day after her divorce was final.

			Whenever Dad starts telling that story, my mother goes out to stack the dishes or fold the laundry. She doesn’t like anyone bringing up her first marriage in front of us. I know that Dad’s crazy for my mom, but sometimes he’s totally clueless about her feelings. Abbey gets frustrated and tells me to talk some sense into him, but what am I supposed to say?

			Better shape up, Dad. Remember what happened to the last knucklehead she married.

			Even if I said something, he wouldn’t take it seriously. He’d tell me not to worry because Mom was his “biggest fan.” My father has a bad habit of overestimating his charm—and also my mother’s patience.

			When I got back from the trailer park, she was standing in the driveway and talking with Mr. Shine, the lawyer. I waved and hurried inside the house, where Abbey was waiting to fill me in.

			“I was right!” she said. “They’re going to ask a judge to decide if Dad’s a certified wacko.”

			“But he’s not,” I protested.

			“The point is to get him out of jail, even if he doesn’t want to leave,” said Abbey. “The judge can order him released so he can get tested by some shrinks. That’s the new plan.”

			“Does Mom really think Dad’s a nutcase?”

			“Noah, you’re missing the big picture.”

			“Did she tell you all this, or were you spying on her and Mr. Shine?”

			“No comment,” my sister whispered. “The good news is, I didn’t hear the d-word. Not even once.”

			“Excellent.” I decided not to mention that Mom and Mr. Shine had gotten real quiet when they saw me riding up the driveway.

			“So what did Lice Peeking have to say?” Abbey asked. “Or was he crashed out on the floor again?”

			“He wasn’t even home.”

			“I was right, huh? He chickened out on the deal.”

			“His girlfriend thinks he skipped town,” I admitted, “but she promised to help us nail Dusty Muleman.”

			“Oh, please,” my sister sighed. “Earth to Noah: It’s a lost cause.”

			“No, Abbey, it’s not.”

			She eyed me closely. “You’re not done with bad news, are you? I can tell.”

			All I could do was shrug. “Dad’s going to be on TV tonight.”

			“Why? For what?”

			“He gave an interview to Channel 10 at the jail.”

			“Oh, brilliant,” Abbey said, and sank into a chair. She and I were worried about the same thing: What would Mom do when she saw my father on the five o’clock news?

			“How much does a new television cost?” my sister asked.

			“Too much. I already thought of that.”

			“A baseball would do the job,” she said. “I could tell Mom I was tossing it around the living room when it accidentally-on-purpose hit the TV screen. I’ll take all the blame. Come on, Noah, how about it?”

			“I’ve got a better idea,” I said.

			One that wasn’t so messy.

			

			—

			Shortly before the news was supposed to come on, a hideous scream arose from my sister’s room. Even though I knew she was faking it, Abbey’s yowling still gave me goose bumps. She could make a fortune doing horror movies if she wanted.

			While Mom went running to see what was wrong, I slipped out the kitchen door. I grabbed my fishing rod from the garage and dashed to the corner of the house where Dad had mounted the TV satellite dish. It took me only three casts to snag it with the bucktail. I jerked hard, and I kept on pulling until the dish rotated toward me. Then I clamped down on the spool of the spinning reel and backed up until the line snapped.

			When I went back inside, there was Abbey sniffling on the couch in the living room. Mom sat beside her, pressing an ice pack to the back of her head.

			“She fell off her bed,” Mom reported sympathetically.

			“Is that all?” I said. “It sounded like she was being boiled alive.”

			“Noah!” Mom scolded, and instantly my sister started bawling again. Abbey can cry at the drop of a hat. I avoided making eye contact because I knew we’d both break up laughing.

			At five o’clock Mom reached for the remote control to turn on the news, but there was no picture on the television screen—only ripples and fuzz. Mom switched to another station, and it looked the same.

			“What’s wrong with the set?” she muttered, and began clicking through the channels.

			When I snuck a peek at Abbey, she gave me a congratulatory wink. The TV wasn’t working because the satellite dish was no longer pointed up at the satellites. It was pointed at the ground.

			Eventually I’d have to explain how one of my fishing lures got hooked on the dish, but for the moment I was proud of myself for sparing my mother from seeing my jailbird father on the Channel 10 news.

			That good feeling lasted only a few minutes, and then our phone started ringing. Apparently everybody else on the island had watched Dad’s big interview, and many of them wanted to share their reactions with Mom, who was mortified. At least three of her so-called friends had even videotaped the show, and one of them stopped by after dinner to drop off the cassette.

			Abbey and I were curious about what my father had said on TV, but neither of us was brave enough to sit up with Mom while she watched the tape. I’d thought about trying to mess up the VCR, but Abbey said it would be a waste of time. She was probably right—Mom was determined to see Dad’s interview, one way or another.

			So my sister and I retreated to our rooms. I couldn’t get to sleep, so I sat up playing my Game Boy and reading skateboard magazines. At one in the morning I was surprised to hear the telephone ring, and someone picked up right away. When I peeked down the hall, I saw that the whole house was dark except for a light in my mother’s room, just like the night before.

			This time, though, I could hear her voice. She was talking with Grandma Janet up in Canada. I couldn’t make out everything Mom was saying, but I heard enough to know that she wasn’t impressed by Dad’s performance on television.

			What I also heard, too clearly, was the d-word.

			

			—

			I’m not scared to be out alone at night. Actually, I enjoy the peace and quiet. Sometimes I sneak away from the house and ride down to Thunder Beach, or Whale Harbor. The main things to watch for are drunk drivers and, of course, police cars. It’s unusual to see a kid on a bicycle after midnight, so the cops automatically figure that you’re either running away from home or out stealing stuff. More than once I’ve had to lay down my bike and duck into some trees when a police cruiser went by.

			Mom was still on the phone when I went out the back door. On the way to the marina I didn’t see a single car—a Greyhound bus was the only thing that passed me on the highway.

			The Coral Queen was dark and the docks were quiet, but I didn’t take any chances. I left my bicycle in the mangroves and checked out the place on foot. It was a good thing I did, too. The crooked-nosed bald guy who’d grabbed Abbey was sitting in a beat-up old station wagon, parked beside Dusty Muleman’s ticket office.

			I crouched behind the sewage tank and watched him for several minutes. He never moved even slightly, and when I edged closer, I could hear him snoring. He sounded just like Rado’s dog, Godzilla, when he sleeps.

			Finally I got up my nerve and crept past him. That turned out to be the easy part. Getting off the Coral Queen was a different story.

			I’d been rummaging through the wheelhouse, hunting for any scrap of evidence that might help Dad—a note in the crew’s log, an order in Dusty’s handwriting to dump the tanks, whatever—when a mullet boat rumbled into the basin. A man in rubber boots rose in the bow and started tossing a cast net. The noise woke up the bald guy, who got out of the car and stretched his arms and lit up a cigarette.

			Now I was stuck. There was no way to leave the Coral Queen without being spotted under the dock lights. I could see Dusty’s goon guy sitting on the hood of his station wagon, the tip of the cigarette glowing orange whenever he took a drag.

			On tiptoes I made my way down a stairwell to the second casino deck, which, like the others, was enclosed to keep out the rain. I snooped around until I found a rack of poker chips that the crew had forgotten to lock away. I carried the rack up toward the front of the boat and opened one of the side windows. I waited there until the mullet netter motored out of the basin and the marina was quiet.

			Then I reached out the window and dropped the poker chips. They made a very impressive racket, clattering on the hard deck and rolling in a hundred directions.

			The bald watchman tossed his cigarette, slid off the hood of the station wagon, and headed for the Coral Queen. He was bounding up the aft stairs as I was sneaking down the forward stairs. When I heard his heavy footsteps on the deck above me, I hustled to the stern, stepped lightly onto the gangplank, and then bolted for cover.

			I made it as far as the sewage tank, where I huddled in the shadow and tried to catch my breath. My heart was beating so hard that I thought my chest might split open. Behind me I could hear Dusty’s goon cussing and kicking at the spilled poker chips. When I looked back, I saw him moving through the gambling boat and shining a flashlight.

			It seemed like a fine time to run away.

			But as I rose to my feet, a car came bouncing down the dirt road toward Dusty’s dock—a police car, with its headlights off. Immediately I dove back to my hiding spot, which would have been a nifty move except that I banged my head on the sewage tank.

			The pain was ridiculous. At first everything went bright, like a starburst, and then suddenly it was as black as a tunnel. My skull was ringing like a gong.

			As I lay there, trying not to cry out and give myself away, I heard my own voice say, “It’s empty.”

			Empty!

			It wasn’t my skull that was ringing; it was the sewer tank.

			Which should have been full, if the Coral Queen had emptied her hose into it that night.

			I watched the police car roll to a stop near the boat. The bald goon hurried down the gangplank and waved at the deputy, who hopped out of the car and followed Dusty’s man onto the boat. Both of them were shining flashlights back and forth.

			I rolled to my knees and sat up too fast. As I waited for the dizziness to go away, I noticed a dark, powdery tracing on the concrete slab under the sewage tank—something so small that the pollution inspectors might never have noticed. I touched it and, in the faint light from the docks, saw red on my fingers.

			Rust. The old tank was rusting away.

			I reached underneath and found a patch of pitted metal that crumbled like stale crackers. Peeling it away, I made a hole so large that I could stick my fist inside.

			The sewer tank wasn’t just empty, it was wrecked and useless—a phony prop in Dusty Muleman’s scam.

			Suddenly the knot on my head didn’t hurt so much. I stuffed a handful of rust into my pocket, and took off.

		

	
		
			EIGHT

			The next afternoon Mom insisted on driving all the way to Homestead for groceries because nobody there knew who she was. Dad’s TV interview was the buzz of the Keys, and she didn’t want to deal with the stares and whispers at the local market.

			After she and Abbey left, I sat down and watched the tape. My father was in rare form. He looked straight into the camera and declared: “I sunk the Coral Queen as an act of civil disobedience.” He said he was protesting the destruction of the oceans and rivers by “ruthless greedheads.”

			The jailhouse jumpsuit didn’t look half bad on television, I had to admit. Dad had also combed his hair and put on his wire-rimmed glasses, so he came off more like a college professor than a boat vandal. This time he had the good sense not to compare himself to Nelson Mandela (or if he did, the TV people were nice enough to cut that part out). My father ended the interview by saying he intended to stay locked behind bars until the law dealt squarely with Dusty Muleman.

			Next to show up on camera was a rodent-faced man who identified himself as Dusty’s attorney. In a righteous tone he described his client as an experienced boat captain, respected businessman, and “pillar of the community.” He said that Dusty would never purposely contaminate the waters where his own son played. The lawyer concluded by calling my father a “mentally unbalanced individual,” and challenged him to prove his “reckless and slanderous allegations.”

			As I was rewinding the tape, somebody knocked on the front door. It was Mr. Shine, Dad’s lawyer. For once he didn’t look like he was on his way to a funeral.

			“Hello there, Noah,” he said.

			“Mom’s not here.”

			“Oh. I should’ve called first, but I just received some important news.”

			“About Dad? What is it?”

			Mr. Shine sucked air through his teeth. “Sorry. I’m obliged to tell your mother first.”

			“Is it bad news?” I asked.

			“No, I should think not.”

			“Then tell me. Please?”

			“I wish I could,” Mr. Shine said.

			Thanks a bunch, I thought. Couldn’t he even give me a hint?

			“Did you see him on TV last night?” I asked.

			Mr. Shine nodded with a sickly expression. “I strongly advised your father against doing that interview.”

			“But he’s right, you know—about Dusty Muleman flushing the holding tank into the basin. Everything Dad said was true.”

			“I’m sure he thought so at the time.”

			“It’s all going to come out sooner or later. You just wait.”

			Mr. Shine plainly didn’t believe me. “Please tell your mother that I’ll call later,” he said, and turned to leave.

			“Can I ask one more question?”

			“Of course, Noah.”

			“Is my mom going to divorce my dad?”

			Mr. Shine looked like he’d swallowed a bad clam. “What?” he croaked. “Where in the world did you get that idea?”

			“Well, is she?”

			He licked nervously at his lips. “Noah, quite frankly, I’m not comfortable with this conversation.”

			“Hey, I’m not comfortable with the idea of Mom and Dad splitting up,” I said, “but Abbey and I have a right to know. Don’t we?”

			By now Mr. Shine was backing away from the door. “You should speak directly with your parents about these concerns,” he said, “and in the meantime, don’t jump to conclusions….”

			For an older guy he could move pretty fast. In a matter of moments he had hustled to his car and sped away.

			I went back inside and replayed the videotape of Dad’s interview. I kept wondering what Mr. Shine had come to tell my mother, although I had a feeling that his definition of good news might be different from mine.

			Later I climbed up on the roof to readjust the TV dish, or try. I wiggled the darn thing around so that it was aimed upward at the sky, although I had no idea exactly where the satellites were orbiting. It wouldn’t have surprised me to start getting MTV from Kyrgyzstan.

			I unhooked the incriminating bucktail jig from the dish and started scaling down the rain gutter. Just then I heard honking, and a green Jeep Cherokee wheeled into our driveway. Shelly poked her blond head out the window and hollered my name.

			I dropped to the ground and went to see what she wanted.

			“Hop in,” she told me, “and hurry it up. I’m not gettin’ any younger.”

			I got in because I was scared to say no. The thought of Shelly chasing me down and dragging me feet-first into her Jeep was not appealing.

			As I fumbled to put on the seat belt, she peeled out of the driveway and raced toward Highway One. It was a while before I got up the nerve to ask where we were going.

			“Why? You got a hot date or somethin’?” she said.

			I decided not to mention the silver-barreled gun that lay on the console between us.

			“Shelly, is something wrong?”

			She laughed sourly. “You don’t miss a trick, do you?”

			Even though she was wearing black sunglasses, I could tell she’d been crying. She was still sniffling and her voice sounded scratchy.

			“ ‘Member what I told you about Lice runnin’ away?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Well, turns out I had it wrong,” she said.

			“Did he come home?” I asked.

			Shelly shook her head. “They finally towed the Jeep back from Cutler Ridge. Two hundred bucks—I had to pawn my promise ring to pay for it,” she said. “Know how I spent my morning, Noah?”

			“No, ma’am.”

			“Scrubbing bloodstains off the upholstery!”

			I had thought it felt damp on the seat. “Blood? You sure?”

			“See, I missed a spot.” Shelly pointed to a dark reddish smudge on the dashboard. “I don’t think Lice ran away,” she confided. “I think he got snatched. And”—here she made a hard left turn, nearly spilling the gun onto my lap—“I think whoever snatched him killed him.”

			“What!”

			“That’s right, Noah.” She buried her nose in a tissue. “And I think it’s all ’cause of your daddy and that gamblin’ boat.”

			

			—

			
				I’d never been so close to a woman with a tattoo—or, I should say, a tattoo I could see for myself. Rado claimed that his older sister had gone off to college and gotten a tiny zebra butterfly tattooed on her butt. Thom and I had to take his word for this, since neither of us had ever seen enough of Rado’s sister to confirm the story.

			Strange as it sounds, the more I stared at the tattoo on Shelly’s arm, the more natural it looked. The barbed wire definitely suited her personality.

			“Relax. The pistol ain’t real,” she said. “It’s a lighter.”

			When she pulled the trigger, a bright blue flame flared from the barrel.

			“It looks pretty bad, though, huh? Bad enough to scare anybody tries to give me trouble,” Shelly said.

			For more than an hour we’d been heading down the highway, obviously to nowhere in particular. Shelly kept saying she had more to tell me, but then she’d get worked up about Lice Peeking and what a “total zero” he was, and how she must be a fool to care about him. Afterward she’d cry and sniffle for a while, but just when I thought she had a grip on herself it would start all over again.

			We were all the way to Sugarloaf Key before she turned the Jeep around and grumbled, “Where the heck was I goin’?” On the way back she pulled into the parking lot on the Marathon end of the old Seven Mile Bridge. The place was full of tourists who were tinkering with their cameras, getting ready to shoot pictures of the sunset. It was too cloudy for a green flash, and besides, I was too distracted to stand there and look for it.

			“What makes you think Lice is…you know…”

			“Dead? Number one, he hasn’t called up beggin’ to come home,” Shelly said, “which is totally not like him. Number two, none of his local party pals have heard from him, not a peep. Number three was that ugly bald gorilla who came to the trailer that night, and number four was the blood in my car.”

			Again she pointed at the stain on the dashboard. I tried not to stare at it. Shelly being so worried made me worried, too.

			“But who would kill him? And what’s it got to do with my dad?” I asked.

			She sighed impatiently. “Noah, you got any idea how much money Dusty Muleman makes off the Coral Queen?”

			“No, ma’am.”

			“Between fifteen and twenty grand just from the casino tables,” she said. “Subtract the food for the customers, the pay for the crew, and he’s still clearin’ ten thousand, minimum, every night.”

			“Dollars?” I couldn’t believe it.

			“Gambling is a mega-huge business, kid, because the world is crawlin’ with suckers,” Shelly said. “Don’t forget that Lice had a big mouth. Suppose he blabbed to somebody that he was gonna help your daddy, and suppose Dusty found out. He’d have a cow if he thought the feds were gonna rush in and shut down the Coral Queen. How far do you figure he’d go to stop that from happenin’? You’re a smart boy, Noah, think about it.”

			I didn’t want to think about it. I didn’t want to believe that Dusty Muleman had murdered Lice Peeking, all because my father had made a deal with Lice to get his testimony.

			She said, “Don’t worry, I’m still gonna keep my promise. I’m gonna help you clear your daddy’s name.”

			“But why?”

			“Maybe ’cause it’s the right thing to do. Or maybe ’cause now I’ve got a dog in this fight.”

			“You want to nail Dusty, too.”

			“If he hurt my man, you bet I do,” Shelly said. “If he harmed one hair on that lazy, worthless, lice-covered head…”

			She was either tougher than I’d thought, or crazier than I’d thought.

			“It’s way too dangerous,” I told her. “Forget about it.”

			“Too late.”

			She stuck the gun-shaped cigarette lighter in the waist of her jeans and got out of the Jeep. She was still limping slightly from kicking the toilet bowl, but apparently her foot wasn’t broken. I followed her onto the old bridge, where we leaned against the warped railing and looked down at the green-blue water ripping through the pilings. The sun was halfway gone, and all around us the cameras were clicking.

			“What else did you want to tell me?” I asked Shelly.

			“This morning I went to see Dusty.”

			“Alone? That’s nuts!”

			“Noah, I used to live with the man. We were engaged to be married, for God’s sake,” she said. “Anyhow, I asked could I have back my old bartending job on the Coral Queen. I gave a big sob story about Lice bailin’ out on me, and how I was hurtin’ for money.”

			The breeze delivered a whiff of Shelly’s tangerine perfume, which actually smelled pretty nice. I noticed she was wearing only two silver hoops in each ear, and I figured that maybe she’d pawned all the others, like her promise ring.

			“Did Dusty give you the job?” I asked.

			“Yup. I start tomorrow night.”

			Shelly had guts, no doubt about it. She was going undercover to nail Dusty Muleman, the man she suspected of ordering her boyfriend killed. It was odd, but she looked more sad than scared.

			I said, “Please don’t do this. Stay away from that boat.”

			“What if I told you I really did need the dough.”

			“It’s not worth it,” I heard myself say. “I don’t want something bad happening to you, too.”

			“Aw, nothing’s gonna happen.” Now she sounded like the old Shelly, incredibly calm and sure of herself.

			“If you’re not afraid, how come you’re carrying around that fake gun?” I asked.

			“Good question.” She took the lighter out of her jeans and casually tossed it off the bridge. “I was gonna start smokin’ again, but you just talked me out of it. Thanks, Noah.”

			She smiled, and then did something totally outrageous. She leaned over and kissed the top of my head, the way Mom used to do when I was small. It was just a quick peck, but I felt my face turn red.

			“My momma used to say, ‘Keep your friends close, girl, but keep your enemies closer,’ ” said Shelly. “Don’t worry about me, Noah. I know how to handle Captain Muleman.”

			A few of the tourists started clapping, which they sometimes do in the Keys at the moment the sun disappears over the horizon. Why, I’ve got no earthly idea. Sunset on the water ought to be a quiet and easy time, but I guess some people can’t stand a little silence.

			“Speaking of mommas,” Shelly said, “yours’ll start freakin’ out, we don’t get you home pretty soon.”

			

			—

			
				That night, before bed, I took the rust dust out of my pocket and showed it to Abbey. I told her all about the bogus sewage tank at the boat dock; about Lice suddenly disappearing and the bloodstains in the Jeep; about Shelly going back to her old job on the Coral Queen to help us nail Dusty Muleman.

			Abbey was her usual skeptical self. “You’re saying that the same goon who grabbed me at the marina kidnapped Lice Peeking and snuffed him? No way.”

			“It’s a possibility,” I said.

			“In Miami, yeah. But this is the Keys!”

			When I told her how much money Dusty was making from the casino boat, Abbey’s eyes widened.

			“What if we went to the police and told them everything?” she asked excitedly.

			“They’d think we’re a couple of whack jobs. We need witnesses, Abbey, not just a hole in a sewer tank.”

			“Does this Shelly person have a plan?”

			“We’re still working on it,” I said.

			“We? Oh, great.”

			“Any ideas would be welcome.”

			“Noah, this isn’t a game,” my sister said. “If there’s a killer out there—which I doubt, but if it’s true—there’s only one possible plan.”

			“Which is?”

			“We pack up and move to Canada immediately. You, me, Mom, Dad—we drive straight to Saskatchewan and move in with Grandpa Kenneth and Grandma Janet. Why are you looking at me like that?”

			“Good night, Abbey.”

			I was so tired that I fell asleep in my clothes. Right away I started dreaming about fishing, which wasn’t unusual for me. In the dream I was alone in a small wooden boat, hooked up to a humongous tarpon that was dragging me out to sea. The water was getting rougher, and the salt spray was whipping at my cheeks and stinging my eyes. Before long it got dark and I couldn’t see a thing.

			All I had to do to save myself was let go of the stupid fishing rod, but it was the biggest tarpon I’d ever seen and I wanted desperately to catch it. The fish was pulling so hard that the little boat was plowing and lurching through the waves. Somehow I managed to steady myself in the bow, leaning with all my might against the muscle of the fish. Every so often the line would hiss upward, slacken, and then a tremendous splash could be heard in the distance. I knew it was the sound of my tarpon jumping, trying to shake out the hook.

			Eventually the black gloom was broken by a bright white burst, and I realized we were passing the lighthouse at Alligator Reef. In the dream I started thinking about all the monster barracudas and sharks that lived on the reef, and what a bad thing it would be to tumble overboard there.

			Next, something terrifying happened. The boat was lifted by an enormous claw-shaped wave and tossed like a toy, high in the air. The spinning rod flew from my grip and I pitched backward, expecting at any moment to crack my skull against the planks of the transom.

			But instead I just kept falling, as if tumbling through a high mountain canyon. I tried to wake myself but I couldn’t, which is the worst feeling when you’re in the middle of a bad dream. As I fell, something invisible began rocking me back and forth—lightly at first, but then harder and harder until I was flopping around like a rag doll.

			With both arms I swiped out blindly, groping for something to cling to. What I ended up grabbing was a round, mossy-topped rock—or so I thought, until the rock started speaking.

			“Noah,” it whispered. “Please let go of my face.”

			I opened my eyes. “Dad?”

			“Sorry if I scared you.”

			I bolted upright and reached for the lamp. There was my father kneeling by the bed, still wearing the orange jailhouse jumpsuit. He was definitely not part of my dream.

			“It’s good to see you, buddy.”

			“Good to see you, too,” I said. “But what are you doing here?”

			“I escaped,” he replied matter-of-factly.

			“Escaped? From jail?”

			“I’m afraid they left me no choice.”

			I didn’t bother to ask who he was talking about because it didn’t matter. This time he’d gone too far.

			“Does Mom know you’re out?”

			“Not yet. I wanted to wake you and Abbey first.”

			Sure, I thought, because he wanted protection. Mom wouldn’t throw any heavy objects at him if we kids were in the room.

			“It looks bad, I know,” he admitted, “but I can explain.”

			I doubted that seriously.

			“Here’s an idea,” I said. “How about you try out your story on me, before we go see Mom?”

			Dad grinned in relief. “I knew I could count on you, Noah.”

		

	
		
			NINE

			Breakfast was surprisingly civilized, all things considered.

			Dad had slept on the floor of my room, then surprised Mom first thing in the morning. She cried some at first, and they hugged for a long time. Abbey and I slipped out of the kitchen and parked ourselves in front of the television, which still wasn’t working.

			The TV-dish repair guy showed up while my mother was making eggs and pancakes, and he was still banging around on the roof when we all sat down to eat. I didn’t volunteer any information about the broken satellite dish, and Mom didn’t ask. Her attention was fixed on my father.

			At first there was lots of easy talk and even a few laughs. He asked Abbey about her piano lessons. He asked me for a fishing report. He asked Mom if the washing machine was still leaking, and if Grandpa Kenneth had gone ahead with his double-hernia operation.

			Finally, Dad set down his fork and said, “Look, I want to apologize for all the grief I’ve caused. I’m not sorry I sunk the Coral Queen, but I admit that my judgment was clouded by frustration and impulsiveness and…well, anger.”

			So what else is new, I thought.

			“Have you ever heard of a gag order?” he said.

			Abbey glanced at me irritably. I looked at my mother, who was obviously waiting for Dad to explain why escaping from jail was such a grand idea. At her request he’d taken off the orange jumpsuit and put on a pair of jeans with a T-shirt. To a visitor he would have appeared completely normal.

			“The sheriff got a lot of flak from Dusty Muleman and his buddies after I went on Channel 10,” Dad was saying, “so he decided I couldn’t do any more interviews. Basically he gagged me! Not literally, but you know what I mean. Meanwhile Channel 7 is calling, the Miami Herald, even NPR! That’s National Public Radio!”

			“We know what NPR is,” Abbey said thinly.

			“Go on, Paine,” said my mother, her voice tight.

			“Honestly, I didn’t know what to do. None of the deputies at the jail were talking to me anymore,” Dad said. “So I just sat alone in my cell, reflecting on the fact that this country was founded on the bedrock of free speech. It was colonized by people who’d been forbidden to express themselves in their homeland, and were determined to build a new society that was open and free.”

			“Unless you happened to be a slave,” I pointed out.

			“A valid point, Noah. The settlers who came to America weren’t saints, that’s true,” said my father, “but the principles they put into law were solid and just. And here I was, rotting in jail, deprived of my freedom to speak out by some small-minded, small-town bureaucrat with a badge. It was just wrong, so wrong.”

			Dad wasn’t acting. He truly believed that even a jailbird has a constitutional right to go on television.

			“Last night, after they brought me dinner—if you could call it that—there was a bad car accident on the highway in front of the sheriff’s station. Some drunk rolled his convertible. All the deputies ran outside to help.”

			“So you just waltzed out the back door,” Abbey said.

			“They forgot to lock my cell!” Dad looked to me for moral support. “It was one of those moments that called for a split-second decision.”

			“You could’ve decided to relax and eat your dinner,” I suggested.

			“But how could I stay there, muzzled like a dog?” my father said. “What good could I possibly do, stuck in that situation? People need to be told what’s going on around here. They need the truth!”

			He paused, as if waiting for someone to applaud. We didn’t.

			“So I hid for a couple hours in the woods behind the hardware store,” he went on quietly, “and then I made my way home.”

			Abbey picked at her pancakes. I poured myself another glass of orange juice. We’d heard his whole story the night before. Now it was time for Mom to weigh in.

			She said, “Paine, there’s something you ought to know. Mr. Shine got some interesting news yesterday about the Coral Queen case.”

			“Like what—Dusty confessed?” Dad said dryly.

			“No, but he agreed to drop all the charges. He promised not to prosecute if you promise to stop spreading stories about him. He also wants you to get some psychological counseling,” my mother said.

			“That’s good news? He wants me to play like I’m crazy?”

			“It shouldn’t be hard,” Mom said tersely. “Whatever it takes, I want you home. And so did the sheriff, by the way. He called yesterday to tell me they were bringing two prisoners up from Big Pine for a court hearing and they needed both jail cells. He’d planned to release you this morning, bail or no bail. He’s already lined up a judge to sign the order.”

			“Meaning…”

			“Aw, don’t tell me.” Abbey slapped a hand to her forehead.

			“That’s right,” my mother said. “Paine, you didn’t need to escape. They were getting ready to evict you.”

			Dad slumped in his chair. I looked over at him and gave a sympathetic shrug. “Bad timing,” I said.

			“But are they allowed to do that?” he asked miserably. “Can they kick a person out of jail, even if he refuses to put up bail? I don’t think so.”

			Mom said, “In this county they can. Trust me.”

			For several moments we all stared at our cold eggs and pancakes and thought about the absurdity of the situation. Eventually my father said, “Oh well. It all turned out the same anyhow. No harm done.”

			“Wrong,” Mom said crossly. “The judge hadn’t signed your release papers yet, so technically you did commit a jailbreak. That’s a felony, Paine—worse than sinking Dusty’s casino boat! This time they could send you to a real prison.”

			Dad folded his arms thoughtfully. “So I am a fugitive after all.”

			“Congratulations,” Abbey muttered.

			My mother was thoroughly exasperated. “No harm done? Are you kidding me?” she said to my father.

			“Donna, all I meant was—”

			He was spared by a knock on the door—the TV-dish repairman, waiting to be paid. Mom wrote him a check and returned briskly to the table.

			“Paine, here’s what we’re going to do now,” she said, plucking the phone off its cradle. “We’re going to call Mr. Shine and tell him to arrange for you to turn yourself in. Then, if the sheriff is in a generous and forgiving mood, he’ll go ahead and release you—legally, quietly, and without further embarrassment.”

			The word “embarrassment” hung in the air like a foul smell. Still, Dad didn’t seem to comprehend how much trouble he was in with Mom.

			He said, “Honey, I’m not sure I can turn myself in to these people. There are principles at stake, basic human rights.”

			My mother turned to me and Abbey. “Could I speak to your father alone, please?”

			Outside, a car door slammed. Dad stiffened up.

			My mother put down the phone. “Noah, see who that is.”

			Abbey was already at the window. “It’s a cop,” she reported anxiously.

			“No!” my father blurted, and hightailed out the back door.

			Mom was so calm that it was spooky. She picked up Dad’s plate and placed it in the sink. When the deputy rang our doorbell, she told us to stay in the kitchen while she went to talk with him.

			Abbey and I quickly cleared the rest of the table and started washing the dishes. We were so nervous that we worked like robots—she scrubbed, I dried and stacked.

			The deputy didn’t stay long, which was a relief. I’d figured he would tear the house apart searching for Dad, but he never even stepped inside.

			When Mom walked back into the kitchen, she smiled in a sad and tired-looking way. She was carrying some folded clothes, a toothbrush, and the paperback chess book that I’d brought to Dad in jail.

			“The officer was simply returning your father’s belongings,” Mom said. “Apparently the sheriff is delighted that he escaped and has no intention of pursuing him—as long as he goes back and gets the paperwork straightened out.”

			“You want me to look for him?” I asked.

			“I’d appreciate that,” Mom said. “Abbey, could you run outside and water my orchids?”

			My sister eyed her. “You’re trying to get rid of me. How come?”

			“Because I need to speak with Noah privately.”

			“The orchids died last January,” Abbey said with a smirk, “during the freeze. Remember?”

			“Then go water the roses,” said my mother.

			

			—

			I found him at Thunder Beach. He was barefoot and hatless, sitting in the sunshine by the water.

			“This is the place where you learned to swim,” he said.

			I sat down in the sand beside him.

			“Abbey, too,” he added. “Your mom and I used to bring you here almost every weekend. By the time you were three, you could dive to the bottom all by yourself and pick up a conch shell. You remember?”

			“Not really, Dad. I was too little.”

			“Know how this place got its name? A man was killed here in 1947 by a bolt of lightning. Bright clear day, not a cloud in the sky. All of a sudden—ba-boom! The thunderclap was so loud, it busted the windshield out of a dredge at Whale Harbor.”

			“Who was he?” I asked.

			“The man who died? I believe he was one of the Russells or maybe an Albury, I’m not sure. But he was standing right about here on the beach, cleaning his cast net, when it happened. He’d caught about three dozen mullet, and they all got fried to a crisp by that lightning bolt,” my father said. “Your Grandpa Bobby told me that story a long time ago. Why they call it Thunder Beach.”

			I couldn’t help but notice how unusually sunny and clear it was. Dad must have seen me squirming because he said, “Don’t worry, son, it was a freak deal—what they call an atmospheric anomaly. Probably never happen here again in a million years.”

			“Dad, come on home.”

			“But what if it’s a trap? The sheriff, setting me up.”

			“It’s not a trap. The sheriff never wants to lay eyes on you again,” I said.

			The water boiled and a barracuda broke the surface, slashing through a school of needlefish.

			“I’m right about Dusty dumping crap in the water,” Dad said.

			“I know you are.” I told him that the sewage tank at the dock was broken, and how the crew of the Coral Queen had faked hooking up the hose to it.

			“I figured it was something like that,” he said bitterly. “Lice Peeking knows all about that scam, I bet.”

			“Dad, I’ve got more bad news. Lice Peeking is gone.”

			“No!”

			I told him about the bald guy with the crooked nose coming to Lice’s trailer, and about the bloodstains Shelly found later in her Jeep.

			“She thinks Dusty Muleman killed Lice, or had him killed, to shut him up,” I said.

			My father looked horrified. “I can’t believe that,” he said, but his voice was shaky.

			“Abbey thinks we should pack up and run to Canada,” I said.

			“What do you think, Noah?”

			“I think it’s awful cold up there.”

			“No doubt,” he said quietly.

			“And those snowmobiles, Dad, they’re even noisier than Jet Skis.”

			“That’s a fact.”

			“So we’ll figure something out. We always do,” I said. “Come on home.”

			Dad was lost in thought, staring gloomily up the shoreline toward the mouth of the basin where the Coral Queen was moored.

			He said, “Dusty offered to drop the charges against me because he doesn’t want the bad publicity from a trial. And he got rid of Lice as a warning to anyone else who knows the real story about the casino boat, anyone who could back me up.”

			“Makes sense,” I said.

			“But if Lice is really dead, it’s all my fault.”

			“No, Dad. If Lice is dead it’s because he was greedy,” I said. “He didn’t want to tell the truth unless he got money for it. If he’d gone to the Coast Guard way back when, like he should have, Dusty would’ve been shut down a long time ago. So let’s go home. Please?”

			“The water looks clean today, doesn’t it? Though you can’t always tell just by looking.” He got up and slowly waded in, trailing his fingers along the surface.

			“Your Grandpa Bobby used to bring me down to the Keys three, four times a year,” he said. “When I was about your age, I stood right here and watched him catch a fourteen-pound muttonfish off the wings of a stingray.”

			“On what?” I asked.

			“A chunk of frozen shrimp,” Dad recalled. “I bet there hasn’t been a mutton snapper on these flats in ages. Lots of reasons—fish trappers, pollution, too many boats. That’s what people do when they find a special place that’s wild and full of life, they trample it to death.”

			He spun around to face me. “Noah, you understand why I sunk the Coral Queen, right? Every time Dusty empties her holding tank, it’s like flushing a hundred filthy toilets into God’s ocean!”

			It made me sick to think about it. Still, I couldn’t afford to let my father get himself all wound up again. There was something else I needed to tell him; something even more important.

			“Mom wants you to come home right now,” I said. “She said it’s not open for debate. No more speeches, she said, no more excuses. Just come home.”

			“Aw, she’ll settle down.”

			It was like talking to a brick wall…so I took out the sledgehammer.

			“Dad, listen to me,” I said. “Mom’s thinking about filing for divorce.”

			“What? No way!”

			“I overheard her say something on the phone to Grandma Janet.”

			My father stood knee-deep in the water, blinking and cocking his head like he wasn’t sure if he’d heard me right.

			“She actually used that word. Divorce?”

			“Loud and clear. She’s already spoken to Mr. Shine. Abbey was eavesdropping.”

			“Oh man,” Dad sighed. “What a mess.”

			At long last, reality seemed to be sinking in. I could see he was really worried about what Mom might do next. So was I.

			“Come on,” I said, “let’s go.”

			He reached down and scooped up a baby blue crab, which he cupped in his hands. When he bent down to inspect it, the crab promptly fastened its miniature claws to his nose and hung there, like a weird painted ornament. My father and I broke out laughing until the crab let go and plopped back into the water.

			“Go tell your mom I’ll be home shortly,” he said. “We’ll take the skiff out this evening—you, me, and Abbey. Catch some snappers for supper.”

			

			—

			I felt pretty good when I hopped on my bike and headed for home. I’d done the tough job that I needed to do, and Dad had responded the way I’d hoped. As I rode along, my thoughts were still bouncing all over the place and I wasn’t paying attention to what was ahead of me.

			Unfortunately.

			One second I was pedaling full speed, the next I was hurtling over my handlebars. I landed hard on my right shoulder and rolled. When I came to a stop, I was flat on my back.

			Staring up at the pinched, angry face of Jasper Muleman Jr.

			“Hey, dorkbrain, where’s your training wheels?” he said.

			I heard a dumb hick laugh that was unmistakably Bull’s. He and Jasper Jr. must have spotted me coming and ducked into the woods to wait. I sat up and saw my bike on the ground, a freshly snapped gumbo-limbo branch sticking out of the front spokes.

			“That’s original,” I said to Jasper Jr.

			Bull snatched me up by the collar and dragged me into the trees. I could hear Jasper Jr. running after us. When we got to a clearing, Bull straightened me up, spun me around, and pinned my arms.

			Jasper Jr. got right in my face. “So where’s your big white-trash bodyguard? The one who knocked over my wheelbarrow.”

			I wondered if he already knew that something bad had happened to Lice Peeking.

			“He wasn’t my bodyguard,” I replied. “He was my personal chauffeur.”

			Jasper Jr. said I was a real comedian. Then he hauled off and slugged me in the gut.

			“That’s for Snake Creek,” he snarled, “for making me sink my johnboat.”

			The punch knocked the wind out of me, and I went limp as a noodle in Bull’s grip. I remember thinking of something clever to say, but all I could do was squeak like a leaking balloon. It seemed to take forever to catch my breath, and right away Jasper Jr. slugged me again.

			“And that’s for your crazy father sinking my father’s boat,” he said.

			At that point the world turned fuzzy and gray, and I thought I was history. My mouth was flapping but absolutely nothing was coming out.

			I heard Jasper Jr. say, “Bull, you wanna turn?”

			“No, bro, I’m good,” Bull said, and let me drop to the ground.

			Immediately I closed my eyes and let my tongue hang out and pretended I was dead. It might work fabulously for possums, but it sure didn’t work for me.

			Jasper Jr. kicked me so hard in the thighbone that his big toe made a sharp popping sound. He started hopping around and hollering that I’d busted his foot. Bull remarked that it was usually a smart idea to put on shoes before you started kicking somebody. Jasper Jr. told him to shut up and gimped away, moaning. I heard Bull chuckling as he followed his wounded friend back to the road.

			I would’ve been chuckling, too, if it hadn’t hurt so much.

		

	
		
			TEN

			It isn’t easy pretending everything’s wonderful when you feel like you’ve been thrown off the roof of a building. Luckily, there weren’t any bruises that Mom or Dad could see because this time Jasper Jr. had socked me in the stomach (not my eye), and the ugly knot on my thighbone was covered up by my pants.

			I didn’t tell my parents what happened because they would’ve freaked and gone straight to Dusty Muleman, or maybe even the police, which was not how I wanted to handle it. So I just sat around like a lump in front of the television, trying not to move. In the summer I’m always outdoors—fishing or snorkeling or skateboarding—so Abbey got suspicious about me hanging around the house every day. Mom thought it was weird, too, but she was busy keeping an eye on my father.

			Mr. Shine had arranged for Dad to return to the jail and surrender himself. The sheriff couldn’t wait to send him back home, although a judge put him under “house arrest” until the Coral Queen case was settled. To keep track of his whereabouts, they clipped an electronic bracelet on Dad’s right ankle. If he stepped so much as three inches past our front door, a signal would beep at the sheriff’s station and they’d come after him again.

			For a week we were like a seminormal family, except that my father wasn’t allowed out of the house. One of us always stayed with him, not just to keep him company but also to make sure he didn’t try anything cute, like prying off the ankle bracelet.

			We played lots of video games and watched fishing shows on ESPN and didn’t talk at all about Dusty’s casino boat. Abbey’s new project was building an Olympic village for hermit crabs, and Dad really got into it. Abbey and I collected the crabs (there were scads of them in the woods along the Old Highway) while my father sat at the kitchen table working with his tools. Before long he’d put together a miniature track, a lap pool, a pole vault, even a hurdle run.

			Unfortunately, the average hermit crab isn’t particularly athletic, having to haul a clunky seashell around on its back, so the sports competition part of Abbey’s project sort of fizzled. Most of the crabs hunkered down and refused to budge. Still, it gave Dad something to do that kept his mind off the Coral Queen.

			Until Shelly showed up late one afternoon.

			Abbey watched her get out of the Jeep and said, “This oughta be good.”

			Shelly was dressed in her casino-boat bartender’s outfit, which was loud and skimpy. She wore high heels and stockings that looked like they were made from a mullet net. As I opened the door to let her in, I decided it was probably a good thing that Mom wasn’t home.

			“Long time no see,” Shelly said to my father, and gave him a brisk, businesslike hug. Then she introduced herself to Abbey, who was gawking at the barbed-wire tattoo on Shelly’s bare arm.

			“How about something cold to drink?” Dad offered.

			“Iced tea would be super. I can’t stay long,” Shelly said.

			We all sat down in the living room, Shelly crossing her legs and sipping her tea. My father was on the edge of his seat, looking like he was dying to pepper her with questions.

			“How you doin’, Noah?” Shelly said to me.

			“Great.”

			“Feelin’ okay?” She gave me a narrow look to let me know that she knew I wasn’t telling the truth. It was creepy how sharp her radar was.

			“So, how’s work?” I said, eager to change the subject.

			“Work is work,” Shelly replied. Then, turning to Dad: “Paine, what’s that thing on your leg?”

			My father explained about the electronic bracelet. “I’m on house arrest. You believe it?”

			“Boy, that really sucks,” Shelly said.

			Out of nowhere Abbey asked about the tattoo. That’s one thing about my sister, she’s not afraid to say anything.

			Shelly smiled and traced one finger along the dark blue links. “That’s a story for when you’re older,” she said. “It was a long night and a bad party.”

			“But why barb wire?” Abbey always called it “barb” wire.

			“To show the world how rough and tough I was,” said Shelly. “To be honest, I wish it was daisies instead. This thing’s gonna look mighty stupid when I’m eighty years old and my grandkids are askin’ how come I got a cow fence painted on my arm. Hey, Paine, can you take a bath with that ankle gizmo, or would you get all electrocuted?”

			Dad laughed. “Naw, it’s waterproof.”

			“Amazing,” Shelly said.

			“Any word from Lice?” I asked hopefully.

			She shook her head. “But I got some other news. That’s why I stopped over.”

			We waited as she glugged a long drink from her glass.

			“They’re at it again,” she said. “Dumpin’ the toilet tanks into the water. Last night I stayed late to restock the bar, and I saw it for myself. Dusty was already gone with the money, and I guess the crew didn’t know I was still there.”

			I noticed that my father’s fists were clenched on the arms of his chair. Abbey saw it, too.

			“They just hung the hose off the side of the boat,” Shelly went on, “like it was business as usual.”

			“What time was this?” Dad asked.

			“Between one and one-thirty. The marina was empty,” Shelly said.

			Abbey spoke up again. “That man is major scum.”

			“No doubt,” said Shelly. “And here’s what else. The big bald guy with the Z-shaped nose? The one who came to see Lice that night before he went missing? His name’s Luno, and he’s Dusty’s main muscle. I think he’s from Morocco or someplace like that.”

			I purposely didn’t look at Abbey. Neither of us had told my father that she’d bitten Dusty’s goon that night at the marina when he snuck up and grabbed her. Dad would’ve gone bonkers if he found out.

			And Mom, well, forget about it. We’d already be halfway to Saskatchewan by now.

			“What if they get suspicious and start hassling you?” I asked Shelly.

			“Why would they? Think about it from Dusty’s point of view. Why would I come back to work for him if I knew he and Luno were mixed up in Lice’s death? Heck, I’d have to be suicidal, right?” Shelly winked. “Naw, Dusty bought the whole sad story. He thinks I wanted my job back just because Lice left me broke. And I’ll be honest, the money’s not too shabby.”

			Dad stood up and started pacing back and forth.

			“Well, I’d better be off,” Shelly said.

			“How are things going with Dusty?” I asked.

			“Oh, don’t worry about that. He’s under control.”

			“You be careful,” my father told her.

			“Yeah, well, don’t go sinkin’ that boat again,” Shelly said, “especially if I’m on it.”

			Then she said goodbye and breezed out the door, leaving us in silence with a light sweet scent of tangerines.

			

			—

			That night Abbey barely touched her dinner. She said she didn’t feel well and asked to go to bed early.

			Mom tucked her in and returned to the table. “I think your sister’s got a touch of the flu. Are you feeling all right?”

			“Fine,” I said.

			“Paine?”

			“Never better,” said my father.

			“Did you call the taxi company?” Mom asked.

			“Tomorrow. I promise,” Dad said. He was supposed to make sure that they were holding his job for him.

			“Actually, I was thinking of trying to get my captain’s license back,” he said matter-of-factly, “so I could guide in the backcountry again.”

			My mother put down her fork. “You can’t be serious.”

			“Well, why not?”

			“After what you did to the casino boat, you honestly believe the Coast Guard will let you take customers back out on the water?” she said. “Honey, you’ll be lucky to get your cab back.”

			Dad stabbed at a green bean and let the subject drop.

			“Somebody from the Herald phoned while you were in the shower,” Mom said. “I explained that you won’t be giving any more interviews. Right?”

			“Yeah,” my father mumbled. One of the conditions for Dusty Muleman dropping the criminal charges was that Dad stop ranting to the press.

			“You know, he’s started flushing his holding tanks again,” Dad said. “It’s true. Ask Noah.”

			Mom looked at me, then back at my father. “How do you know this?”

			“We’ve got our sources,” Dad said mysteriously.

			“Someone who works on the Coral Queen,” I added.

			“I see,” my mother said. “Then this ‘source’ of yours should go straight to the authorities and make a report. That’s the way it’s supposed to be done. Noah, please pass the rice.”

			“But Dusty’s got connections with the Coast Guard and the cops,” Dad complained. “They won’t do diddly unless somebody catches him red-handed.”

			“And maybe somebody will,” said Mom, “but whoever that ‘somebody’ is, they don’t live in this house. I’ve made my last visit to the jailhouse, is that understood?”

			That night I couldn’t sleep, so I dug out a stack of old skateboarding magazines. It was real late, well past midnight, when Mom peeked into my room and saw that I was still awake. She sat down on the bed and told me she was sorry that dinner had gotten a little tense. Everything would get back to normal, she said, once Dad’s legal problems were over and he was working again.

			It took every ounce of courage, but I had to ask: “Did you mean what you said to Grandma Janet about a divorce?”

			Mom took a short breath and pressed her lips together. “You heard me on the phone that night? I’m so sorry, Noah—I was extremely upset….”

			I could tell she wanted to give me one of those big smothering hugs, like she used to do when I was small. This time, though, all she did was reach over and touch my hand.

			“Your father is a very unusual and intense personality,” she said, “as I’m sure you’ve noticed. I love him dearly, but sometimes he drives me bananas. More than sometimes, truthfully.”

			“I know, Mom.”

			“Look, I understand that he gets terribly upset by certain things he sees in this world—greed and injustice and cruelty to nature. That’s one of the things that first attracted me, seeing how deeply he cared. But he’s a grown man,” my mother said, “and he needs to start behaving like one. I don’t care to be married to a jailbird.”

			“So you were serious,” I said.

			“I’d never bluff about something like divorce. It wouldn’t be fair to you and Abbey.”

			I didn’t need to tell Mom how worried we both were. She knew.

			“Speaking of your sister,” she said, “I’d better peek in and see how she’s feeling.”

			I said good night and turned out the light and pulled the covers up to my neck. I heard Mom open Abbey’s door and say her name. Abbey didn’t answer, so I figured she was already asleep.

			But then Mom started calling out for my father in a voice that didn’t even sound like hers, it was so choked up. Dad came running down the hall from one direction, and I came running from the other.

			When we entered Abbey’s room, my mother was standing there with tears in her eyes. Her knuckles were pale and pressed to her cheeks, and her shoulders trembled.

			“She’s gone!” Mom cried. “Abbey’s gone!”

			My sister’s bed was empty. The window was wide open, and the screen, which had been removed, was propped against the bedroom wall.

			“Okay, everybody take it easy,” Dad urged. I could tell he was trying to calm himself, as much as me and my mother.

			He tried to wrap his arms around Mom but she jerked away. “Somebody kidnapped her, Paine! Somebody broke in and took her!”

			“No, Mom, nobody took her,” I said.

			“How do you know? How?”

			What could I say? Sometimes I sneak out my bedroom window late at night to go bridge fishing or crabbing with Thom and Rado. One time I got back and Abbey was hiding in my room, watching me as I climbed in through the window and put back the screen. She never ratted me out to my parents, but obviously she’d remembered the trick.

			“A kidnapper wouldn’t bother to stack the screen against the wall,” I pointed out. “He’d just cut his way through with a knife.”

			“Noah’s absolutely right,” Dad said. “This is way too neat and tidy. It’s pure Abbey.”

			Mom wiped her eyes on my father’s sleeve. “So what you’re saying is, she ran away? Why in the world would she do that?”

			“I don’t think Abbey ran away,” I said.

			“Noah, get to the point.”

			“She probably just had something she needed to do.”

			“In the middle of the night? All by herself?” My mother turned to my father and froze him with one of her deadly laser-beam stares. “Paine, what’s going on here?”

			“I’ll be right back,” Dad said, and rushed out of the room.

			Mom spun back toward me and snatched me by the left ear.

			“Young man?” she said.

			She never called me “young man” unless she meant business.

			“Yes, Mom?” I was almost sure that I knew where Abbey had gone. And I had a feeling that Dad had figured it out, too.

			“Does this have something to do with the Coral Queen?” my mother asked.

			“It’s possible,” I said weakly.

			“Has this whole family gone completely insane?” She let go of my ear and called out: “Paine! You come back here right this second!”

			Moments later Dad appeared at the bedroom door. He had put on a ball cap, a pair of khaki trousers, and his old deck shoes. In one hand was the portable spotlight that he kept stowed on the skiff.

			“Where do you think you’re going?” Mom demanded.

			“The video camera is missing,” my father said.

			“Answer my question. Where are you going?”

			“To find Abbey,” Dad replied evenly.

			“Paine, you’re under house arrest. Remember?”

			My father sheepishly pulled up the right leg of his pants to reveal a bare ankle.

			“Oh, that’s just terrific,” said my mother. She was not normally a sarcastic person, but she could be brutal when she was. “I’ll go pack your suitcase for state prison,” she said to Dad. “Will they let you bring your own pajamas?”

			“Donna, please. There’s no time to argue.”

			“Oh, really? Our little girl is roaming around alone in the dead of night, and meanwhile you’ve tripped off some fugitive alarm at the sheriff’s station, and any minute a dozen squad cars with screaming sirens will be racing down our street—”

			“I’ll go get Abbey by myself,” I volunteered. “Don’t worry, Mom, I can handle it.”

			“No, we’ll go together. All three of us,” she declared. “And if we get into a jam, I want both of you wise guys to keep your lips zipped and let me do the talking. Is that understood?”

			My father and I glanced helplessly at each other. There was no point in objecting.

			“Noah, get a can of bug spray out of the pantry,” Mom said. “And, Paine, could you please go find my car keys?”

		

	
		
			ELEVEN

			Mom drove, both hands on the wheel. She stuck to the speed limit because she didn’t want the police to pull us over and find my father in the car.

			When she turned down the road to the marina, Dad leaned out the passenger window and began shining the spotlight through the mangroves, in case Abbey was hiding there. He lit up a family of raccoons and a grouchy blue heron, but there was no sign of my sister.

			We were more than a hundred yards from the docks when Mom stopped the car. I suggested that we split up and start searching, but Dad said no way, it was too risky. We got out of the car and together headed toward the boats.

			Every so often my mother would call out Abbey’s name while Dad probed the shadows with the spotlight. As we approached the marina, I could see that the Coral Queen was dark, though a light shone in the ticket shack at the foot of the dock. I put a finger to my lips, signaling for my parents to stay quiet. Parked by one of the lampposts was Dusty Muleman’s long black SUV.

			We huddled in the shadow of the broken sewage tank. Dad had snatched a rusty gaff from a dock box near one of the charter boats, and I could tell by the sound of his breathing that he was agitated and pumped up. Mom, however, remained calm.

			Dad said, “You two stay here. I’ll go scope it out.”

			“You’ll do no such thing,” my mother told him. “Tonight we’re a team.”

			Dad started to argue, but then he stopped and cocked his head to listen. I heard it, too—a man’s laughter, coming from inside the ticket office.

			“What if he’s got Abbey?” I whispered anxiously.

			“Then we’ll politely ask him to give her back,” Mom said. “And if that doesn’t work, we’ll try something else. Come on.”

			My mother only weighs 110 pounds, but she doesn’t think small. She walked up to the shack and rapped on the door and didn’t wait for it to be opened—she just barged in. Dad and I were right behind her.

			“Why, look who’s here!” said Dusty Muleman, hanging up the phone.

			He was sitting under a bare light bulb at a wobbly card table. Piled in front of him were stacks of cash and tally sheets from the gambling boat.

			Mom said, “Dusty, I apologize for the interruption but this is very important.”

			“No problem, Donna.” He looked highly amused by the sight of us.

			“Have you seen Abbey tonight?” my mother asked.

			“Abbey? What would she be doing hangin’ around this place?” Dusty scoffed.

			Dad started edging forward with the tarpon gaff, which wasn’t good.

			“She went looking for pilchards,” I piped up. Sometimes the boat basins were loaded with little fish, which Dusty Muleman knew for a fact. “We’re supposed to go fishing tomorrow and she decided to catch her own bait.”

			Dusty didn’t fall for my story. “Abbey ain’t much bigger’n a pilchard herself. I’d sure like to see how she throws a net,” he said. “What’s she doing out so late, anyway? Most little girls would’ve been tucked in beddy-bye a long time ago.”

			“Have you seen her?” Mom asked again. “We’re getting worried.”

			“Nope.” Dusty was wearing a baggy, fruit-colored shirt that was decorated with palm trees. A fat soggy cigar wagged in the corner of his downturned mouth. Fortunately it wasn’t lit; otherwise we would have gagged on the smoke in that closet-sized room.

			“Let me check with Luno,” he said, and spoke gruffly into a walkie-talkie. Then he looked up and addressed my father: “Paine, I’m a little surprised to see you out and about. The sheriff told me you were under house arrest.”

			“I was,” Dad said, “until my daughter went missing.”

			His jaw was set and his shoulders were bunched. He was wound up as tight as a spring, and I thought that any second he might pounce on Dusty Muleman, who was smaller and flabbier.

			Mom must have been thinking the same thing. She snatched the sharp gaff from my father’s hand and carefully placed it upright in a corner.

			“Dusty, listen,” she said. “Paine’s got something he wants to say.”

			“I do?” Dad said.

			“Yes, you do. Remember?” my mother replied pointedly. “You wanted to apologize for what happened to the Coral Queen.”

			I burst out coughing like I was having a seizure. I couldn’t help it.

			“Apologize?” my father said numbly.

			“Yes, Paine, we had this discussion the other night.” Mom’s tone was pleasant but determined. “You and Dusty have known each other too long to let this kind of situation get out of control.”

			“Donna’s right,” Dusty said. “All those years we fished out of Ted’s, we never had a problem.”

			Dad was steaming, but there wasn’t much he could do. Dusty had promised to drop the criminal charges only if Dad agreed to behave. Mom must have figured that this was as good a time as any for Dad to start acting remorseful, even if he didn’t mean it.

			“Fine,” my father said stiffly. “I’m sorry for sinking your boat.”

			“Apology accepted.” Dusty smacked on the cigar, and his shifty gray eyes swung to me. “Son, I heard from Jasper Jr. that you’ve been givin’ him a hard time.”

			“You’re kidding, right?” I said.

			Dusty shook his head. Dad looked at me curiously.

			“No, it’s the other way around,” I started to protest. “He and Bull…”

			“He and Bull what?” asked Dad.

			“Nothing.”

			“Noah, what’s going on?” my mother said, like she’d already forgotten about my black eye. I figured she just didn’t want to stir up more trouble, with Abbey missing and Dad’s future freedom in Dusty Muleman’s hands.

			Still, I had to bite back the urge to tell everything that had really happened between me and Jasper Jr. Dusty was clearly enjoying himself at my expense. He knew the truth, too. I could see by the way he smirked.

			“I know it’s gettin’ more and more like Miami down here,” he said, “but a boy still ought to be able to go fishin’ without having to fight his way home. Don’t you folks agree?”

			“Absolutely,” said my mother, although this time I detected a slight chill in her voice. When she glanced at me, I knew that she didn’t believe a word Dusty Muleman was saying.

			I also understood that she expected me to suck up my pride and do what was best for the family, as my father had done.

			“Tell Jasper Jr. it won’t happen again,” I said to Dusty.

			“That’s the spirit.” He gave me a gloating wink.

			The door swung open and Luno appeared. Up close the man was even taller and uglier than I remembered. His slick bald dome glowed pink in the pale light, and his smile was as crooked as his nose. A swatch of dirty-looking gauze was taped on one of his branch-sized forearms, probably where my sister had chomped him. In one hand he carried a walkie-talkie like Dusty’s; in the other hand was a half-empty bottle of beer.

			“What’s up, chief?” he said to Dusty.

			“You seen a young girl hanging around the docks tonight?”

			“Girl?”

			“Little kid,” Dusty said. “Curly brown hair, if I remember right.”

			“Ash blond,” corrected my mother.

			Luno’s shark eyes flicked to the wound on his arm. I wondered if he’d ever admitted to Dusty that he’d been bitten by a pint-sized trespasser. I also wondered if Luno recognized me as the one who’d slugged him that night on the charter boat.

			If he did, he didn’t let on. His gaze revealed nothing but icy and casual indifference, and I had no doubt he was capable of anything—even killing Lice Peeking.

			Dad didn’t seem even slightly intimidated by the bald-headed goon, which is one of my father’s problems. Sometimes he doesn’t know when to be afraid.

			“No girl here tonight,” Luno said with a shrug.

			“We want to look around for ourselves,” Dad declared.

			Dusty said, “Luno says she’s not here, she’s not here. You can take it to the bank.”

			“Please,” said Mom. “We won’t be long.”

			“Suit yourself. I got nothin’ to hide.” Dusty took the cigar out of his mouth. “So, Paine, I meant to ask you—how’re the anger management classes goin’?”

			Part of the deal for Dusty dropping the charges was that my father would sign up for “professional counseling.” Dad thought it was ridiculous, of course.

			My mother said, “We’ve got an appointment with a therapist in Key Largo, as soon as Paine gets off house arrest.”

			“Outstanding!” said Dusty.

			“Yeah, I can hardly wait,” Dad mumbled.

			“Listen, man, you can’t go around sinkin’ other people’s boats just because you get some wacko idea in your head,” Dusty told him. “You need to get a grip. Seriously.”

			“He will,” Mom said.

			My father’s face reddened.

			“Let’s go look for Abbey,” I said.

			Luno went along, probably to make sure that we didn’t go snooping anywhere Dusty didn’t want us to go. We traipsed from one side of the basin to the other, up and down the charter docks. Dad and Mom kept shouting my sister’s name, but the only response was some crazed dog barking its head off—a big old German shepherd that one of the captains kept chained on his boat.

			When we returned to the ticket shack, the light was off and Dusty had gone. Luno leaned against the fender of his beat-up station wagon and folded his beefy arms.

			“See? Girl no here,” he said. “You go away now.”

			Mom and I turned to leave, but Dad didn’t move. He stood there nose to nose with Dusty’s goon. It was too dark to make out their expressions, but the tension in the air was like the hot static buzz you feel before that first clap of thunder.

			“If anything’s happened to my little girl,” Dad warned in a low voice, “I’ll be back for you and your boss man.”

			Luno grunted out a harsh chuckle and rasped something in a foreign language. Whatever he said, it didn’t sound like he was the least bit worried by my father’s threat.

			Mom spoke up. “Paine, let’s go.”

			Being a sensible person, she was nervous in Luno’s presence.

			“Paine, please,” she said again. “It’s late.”

			Slowly Dad pivoted his shoulders and began walking away. Feeling the heat of Luno’s glare, the three of us trudged down the dirt road. Mom and I kept swatting at mosquitoes that were buzzing around my father, who hadn’t bothered to use the bug spray. He didn’t seem to notice the annoying little bloodsuckers, or maybe he didn’t care.

			Once we were safely inside the car, my mother took a deep breath and said, “All right, Noah, where should we look for your sister now?”

			Unfortunately, I didn’t have a Plan B. I’d been so sure she’d gone to spy on the Coral Queen that I hadn’t even considered any other possibilities.

			“Let’s just drive,” Dad said glumly, fiddling with the switch on his spotlight.

			In the glow from the dashboard his face appeared to be covered with odd black freckles—but then I realized that the freckles were actually more mosquitoes, too gorged with blood to fly away.

			“Maybe Abbey went home already,” I said hopefully. “She’s probably already back in bed, sleeping like a log.”

			Mom nodded. “Yes, that’s where we should go next. She’ll worry if she sees my car is gone.”

			“And what if she’s not there? What then?” Dad asked.

			“Then we call the police, Paine,” my mother said with a hitch of anger.

			There wasn’t much to discuss after that. Mom drove slowly up the dirt road, away from the marina. Dad couldn’t get the spotlight working, so he started cussing and pounding on it with the heel of his hand. Finally he just gave up and flipped on the radio.

			My mother had to make a wide turn onto the Old Highway, to avoid hitting a possum. She stepped on the gas and rolled down the windows to blow out the bugs.

			Dad was sunk down in the passenger seat, his head bowed. Mom was humming some old Beatles song, trying to act as if she wasn’t all that worried, but I knew better. She was doing 52 in a 30-mile-per-hour zone, which for her was some kind of speed record.

			We had gone maybe a mile or two when I spotted a flash of something in the distance along the side of the road, something larger than the usual Keys critters.

			“Mom, slow down!” I said.

			“What?”

			My father looked up. “Donna, stop!” he exclaimed.

			“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Mom said, and hit the brakes.

			Together we broke out laughing, all three of us, in pure relief.

			There, in the headlights, stood my little sister. She was wearing her backpack, her white Nikes with the orange reflectors on the heels, and, hanging from a shoulder strap, our video camera. Her skinny bare legs glistened with insect repellent.

			As always, Abbey was well prepared.

			She grinned and stuck out a thumb.

			“How about a ride?” she called out.

		

	
		
			TWELVE

			My parents were so thrilled to find Abbey that they couldn’t even pretend to be mad about her sneaking out the bedroom window. They made us go to bed as soon as we got home, but she was up early the next morning, insisting on showing the videotape that she’d made at the marina.

			I was impressed by what my sister had tried to do, but she’s no Steven Spielberg. The tape was so dim and shaky that it was almost impossible to see what was going on.

			Abbey was bummed. She scooted closer to the TV and pointed at the fuzzy image. “There’s the hose! See, they’re dropping it right in the water!”

			Dad asked, “Honey, where were you hiding—up a telephone pole?”

			“Tuna tower,” my sister said over her shoulder.

			It was a cool idea, actually. A tuna tower is the tall aluminum platform that sits above the cockpit on a deep-sea charter boat. The captain climbs to the top so he can spot game fish crashing bait from far away. It would have been a perfect roost for secretly filming the casino boat, except for a couple of problems.

			First, Dad’s video camera wasn’t one of the newer models, so the picture was lousy when it was dark outside. Second, my sister never quite figured out how to zoom the lens, so everything on the tape was extremely small and grainy. You could make out the profile of the Coral Queen, but the crew looked like june bugs crawling around the deck.

			“It’s not your fault,” Mom told Abbey, “it’s the camera’s.”

			“But I can still see what they’re doing—can’t you?” My sister stabbed her finger at the TV. “That’s the hose from the holding tank right…there.”

			“Now I see it,” I said.

			“Me too,” said my father.

			We really weren’t sure what we were looking at, but we didn’t want to hurt Abbey’s feelings. She popped the cassette out of the camera and announced, “All we’ve got to do is take this to the Coast Guard, and Dusty Muleman is toast!”

			Mom and Dad exchanged doubtful glances. Neither wanted to be the one to tell Abbey that her videotape was useless.

			“I know what you’re thinking,” said my sister, “but they’ve got supercool ways to enlarge the image and make it crystal clear. The FBI and CIA do it all the time—they can count the zits on a terrorist’s nose from a mile off!”

			A car door slammed in the driveway, startling us. We don’t get much company at seven in the morning.

			Mom looked out the window and said, “Paine, it’s a deputy.”

			“Oh, not again,” Abbey groaned.

			“Try to stall him,” said my father. “Noah, come with me. I’ll need your help.”

			We hurried down the hall to my parents’ room, Dad locking the door behind us. The electronic bracelet was hidden beneath the bed, along with the tools he had used to remove it. I held the heavy plastic collar around his right ankle while he worked feverishly with needle-nose pliers, a screwdriver, and a hex wrench.

			“Hold extra still,” he whispered. “One little slip and I could break the transmitter.”

			From the living room we heard the low tone of the deputy’s voice, politely saying, “No, thanks. Really, I’m fine.” It sounded like Mom and Abbey were trying to feed him breakfast.

			Moments later I heard my mother’s footsteps, followed by a light rap on the door. “Paine, are you up yet? There’s a gentleman from the sheriff’s department here to see you.”

			“Be out in a minute,” Dad drawled, trying to sound sleepy.

			From the intense way he was gripping the tools, I knew my father truly didn’t want to go back to jail—but that’s where he was headed if we didn’t get the bracelet clamped back on his ankle.

			“Almost there,” he murmured, pausing to wipe the palms of his hands. Both of us were sweating, we were so nervous.

			There were more footsteps in the hall, only this time they were too heavy to be my mother’s. This time the knock on the door was sharp and impatient.

			“Mr. Underwood? Open up, please, this is Deputy Blair from the sheriff’s office. Mr. Underwood?”

			Another hard knock.

			I motioned for Dad to hurry. He looked up, smiled, and made an “okay” sign with his fingers.

			When I let go of the bracelet, it held fast to my father’s leg. The police would never know it had been unfastened for a night, or so we thought.

			Now the doorknob began to jiggle. On impulse I grabbed up the tools and rolled under the bed.

			My father opened the door. “Sorry to keep you waiting, Officer, but I was putting on some clothes.”

			“Step this way, sir,” I heard the deputy say, in a tone that wasn’t particularly friendly.

			

			—

			My dad was an awesome fishing guide. Everybody in the Keys said so. Tarpon, bonefish, redfish, snook—Dad was dialed in on all of them. He could put his customers into fish when the other guides were getting skunked. My mother said it was a special talent he inherited from Grandpa Bobby.

			We all knew how much Dad missed being out on the boat every day. He never complained, but he was basically miserable driving a taxi up and down the highway. Three different times he’d gotten rear-ended by other cars while crossing one of the bridges. That’s because he always slowed down to stare out at the open water. He couldn’t help himself—scoping out the tides, the depth, the wind direction, all the things that were important if you were hunting fish.

			After the third accident, my father’s boss at the cab company got on his case. Dad pointed out that, technically, none of the rear-enders had been his fault. It had always been the other drivers who’d gotten the tickets, for following too close.

			But his boss didn’t care. It was costing him money every time the cab was off the road, in the body shop. “One more crash,” he’d warned my dad, “and you’re fired.” The guy acting like he was Donald Trump.

			I had a hunch he wouldn’t hold Dad’s job open after what happened with the gambling boat, and I was right. When Mom called the taxi company, the owner told her that he’d hired a new driver the day my father got arrested. Mom told us that she didn’t blame the guy—he had a business to run. Still, I knew she was worried. The bills were piling up, and her paycheck wasn’t nearly enough to cover them all.

			It would be a while longer before Dad could start searching for a new job, because now he was back in jail.

			I don’t know if Dusty Muleman ratted him out, or if the electronic ankle bracelet was programmed to send a certain signal when somebody messed with the lock. In any case, the sheriff ordered my father hauled in again, for “tampering with a court-ordered monitoring device.”

			He wasn’t in a great mood when I went to visit.

			“This is really getting old,” he said wearily. “You didn’t have to come today, Noah. This place is the pits.”

			In a way I was glad to find my father depressed, because that was a perfectly normal reaction to being in jail—and Dad acting normal wasn’t something you could take for granted. He was a much different person from the happy camper I’d visited there only three weeks ago.

			“I bet your mother’s really ticked off,” he said.

			“What for?” I said.

			How could any of us be mad at him? The only reason he’d pried off the stupid ankle monitor was so that he could leave the house to hunt for Abbey. Any father would have done the same thing if one of their kids had disappeared in the middle of the night.

			“Mom’s trying to get hold of Mr. Shine,” I said.

			“Tell her not to bother. They’re only keeping me for forty-eight hours,” Dad said, “to, quote, teach me a lesson. Talk about a waste of tax dollars!”

			“What should we do with Abbey’s video?” I asked.

			Dad shook his head. “God bless her, she really tried. But you saw the tape, Noah. If we took it to the Coast Guard, they’d laugh.”

			He was probably right. “So what now?” I asked, and mentally tried to brace for whatever new scheme my father had dreamed up.

			He cut a dark glance toward the broad jowly deputy, who was leaning against the door. The man was thumbing through a motorcycle magazine, but I assumed he was listening to every word we said.

			“It’s over, Noah,” my father said with a sigh. “I’m done with Dusty and the Coral Queen. I just want to come home and live a quiet, seminormal life.”

			“Really?”

			“Really.”

			I searched his face for some familiar hint of mischief, but it wasn’t there.

			“I know when I’m beat. I know when the ball game’s over,” Dad said.

			If he was putting on an act for our babysitter-deputy, it was a good one. He looked totally tired and fed up, and his voice rang flat with defeat.

			“Abbey’s little adventure was the last straw,” he said. “She risked her neck just to prove I was right about the casino boat. But you know what, Noah? Being right isn’t worth squat if you’re endangering the people you love. If anything bad had happened to your sister last night, I’d never forgive myself. Never.”

			I shuddered to think what that creepy Luno might have done if he’d caught Abbey sneaking around with the video camera.

			Dad leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Look, I wasn’t trying to be some kind of hero when I pulled the plugs on Dusty’s boat. I was only trying to stop him from using the ocean as a cesspool. And it backfired, okay? So now—”

			“Time’s up.” The deputy slapped shut his magazine.

			My father squeezed my arm. “Things’ll be different when I get home. That’s a promise, Noah.”

			I left the jail with mixed-up feelings. I wanted things to be different at home, for Mom’s sake, but I sure didn’t want Dad to make himself into a whole different person.

			Yet maybe there was no other way.

			

			—

			Later Abbey and I packed a lunch and rode our bikes to Thunder Beach. It was one of those bright hazy days with no horizon, when the sea and the sky melt together in a pale blue infinity. The heat rippling off the dead-calm water made the lighthouse seem to flutter and shimmy in the distance.

			We sat down on the warm sand and ate our sandwiches and shared a bottle of water. I tried to gently tell Abbey the truth about her videotape, but she was one step ahead of me—as usual.

			“It stunk, I know,” she said. “I already erased it.”

			“You had a cool plan. It’s not your fault it didn’t work out.”

			“Yeah, whatever.”

			When I told her what Dad had said at the jail, she got quiet for a while. Finally, she said, “So that’s a good thing, right? Him promising to behave.”

			“I guess. Sure.”

			A cherry-red speedboat went tearing past the beach, then made a tight circle and roared back in our direction. The driver was a muscle-bound guy with so much gold hanging from his neck, it was a miracle he could sit up straight. He slowed to an idle and shouted something to a large blond woman who was sunning herself alone, about fifty yards from Abbey and me. The speedboat’s engine was so loud that we couldn’t hear what the man said, but the woman got up and sweetly motioned him to come closer to shore. When he did, she beaned him with a beer can.

			“Whoa, baby!” Abbey exclaimed. “She could play quarterback for the Dolphins!”

			“I think I know who that is,” I said.

			The speedboat took off at full throttle, the driver heaving the beer can over the side. When he rooster-tailed past us, he was scowling and rubbing his forehead.

			“You know that lady? Oh, don’t tell me.” Abbey peered curiously at the blond sunbather. We were too far away to be able to see the barbed-wire tattoo, or the hoops in her ears.

			“Follow me,” I told my sister.

			Shelly was shaking the sand off her towel when we walked up. She was wearing a neon-yellow swimsuit and round mirrored sunglasses. Her face was smeared with so much zinc oxide that it looked like she’d fallen nose-first into a frosted cake.

			“Well, if it isn’t the amazing young Underwoods,” she said.

			“What did that guy in the red boat say to you?” Abbey asked with her usual bluntness.

			“He asked me for a date, sort of,” said Shelly. “But he needs to work on his manners.”

			“You sure nailed him good,” I remarked.

			“Trust me, he deserved it.” She winked at Abbey. “Now if he was Brad Pitt and not some loser gym monkey from Lauderdale, it’s a whole different story. I’d be sitting beside him right now, speeding off to Bimini.”

			I told Shelly that Dad was back in jail.

			“That really bites,” she said. “You guys want somethin’ to drink?”

			Abbey took a Coke, but I said no thanks. I noticed the beer can that Shelly had used to clobber the speedboat driver floating about twenty yards off the beach.

			She frowned. “Man, I hate litterbugs.”

			“Me too,” I said, and started wading out.

			“Hey, stud, where do you think you’re going?”

			“To get the beer can. It’s no big deal,” I said.

			“It is too a big deal,” said Shelly. “Check out the water, Noah.”

			I glanced down and felt my stomach pitch. The shallows had a darkish yellow tint. Strands and clots of foul, muddy-looking matter floated here and there, around my legs.

			“What is it?” Abbey asked.

			“Something seriously gross,” I said. Now I could smell it, too.

			“Then get out!” Abbey shouted.

			“That’d be my advice, too,” said Shelly. “And pronto.”

			As disgusting as it was to be wading through the Coral Queen’s toilet crud, I couldn’t leave that beer can out there to float away.

			Whenever my father takes us out on the boat, he always stops to scoop up trash that other people have tossed overboard—Styrofoam cups, bottles, chum boxes, plastic bags, whatever. Dad says it’s our duty to clean up after the brainless morons. He says the smart humans owe it to every other living creature not to let the dumb humans wreck the whole planet.

			So what we Underwoods do is pick up litter wherever we see it.

			Even when it’s drifting in sewage.

			When I came sloshing with the beer can out of the shallows, Abbey stepped back and said, “Noah, that is so nasty!”

			“I guess it’s true,” Shelly said, “that the nutcase doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

			“What does that mean?” I asked.

			“It means you’re just like your old man. Here, gimme that thing.” With two fingers Shelly plucked the can from my hand and held it at arm’s length, like it was radioactive.

			“Notice the dent,” she observed with a chuckle. “Gym Monkey must’ve had a hard noggin.”

			She dropped the can into a tall trash barrel. Then she turned back to me. “I told you Dusty was dumping again, didn’t I?”

			It wasn’t like I’d forgotten. From where Abbey and I had been sitting earlier on the beach, the water had looked normal and safe. Once you stepped in, though, it was a different story.

			Shelly said, “Okay, Nature Boy, now you run straight home and scrub yourself down in a hot shower.”

			“Don’t worry.” I was already busy scraping at my legs with a sea-grape leaf.

			Abbey stood at the water’s edge, gazing out in heavy silence. Shelly put an arm around her tense little shoulders and said, “Let’s hit the road, kiddo. Before your flaky brother gets any more bright ideas.”

			Abbey turned to me. “The fish are gone. Those little green minnows we always see here.”

			“They’ll be back,” I said, “when the water clears up.”

			Suddenly a loggerhead stuck up its knobby brown head. It might have been the same one that I’d seen that day with Thom and Rado, but I couldn’t be sure. One turtle head looks a lot like another.

			“No!” my sister cried out. “Noah, do something!”

			The loggerhead obviously didn’t know it was swimming in filth. I began jumping and clapping my hands together, trying to spook it away from the beach, but that didn’t work. The turtle floated lazily at the surface, blinking up at the sun.

			Abbey began to shake and cry. Shelly told her not to worry, turtles were tough customers. “They’ve been on this old planet a lot longer than we have. They’re survivors,” she said.

			“Not this one,” my sister sobbed. “Not if she gets sick from the bad water.”

			Abbey was right. Absolutely right.

			So I charged back into the waves, kicking and splashing and hollering like a lunatic. It wasn’t the brightest thing I’ve ever done, but it definitely got that loggerhead’s attention. In a fright it ducked under and scooted off, leaving only a boiling swirl.

			This time nobody said much when I came out of the dirty water. Abbey looked like she wanted to give me a hug, but she was understandably reluctant to get slimed. Shelly just shook her head in disbelief and tossed me a towel.

			Together we trudged down the beach to a paved lot where her Jeep was parked. “Promise me you’ll go home and wash up,” she said.

			“Promise,” I said.

			“And, Abbey, promise me that you’ll try to keep your brother from getting into more trouble.”

			“You bet,” Abbey said halfheartedly.

			Shelly looked around to make sure the three of us were alone, which seemed obvious since her Jeep was the only car in the lot.

			“I’m going to tell you guys somethin’, but you don’t know where you heard it, okay?” She leaned close, and the air turned to pure tangerine. “There’s a man who works at the Coast Guard station, a civilian named Billy Babcock. He’s got a major gamblin’ problem, you understand? He’s addicted to it.”

			“You mean like drugs,” Abbey said.

			“Yeah. Or booze,” said Shelly. “Billy can’t stop betting, no matter how hard he tries. Blackjack, dice, roulette, you name it. He’s a regular on the Coral Queen, like, four nights a week. Sometimes more. You see where this is heading?”

			I did. “Does he owe Dusty money?”

			Shelly nodded. “Big-time. So much money that Billy couldn’t pay it all back if he lives to be a hundred.”

			“So he’s repaying it another way.”

			“You got it, Noah,” Shelly said. “Every time the Coast Guard gets ready to pull a surprise inspection on the Coral Queen, Billy Babcock calls Dusty the day before to warn him. That’s why they never catch ’em emptying the tank.”

			Abbey flopped her arms in dismay. “So Dad was right after all. Dusty is being tipped off.”

			“Hey, you didn’t hear it from me,” Shelly said.

			“But—”

			“Shhhh!” Shelly pointed toward a white pickup that was rolling into the lot.

			The truck pulled up and parked near the Jeep. Stamped on the door of the cab was: DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION.

			A man in a tan uniform got out and gave us a friendly nod. From the bed of the pickup he removed a small sledgehammer, a half dozen metal posts, and a stack of cardboard signs.

			“You folks on your way to the beach?” he asked.

			“What’s up?” said Shelly.

			The man showed us one of the signs. DANGER, it warned in big letters. BEWARE OF CONTAMINATED WATER.

			Beneath those words, in smaller red lettering, it said: SWIM AT YOUR OWN RISK.

			“Contaminated with what?” asked my sister, acting as if she didn’t know.

			“Human waste,” said the man from Parks and Recreation. “We got a call from a guy who was fishing out here this morning. The health department came and sampled the water—it tested off the charts. You all might want to try Long Key, or maybe Harris Park.”

			“Sounds like a plan,” Shelly said, playing along.

			After the man went off to post the warning signs, my sister and I said goodbye to Shelly and began walking to our bikes.

			“Noah, what you did back there for that sea turtle, that was very…”

			“Dumb? I know.”

			“No. Cool,” Abbey said, “in a really twisted way.”

			“Thanks, I guess.”

			“We can’t give up on this,” she added grimly.

			“Now you sound like Dad.”

			“Well? You’re the one who went into that scuzzy water—twice! Doesn’t it make you furious?”

			“Yeah, it does.”

			Furious and sick at the same time. But I thought of Abbey’s spying mission the night before, and what a disaster it could have been. I’d never forget the cold-blooded look in Luno’s eyes when he saw us standing in Dusty’s ticket shack.

			“Mom doesn’t need any more excitement from us,” I told my sister.

			“She won’t have to know a darn thing,” Abbey said, “because next time we’ll do it right.”

			The “we” was a given. I wasn’t about to let my sister go anywhere near that marina again without me.

			We unlocked our bikes and started pedaling home in the thick July heat. I knew I stunk from the crappy water, but Abbey claimed she didn’t smell a thing. I kept thinking about how easy it was for Dusty Muleman to get away with what he was doing. With so many big boats on the water, nobody had been able to trace the pollution along Thunder Beach directly to the Coral Queen.

			Or maybe nobody had tried hard enough.

			It was time that somebody did.

			“We can’t get Dad involved in this, either,” I said to Abbey. “He’s had enough trouble already.”

			“Definitely.” She grinned. “Noah, does this mean you’ve got a plan?”

			“Don’t get carried away,” I said, which ought to be the Underwood family motto.

		

	
		
			THIRTEEN

			Dad was serious about getting serious.

			The same morning he was released from jail, he went out and got himself hired by a company called Tropical Rescue. It wasn’t the sort of work that my father could put his heart into, but I knew why he took the job.

			It was the boat.

			They let him use a twenty-four-foot outboard with a T-top and twin 150s—not for fishing but for towing in tourists who ran out of gas or rammed their boats aground.

			Normally my father has no patience for these sorts of bumblers. He calls them “googans” or even worse, depending on what kind of fix they’ve gotten themselves into. But Dad needed the job, so he buttoned his lip and kept his opinions to himself.

			Unless it’s a life-or-death emergency, the Coast Guard refers disabled-boat calls to private contractors like Tropical Rescue, which charge big bucks. They stay busy, too. It’s amazing how many people are too lazy to read a fuel gauge, a compass, or a marine chart. They just point their boats at the horizon and go. All around the Keys you can see their propeller trenches—long ugly gouges, like giant fingernail scrapes, across the tidal banks. It takes years for the sea grass to grow back.

			Dad’s first rescue job was a boatload of software salesmen from Orlando who were stranded all the way out at Ninemile Bank. Somehow they’d managed to beach a brand-new Bayliner on a flat that was only four inches deep. That’s not easy to do, unless you’re bombed or wearing a blindfold.

			Miraculously, Dad restrained himself from saying anything insulting. He didn’t get mad. He didn’t make fun of the bonehead who’d been driving the boat.

			No, my father—the new and improved Paine Underwood—stayed calm and polite. He waited patiently for the tide to come up, tugged the Bayliner off the bank, and towed it back to Caloosa Cove. He told us he almost felt sorry for the software salesmen when he handed them the bill, which didn’t even include the hefty fine from the park service for trashing the sea grass. It was probably one of the most expensive vacations those guys ever had.

			Even though Dad didn’t like dealing with googans, he was ten times happier on the water than he was driving a taxi. That meant Mom was in a better mood, too, laughing and kidding around the way she used to do.

			The two of them were getting along so well that Abbey and I were extra careful not to mention the sticky subject of Dusty Muleman’s casino boat. We discussed our new plan of attack only when we were alone and away from the house, where our parents couldn’t hear us.

			A couple of days after my father got out of jail, the Parks Department took down the pollution warnings at Thunder Beach. The next morning, Abbey and I put on our bathing suits and grabbed a couple of towels and dashed outside. Mom and Dad figured we were heading for the park, which is exactly what we wanted them to think.

			Because we were really going to Shelly’s trailer.

			I had to knock a half dozen times. When she finally came to the door, she didn’t seem especially delighted to see us. Her eyes were puffy and half closed, and it looked like somebody had set off a firecracker in her hair.

			“Time izzit?” she asked hoarsely.

			“Seven-thirty,” I said.

			She winced. “A.M.? You gotta be kiddin’ me.”

			Abbey said, “It’s important. Please?”

			We followed Shelly inside. She sagged onto the sofa and tucked her legs up under her tatty pink bathrobe.

			“Killer headache,” she explained, running her tongue across her front teeth. “Large party last night.”

			She was clearly in pain, so we got straight to the point. “We need your help,” I said, “now.”

			“To do what?”

			“To stop Dusty Muleman. You promised, remember?”

			She laughed—one of those tired, what-was-I-thinking laughs. She looked across at Abbey. “And you promised to keep your big brother outta trouble.”

			“We won’t get in any trouble,” Abbey said evenly, “if you help us.”

			It sounded like Shelly was having second thoughts. I wondered if she really was afraid of Dusty Muleman after all.

			In a discouraged voice she said, “I don’t know what we can do to stop him. He’s tight with all the big shots in town.”

			“But he’s poisoning Thunder Beach,” I said. “You know how sick a kid could get from swimming in that bad water? Same goes for the fish and the dolphins and the baby turtles. It sucks, what Dusty is doing. It’s awful.”

			“Yeah, but—”

			“And don’t forget what happened to Lice,” I added. “Remember how you told me you had a dog in this fight? Remember—”

			“Lice is exactly what I been thinkin’ about,” Shelly cut in. “Say they really killed him, okay? You s’pose they’d hesitate to do the same to me or you, if somethin’ goes wrong?”

			It was about time she got worried, and who could blame her? If she was right about Lice being dead, then Dusty and Luno were cold-blooded murderers.

			But one glance and I knew Abbey wouldn’t back off, no matter what the risks. Neither could I.

			“Shelly, I know it’s dangerous—”

			“Not to mention crazy,” she said.

			“Yeah, and probably crazy,” I agreed. “Look, if you don’t want to be a part of this, it’s okay. I understand.”

			She shut her eyes and rolled back her head. “Uh-oh, here comes the guilt.” She pressed her knuckles to her ears. “Enough already, Noah. This poor blond head’s about to explode.”

			Shelly stretched out on the sofa. Abbey got some ice cubes from the refrigerator and wrapped them in a dish towel, which Shelly gingerly positioned across her brow.

			After a minute or two of muffled moaning she said, “Guess I wasn’t feelin’ so brave when I got up this mornin’, but hey, a promise is a promise. Count me in.”

			Abbey and I looked at each other with happy relief.

			“So what’s the big plan?” Shelly asked. “And how does your daddy fit in?”

			“He doesn’t fit in. We’re not telling him about it,” Abbey replied.

			Shelly opened one bloodshot eye and studied us. “That’s probably a darn good idea,” she said.

			“But he’ll still get blamed for everything—if we get caught,” I pointed out. “That’s why we need you.”

			Shelly sighed. “So let’s hear it.”

			When we told her our plan, she didn’t laugh or make fun. She just lay there, thinking.

			“Well?” Abbey said impatiently.

			Shelly levered herself upright, balancing the ice pack on her forehead. “This idea of yours is so whacked,” she said, “it just might work.”

			“Does that mean you’ll help us?”

			“And all I gotta do is flush?” she asked. “That’s it?”

			“That’s all you’ve got to do,” I said. “Flush, and flush often.”

			

			—

			The next thing that happened was all my fault. I wasn’t paying attention.

			Abbey and I were riding home slowly along the Old Highway, talking about the Coral Queen, when somebody rushed up on us from behind. Before I could wheel around, Jasper Muleman Jr. grabbed my bike and Bull grabbed Abbey’s, and together they dragged us backward into a stand of Australian pines.

			Not again, I thought in a panic. It wasn’t me I was frightened for—it was my sister.

			No sooner had Jasper Jr. knocked me to the ground than I heard Bull cut loose with a spine-chilling wail. Instantly I knew what had happened: He’d been too careless with Abbey.

			“Make her let go!” Jasper Jr. hollered at me.

			“I can’t.”

			Jasper Jr. jerked me to my feet. “Underwood, you don’t make her let go of Bull, I’ll snap you like a twig.”

			Bull kept on wailing. Abbey had sunk her teeth into his left earlobe and was hanging on like a starved alligator. Bull was at least a foot taller than her, so he had to be careful not to pull away or else he might lose the entire ear. Whenever he moved even a little bit, his wailing got louder. The boy was in serious pain.

			“Make her stop!” Jasper Jr. demanded. “He’s bleeding, man, can’t you see?”

			“Abbey, is Bull really bleeding?” I asked.

			She nodded, causing Bull to crank up the volume. It was pitiful to hear.

			Jasper Jr. started throttling me by the shoulders. “Make her quit, Underwood, make her stop!”

			“One condition,” I said. “You guys let her go free.”

			Jasper Jr. sneered his famous sneer. “How ‘bout this for a condition, dorkbrain? Your sister quits chewin’ on Bull, else I start poundin’ your head with a ripe coconut.”

			Bull managed to calm himself long enough to offer his own opinion. “The girl takes her teeth outta my ear, she walks. You got my promise, Underwood.”

			“Hey, no way—” Jasper Jr. began to protest.

			“You shut up,” Bull snapped. He was looking at us with his thick neck bent toward the ground and his head positioned sideways, to give Abbey as much slack as possible. Considering the delicate situation, she seemed incredibly calm.

			I didn’t see a single drop of blood, but there was no reason to inform Bull that he wasn’t really bleeding to death. “So, guys, do we have a deal or not?” I asked.

			“Deal,” Bull grunted.

			“Yeah, whatever,” said Jasper Jr., spearing me with a bony elbow.

			“All right then,” I said. “Abbey, you can let go now.”

			“Nhh-ugh,” she said through a mouthful of crinkled ear.

			“Come on. Let go of Bull.”

			“Nhh-ugh.”

			“You want to catch some gross disease? He probably hasn’t had a bath since Christmas,” I said.

			Even that didn’t make her quit. I knew why, too. She didn’t want to leave me out there alone with the two of them.

			“Honest, I’ll be okay,” I said, which must have sounded incredibly lame. She knew I wasn’t going to be okay. She knew they were going to stomp me into hamburger meat.

			“Nhh-ugh,” my sister said emphatically.

			“Abbey, come on!”

			There was no way I could let her stay there in the woods. Jasper Jr. was a vicious punk who wouldn’t think twice about beating up a girl half his size.

			Bull said, “I think I’m gonna hurl.”

			Abbey chomped down harder, and the noise that came out of Bull didn’t sound human.

			Jasper jumped me again and put me in a headlock. “Now listen, you little brat,” he snapped at my sister. “We’re gonna do this my way. I’ll break your brother’s neck, you don’t spit out Bull’s ear by the count of three.”

			There was no response from Abbey, but now I saw true fear in her eyes. My face must have looked like a tomato about to explode, as hard as Jasper Jr. was clinching down on me. I couldn’t tell my sister what to do next because I couldn’t squeak out a word.

			“One,” said Jasper Jr.

			Abbey hung on.

			“Two…”

			Abbey wasn’t budging.

			“Two!” Jasper Jr. barked again.

			I tried to wriggle free, but it was no use. Jasper Jr.’s forearm was locked tight against my throat, and it hurt to breathe. Everything in front of me started getting fuzzy and dark, and I figured I was about to pass out.

			The next words I heard were: “Try two and a half, shorty.”

			The voice sounded too old and gravelly to be Jasper Jr., but I just assumed that my hearing was messed up because he’d squeezed all the oxygen out of my brain.

			“Let him go!” the voice said again, and it clearly wasn’t speaking to Abbey. It was speaking to Jasper Jr.

			Who, to my complete surprise, immediately let me go. I fell to the ground and stayed on all fours until I caught my breath.

			“You all right, Noah?”

			I lifted my eyes in bewilderment. The voice belonged to a lanky, long-armed man with woolly, silvery hair. A gleaming gold coin hung from a tarnished chain around his neck. His craggy face looked like a mahogany stump, and on one tanned cheek was a scar in the shape of an M.

			Anybody could see that the guy was old—and tough. Shirtless and barefoot, he leaned casually against the trunk of a tall pine. His weather-beaten cutoffs had been bleached gray by the sun, and a dirty red bandanna was knotted around his right wrist. The curly hair on his bare chest was as shiny as the hair on his head.

			Jasper Jr. wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer, but he knew that the stranger meant business.

			“We was only jokin’ around,” he said timidly.

			“That right?” The old pirate smiled in a way that caused Jasper Jr. to go pale. Bull whimpered like a puppy but said nothing.

			The stranger turned to my sister. “Now it’s your turn, Abbey. How ‘bout you let loose of that boy?”

			My sister’s eyes got wide at the sound of her name. She released her grip on Bull’s ear, stepped back, and began spitting vigorously into the bushes. Bull straightened up and pressed a fist to his throbbing ear, trying to stanch the invisible bleeding.

			“Who are you?” I asked the old man. “How’d you know our names?”

			He brushed past me and went up to Jasper Jr., who looked like he desperately needed a bathroom.

			“You ever bother these two kids again,” the old man warned him, “and you’ll dearly regret it. Comprende?”

			Jasper Jr. nodded shakily.

			Bull was actually an inch or so taller than the pirate, but it didn’t help him. The guy walked over and got square in his face. “Pretty summer day, you can’t think of anything better to do than hassle some helpless little girl? That’s flat-out pathetic, son.”

			“Helpless? She nearly took my ear!”

			“I’d say you got off lucky,” the stranger said with a smile.

			He winked at Abbey and me, and jerked a thumb over one shoulder. “Y’all run on home. Hurry up, now.”

			“Who are you?” my sister asked.

			“Nobody. And that’s the truth.”

			He wasn’t kidding around.

			“Now get goin’, both of you,” he said. “Me and the boys are gonna finish our chat.”

			Abbey and I quickly retrieved our bicycles and took off. As soon as we were out of the trees, we started pedaling for home as fast as we could.

			“You ever seen that guy before?” Abbey asked breathlessly.

			“I don’t think so.”

			“Then how’d he know who we were? Has he been spying on us or something? He looked kind of dangerous, Noah, you think he’s dangerous?”

			“Abbey, I honestly don’t know.”

			Maybe I should have been creeped out by the strange old pirate, but I wasn’t. For some reason I believed everything he’d said in the woods.

			Except the part about him being nobody.

			

			—

			It was an hour before dark when we got out to the islands called the Cowpens. They got the name because Indians supposedly kept sea cows penned up there a long time ago.

			Dad tossed the anchor into a deep hole about two hundred yards from the main channel. The Tropical Rescue towboat was much bigger than Dad’s bonefish skiff, so there was plenty of room for Mom to ride along. She’d said yes, too, which was a nice surprise. She sat on the bow with her back to the sun and snapped pictures of us fishing.

			Right away I got a couple of decent mangrove snappers, and Dad caught a fat keeper grouper. My sister reeled in a puffer fish that blew itself up into a spiny balloon—she said it looked just like her fourth-grade teacher.

			Of course, Abbey and I didn’t mention what had happened that afternoon on the way home from Shelly’s trailer. Dad would have taken off after Jasper Jr., and Mom would have gone to the police to tell them about the strange old man.

			Besides, my father liked things quiet and peaceful when he was out on the water. He didn’t go for too much talking. He said it was disrespectful to nature.

			After a while we put away our fishing rods and sat down to wait for the sunset. The sky to the west was mostly clear, except for a few wispy clouds and the long foamy contrail from a big military jet. Dad took a seat up front next to Mom, who handed the camera to Abbey. I dangled my legs off the starboard gunwale, where RESCUE was painted in bright orange lettering.

			A flock of pelicans floated over us in the shape of a V and kept on flying, straight toward the great Gulf of Mexico. A light breeze was blowing from the southeast, rocking the boat just enough to make us a little drowsy. Abbey nudged me and cut her eyes toward our parents, who were actually holding hands.

			Everything felt so good and so right, I had this feeling that we’d finally get to see the green flash. The evening was perfect for it.

			Gradually the sun changed from gold to blazing pink and seemed to turn liquid as it dimpled the horizon. None of us said a word because we didn’t want the moment to end.

			People who’ve never seen a sunset at sea would be blown away. Time seems to slow down until finally that huge blazing ball looks like it’s just hanging there, balanced on the far edge of the earth. In reality, though, it’s dropping fast.

			As the last rosy crescent melted into the Gulf, I felt myself leaning forward, squinting hopefully at the skyline.

			Then the sun was gone, leaving a pale lemon emptiness. I glanced over at Abbey, who was putting the camera away. She smiled and shrugged.

			“Wow, that was gorgeous,” my mother whispered.

			“Yeah,” said Abbey, “but no green flash.”

			“Maybe next time,” my father said, as he always did.

			I turned my gaze back to the horizon and held it there, even as the rim of pink faded to darkness. I heard Dad hauling in the anchor and Mom zipping her windbreaker and Abbey asking if she could steer back to the dock, but still I couldn’t take my eyes off the sky.

		

	
		
			FOURTEEN

			Fifty-seven dollars and sixteen cents.

			That’s all Abbey and I could scrounge up—and fifty-one bucks of it was hers. I would’ve had more if I hadn’t bought new skateboard trucks the first week of vacation.

			“You think it’s gonna buy enough?” Abbey asked on the way to the store.

			“It’ll have to,” I said.

			I didn’t know the exact size of the Coral Queen’s holding tank, but I guessed it carried a couple hundred gallons of waste. I also didn’t know how much dye we could get for fifty-seven dollars and sixteen cents.

			Abbey led me to the aisle where the food coloring was displayed.

			“Blue won’t work, right?”

			“No, that wouldn’t show up,” I agreed, scanning the shelves. “What do they use this stuff for anyway?”

			“Frosting. Desserts. All kinds of goodies.”

			“Do they make an orange?”

			“No, but here’s fuchsia,” Abbey said.

			“What?”

			“That’s how it’s pronounced, Noah. Few-sha.”

			I had no idea what fuchsia was, but it sounded like something you wouldn’t want to step in.

			“It’s a hot reddish purple,” Abbey explained. “Perfect for Operation Royal Flush.”

			That was the code name for our secret mission to nail Dusty Muleman. We’d decided to use food-coloring gel instead of laundry dye because the gel wasn’t made with chemicals that would harm the sea life. Even better, it was highly concentrated, which meant that a small amount would dye a lot of poopy water.

			The plastic bottles were little, though, holding only an ounce. There was only one container of fuchsia on the shelf, so we asked a stock boy to go find more.

			“How many you want?” he asked.

			“Bring us all you’ve got,” I said.

			When we got to the cash register, the checkout lady gave us the skunk eye as she tallied up the total.

			“What in the world,” she said, arching an eyebrow, “would you kids be doing with thirty-four bottles of food coloring?”

			Abbey smiled sweetly. “We’re baking a birthday cake,” she said.

			“Oh, is that right?”

			“A very big birthday cake,” my sister added.

			“And a very purple one, I see,” the checkout lady said, handing us the bag of bottles.

			On the way home I kept looking behind us to see if we were being followed by the old pirate geezer. I couldn’t stop wondering who he was, and how he knew us.

			Abbey said he was probably a gnarly old mate from one of the sportfishing boats, or maybe a bridge person who’d seen us around the island and overheard us calling each other by name.

			Whoever he was, I kept my eyes peeled.

			As we turned the corner of our street, someone called out to us. It was Bull, of all people, standing in front of the house. He waved as we rode up, though Abbey and I were too suspicious to wave back.

			I hopped off my bike and asked, “What’s up?”

			Bull seemed edgy and uncomfortable. I could see Abbey’s teeth marks on his left ear, which was still puffy and crinkled. He cleared his throat about five times before he finally spoke.

			“Uh, I just came over to say I was sorry,” he said. “Real sorry.”

			I set the grocery bag full of dye bottles on the sidewalk. My sister stood behind me and said, “Is this some kind of sick joke?”

			“No way.” Bull shook his head forcefully. “I’m righteously sorry—for everything, dude.”

			He was looking straight at me. “All the times me and Jasper hassled you, it was wrong, okay? Bogus and wrong.”

			“What’s going on, Bull?”

			“Nothin’! Why you ask me that?”

			“Because all of a sudden you’re Mister Huggy Bear. It’s very weird.”

			“Come on, Underwood, can’t a dude say he’s sorry and be real? What’s the problem?”

			Bull was getting frustrated, and I didn’t want to push him too far. “Okay, we’re cool,” I said. “You say you’re sorry, I believe you.”

			“Excellent.”

			“Well, I don’t believe you,” Abbey cut in. “Either you’re faking it, or you’ve had a total personality transplant.”

			Bull’s long, dull face pinched in confusion. “Whaddya mean by that? What kind a ‘transplant’ you say?”

			“Never mind,” I said. “What about Jasper Jr.?”

			“Oh yeah, I almost forgot. He’s sorry, too.”

			“Really? Then where is he?”

			Bull hitched his shoulders. Dark half-moons of sweat had appeared in the armpits of his faded Harley-Davidson T-shirt.

			“He couldn’t come, but he wanted me to tell you it won’t never happen again,” Bull said. “We won’t beat on you no more.”

			“That’s nice. Next you’ll be sending me flowers.” Naturally, Bull didn’t catch on that I was being sarcastic.

			“I’d really like to hear Jasper Jr.’s apology in person,” I said.

			“Fat chance,” mumbled my sister. She picked up the grocery bag and lugged it inside the house.

			Bull just stood there, sweating through his shirt and staring down at his enormous bare feet. It sounds strange, but I felt sort of sorry for the guy. He’d quit school and left the Keys to be a big baseball star, but here he was back on the rock, bagging groceries and hanging out with losers like Jasper Jr.

			“Come on, man. Tell the truth,” I said, though it wasn’t in Bull’s nature.

			He looked up slowly. “Underwood, who’s the freaky old man? The guy in the woods?”

			“Just a friend,” I said, thinking: a friend and total stranger.

			“Where’d he get that wicked-bad scar on his face?”

			“He doesn’t talk about it,” I said, hoping that Bull would think I was tight with the pirate guy.

			“Thing is,” Bull said, “he told me and Jasper to…well—”

			“What?”

			“He told us to tell you we was sorry for what we done to you and your little sister. He was real clear on that,” Bull said. “But when it come time, Jasper just flat wouldn’t do it. He said he didn’t care what some crazy old bush rat told him.”

			“What else did the old man in the woods say?” I asked.

			Bull turned and checked over his shoulder, his eyes moving up and down the street. “He said not to screw up again. He said he’ll be hangin’ close, and don’t never forget it.”

			Bull’s visit finally made sense. He’d come to apologize because he was terrified not to.

			“You’ll tell him, won’t you, Underwood? Tell him I stopped over and said I was sorry. When you see him again, I mean.”

			“Sure, Bull. When I see him again.”

			Though I wondered if I ever would.

			

			—

			After lunch my sister and I headed for Shelly’s place to deliver the food dye and review our plan. Even though she came to the door wearing the nappy pink robe and carrying a plastic razor, we could tell that she was in better shape than the day before.

			She waved us inside and cheerfully resumed shaving her legs at the kitchen sink, a procedure I’d never witnessed so up close and personal. The way Shelly did it wasn’t quite as glamorous as in the TV commercials. Whenever she nicked herself, she’d cuss like a biker and wipe away the blood with her pinkie. Abbey watched in fascination but I felt kind of weird, so I turned away and pretended to be enchanted by the scummy aquarium. I could hear the razor blade scraping across Shelly’s skin as she said, “So—we’re good to go?”

			“What about Billy Babcock?” I asked.

			“Don’t worry, I got that all figured out.”

			But I was worried.

			If Billy was at the Coast Guard station when the sewage spill was reported, he’d tip off Dusty Muleman right away. It wouldn’t take long for Dusty’s crew to unhitch the Coral Queen and take her offshore, where they could flush the holding tank until there was no trace of our dye—and no way to connect Dusty to the crime.

			“Ever since he heard Lice was gone, Billy’s been spendin’ lots of time at my bar,” Shelly said, “leaving ten-dollar tips on ten-dollar tabs.”

			“Did he ask you out?” Abbey said.

			“Only about two or three times a night.” Shelly tossed the plastic razor into a trash basket, poured herself a cup of coffee, and sat down at the dinette.

			“I’ll handle Billy Babcock,” she said with a confident smile. “Now lemme see what you got.”

			Abbey gave her the grocery bag containing the bottles of coloring gel. Shelly peeked inside and said, “Those are puny little suckers. Sure that’ll do the job?”

			“Well, it’s concentrated—” I started to explain.

			“I know it’s concentrated, Noah. I’ve baked a few treats in my time.”

			Abbey told her that we’d bought out the store. “Thirty-four bottles. Is that okay?”

			“No problem,” Shelly said. “I’ve got a purse big enough to carry a Honda Civic.” She held up one of the bottles. “Ever use this stuff before?”

			Abbey and I shook our heads.

			“Well, it doesn’t pour out like water. It’s more gooey, like sunblock, so you’ve really gotta squeeze,” Shelly said, demonstrating on a capped container. “Thirty-four bottles, that’s gonna take some time.”

			I hadn’t thought about that when we’d picked out the gel. Neither had Abbey.

			“See, it’s just me working solo behind the bar,” said Shelly, “and Dusty doesn’t like his customers to go thirsty. I only get two fifteen-minute potty breaks every night, which ain’t nearly enough time to flush all this stuff.”

			“Does that mean you can’t help us?” I asked.

			“Now don’t get your shorts in a knot,” she said. “I’ll tell Dusty I got sick off the shrimp salad—what’s he gonna do, make me go in a bucket?”

			“Isn’t there a head near the bar?” I asked.

			Abbey poked me. “A what?”

			“A toilet,” I explained. “On ships they’re called heads.”

			Shelly told us that the Coral Queen had three sets. “One fore, one aft, and one up in the wheelhouse, which is out of the question. It’s only for the casino manager and the crew.”

			“But aren’t you part of the crew?” Abbey said.

			“No, sweetie, I’m a bartender. They make me tinkle with the civilians.”

			The more I heard, the more worried I got. The longer that Shelly was away from the bar, the greater the risk that Dusty or one of his goons would go searching for her. Other things could go wrong, too. What if the toilet she was using malfunctioned, or got clogged?

			I decided on a slight change of plan.

			“You’ll need some backup on board,” I said. “I’ll take half the dye and flush it from a different head.”

			Shelly tossed her head. “Oh no you don’t, James Bond Jr. It’s too hairy.”

			“Just find me a place to hide. There’s got to be somewhere safe.”

			“Hello? What about me?” Abbey interjected.

			Together Shelly and I turned and said: “No way!”

			“You don’t bring me along, I’ll rat you out to Dad and Mom,” my sister declared. “I swear to God, Noah.”

			She wasn’t joking, either. The veins in her scrawny neck were popping out, she was so ticked off.

			“You couldn’t do this without me,” she said. “If it wasn’t for my fifty-one bucks, you wouldn’t have enough dye to color a birdbath!”

			I couldn’t argue with that.

			“This is gettin’ way too complicated,” Shelly said, slurping at her coffee.

			“Look, we’re only going to get one chance at Dusty,” I said, “so we’d better do it right.”

			Shelly shot me a doubtful look. “If you two brats get caught—”

			“We won’t,” Abbey cut in.

			“But if you do—”

			“We’ll never mention your name,” I said. “That’s a promise.”

			“Double promise,” said Abbey.

			Shelly sighed. “I must be outta my mind.”

			

			—

			It was almost five-thirty when Mr. Shine dropped off my parents at the house.

			They’d spent the afternoon at the courthouse, working out the final settlement of the Coral Queen case. Dusty Muleman had agreed not to prosecute my father for scuttling the casino boat, and in exchange Dad had promised to pay back Dusty’s insurance company for the cost of refloating the thing, cleaning it up, and fixing the diesels. The bill must have been super expensive because the judge gave my father five whole years to pay it off. He also made Dad swear not to say anything bad about Dusty on TV, in the newspapers, or anywhere in public.

			“So much for the First Amendment,” my father griped as we sat down to dinner. “Might as well walk around with a cork in my mouth.”

			“The important thing is, it’s over,” Mom said. “Now maybe our lives can get back to normal.”

			I didn’t dare look at Abbey for fear of clueing my mother that we were up to something. Dad was too bummed out to notice.

			“Everybody in the county thinks I’m crazy anyway,” he said sourly.

			“Who cares what everybody thinks?” I said.

			“And who cares if you’re crazy,” Abbey piped up, “as long as it’s a good crazy.”

			She meant that as a compliment, and my father seemed to take it that way. “It’s unholy what Dusty is doing, a crime against nature,” Dad went on. “Know what he deserves? He deserves to be—”

			“Paine, that’s enough,” my mother said sternly. “Someday he’ll get exactly what he deserves. What goes around comes around.”

			Dad snorted. “If only.”

			“Mom’s right,” Abbey said. “Dusty can’t get away with this stuff forever.”

			My sister played it perfectly straight. She’s a slick little actress.

			“Someday they’re going to bust him cold. Don’t worry,” she said.

			Dad looked at her fondly and said, “Let’s hope you’re right.” But we could tell he didn’t believe that Dusty Muleman would ever be caught.

			My mother said, “Noah, we need you to stay home with Abbey tomorrow night.”

			“What for?” I tried to sound annoyed but I was really excited. This was the golden chance that my sister and I needed.

			“Your dad and I are going out for dinner and a movie,” Mom said.

			“Woo-hoo, a hot date!” teased Abbey.

			“We’re celebrating your father’s new job.”

			“Oh yeah,” Dad said dryly. “My exciting new career, towing numskull tourists off the bonefish flats.”

			“Well, doesn’t it beat driving a cab?” I asked.

			“True enough,” he admitted.

			“I want you both in bed by eleven. Not a minute later,” Mom told us. “You hear me?”

			“Absolutely,” I said.

			“Double absolutely,” said Abbey. “Eleven sharp.”

			Neither of us could look Mom in the eye. It felt lousy lying to her, but honestly we had no choice. Not if we hoped to catch Dusty Muleman red-handed.

			Or fuchsia-handed, to be exact.

		

	
		
			FIFTEEN

			
				Mom and Dad left on their “hot date” at exactly a quarter to seven. The Coral Queen opened for business at eight, so Abbey and I didn’t have a moment to spare.

			We rode our bikes to Rado’s house and jumped the wooden fence, which turned out to be a real bad idea. Rado and his parents were still vacationing in Colorado (which I knew), but they’d left Godzilla at home in the backyard (which I didn’t know).

			Godzilla isn’t the world’s smartest dog, but he’s the biggest I’ve ever seen. Rado says he’s “part rottweiler, part Newfoundland, and part grizzly bear.” He easily outweighed my sister and me put together, and he wasn’t all that happy to see us.

			“Good dog,” I said in the calmest voice I could fake.

			“Nice try,” whispered Abbey, “but we’re still gonna die.”

			Godzilla had cornered us against the fence, and we didn’t dare make a move. I was hoping the beast remembered me although it probably wouldn’t matter, if the neighbors had forgotten to feed him. Abbey would be the appetizer and I’d be the main course.

			“Here, boy,” I said, holding out my right hand.

			“Are you crazy?” Abbey hissed.

			“Dogs never forget the smell of a person they’ve met.”

			“Says who?”

			“Says the Animal Planet, that’s who. They did a whole show on dogs’ noses,” I said.

			“Yeah, well, obviously you missed the episode on dogs’ teeth.”

			But Godzilla didn’t chomp off my hand. He sniffed it suspiciously and nudged it with his moist snout. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t shaking.

			“Noah, his tail’s not wagging,” Abbey said under her breath.

			“Thanks for the bulletin.”

			“If he bites you, I’m biting him.”

			“Easy, girl,” I said.

			They say you can look into a dog’s eyes and know whether he’s friendly or not. Unfortunately, I couldn’t see Godzilla’s eyes because they were hidden beneath thick tangles of black Newfoundland hair. A pearly string of drool hung from his mouth, which meant he was either hot or hungry, or possibly both.

			With my left hand I fished into my pants and took out a green apple that I’d brought along for a snack.

			Abbey grunted. “Noah, you’ve got to be kidding. Dogs don’t eat fruit!”

			“It’s the best I can do, unless you’ve got a sirloin steak in your backpack.” I held out the apple and said, “Here, boy. Yum!”

			Godzilla cocked his anchor-sized head and let out a snort.

			“It’s a Granny Smith,” I said, as if he actually understood. “Go on and try it. It tastes good.”

			“Yeah, if you’re a squirrel,” my sister muttered.

			But to our total amazement the huge dog opened his huge jaws and clamped down his huge fangs on the apple, which he firmly tugged from my trembling hand.

			As Godzilla trotted away with his prize, I said to Abbey, “Check out his tail.”

			It was wagging cheerfully.

			Abbey and I hurried toward the canal, where Rado kept a blue dinghy tied to the seawall. His father had salvaged the little boat off a scuttled motor yacht and patched up the fiberglass as good as new. It wasn’t more than ten feet long, but it was dry and sturdy, with high sides and a deep hull. Rado, Thom, and I often took it out on calm days to snorkel around the bridges.

			When we climbed into the dinghy, I tossed Abbey one of the life vests. She insisted she didn’t need it, but I told her we weren’t going anywhere until she put it on.

			Next I gave her a quick lesson on cranking the outboard motor. It was an ancient little Evinrude that could be stubborn before it warmed up. I showed Abbey how to use both hands to yank the starter cord, which was tricky. If you didn’t let go in time, the pull-back could wrench you off balance and spin you overboard.

			After a half dozen hard tugs, the motor spluttered to life in a burp of purple smoke. Rado’s dad always made sure the gas can was full, but I checked anyway, just in case. Getting stranded would be a total disaster.

			My sister moved to the front of the dinghy and untied the bow rope. I unhitched the ropes and shoved off.

			“Ready?” I asked her.

			“Absolutely,” she said, and flashed me a double thumbs-up.

			As we cruised slowly toward the mouth of the canal, I glanced back and saw Godzilla watching us from the seawall. He barked once, but the noise was muffled by the juicy green apple still clenched in his jaws.

			

			—

			Growing up near the ocean, you learn about some strange superstitions. For instance, lots of fishing captains won’t let you bring a ripe banana on board because they believe it’s bad luck. Nobody knows how that one got started, but Dad told me it’s been around the docks since before Grandpa Bobby’s time.

			Another superstition is that dolphins bring good luck, so I was glad to spot a school of them herding baitfish as Abbey and I motored up the shoreline. By counting the dorsal fins, we figured out there were six grown-up dolphins and one baby—and they were having a blast, zipping in frothy circles, tossing mullets high in the air. I don’t know if they’re really a good omen, but seeing wild dolphins always makes me feel better. Any other time I would have stopped the boat to watch them play, but Abbey and I were in a hurry.

			It stays light pretty late during the summer, so it was a clear ride to Dusty Muleman’s marina. By the time we reached the channel markers, the waves had gotten choppy. I nosed the dinghy into some mangroves, cut the engine, and hopped out, balancing in my skateboard shoes on the slick rubbery roots. My sister dug through her backpack and took out a bottle of Gatorade, some bug spray, a Lemony Snicket book, and a flashlight. Then she handed the backpack to me.

			“Sure you’re okay with this?” I asked. “I’ll be gone awhile.”

			“Oh, gimme a break,” Abbey said. “ ’Course I’m okay.”

			“Stay right here until you hear me yell ‘Geronimo!’ Then you know what to do.”

			“Why ‘Geronimo’?” she asked.

			“Because I saw somebody do that in a movie once.”

			“What the heck does it mean?”

			“It means ‘Hurry up and rescue me before I get my butt kicked by Dusty’s big ugly goon,’ ” I said. “No more questions, okay? Keep out of sight and I’ll see you later.”

			As I began working my way toward the docks, I heard Abbey call out, “Be careful, Noah!”

			I waved over my shoulder, but I didn’t look back.

			By the time I broke free of the mangroves, my shoes were soaking wet and my shins were scraped from the barnacle-covered roots. Crouching low, I dashed across a clearing and ducked behind Dusty Muleman’s ticket shed. There on the ground, side by side, were the two large crates that Shelly had told me to look for.

			Peeking around a corner of the shack, I saw that the parking area was filling up with cars. Customers were already lined up to board the Coral Queen. There weren’t any kids in the crowd because kids weren’t allowed on the casino boat; that’s why I had to be so careful.

			Using the sharp edge of a rock, I pried the lid off the first wooden crate. It was full of liquor bottles—rum from Haiti, according to the labels. Silently I replaced the cover and moved to the other crate.

			As Shelly had promised, it was empty. I squeezed inside and dragged the heavy lid back into place. In order to fit I had to lie flat and pull my knees to my chest. Abbey’s backpack, stuffed with containers of food dye, served as a lumpy pillow under my head. I was so cramped it felt like I was hiding in one of those magician’s boxes, pretending to be disappeared.

			The crate was dark and musty inside. At first I was afraid I couldn’t breathe, but soon I felt whispers of air seeping under the lid. I took a few gulps, closed my eyes, and began to wait.

			Before long I heard the scuff of footsteps and then the low sounds of men talking. The first voice I didn’t recognize, but the thick accent of the second one was unmistakable: It was Dusty’s bald gorilla, Luno.

			The men grunted as they hoisted the first crate and hauled it off to the Coral Queen. By the time they returned, my heart was thumping like a jackhammer. Luno lifted one end of my crate while his companion grabbed the other. I went rigid and held my breath. I could hear them swearing and complaining about the weight.

			With every step, the crate tipped and lurched and bounced. I knew I’d be dead meat if the lid fell off, so I dug my fingernails into the wooden slats to keep it in place.

			Finally, the goons set me down with a jolting thud, and I knew I was on the boat. Once they were gone, I seriously thought about kicking my way out of that miserable wooden tomb. I could have done it, no problem, except that I’d promised Shelly to stay put until she got there.

			So I waited some more.

			And waited. And waited.

			The Coral Queen was getting noisy as the customers piled aboard. Nobody else came near the crate, though, so I figured I must be in a storage area behind a wall or a door. Wherever it was, there was definitely no air-conditioning.

			Before long I was sweating like a horse, and my throat was as dry as sawdust. I wondered how much longer I could stand it inside that moldy old box.

			It seemed like I was cooped up for hours, but it probably wasn’t even twenty minutes before Shelly tapped three times on the side. She helped me climb out and handed me a cold bottle of water—nothing in my whole life had ever tasted so good. I hugged her, tangerine perfume and all. That’s how grateful I was.

			She put a finger to her lips and motioned for me to follow. It was impossible not to notice that she was wearing those wild fishnet stockings and tippy high-heeled shoes that made her about five inches taller than normal. She led me along a dim corridor that opened onto one of the busy casino decks. The noise hit me like a roar—the slot machines clanging, people laughing and hooting, some lame calypso band mangling a Jimmy Buffett song.

			“There it is, Noah.” Shelly pointed to a door. On it hung a hand-carved sign that spelled out the word “Mermaids.”

			“Don’t move,” she told me, and promptly disappeared into the stall. Seconds later the door cracked open, and Shelly’s blond head poked out. She looked around warily, then signaled for me to join her.

			Inside the ladies’ restroom.

			So I did. The two of us could barely fit.

			“Where’s the stuff?” she whispered.

			I patted Abbey’s backpack. The day before, Shelly and I had divided the stash of food coloring: seventeen bottles for me, seventeen for her.

			“You got the sign?” I asked.

			She smiled and held it up for me to see: a square piece of cardboard on which she had printed in capital letters with a jet-black marker: OUT OF ORDER.

			“Guaranteed privacy,” she assured me.

			“But what about you?” I was worried that she wouldn’t have a safe place to flush her supply of the dye.

			“There’s another Mermaids’ john up front. I’ll use that one for my potty breaks.”

			“But what if somebody’s already in there?” I asked.

			“Then I’ll crash the Mermen’s.”

			“The men’s room? You serious?”

			Shelly shrugged. “Hey, who’s gonna stop me?”

			She had a point. “I gotta get back to the bar,” she said. “Billy Babcock’s waitin’ on me all moony-eyed. Poor sap thinks he’s in love.” She gave my shoulder a friendly tweak. “Good luck, young Underwood.”

			“You, too, Shelly.”

			I locked the door the instant it closed. As soon as I heard her tack up the OUT OF ORDER sign, I unzipped Abbey’s backpack and removed the dye bottles.

			The head on a boat is basically a glorified closet, with barely enough room to sit and do your business. This one smelled like a mixture of stale beer, Clorox bleach, and Shelly’s fruity perfume, but it was still less obnoxious than most public commodes.

			And as uncomfortable as it was, it was way better than being sealed up inside a liquor crate.

			For a moment I wondered what my father would have thought if he could see me there, locked in the Mermaids’ head on the Coral Queen. The parent part of him would have been mad at me for sneaking aboard, while the nature-loving part of him would have been proud of me for trying to nail Dusty Muleman.

			Knowing Dad, he would’ve had one firm piece of advice: Don’t get caught!

			When I opened the first bottle of food coloring, I saw that Shelly was right. The gel oozed out like molasses. Carefully I squeezed the plastic container until every gooey purple drop landed in the toilet hole.

			Then I gave a good hard flush to make sure the dye went where it was supposed to go. Shelly had warned me that the stuff could get gummy pretty quick. If it stuck in the plumbing pipes, our plan would be ruined.

			There was only one way to check it out. I knelt down, pinched my nose, and peered into the nasty depths of the head. Not a speck of fuchsia could be seen.

			So far, so good.

			One bottle down, sixteen to go.

			

			—

			Time passes incredibly slowly when you’re trapped in a restroom.

			Whenever I got ready to make a break, people would stop in loud groups outside the door—talking, laughing, singing along to the music.

			I was dying to get out of there, but I had to be patient. I had to wait for a lull.

			I kept thinking of Abbey, alone in Rado’s dinghy, reading her book by flashlight. Even though there were no dangerous wild animals in the mangroves, I was afraid she might get spooked by some of the freaky night noises. If you’ve never heard two raccoons fighting before, you’d swear it was a chainsaw massacre.

			When I wasn’t worrying about my sister, I was thinking about what else was happening on board the Coral Queen. With so much partying, the other toilets were probably getting flushed nonstop. If Dusty Muleman pulled his usual trick, all that raw waste would be streaming out of the basin later.

			It made me mad, which was good. I needed to stay mad in order to do what I had to. Every two or three minutes I looked at my watch, wondering why the hands weren’t moving faster.

			Mom and Dad were probably still at dinner. Afterward they were supposed to go to a late movie in Tavernier. That meant they’d be home around twelve-thirty, so Abbey and I had to be back at the house and in bed before then.

			The Coral Queen closed at midnight. If I waited until then to slip away, we’d have less than thirty minutes to run the dinghy back to Rado’s dock, grab our bikes, and race home. I didn’t like the odds because it was dark on the water and the dinghy was slow. I also didn’t like the idea of three more hours in the ladies’ room.

			I decided to make a run for it, crowds and all, and pray that nobody would try to catch me. Shelly had said that most of the regular customers were so heavy into the gambling that a rhinoceros could get loose on board and they wouldn’t care. I hoped she was right.

			Quietly I gathered up the empty dye bottles—the only evidence that could ever incriminate me—and stowed them in Abbey’s backpack.

			But as I reached out and unlocked the door, the metal handle began to jiggle violently. Somebody was trying to get into the head.

			I grabbed the handle with both hands and braced my shoes against the sink.

			“Hey, open up!” demanded a croaky female voice. “I gotta go!”

			Either she didn’t see the OUT OF ORDER sign, or she was so desperate that it didn’t matter. From outside came a heavy grunt, and the handle was nearly yanked from my grip.

			The door opened no more than two inches, but it was enough to give me a startling peek at the intruder. She looked about eighty-five in both age and weight, which wasn’t what I expected. She was pulling so ferociously on the door that I wouldn’t have been surprised to see a three-hundred-pound sumo wrestler on the other side.

			“You open up right this second!” the old woman squawked. “I gotta go now!”

			She wore a shiny copper-colored wig that fit like a helmet. Her face was caked with powdery makeup, and her sparkly fake eyelashes were longer than a camel’s. A cigarette dangled from parrotfish lips that were puffy and painted the color of sliced mangoes.

			“Can’t you read the sign?” I asked through the crack.

			“What sign, Einstein?”

			That’s when I spotted the piece of cardboard between her feet on the scuffed floor. Shelly’s tack must have come loose.

			“Hey, you’re not even a Mermaid!” the old woman snapped, spitting her cigarette. “Get outta that bathroom ‘fore I call Security.”

			It took all my strength to pull the door shut.

			“You little sicko!” She let out a string of cuss words that would have put my Grandma Janet into cardiac arrest.

			“Go away,” I pleaded. “This is an emergency.”

			“Emergency? I’ll show you a damn emergency.” The parrotfish lady pounded at the flimsy door with her bony fists. “My bladder’s about to blow like Mount Saint Helen, you hear me, young man?”

			Now she was shouting like a maniac. I knew it wouldn’t be long before a crew member came running to see what was wrong.

			“Listen up, you brat,” the woman said. “I’m gonna count to five and then I’m bustin’ in—and you better not be sittin’ on that john when I do. You read me, junior? It ain’t gonna be pretty.”

			“Please don’t,” I said, but it was hopeless.

			“One! Two!…”

			There was no other choice. I stood up from the toilet, put on the backpack, and lowered one shoulder. When the nasty old buzzard barked “Five!” I crashed out the door, ducked under her flailing, twig-sized arms, and took off running.

			Nobody would’ve paid much attention if she hadn’t started shrieking: “Catch him! Catch that rotten little pervert!”

			Luckily, I’m pretty fast and not real tall, so I was able to dodge and weave through the legs of the gamblers. A few of them glanced up, and one or two actually made a lame grab for my shirt. Fortunately, most of them had been celebrating hard and were in no condition to chase after me.

			Shelly’s eyes got as wide as saucers when I flew past the bar. A bleary, leathery-faced man who I assumed was Billy Babcock spun on his stool and exclaimed, “Is that a kid on the boat?”

			I headed topside. An angry yell rose from behind me, and I turned to see two humongous guys in hot pursuit. They looked seriously ticked off. Each wore a tight red T-shirt with the words EVENT STAFF silk-screened across the front.

			Shelly had warned me about them—the bouncers.

			They bellowed at me to stop, but that wasn’t going to happen. I scampered to the upper deck and ran straight for the bow. Reflected below, in the glassy basin, were the twinkling, Christmassy lights of the Coral Queen.

			It was a long way down to the water; longer than I’d imagined.

			“Game’s over,” a voice said.

			I turned to face the bouncers, 400-odd pounds of meat and muscle. Panting from the chase, they wore cocky grins. They thought they had me cornered, but they were wrong.

			One of them beckoned with a beefy finger. “Let’s go, boy.”

			I kicked off my shoes and stuffed them into Abbey’s backpack.

			The other one spoke up: “Chill out, shrimp. Don’t try anything stupid.”

			After that “shrimp” remark, I couldn’t resist messing with them. “If I fall overboard and drown,” I said, “you guys are in deep trouble.”

			“Yeah, right.”

			“My mom and dad’ll sue Mr. Muleman for every cent he’s got, so you’d better watch it.”

			The bouncers looked at each other and their smiles faded.

			While they huddled to discuss their next move, I ducked under the railing and edged into position. I purposely didn’t look down again.

			One of the goons took a step toward me. “Whaddya think you’re doin’? You nuts?” he asked.

			They were getting ready to rush me, I could tell.

			“Move away from there!” ordered the other bouncer, also moving forward. “You’re gonna break your fool neck.”

			“I wasn’t planning on it,” I said.

			Something like panic showed in their pudgy, squinting faces. They figured they’d lose their jobs, or worse, if they let something bad happen to me.

			One of the men whipped out a walkie-talkie and held it close to his mouth. “Luno! Better come check this out!”

			“Yeah, tell him to hurry,” the other man said. “This kid’s a real space case.”

			It was definitely time to go.

			The bouncers reached out and lunged, but I was already in the air, falling sweetly to freedom.

			Or so I told myself as I hollered, “Geronimo!”

		

	
		
			SIXTEEN

			I don’t remember hitting the water, but I do remember sinking.

			Not very deep, but deep enough to remind me that I was wearing Abbey’s backpack.

			I could have ditched it, but that would have been the same as littering. Besides, MS. ABBEY UNDERWOOD was written with a bright red marker in two different places on the backpack. If somebody found it and saw all those empty food-coloring bottles, we were busted for sure.

			Hurriedly I loosened one strap of the backpack to free my right shoulder, which made it easier to swim. I wasn’t breaking any Olympic records, but I was definitely putting some distance between myself and the Coral Queen. At any moment I expected the blue dinghy to come chugging into view, Abbey riding to the rescue.

			Behind me, where the casino boat was moored, a shouting match had erupted. I turned my head and spotted Luno stomping back and forth under the dock lights, hollering furiously at the two bouncers on the top deck. The bouncers were yelling back, pointing across the basin.

			Pointing at me, of course.

			I kicked harder, thinking: Hurry up, Abbey. Hurry.

			“Stop, boy!” Luno commanded. “You stop now!”

			He was running along the docks, trying to keep even with me, so I dove beneath the surface. The dirty water stung my eyes and I squeezed them shut. It didn’t matter, because even with my eyes wide open I couldn’t have seen a whale three inches in front of my nose—not in that murky basin in the dead of night. I was swimming blind, but at least I was swimming.

			When I came up for air, a white blast of light caught me squarely in the face.

			“There he is!” Luno cried out. He was standing on a fish-cleaning table, sweeping a portable spotlight across the basin.

			I ducked like a turtle and swam farther. When I popped up again, the same thing happened—the bright light, Luno yelling at me to stop. This time, though, he sounded closer.

			Where was my sister?

			The channel was at least a hundred yards away. Luno would run out of dock before I’d run out of water, but I was getting exhausted. My clothes were slowing me down, and the waterlogged backpack felt heavier by the minute.

			Still no sign of the dinghy.

			Even if my “Geronimo!” wasn’t loud enough, Abbey surely must have heard Dusty Muleman’s goons bellowing like bull elephants. I took a gulp of air and dove under again. Two kicks later I struck what seemed to be a wall of blubber.

			A wall that moved.

			Next thing I remember was me spinning like a top—then shooting upward, launched by some invisible brute force. Flying out of the water, I opened my eyes just in time to see an enormous brown shape, mossy and slick, pushing away at an incredible speed. A broad rounded tail slapped the surface so hard, it sounded like a rifle.

			Right away I knew what had happened: I’d crashed into a sleeping manatee.

			I splashed down in a tumble. For a solid minute I treaded water, not going anywhere, until my heart quit racing and I was able to catch my breath. The marina was momentarily quiet except for the merry chime of steel drums from the Coral Queen’s calypso band.

			Where in the world was Abbey? And where was that caveman Luno?

			I began swimming again, although not as bravely as before. The collision with the sea cow had rattled me—I couldn’t help wondering what other creatures might be cruising around the dark cloudy basin. As huge as manatees are, they feed strictly on vegetation and have no appetite for humans. That’s not true for everything that swims at night, especially certain large and fearless sharks.

			The water was as warm as soup, but an icy shiver ran down my neck as I kicked onward. I only know a few prayers by heart, but I said all of them to myself. Twice. That’s how scared I was.

			I can’t say for certain whether God was listening, but it wasn’t long afterward that I heard the wheezy chug-a-chug-chug of a small outboard motor. I stopped moving and fixed my eyes in the direction of the noise. A familiar shape took form along the edge of the shadows, near the mouth of the basin.

			As the shape drew closer, into the pale wash of the dock lights, I recognized the blue dinghy and the spindly silhouette of my sister at the helm.

			Excitedly I called Abbey’s name, and she responded with our pre-arranged signal: three rapid blinks of her flashlight. I set out for the little boat as fast as I could, not caring how much noise I made. All I wanted was to get out of the water in one piece.

			Abbey whistled, but I was too exhausted to whistle back. The dinghy was no longer heading my way; in fact, it seemed to be sliding away in the current. By the time I caught up, my arms and legs were starting to cramp. I grabbed on to the bow and, with my sister’s help, hauled myself aboard.

			At first I couldn’t even talk—I just sat there, dripping and panting like a tired old dog. Finally, I shook off the backpack and dried my face with the tail of Abbey’s shirt.

			“You okay?” she asked.

			I nodded and rubbed my aching muscles. “How come you turned off the engine?”

			“I didn’t,” Abbey said. “It stalled out.”

			“Nice.”

			“That’s how come I was late getting here. It took like forever to get the stupid thing started!”

			I stepped to the stern to confront the creaky old Evinrude. The starter cord was a three-foot length of rope that wrapped tightly around the engine’s flywheel. A small block of plastic served as a handle on the exposed end of the rope, so you could pull it without shredding your fingers.

			Hand-cranking an outboard is harder than starting a lawn mower. Marine engines have more horsepower, so it takes more strength to turn the flywheel. After bracing my heels against the transom of the dinghy, I locked both hands around the grip of the starter cord.

			“Do it,” said my sister.

			“Keep your fingers crossed.”

			I reared back and yanked. The engine shuddered, coughed once, then went silent.

			“Crap,” mumbled Abbey.

			“Don’t worry,” I said, which was ridiculous. Only an idiot wouldn’t have been worried.

			I shifted my weight slightly and took hold of the rope again.

			“Let it happen, cap’n,” said Abbey.

			At that instant the dinghy lit up like a movie stage—Luno had found us with his spotlight. Abbey and I shielded our eyes and tried to see where he was. His voice gave us the answer: He was close.

			Too close.

			“You again!” we heard him snarl. “You two punks! This time you no get away!”

			He was standing at the end of the last dock in the marina. Off our port side was the mouth of the basin and, beyond that, open sea. If I could only get Rado’s darn engine started, Abbey and I could escape.

			Again I tried the starter cord, and again nothing happened but a sad sputter.

			“We’re drifting toward the dock,” my sister said gloomily.

			“I can see that.”

			“Should we jump?”

			“No, not yet.”

			Four, five, six times I pulled the rope with the same depressing result. Meanwhile a breeze was pushing the dinghy steadily toward the dock, where Luno was pacing like a hungry cat. For amusement he would occasionally zap us with the hot beam of his spotlight.

			Abbey crouched low in the bow, but I had to keep standing. It was the only way to put enough force into pulling the starter cord.

			As we floated closer to the lights, we could make out Luno’s gloating expression. His smile was thin and ugly.

			Frantically I jerked on the starter cord, and this time the old engine gave an encouraging kick before sputtering out.

			Luno crowed, “I get you punks now!”

			My sister poked me in the back. “Noah, look! Quick!”

			Another figure had joined the bald goon at the end of the dock. I recognized him immediately in that flowered Hawaiian shirt, but just the stink from his cigar would have given him away. It was Dusty Muleman himself.

			“I’m outta here,” said Abbey, poised to jump.

			“No, wait.” I feverishly resumed hauling on the starter cord, one hard pull after another. Nothing makes you forget how tired you are like pure cold fear. I was working like a robot in high gear.

			Then my sister cried, “Noah, duck!”

			And ducking would have been a smart move, no doubt about it. Because I turned to see Luno with his meaty right arm extended, aiming a stubby-looking gun at the dinghy. Dusty stood off to the side, blowing lazy rings of blue smoke.

			The scene was so unreal, I just froze. It was like watching someone else’s nightmare. I felt blank and numb and far away.

			“What’s the matter with you? Get down!” Abbey yelled.

			By now we’d drifted to within fifty feet of the dock, which made us an easy target. Finally an alarm bell went off in my brain and I threw up both arms, shouting, “Don’t shoot! We give up!”

			Dusty chuckled quietly. Luno was leering like a psycho. He did not lower the gun barrel even one millimeter.

			“You kids make bad mistake,” he said. “Now must pay.”

			If ever I was going to wet my pants in public, it would have been right then and there.

			Yet all I could think about was protecting my sister, so I threw myself on top of her. The landing wasn’t so graceful—I banged my chin on the gunwale and nearly capsized us. Wrapping my arms around Abbey, I waited for the explosion of a gunshot.

			It never came. A fierce and breathless struggle had broken out on the dock. Peeking over the side of the dinghy, Abbey and I witnessed an amazing sight.

			As if dropped from the stars, a third man had materialized under the dock lights—and he was pounding Luno into a sweaty lump of Jell-O. The only sign of Dusty Muleman was the slapping of his designer flip-flops against the ground as he scurried off in terror toward the Coral Queen.

			The cheerful tinkle of steel drums now mixed with Luno’s odd piggish grunts, the wiry stranger swinging a deck mop with painful accuracy.

			In fact, he wasn’t a total stranger to me and my sister. We were near enough to see the M-shaped scar on his weathered tan face, and the bright gold coin swinging from the chain around his neck.

			“The pirate guy!” Abbey whispered gleefully. “Outrageous!”

			“Don’t you move,” I told her, and clambered to the stern. I seized the handle of the starter rope and, from a squatting position, yanked with every ounce of muscle I had left.

			By some small miracle, the rickety old engine purred to life.

			I whipped the dinghy around, aimed it toward the channel, and twisted the throttle wide open. I glanced back just as the mysterious pirate was hurling Luno’s stubby gun into the basin. For an old geezer, he had a pretty good arm.

			

			—

			After reaching the open water, I slowed to half speed. Running a boat at night is tricky because you can’t see very far or very clearly, and a cheapo flashlight doesn’t help much. All kinds of hazardous clutter could be floating in your path—boards, driftwood, coconuts, ropes—and it wouldn’t have taken much to wreck the propeller blades on the old Evinrude.

			Abbey perched on the bow, watching out for obstacles, while I tried to navigate by the lights of the shoreline: motels, mansions, RV parks, tiki bars. The darkest stretch was Thunder Beach, peaceful and deserted under a yellow moon. An ideal night for a momma turtle to crawl up and lay her eggs, I thought.

			The salt air felt good on our faces as we ran against a light chop. Above us hung a glittering spray of stars that stretched all the way to Cuba. I was happier than I’d ever been, and so was Abbey.

			“We did it!” she cheered. “We are so hot!”

			“Adiós, Captain Muleman!” I shouted with a phony salute.

			The hardest part of Operation Royal Flush was over. We’d laid the trap and escaped, though barely. Being chased by Luno wasn’t part of the plan, but it didn’t spoil anything. For now, Dusty Muleman and his gorillas wouldn’t be able to figure out what I’d been doing aboard the Coral Queen, since the only clue had gone down the toilets.

			Way, way down the toilets, into the holding tank—the last place they’d ever stick their heads.

			Only later would Dusty realize what I’d done, and by then he’d have worse problems—namely the U.S. Coast Guard, which I intended to call first thing in the morning.

			But as jazzed as I was, I couldn’t forget how close Abbey and I had come to being shot. Shot. It was unbelievable.

			Why, I wondered, would Dusty stand there and let Luno take aim at a couple of pint-sized trespassers? We must have really annoyed him, I thought, with all our snooping around.

			And what were the odds of being rescued for a second time by the same stranger? Either the old pirate was following us around like some sort of weird guardian angel, or Abbey and I were the luckiest two kids in Florida.

			“Hard right!” she called from the bow.

			I pushed the tiller, and we skittered past a glistening spear of two-by-four, only inches away. It would have punched a hole in the hull for sure.

			“Good eyes,” I called to my sister.

			“Thanks. What’s that noise?”

			“Don’t know.”

			“Noah, why are you slowing us down?” she shouted.

			“I’m not,” I said. “Not on purpose, anyway.”

			But the little boat was definitely losing speed. The loud noise that Abbey and I had heard was the outboard engine throwing a piston rod, though we didn’t know that at the time.

			The motor conked out with a sickly rattle.

			I knew we were in major trouble, but I went through the motions of removing the cowling and fiddling with the spark-plug connections. It didn’t fool Abbey for a second.

			“I don’t suppose you brought Dad’s toolbox,” she said.

			“Very funny.”

			I tried to pull the starter cord, but it wouldn’t budge. The old Evinrude was stone dead.

			A heavy, tired silence fell over us. Once again the little boat was at the mercy of the breeze, which was taking us out to sea, toward the Straits of Florida. Obviously our good luck had run out.

			“We’re history,” my sister said. “Mom and Dad’ll go postal when they get home and we’re not there.”

			The wind was clocking around to the northwest. In summer that usually means bad weather is on the way.

			I said, “Better toss the anchor—no, wait a second…”

			Too late. My stomach clenched when I heard the splash.

			“Let me guess,” Abbey said. “The rope wasn’t tied on, was it?”

			“My fault. I should’ve checked.”

			“So I just threw our anchor away. How nice.” She sighed in discouragement. “Now what?”

			We saw a distant flash of electric blue, which was followed by a slow deep rumble.

			“Seven miles. Not good,” Abbey said.

			Dad had taught us how to count the seconds between the lightning bolt and thunder—one thousand, two thousand, three thousand—to figure out how many miles away a storm was. Like Abbey, I’d counted seven.

			“Maybe it’ll miss us,” she said.

			“Yeah.” And maybe someday monkeys will fly helicopters, I thought.

			In a few short minutes our mood had plunged from the highest high to the lowest low. The moon slipped behind a rolling gray carpet of clouds, and the freshening gusts smelled wet. Abbey scrunched low in the bow while I hunkered between the seats.

			The lightning got brighter and the thunder got louder, but all we could do was brace for it. Rado’s dinghy had no oars, and we were already too far from shore to swim—not that either of us was eager to jump in. I remembered Dad saying that you always stay with a boat as long as it’s still floating, because a boat is easier than a body for searchers to find.

			Soon the wind began to hum, slapping us with sheets of cool rain.

			“You all right?” I asked my sister.

			“Snug as a bug,” she said.

			The little boat slopped across the crests of the waves, moving farther and farther from shore. Stabs of lightning turned the dark into daylight, and I’d catch brief glimpses of Abbey, covering her face with the backpack. I felt horrible for getting us into such a mess, and I was furious at myself for letting her come along. It was one of the all-time dumbest things I’d ever done.

			The wind-whipped raindrops stung our skin, and every thunderclap sounded like a bomb. As hard as I tried, I couldn’t stop my knees from knocking against the hull. I didn’t want Abbey to know how frightened I was, or how much danger we were in. If a lightning bolt struck the dinghy, we’d be roasted like crickets on a radiator.

			I wiped off my wristwatch and checked the time: twenty minutes to one. Mom and Dad were home by now, probably going nuts trying to find us. I felt like throwing up.

			“Hey, Noah?” Abbey said.

			“What?”

			“My butt’s underwater.”

			“Mine, too,” I said glumly.

			“Shouldn’t we, like, do something?”

			“Yeah, I guess.”

			We spent the next two hours bailing the boat, which is a major pain when all you’ve got are empty food-dye bottles that hold one measly ounce of liquid. Lucky for us, the storm blew through swiftly, the rain quit, and the dinghy didn’t sink.

			No sooner had the stars come out again than I heard Abbey snoring. I wasn’t sure how far offshore we’d drifted, but I could still see the faint string of lights that marked the coastline. I stretched out on one of the seat planks, staring up at the moon and wondering how long it would take for somebody to spot us. I was determined to remain awake, in case a boat passed close by; then I could signal for help with the flashlight.

			But my eyes didn’t stay open very long. The next thing I remember was the sun warming my cheeks, a seagull squawking overhead—and something moist splatting in my hair.

			

			—

			One lousy little juice box.

			“That’s all we’ve got?” I said to Abbey. “What happened to the Gatorade?”

			“I drank it,” she said. “I would’ve brought a whole cooler if I’d known we were getting lost at sea. Want some juice or not?”

			She was still red in the face from laughing after the seagull crapped on my head—I thought she was going to have a total coronary. Then I almost fell overboard while dunking my hair in the water, trying to wash the poop out. Abbey thought that was really amusing, too.

			And I guess it was. At least it kept our minds off the situation, which was getting more depressing by the minute.

			I was happy to share the juice box, even though I usually can’t stand fruit punch. When you’re thirsty enough, you’ll drink just about anything. It was only eight in the morning, and we were already damp with sweat. That’s your basic July in the Florida Keys. By noon, I knew, we’d be in rough shape.

			I was ticked at myself for not saving some of the rainwater we’d bailed from the boat. “Remind me not to try out for Survivor,” I grumbled to Abbey.

			She arranged the backpack on her head like a fat bumpy hat. “I used to think Dad was the psycho in the family, but look at us!” she said. “No water, no shade, no food, not even a fishing rod so we can catch something to eat.”

			A small airplane passed overhead—the third one of the morning—and we both stood up to wave. The plane circled once and then flew off, dashing our hopes again. From that altitude the dinghy must have looked like a blue dot on blue paper.

			“Noah, when am I allowed to get scared?” Abbey tried to make it sound like she was kidding, but I could tell she was partly serious.

			“At least we can still see the shore,” I said.

			“So how deep’s the water here?”

			As we’d floated east, past the reef line, the color had changed from turquoise to indigo. I didn’t know the exact depth, but I guessed low on purpose.

			“Fifty, maybe sixty feet. Not real deep.”

			“Not for a tuna maybe,” said my sister, “but way too deep for me.”

			“Were you planning on taking a swim?”

			“Yeah, me and the hammerheads.” She scanned the horizon and frowned. “You said there’d be charter boats all over the place. You promised somebody would find us by nine o’clock.”

			“Yeah, and there’s still an hour left on my prediction.” I was trying not to sound as bummed as I was.

			Miles away, we could see the blocky shape of a freighter steaming south, and a few deep-sea boats trolling back and forth. None of them were heading our way.

			Not even close.

			I tried to pull-start Rado’s engine again, but it was no use. When I closed my eyes to take a break from the sun, I realized I was already thirsty again. My father says the summer heat in Florida is like the devil’s oven, and that’s about right.

			Something started whining like a rusty hinge, and I looked up to spy another seagull circling the dinghy.

			“Betcha five bucks he takes a dump on me, too,” I said.

			Abbey managed a giggle. “I’m safe under the backpack.”

			It was amazing how calm and good-natured she was, considering the trouble we were in. Lots of people I know, grown-ups included, would’ve freaked out.

			“I just thought of something,” she said. “If we’re stuck here on the boat, who’s gonna call the Coast Guard on Dusty Muleman?”

			“Good question.”

			“Know what? This really bites.”

			“Yeah, it does. I’m sorry, Abbey.”

			“What for? We tried to stop something bad, and it didn’t work. Doesn’t mean we were wrong to try—Noah, are you listening to me?”

			I wasn’t.

			“What are you staring at?” Abbey demanded.

			“A boat,” I said, “unless I’m so whacked out that I’m imagining things. I swear it’s coming this way.”

			My sister shot to her feet.

			“You see it, too?” I asked anxiously. “Or is it a mirage?”

			“Nope, it’s the real deal.”

			“Outstanding!”

			We started waving and hollering like a couple of dweebs. This time, though, it actually worked. Pushing a frothy wake, the boat headed straight at us.

			It wasn’t a big one, maybe a twenty-four-footer, but it might as well have been the Queen Elizabeth. Abbey and I had never seen a more glorious sight.

			Two figures, both of them hatless and wearing wraparound sunglasses, stood at the console under the T-top. As the boat drew closer, it slowed down and banked slightly, revealing large orange lettering on the side.

			TROPICAL RESCUE, it said.

			“Noah, is that who I think it is?” Abbey asked weakly.

			“The one and only.”

			“You want me to start sobbing and shaking?”

			“Not yet,” I told her. “First let’s see how pissed off he is.”

			“Is that Mom with him? Please tell me it’s not Mom.”

			“No, Abbey. Mom usually wears a shirt.”

			We quit waving and cupped our hands to our eyes, trying to see the bare-chested person through the glare.

			With relief Abbey said, “Oh good, it’s a man.”

			“Yeah, but guess who.”

			“Who?”

			“Check out the scar, Abbey.”

			She gasped. “This is so insane.”

			The man riding with my father was the old pirate.

			We were speechless as the towboat idled up to the dinghy. Dad tossed a rope, which I hitched to the bow cleat.

			“Hey, guys,” my father said. “Long night?”

			We nodded lamely. The stranger stood next to Dad, smiling and fingering the gold coin on his neck. He seemed to be studying us closely.

			Dad helped me and Abbey aboard the towboat. Then he pulled us close and squeezed like he might never let go.

			“Are you two okay?” He examined us from head to toe, and seemed pleased to find no bullet holes, shark bites, or missing limbs.

			“We’re good,” I told him. “Just a little thirsty, that’s all.”

			The old pirate guy handed each of us a cold bottle of water.

			“Who are you?” Abbey asked him without even saying thanks. “I’m sorry, but it’s driving me crazy.”

			The stranger took off his sunglasses and glanced over at Dad. It wasn’t exactly a sad look, but there was something heavy about it.

			“Kids,” said my father, “say hello to your Grandpa Bobby.”

		

	
		
			SEVENTEEN

			“This is the U.S. Coast Guard. Petty Officer Reilly speaking.”

			“Yes, I’d like to report a boat dumping sewage in the water.”

			“What’s the name of the vessel?”

			“It’s called the Coral Queen.”

			“The gambling boat? At the Muleman marina?”

			“That’s right.”

			“Did you witness this violation personally?” Petty Officer Reilly asked.

			“Look for a bright purple trail leading to Thunder Beach. But you’d better hurry!”

			“Who am I speaking with?”

			“Underwood. Paine Underwood.”

			My second phone call was to the Island Examiner newspaper. This time I used my own name, not Dad’s.

			Miles Umlatt remembered me, of course.

			“It’s good to hear from you, Noah, but I’m sort of busy now. A bait truck just flipped over in Key Largo, and there’s live shrimp all over the highway.”

			“Want a real story? A front-page story?”

			Miles Umlatt said, “Sure, you bet.”

			He was humoring me, playing along. I could picture the bored look on his pale splotchy face.

			“All that stuff my dad said about Dusty Muleman? Well, it’s true. Every word.”

			Miles Umlatt said, “I know how you must feel, Noah. If it were my father, I’d stick up for him, too—”

			“You want proof? Get over to Dusty’s marina right away.”

			“Why? What’s going on?” Suddenly he was interested.

			“Ask the Coast Guard,” I said, and hung up.

			Dad, Mom, and Abbey were in the living room, gathered around Grandpa Bobby. When I came out of the kitchen, he motioned for me to sit down beside him. For the first time I noticed his resemblance to my father—Dad was taller and heavier, but he had the same square chin and light green eyes.

			Grandpa Bobby took out a small photograph, worn and creased from being folded and unfolded. In the picture, his curly hair was blond, not silvery, and there was no scar on his cheek. He was lifting some half-naked little kid high over his head. The kid was laughing and kicking his chubby white legs.

			The kid was me.

			“You were only two years old,” my grandfather said.

			It was the first photograph of him that I’d ever seen. My parents had lost all their family albums when a tropical storm flooded our house on the night before my third birthday.

			Grandpa Bobby passed the snapshot around. Then he carefully refolded it into a square and slipped it in his pocket. Turning back to me, he said, “You wanna go first, champ?”

			“No thanks. You go.”

			He took a slow sip from a coffee mug. “Lord, where do I start? I guess by sayin’ how bad I feel for keepin’ out of touch the last ten years or so.”

			“Out of touch? Everybody thought you were dead!” Abbey exclaimed.

			“I’m sorry, I truly am,” Grandpa Bobby said. “Paine, Donna—believe me when I say I had good reasons for stayin’ out of your life.”

			I could tell that Mom and Dad were glad to have Grandpa Bobby back, but they were also kind of dazed and quiet. My sister wasn’t dazed at all, since she’d never met him. He had disappeared before she was born.

			“It’s not a happy story,” he began. “One day a man came along, said he needed a captain to make a couple of trips down to South America. The money was right, and I didn’t ask many questions. Wasn’t like I didn’t know what to ask—I just chose not to. Anyways, the first run went fine. No problems with the second run, either. But the third time, oh man…”

			“Were you smuggling drugs?” I asked. Even Abbey seemed shocked to hear me say it.

			“No, champ, I’ve got no fondness for dopers. It was stones,” Grandpa Bobby said. “Little green stones called emeralds. But smugglin’ is smugglin’, and stupid is stupid. And that’s what I was—world-class stupid—because the guys I trusted turned out to be greedy, back-stabbin’ liars. Actually, face-stabbin’ liars.” He pointed ruefully at the M-shaped scar. “Anyways, the details don’t hardly matter. There was some serious ugliness, and yours truly had to go underground.”

			Up close he didn’t look so much like a pirate—at least not the kind of pirate you see in the movies. His teeth were too straight and his manners were too good.

			But he also didn’t look like the kind of grandpa you usually see in the movies. His belly was still flat and his muscles were hard, and he was brimming with some strange wild energy. You could tell he’d never spent a minute of his life dozing in a rocking chair.

			Dad asked, “What happened to the Amanda Rose?”

			That was Grandpa Bobby’s fishing boat, which he’d named after his wife, my grandmother. I never got to meet her because she passed away when my father was just a kid, about Abbey’s age. Some sort of rare cancer, Mom told us. It was one of the only things my dad wouldn’t talk about. Not ever.

			“Paine, they stole the Amanda Rose,” my grandfather said sadly, “the same night they tried to kill me. Ever since then I’ve spent every bleepin’ minute trying to track down those rat bastards—pardon the language—and get back my boat.”

			Mom spoke up. “We kept getting different stories from the State Department. Somebody said your appendix ruptured. Somebody else said it was a bar fight.”

			Grandpa Bobby slapped his gut. “Far as I know, my appendix is fine and dandy. As for bar fights, well, who’s countin’?”

			“Then why’d they tell us you were dead when you weren’t?” I asked.

			“Because there was a dead American, Noah. They found him near a little village outside Barranquilla. My wallet happened to be in the man’s pocket, so the Colombian cops figured that he was me,” Grandpa Bobby explained. “That’s the body your daddy’s been writing letters to Washington about. The coffin never got dug up and shipped back to the States because I paid off a police captain to make sure it wouldn’t.” He grinned slyly. “See, I didn’t want to miss my own funeral.”

			Abbey folded her arms. “Hold on. How did some dead guy end up with your wallet?”

			“He stole it from me, which was a large mistake.” Grandpa Bobby took another sip of coffee. “It tore me up on the inside, knowin’ y’all thought I was planted in some pauper’s grave in the middle of nowhere. But I couldn’t come back to Florida and bring the kind of trouble that was attached to me. You folks had a solid, decent life goin’ here—young Noah gettin’ started. Abbey on the way.”

			“You could’ve called,” my sister said sharply. “They’ve got telephones in South America, don’t they?”

			“Or sent a letter, at least,” I cut in, “just to let Dad know you were okay.”

			Grandpa Bobby sat back and smiled. “Kids, lemme tell you somethin’ about your daddy. He’s a good man, but sometimes his brain takes a nap and lets his heart take the tiller.”

			My father shifted uncomfortably. “Oh, come on, Pop.”

			But Grandpa Bobby was on a roll. He addressed Abbey and me directly. “When your father was a boy, you know what his nickname was at school? ‘Paine-in-the-Butt’ Underwood.”

			Abbey and I busted out laughing.

			“See, he had a bad habit of doing the very first thing that popped into his mind, no matter how foolish,” my grandfather said. “Now, whaddya think he would’ve done if he’d found out I was still alive and scramblin’ to stay that way, down in the jungles of Colombia? He would’ve hopped a plane or a boat or a donkey, whatever, and gone lookin’ for me! Am I right, son? And likely gotten himself killed in the bargain.”

			Dad stared down at his shoes.

			My mother asked, “So what made you come back, Pop?”

			“This is first-rate coffee. Can I pour myself another cup?”

			While Grandpa Bobby was in the kitchen, Abbey nudged my father and whispered: “They really called you Paine-in-the-Butt? You are so busted.”

			“Keep it up,” Dad said with a tight smile. “I’ll deal with you and your brother later.”

			Grandpa Bobby returned with a full mug and a jelly donut. He took two bites of the donut and said, “Here’s what happened: I’m sittin’ in a bar in this little harbor town, waitin’ to meet up with some dock rat who claims he saw the Amanda Rose over in the Grenadines. Anyways, they love their satellite TV down there, and it so happens that this particular cantina picks up one of the Miami stations loud and clear.”

			“Channel 10?” I asked.

			“That’s right, Noah. So there I am, drinkin’ a beer, mindin’ my own business, when all of a sudden I look up and who do I see on the tube? Mr. Paine Lee Underwood, my own son, your own daddy!”

			Grandpa Bobby paused and shook his woolly head. “He’s wearin’ the latest in jailhouse fashions, a nifty puke-orange jumpsuit, if I recall. And he’s runnin’ off at the mouth about why he sunk some jerk’s boat, all because the man was dumpin’ toilet poo into the water. My jaw dropped so far it damn near broke my kneecaps. There was my boy in jail!”

			Dad looked up. “Tell ’em what you did next, Pop.”

			“You mean hitchin’ a ride to Key West on that billionaire’s yacht?”

			“He didn’t hitch,” my father said to me and Abbey. “He stowed away.” Grandpa Bobby had already given Dad the full story, while they were out on the towboat searching for our dinghy.

			“Where’d you hide?” Abbey asked.

			My grandfather beamed. “The wine locker, darlin’.”

			“Perfect,” Mom said with a sigh.

			“I didn’t touch a drop, Donna, I swear,” Grandpa Bobby insisted. “Anyways, I knew the Customs boys would sweep the yacht clean, once we docked in Key West. So as soon as we cleared the harbor, I went overboard. Swam to the Mallory docks and thumbed a ride north with a red-headed insurance adjuster who tried her best to save my heathen soul. She dropped me at Tavernier, where I made camp under the Snake Creek bridge. Found a bunch of old newspapers there. Caught up on what was happening with Paine’s court case.”

			“Why’d you start tailing me and Abbey?” I asked.

			“Just a hunch,” my grandfather said. “In one of those papers was a story where they quoted you, Noah, talkin’ about your father. You ‘member that?”

			“Hey, it wasn’t my idea.” I shot a sour look at Dad.

			“Well, you came off like a bright, sensible young fella. Still, I couldn’t help thinkin’ that if you were just a little too much like your daddy or granddaddy, you wouldn’t sit still and let this Muleman creep get away with trashin’ our family name, not to mention the Atlantic Ocean.” Grandpa Bobby winked, then inhaled the rest of his donut. “So I decided to keep an eye on you and Miss Abbey, just in case you tried somethin’ crazy.”

			“Thank goodness you did,” Mom said.

			My grandfather told us he’d been laying low during the day, fishing with a handline under the bridge. After sunset he’d hide out at the marina, waiting for us to make a move.

			“Hiding where?” I asked.

			“Last night it was the tuna tower of a big Bertram,” he said.

			Abbey was delighted. “I hid there, too! I even got video!”

			“It’s a long ways up,” Grandpa Bobby said, “but a short trip down. That bald ape never knew what hit him.”

			“His name’s Luno,” I said.

			“I don’t care if his name is Mildred, I won’t be sendin’ him a get-well card.” Grandpa Bobby paused to finish his coffee.

			Dad picked up the story. “Mom and I got home from the movies around twelve-thirty. When we saw your beds were empty, we knew right away where you’d gone. She wanted to call the sheriff, but I said no way, I’ve had enough of their hospitality. So we hopped in the pickup, peeled out of the driveway, and there he was, larger than life—”

			“In the middle of the road,” Mom said. “No shirt, no shoes, dripping with sweat.”

			“Flailing his arms and running straight at us,” Dad said, “my old man!”

			“What’d you do?” I asked.

			“I turned very calmly to your mother and said, ‘Either that’s a ghost, or the government’s given us some bad information.’ ”

			Grandpa Bobby said he’d planned to keep his visit a secret—until he saw me and Abbey escape in the blue dinghy. “The engine on that thing sounded like a bucket of nails in a blender. I knew you kids wouldn’t get very far,” he said, “so I ran and fetched your folks.”

			“Wait a minute—you would’ve gone all the way back to South America without even saying hello?” Abbey was steaming. “Without even letting us know you were alive? That’s horrible.”

			My grandfather sat forward and took one of her hands. “Now listen here, tiger. All those years, there wasn’t a day went by that I didn’t want to pick up a phone and call your daddy. I missed him more than I can ever put into words.

			“But it would’ve been wrong to drag him into the middle of my situation, which was deadly serious. So my plan was to sneak into the Keys on the sly and see what I might do behind the scenes. I brought along some cash for bail, lawyers, bribes, whatever. There was plenty more in a lockbox up in Hallandale, though I hear your Aunt Sandy and Uncle Del already helped themselves.”

			Dad said, “We don’t need any money.”

			Grandpa Bobby raised one silvery eyebrow. “Really? Since when did you win the lottery?”

			“We’ll be fine,” Mom said warmly. “But thank you, Pop.”

			He smiled. “I understand.”

			“Well, I don’t,” my sister grumbled. She snatched her hand away from my grandfather. “Know what I think? I think you’re a big—”

			“Abbey, knock it off,” I said. “He saved our lives.”

			“Not quite,” said Grandpa Bobby. “Some private plane spotted your dinghy and called in the location. Your daddy had his VHF radio dialed to the Coast Guard’s channel—turns out we were only about three miles away, so we beat the Coasties no sweat. Your daddy’s the one who knew where to search. I went along for the ride is all.”

			“No, I’m not talking about the rescue,” I said, “I’m talking about what happened on the docks—about Luno and the gun.”

			My mother went stiff. “What gun?”

			“The guy was going to waste us!” Abbey burst out. “I mean, we were history. Then Noah dived on top of me, and then he”—she nodded toward Grandpa Bobby—“he jumped the goon and took the pistol away.”

			Immediately I was sorry that I’d brought it up. My mom’s face had gone white.

			“He tried to kill you?” She looked at Grandpa Bobby. “Is that true? He tried to kill the children?”

			“Donna, it was a flare gun. He probably wanted to scare the you-know-what out of ’em,” my grandfather said.

			“Just a flare gun?” Abbey sounded disappointed.

			“It’s still bad,” Dad said angrily. “He could’ve set the dinghy on fire. Or your clothes.”

			Grandpa Bobby told all of us to calm down. “The main thing is, nobody got hurt except for Baldy. Now, I believe it’s Noah’s turn to tell us his story. You ready, champ?”

			“I guess.”

			My sister pretended to hold her nose. “Don’t leave out the part about the seagull,” she said.

			I didn’t leave out anything, even the stuff that made me look the opposite of brilliant. Nobody interrupted with questions. They just sat there and listened.

			When I was finished, Dad clicked his teeth and said, “You crashed into a manatee?”

			Then Mom said, “Who’s this Shelly person?”

			Then Abbey said, “The Mermaids’ bathroom? You perv!”

			Then Grandpa Bobby stood up and took the chain from around his neck. He placed it in my hand and said, “You earned it, Noah.”

			The gold coin on the end of that chain was heavier than any coin I’d ever held. I couldn’t believe he was giving it to me.

			“Once belonged to the queen of Spain,” he said, “about four hundred years ago.”

			“Where’d you get it?” Dad asked.

			“Won it in a dice game. Or maybe it was poker.” Grandpa Bobby shrugged as if he honestly couldn’t remember. “Come on, troops, let’s go for a ride.”

			“Where to?” I asked.

			“Thunder Beach,” he said. “Where else?”

		

	
		
			EIGHTEEN

			The food coloring didn’t show up as brightly in the sea as it did in the store bottles, but you could definitely see it. As Abbey and I had hoped, the current and the wind were in our favor, transporting the dye down the shoreline in a shiny stream from Dusty Muleman’s basin.

			Dad and Grandpa Bobby stood together on Thunder Beach, admiring the telltale trail of fuchsia.

			“I’m impressed,” my father said. “This was your idea, Noah?”

			“Abbey’s, too,” I said.

			“All I did was pick out the color,” she said.

			“That’s not true. We were fifty-fifty partners the whole way.”

			My grandfather slapped a hand on Dad’s shoulder. “Paine, you and Donna really lucked out with these youngsters. They’re true champs, both of ’em.”

			“Most of the time,” Dad said, shooting us a sideways glance.

			“You gotta admit,” said Grandpa Bobby, “this is a whole lot neater than sinkin’ the man’s boat.”

			“Yeah, Pop, thanks for bringing that up.”

			Mom kept staring at the purplish slick in the shallows. Even though she was wearing sunglasses, we could tell she was upset. At first I thought she was mad at Abbey and me, but it turned out that she wasn’t. She was mad at Dusty Muleman.

			“Unbelievable!” she exploded finally. “How can a person do something like that! A father, for heaven’s sake! All the kids on the island go swimming here—and he’s poisoning the place with all this…this…”

			“Ca-ca?” said Abbey.

			“Whatever,” my mother fumed. “The man ought to be in jail. He’s a menace to the public health.”

			Dad has a long list of people that he says should be locked up for one thing or another, but this was the first time I’d ever heard Mom say that about anybody.

			My grandfather also was angered by what he saw, although he tried not to show it. “Jail’s too good for the lowlife who did this,” he said evenly, “but it’s a start.”

			Abbey and I looked uneasily at each other. We’d seen Grandpa Bobby in action before.

			“Paine, you ‘member that big muttonfish I caught here?” he asked my father. “The fifteen-pounder?”

			“You bet I remember. Only it was fourteen pounds,” Dad said. “Fourteen even.”

			“Sure? Anyways, it was a helluva catch,” said Grandpa Bobby. “That was back before they dropped fish traps all over the reefs. Back before certain creeps started dumping their crapola in the sea.”

			There was a rumbly edge to his voice, like he was struggling to keep his temper under control.

			Mom said, “Don’t worry, Pop. Someday Dusty Muleman will get exactly what he deserves. People like him always do.”

			This was her famous what-goes-around-comes-around theory. My grandfather obviously didn’t buy it, although he was too polite to say so. He picked up a branch of driftwood and swept it back and forth through the stained water.

			“Somebody probably oughta notify the Coast Guard, while the tide’s right,” he said.

			I didn’t mention the phone call I’d made earlier at the house. As if on cue, a sound like a rolling drumbeat rose from the north.

			Abbey said, “Listen, guys! You hear that?”

			Thwock-a-thwock-a-thwock…

			We all turned and looked up.

			“Over there!” said Dad. He has eyes like an osprey; the rest of us couldn’t see a thing.

			After a while my grandfather spotted it, too, and pointed where to look. At first it was just a small fuzzy dot in the wide open blueness of the sky. But as the dot grew larger, it turned blaze-orange and took on the shape of a helicopter.

			The drumbeat of the rotors became a loud, high-pitched whine as the chopper circled lower. On its belly we could plainly read the words COAST GUARD. A side door rolled open, and a man in a dark jumpsuit leaned out. He was wearing a white crash helmet and aiming a camera down at the water.

			Taking video of our amazing fuchsia river.

			We waved at the Coast Guard man, but he was too busy to wave back. The helicopter gradually began to move, following the colorful current of evidence all the way up the beach, all the way to the marina where the Coral Queen was moored. There the chopper hovered for a long, long time.

			Dusty Muleman was officially busted.

			Abbey whooped and Grandpa Bobby clapped and I pumped a fist in the air. We headed home feeling hopeful and happy—though Dad and Mom weren’t quite happy enough to forget about me and Abbey sneaking out the night before.

			“By the way, you’re both grounded,” Mom informed us in the car.

			I signaled for Abbey to stay cool, but she ignored me.

			“Grounded for how long?” she asked indignantly.

			“Indefinitely,” Dad said.

			Which was better than setting an exact number of days or weeks. From experience I knew that an “indefinite” grounding could be negotiated favorably—if only Abbey would quit whining.

			“It’s not fair,” my sister said. “In fact, it really bites.”

			“Watch your mouth, young lady,” Mom warned.

			“But we just saved Thunder Beach! Don’t we get bonus points for that?”

			Grandpa Bobby said, “Abbey, darlin’, it won’t be so bad. Anyways, it’s probably a smart idea for you and your brother to lay low for a while.”

			And he was the family expert on laying low.

			I waited until we got back to the house before asking my parents to delay the starting date of our grounding. “Just until tomorrow,” I said. “Please?”

			My father eyed me suspiciously. “Why? You’ve got big plans for this afternoon?”

			“I need to go thank Shelly.”

			“Me too,” said Abbey, scooting to my side.

			Dad left the decision to Mom, who drilled us with one of her I’m-not-kidding stares. “You’ve got exactly one hour,” she said. “Not a minute more.”

			We dashed for our bikes, Abbey calling over her shoulder, “Grandpa Bobby, you’d better be here when we get back!”

			

			—

			
				My mother and father honestly care about each other, but they argue about plenty of stuff. Sometimes it seems silly to me and Abbey, but other times it’s really heavy. For instance, Mom was ninety-nine percent serious about divorcing Dad if he didn’t come home from jail and get his act together. I totally understood why she felt like that, and at the same time I could see the point he was trying to make by sinking the Coral Queen.

			But even when my parents are fighting, they don’t actually fight. It’s only sharp words back and forth; no fists or blunt objects.

			Unfortunately, some people really get carried away—as my sister and I were reminded when we showed up at Shelly’s trailer.

			She was sitting on the steps, gazing off into the distance. She wore black jeans, a gray Gap T-shirt, and a blue trucker’s cap turned backward.

			In one hand was a sweaty bottle of beer, and in the other hand was a rake. Some of the tines were snapped off, and others were bent at sharp angles. It wasn’t the sort of damage caused by normal, everyday gardening.

			“What’s wrong?” I asked.

			“Love is a strange deal, I swear,” she said. “You wanna come in? It’s a awful mess, I’ll be honest.”

			“We’ll help you clean up,” Abbey offered.

			“What kind of mess?” I asked.

			“Like nothin’ you ever saw before,” Shelly said. “Think you can handle it?”

			After seeing the condition of the rake, I wasn’t so sure. To stall I asked her what had happened on the Coral Queen after I’d jumped overboard.

			She laughed. “Nobody heard a thing because the band was so loud. Everybody just kept drinkin’ and gamblin’. The customers who saw you run past, they figured you belonged to one of the crew.”

			“What about that nasty old lady who tried to break into the bathroom?”

			“Oh, her? Free stack of chips and she was back at the blackjack table, happy as a clam,” Shelly reported. “Speaking of bathrooms, I had to make, like, seven trips before I got rid of all that purple goo. Every time I’d get settled nice and cozy, somebody’d start bangin’ on the door, sayin’ they couldn’t wait. My wrist hurts from flushin’ so much.”

			“But our plan worked!” Abbey piped eagerly. “Did you hear the helicopter fly over? That was the Coast Guard—we saw ’em taking video of the stain in the water.”

			“No kidding?” Shelly looked pleased. She stood up, spinning the rake like a cheerleader’s baton.

			“Did Dusty say anything after the casino closed?” I asked.

			“Naw, he was a total basket case,” Shelly said. “There was some big fight on the docks, and Luno got his butt seriously whipped, is what I heard. One of the bouncers drove him to the hospital and then the cops showed up, asking what happened but by then Dusty’d already split. The crew didn’t know any different, so they waited until all the people were gone and pumped the holding tank straight into the basin, same as usual.”

			I told Shelly she’d done a great job. “Thanks for emptying that liquor crate so I had a place to hide, and for sneaking me into the ladies’ head, and most of all for risking your neck to help us out….”

			“Yeah, you did awesome,” said Abbey. “But what about Dusty’s secret spy at the Coast Guard station? How’d you fix it so he wasn’t around this morning when Noah called in about the Coral Queen?”

			Shelly propped the rake on one shoulder, like a rifle. “Come on in,” she said to us. “But, like I said, it’s not a pretty picture.”

			She wasn’t kidding. Inside the trailer it looked like a small bomb had exploded—broken lamps, overturned furniture, dents and holes in the fake-wood paneling.

			Two rumpled men lay facedown—one on the gross shag carpet, one on the gross moldy sofa. We couldn’t see their faces, so it was hard to tell if they were dead or alive. The one on the floor was sopping wet and striped green with slime from the aquarium, which lay on its side, empty and cracked.

			Shelly used the rake handle to poke at the unconscious man on the sofa. “You asked about Mr. Billy Babcock? Well, here he is.”

			Billy Babcock made a low snuffling sound, but he didn’t move.

			“What’d you do to him?” Abbey asked.

			“Nothin’ he didn’t want done,” Shelly replied with a snort. “He spent about two hours yakkin’ at my bar last night. I figured the only way to guarantee that he wouldn’t be at work this morning was to bring him home with me and—”

			“We get the idea,” I cut in, not wanting Abbey to hear the R-rated details.

			“That’s cool, Noah, watchin’ out for your little sister,” Shelly said, “but don’t worry—I was a perfect lady. I invited Billy over for one of my high-octane cocktails, maybe two. All we did was hold hands on the couch until he got tired of tellin’ me how gorgeous and wonderful I was. Then he keeled over and went nighty-night.”

			“So who’s the other guy?” I pointed at the soggy heap on the floor.

			“You don’t recognize him?” Shelly chuckled again. Using the business end of the rake, she snagged the man’s ooze-covered shirt and rolled him onto his back. When I saw that pasty sunken face, I was completely blown away.

			“Well? Who is it?” my sister asked impatiently.

			“That’s Lice Peeking,” I said.

			“In person!” Shelly unhooked the rake from his shirt. “I told you, love’s a strange deal.”

			“Is he alive?” Abbey asked.

			“More or less,” Shelly replied. “You guys want a Coke?”

			

			—

			We sat at the dinette and listened to her story. It was a good one.

			After my father had gone to jail and started spouting off about the Coral Queen, Dusty Muleman had gotten nervous. He’d made a list of everyone besides Dad who knew the truth about the pollution scam, and he had sent Luno to warn each person to keep quiet—or else. The goon hadn’t murdered Lice Peeking, as Shelly had thought, but he had scared the bodily fluids out of him.

			When Luno had shown up at the trailer, Lice naturally assumed that Dusty had found out about his secret deal with Dad—the bonefish skiff in exchange for Lice’s testimony. So as soon as Luno left, Lice swiped Shelly’s Jeep and drove full speed for the mainland. True to form, he forgot to fill the gas tank. When it was empty, he simply parked the truck and took off on foot.

			“But what about the bloodstains on the seats?” I asked.

			Shelly shook her head sheepishly. “Ketchup,” she said. “The slob was pigging out on Big Macs and fries for forty miles.”

			Abbey said, “Why’d he come back? Did he run out of money or something?”

			“You’re a very sharp young lady. Yeah, he ran out of money,” Shelly said, “but that’s not why he came back to the Keys. See, he missed me. Deep down in his heart, he truly did.”

			I cringed when my sister asked, “How can you possibly believe that?”

			“Because the man knew for a fact what would happen if I ever laid eyes on him again. He knew I’d whup him like the sorry, no-good jackass he is—yet he came back anyway! If that ain’t true love, it’s close enough for me,” said Shelly.

			The timing of Lice Peeking’s return couldn’t have been worse. It was past three in the morning when he’d flung open the trailer door, only to find his cherished Shelly reading an astrology magazine on the couch—with a snoozing Billy Babcock stretched out beside her. In a jealous fit Lice Peeking had jumped on Billy, kicking and punching and scratching.

			That was when Shelly had run to the toolshed.

			Being whacked with a rake seemed to work miracles on Lice Peeking’s attitude—he’d dropped to one knee, told Shelly he adored her, and blubbered he was sorry for all the rotten deeds he’d ever done.

			“Even promised to pay back the $186 he took, plus the towing charges for the Jeep,” Shelly said. “I’ll never see a nickel, for sure, but still it was a nice sentiment. I told Lice to quit beggin’ and get off the floor, and that’s when the fool grabbed the aquarium stand to pull himself up. Whole tank tipped over on top of him, all fifty gallons, and off to dreamland he went.”

			It wouldn’t have been a huge shock to learn that Shelly had purposely dumped the grungy aquarium on Lice Peeking, but I took her word that it was an accident. Anything was possible.

			“What about the fish?” Abbey asked worriedly.

			“There was only one left, the loneliest, most pitiful guppy you ever saw. I put him in the bathtub,” Shelly said.

			“And him?” I nodded toward Billy Babcock.

			“Slept through all the fun, believe it or not.” Shelly nudged him again with the rake handle. “Once he wakes up, I’ll clue him in on what happened. Otherwise he’ll be curious about all those fresh bruises and fingernail marks.”

			I went over to take a close look at Lice Peeking. The toppling aquarium had left a plum-sized knot on his forehead. His T-shirt showed several rows of small bloody holes where Shelly’s rake had dug in, but he seemed to be feeling no pain. He snored peacefully, blowing snot bubbles from his nose.

			Abbey said to Shelly, “What a loser! I can’t believe you’re taking him back.”

			“It’s none of your business, princess, but let’s say it was. Let’s say you were my mother and you were upset about me hangin’ out with this lame excuse for a boyfriend. I’d tell you that I’m a big girl with my eyes wide open. Made a few dumb mistakes of my own, but I was always grateful for a second chance. And trust me,” Shelly said, “that’s all Lice Peeking is gettin’—one more chance. Look here, he even went and bought me some new earrings.”

			Shelly pulled back her thick hair to reveal five small, shiny hoops in her left ear. Abbey admitted they looked cool.

			“Yeah, they do.” Shelly turned to me. “Noah, what does your daddy think is gonna happen to Dusty Muleman?”

			“He says the Coast Guard will probably shut down the Coral Queen right away. He says they won’t throw Dusty in jail, but they could make him pay out a fortune in fines.”

			“But if the boat’s out of business, then you’re out of a job,” Abbey said to Shelly. “What are you going to do?”

			“Don’t worry about me, princess. Being a bartender in the Keys is like being a roofer in hurricane season. You’re never out of work for long.”

			The trailer was such a disaster that sweeping and mopping seemed like a waste of energy; it should have been towed straight to the county dump. But it was Shelly’s only home, so I said, “We’re going to help you fix up this place.”

			“You’ll do no such thing.” She steered us toward the door. “I got all the help I need, these two turkeys ever wake up.”

			She gave each of us a quick hug, then closed the door.

			Abbey checked her watch and announced that we had exactly eleven minutes to get home or else we’d be grounded until the next century. We took off down the old road as fast as we could.

			Ahead I spotted two familiar figures, one running and the other pedaling a beach cruiser beside him. Abbey noticed them, too.

			“Noah, don’t stop,” she said through clenched teeth. “No matter what.”

			And I wouldn’t have stopped, either, if only Jasper Jr. hadn’t called me an exceptionally insulting name as we flew past. Next thing I knew, I felt myself hit the brakes. It was pure reflex. After all that had happened, I just couldn’t pass up the opportunity to brighten Jasper Jr.’s day.

			“Are you completely whacked?” Abbey whispered.

			“Keep going,” I told her firmly. “I’m not kidding.”

			She knew it, too. She kept riding.

			I spun the bike around and waited. Jasper Jr. was on the beach cruiser, and Bull was jogging to keep up—beet-faced and sweating buckets.

			“Where you guys going?” I asked pleasantly. “To the marina maybe? To have a chat with the Coast Guard?”

			Jasper Jr. hopped off the bike and let it fall. I could see that he was boiling mad. He stalked up to me and grabbed my handlebars and wrenched them back and forth, trying to knock me off.

			Somehow I kept my balance, and I also kept the smile on my face. It was driving him nuts.

			“Okay, dorkbrain, let’s do it!” Jasper Jr. snarled. “You and me! Right now!”

			“Jasper, don’t start nothin’,” Bull said, bending over to catch his breath.

			Very calmly I climbed off my bicycle and put down the kickstand. Then I stepped up to Jasper Jr. and got right in his face. When he reached up to shove me, I knocked his arms away. He seemed totally amazed.

			I couldn’t stop smiling. Being afraid of those two bone-heads seemed so ridiculous, I’d rather have taken another punch in the eye than run away.

			“Come on, dude,” Bull said to Jasper Jr. “Let’s go.”

			“Oh no you don’t. Not yet,” I said. “He still owes me an apology. In fact, he owes me two, after what he just called me.”

			“You’re so dead!” Jasper Jr. snapped. “So dead!”

			The way he was moving his ratlike mouth, I knew he was working up another loogie to spit on me. I reached under my shirt and pulled out the chain that was hanging from my neck.

			The ancient gold coin dangled back and forth, glinting in the sunlight. From the bug-eyed way that Jasper Jr. and Bull were staring, I knew they recognized the coin as the one that Grandpa Bobby was wearing that day in the woods.

			Bull took a shaky half step backward. Jasper Jr. stood there gnawing on his lower lip, which I took as a sign of possible brain activity. Neither of them wanted to tangle with that crazy old pirate again.

			“I’m still waiting for my apologies,” I said.

			Bull poked Jasper Jr. “Get it over with, dude.” Then Bull picked up the beach cruiser, hopped on, and pedaled away.

			Jasper Jr. shifted uneasily as he watched his friend ride off. Now it was just me and him. I’d like to think he would’ve been nervous even if I hadn’t shown him the coin, but probably not.

			He turned his knobby walnut head and hawked on the pavement. “I’m sorry, Underwood,” he mumbled, barely loud enough for me to hear.

			“One down,” I said, “and one more to go.”

			It was obviously painful, but Jasper Jr. forced himself to say it again. “I’m sorry, okay? S-o-r-y.”

			“Close enough.” I stepped back and waved him down the road.

			Jasper Jr. gave me one of his trademark sneers and took off running.

			“Have a nice day,” I called, though I knew it probably wouldn’t turn out that way for the Muleman family.

		

	
		
			NINETEEN

			
				Naturally the story was huge in the Island Examiner. The headline blared:

			CASINO BOAT BUSTED IN POLLUTION PROBE

			Miles Umlatt wrote the article, which explained that the flushed waste was traced easily to the Coral Queen because the crud contained “a highly visible, inky-colored substance.” The front page of the newspaper featured an aerial photograph of our incriminating fuchsia stain. Not to brag, but it was impressive.

			As my father had predicted, the Coast Guard shut down the gambling boat right away. Dusty Muleman was not available for comment.

			Miles Umlatt and a couple of other reporters called our house and left messages. They all wanted to interview Dad, now that his accusations against Dusty had been proven true.

			The old Paine Underwood would have eagerly picked up the phone and ranted, but the new Paine Underwood took Donna Underwood’s advice and let it ring off the hook.

			My father didn’t need to say anything to the newspaper because everyone in town knew the truth by now. They knew he was right about Dusty after all.

			The following morning Grandpa Bobby borrowed Dad’s pickup and drove to Miami Beach to surprise Uncle Del and Aunt Sandy. He said they were really happy to see him alive, but after a while they started acting kind of nervous and weird. They were probably freaking out, trying to think of a way to explain how they’d spent all that money my grandfather had left in the bank box.

			A day later he returned to the Keys and stayed with us for a week—one of the neatest times of my life. Even Abbey got jazzed. Every night we’d stay up late, listening to his Caribbean adventures. In the daytime we went snorkeling or crabbing or wakeboarding behind the skiff. One afternoon we took a metal detector to the sandbar where all the drunk tourists from Miami hang out, and we found thirteen dollars in change, four rings, two bracelets, a brand-new Swiss army knife, and somebody’s gold molar.

			Suddenly, over breakfast one morning, Grandpa Bobby announced he was leaving.

			“Where?” I asked.

			Dad answered for him. “Back to South America.”

			Grandpa Bobby nodded. “You’re not gonna come huntin’ for me, are you, Paine? I want a promise.”

			“You’ve got it,” my father said, not happily.

			Grandpa Bobby hitched a silvery eyebrow at my mother. “Donna, I’m countin’ on you to keep this hotheaded husband of yours from runnin’ off the rails.”

			Mom told Grandpa Bobby not to worry. “We’ll miss you, Pop,” she said.

			“But why are you leaving?” Abbey blurted. “Why won’t you stay here with us?”

			“It’s tempting, tiger, it truly is,” my grandfather said, “but don’t forget, the U.S. government thinks I’m dead. When the time’s right, I’ll be proud to march into the American embassy and stamp my fingerprint on a piece of paper and clear up all the confusion. But for now it’s useful that certain folks don’t know I’m alive. I’ve got some important business to clear up, before I can come home for good.”

			My sister bolted from the table, but she didn’t get far. Grandpa Bobby snagged her as she dashed by and pulled her into his arms. He used his faded bandanna to dry her cheeks.

			“What if something bad happens?” Abbey cried. “I don’t want you to die for real.”

			“But I can’t live for real until I finish this thing,” he said. “Please try to understand.”

			He fished something out of his pocket. “These are for you, Abbey. It’s only fair, since your brother got the queen’s coin.”

			Abbey’s eyes nearly popped out of her head. “Whoa,” she said under her breath.

			We all leaned in for a close look at the two green earrings. The stones were small but the color was brilliant, like reef water.

			“Emeralds,” Grandpa Bobby said.

			Mom was dazzled, too. “I won’t ask where you got them,” she said.

			“Oh, probably another ‘poker game,’ ” Dad remarked.

			“Don’t worry, I earned ’em fair and square,” said Grandpa Bobby. “I’ve been carrying ’em around for years, hopin’ to meet just the right girl. Now I have.”

			He dropped the emerald studs into Abbey’s palm and said, “Those little greenies are worth more than diamonds.”

			“They’re worth even more than that,” said Abbey, “to me.”

			I’d never seen my sister so excited. After Mom helped her put on the earrings, she ran to check herself out in the hall mirror.

			Grandpa Bobby said, “Abbey, you’re as lovely as your grandmother was. I only wish you could’ve known her.” He looked at my father. “And, son, I wish…”

			He didn’t finish the sentence. Slowly he got up and went out the back door. Through the window we could see him sag against the trunk of our big mahogany tree. He was rubbing his eyes.

			“Do you still remember her?” I asked my father.

			“Like it was yesterday, Noah.”

			Then he went outside and put an arm around the old pirate’s shoulders.

			

			—

			
				Sometimes my parents make me slightly crazed, but the thought of losing either one of them is so unreal that I can’t imagine it. I can’t even try to imagine it.

			All these years, I never considered the possibility that my father—my well-meaning but occasionally whacked-out father—might be walking around with a broken heart, carrying a pain too awful to talk about.

			I mean, his mom died when he was a kid. Died.

			How could anyone be the same afterward? How could there not be a huge sad hole in your life?

			And how could it not get worse when somebody calls up to say that your father’s gone, too? The father you idolized—dead and buried in some faraway jungle.

			So maybe Dad filled up all that emptiness another way. Whenever he saw something bad or wrong, he’d do just about anything to make it right, no matter how reckless or foolish. It’s possible he couldn’t help himself.

			I think Mom understood. I think that’s why she’s been so patient through the rough times.

			And maybe Dad will be better, now that he knows Grandpa Bobby is really alive. It’s something to hope for anyway.

			On the afternoon before he left, my grandfather knocked on my bedroom door and said he wanted to go fishing. We grabbed a couple of spinning rods and headed off to Thunder Beach.

			The water was crystal clear, and we waded up to our knees. Scads of minnows flashed like chrome spangles in the shallows, and right away we spooked a snaggletoothed barracuda that had been hanging motionless near a coral head.

			Grandpa Bobby started casting a small yellow bucktail, hopping it through the grassy patches where the snappers hang out.

			“How are you going back?” I asked.

			“Same way I got here. There’s a freighter leaving Key West for Aruba tomorrow,” he said. “From there I’ll hitch a ride on a banana boat.”

			“You sure about this?”

			Grandpa Bobby said, “Oh, I’ll be fine. Your mom even packed me a suitcase.”

			“Not the plaid one?” I asked.

			“Yeah. What’s so funny?”

			“That’s the one she takes out whenever she’s thinking about dumping Dad.”

			“Well, I guess that’s not in the game plan anymore.” My grandfather tucked the butt of the fishing rod under one arm and took out another old photograph to show me.

			“There she is,” he said proudly.

			It was a picture of the Amanda Rose. She was a classic, too.

			“That was taken in Cat Cay,” he said. “Summer before you were born.”

			“Wow.”

			“She’s forty-six feet. Twin diesels, eight hundred horses.”

			The gleaming sportfisherman was tied stern-first to a wooden dock, where a monster blue marlin hung glassy-eyed from a tall pole. In the picture Grandpa Bobby’s curly hair was so long, it looked like a blond Afro. He was poised on the teakwood transom, raising a beer in a toast to the great fish.

			“The dirtbags who hijacked my Amanda Rose, they’ve repainted the hull and changed her name. But that won’t fly,” he said confidently, “because I’ll recognize her, no matter what.”

			“But what if you can’t find her?” I asked.

			“Oh, I most definitely will, Noah. You can bet the damn ranch on that.” He didn’t take his eyes off the photograph. “I built her myself. Started shortly after your grandmother passed on. It was this boat that carried me through those terrible times. That, and raising your daddy and his brother and sister.”

			He folded up the snapshot and went back to fishing.

			“All this might be tough for you to understand,” he said quietly.

			“Not at all.”

			“Ten years is ridiculous, Noah. Ten years without so much as a postcard. I’m lucky your father forgave me.”

			“I wish I could’ve seen his face the night you showed up,” I said.

			Grandpa Bobby laughed. “Know what he did? He jumped from the truck and snatched me up and swung me ‘round in circles like a doll—same as I did to him when he was a little shrimp! He’s got some serious muscle on his bones, your old man does. Hey, what’s this? Finally somebody got hungry.”

			He jerked up on the rod and reeled in a small blue runner, which he tossed back. He caught another one on the very next cast.

			“Hey, aren’t you gonna fish?” he asked me.

			“Sure.” I threw my bucktail into the deeper water and started bouncing it along the bottom.

			“How come you’re so quiet?” he said.

			The truth was, I felt as bummed out as Abbey—I didn’t want Grandpa Bobby to go away again. At the same time I didn’t want to make him feel guilty by saying so.

			He said, “You don’t believe I’ll ever be back, do you?”

			“I’m worried, that’s all.” It was impossible not to worry. The knife scar on his cheek was a pretty strong clue that the men my grandfather was chasing were not model citizens.

			“Whatever else they say about me, champ, I do keep my promises.”

			“Yeah, but—”

			“Hey, are you snagged on a rock?”

			“No, I don’t think so.”

			It was a fish. As soon as I set the hook, it smoked thirty yards of line off the spool. Grandpa Bobby whistled.

			“Probably just a big jack,” I said.

			“Wanna bet?”

			The fish fought hard, dogging back and forth across the flats. It made several more zippy runs—one between my ankles—before I was able to steer it to the beach.

			My grandfather was right. It wasn’t a jack. It was a fat pink snapper. Triumphantly he pointed at the black telltale spot on its side. “That’s a muttonfish, Noah!”

			“Sweet,” I said. It was the best snapper I’d ever caught. “How big do you think it is?”

			He smiled. “How big do you want it to be?”

			“Just the truth,” I told him.

			“The truth? Six pounds,” he said, “but that’s still one helluva catch on a bucktail jig from a shoreline.”

			I held the fish still while Grandpa Bobby unhooked it. You have to be super careful because snappers can bite through a human finger, no problem.

			“Noah, you hungry? I’m not.”

			“Me neither.”

			“Good,” said Grandpa Bobby.

			He nudged the fish back into the water. It kicked its tail and tore off.

			“Must be some kind of mystic Underwood karma,” he said. “This looks like the very same spot where I caught that nice mutton with your daddy, gotta be twenty-five, thirty years ago.”

			“How big was yours again?” I knew it was either fourteen or fifteen pounds, depending on who was telling the story. I was curious to hear which version Grandpa Bobby was in the mood for.

			He said, “Your daddy recalls it as fourteen on the button, and his memory’s likely better than mine.”

			“Still a beast.”

			“Yeah, but you got your whole life to catch one bigger. You’ll do it, too, there’s no doubt in my mind.”

			“Because of the karma?”

			“Somethin’ like that,” he said. “You done fishin’?”

			“I think so.”

			“Me too.”

			We put down our rods and sat on the sand. With the change of tide a breeze had kicked up, blowing in from the direction of the lighthouse. We could see two tankers and a cruise ship, all northbound in the Gulf Stream.

			Another loggerhead turtle surfaced in the chop off the beach. It was twice as big and crusty as the one I’d seen with Abbey and Shelly. This time, though, I didn’t need to jump in and scare it away.

			Today the water looked perfect, the way it was a million years ago, before people started using the ocean as a latrine. Today it was awesomely pure and bright, and totally safe for an old loggerhead to browse the grassy flats. Chow down. Chill out. Take a snooze.

			“Don’t be surprised,” Grandpa Bobby said, “if one sunny day you’re swimmin’ here at the beach—or maybe just takin’ a stroll with some girl—when a certain magnificent forty-six-footer comes haulin’ ass over that pearly blue horizon, yours truly up in the tuna tower.”

			The thing was, I could picture the moment perfectly in my mind. All I had to do was close my eyes, and there was Robert Lee Underwood streaking across the waves in the Amanda Rose.

			“Now, Noah, I’m not tellin’ you to sit around and wait for me. That would be downright pathetic.” He laughed and chucked my arm. “All I’m sayin’ is, don’t be surprised when the day comes.”

			“I won’t,” I said. “Not even a little bit.”
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			The summer ended quietly, and that was fine with me. Rado came back from Colorado with an infected cactus needle in his chin, and Thom came back from North Carolina with spider bites in both armpits. I didn’t have any gross wounds to show off, but I had the story of Operation Royal Flush to tell, which made both my friends wish they’d been here to help.

			A few days after school started, a check for a thousand dollars arrived in the mail at our house. The check was made out to my father, who thought it was a mistake. It wasn’t.

			The Florida Keys are a national marine sanctuary, which means that the islands are supposedly protected by special laws against pollution, poaching, and other man-made damage. The sanctuary program offers cash rewards to anybody who calls in tips about serious environmental crimes.

			Dad’s reward was one thousand dollars.

			“But I wasn’t the one who phoned in about the gambling boat,” he told a man at the sanctuary office.

			“Then it was somebody using your name and phone number,” the man said. “If I were you, Mr. Underwood, I’d keep the money and forget about it.”

			I purposely hadn’t told my father that it was me who called the Coast Guard on Dusty Muleman the morning after we’d flushed the dye. If Dad had known, he would have insisted that me and Abbey keep the reward.

			We figured he could use the money to cover some of the damage caused to the casino boat when he sunk it. Dad still had to repay Dusty, even though Dusty had been busted.

			So I felt pretty good seeing that check on the kitchen counter. It was a thousand bucks that didn’t have to come out of my father’s pocket.

			Before long my sister and I were so caught up with school that neither of us thought much about the Coral Queen, or about what might happen to Dusty Muleman. We just assumed that the government would put him out of business—after all, he’d been caught cold, dumping hundreds of gallons of poop into protected state waters. It was one of the worst cases ever documented in Monroe County, according to the Island Examiner.

			Meanwhile, something good was in the works. A bunch of the other fishing guides had written to the Coast Guard, saying Dad ought to be given one more chance with his captain’s license. And to almost everyone’s surprise, the Coast Guard agreed—but only if Dad finished his anger-control therapy and got a letter saying he was all better.

			It was sweet news for our family. Although my father was making good money at Tropical Rescue, his patience for numskull behavior was running out. Almost every night he’d tell us a new horror story about some macho moron driving a go-fast boat aground and gouging a hundred-yard scar across the turtle grass.

			I had a feeling it was only a matter of time before Dad towed one of those knuckleheads somewhere other than back to the dock; somewhere far away, where it would be a long, hot, miserable wait until anybody found them.

			So we were really amped to know that Dad would soon be back in his skiff, guiding for bonefish and tarpon and snook. Almost overnight he seemed happy again, nearly as happy as when Grandpa Bobby had been here. Mom promised to take everybody out for stone crabs to celebrate when the big day arrived.

			But less than a month before the Coast Guard was due to return Dad’s license, more trouble kicked up. I came home from school and found a large splintered hole in the center of our front door. There was another hole in the kitchen door, and still another in the door of the hallway bathroom.

			It was impossible not to notice that each of the holes was about the same size as my father’s fist.

			Mom looked frazzled when she came down the hall.

			“What happened?” I asked.

			She shook her head somberly. “Your dad got some bad news.”

			My knees started to buckle—I was afraid something terrible had happened to Grandpa Bobby.

			“It’s about Dusty Muleman,” my mother said. “His lawyers worked out some sweetheart deal with the government. He’s reopening the Coral Queen tonight, throwing a big party for the whole town….”

			I should’ve been ticked off, too, but at that moment I was more worried about Dad.

			“Mom, tell me he didn’t use his bare hands on the doors.”

			“Oh yes, indeed.”

			Just thinking about it was painful. I said, “Who’s teaching those anger-control classes—Mike Tyson?”

			“It’s certainly a setback,” my mother said unhappily. “They’ve been counseling your dad to get rid of negative energy the moment it enters his head. Somehow I don’t think this is what they had in mind.”

			“How bad is it?”

			Mom motioned toward their bedroom. “He’s resting quietly now,” she said. “Why don’t you go have a talk with him? I’ve got to pick up your sister from her piano lesson.”

			

			—

			Dad was lying down, watching cheesy old music videos on VH1. Each of his hands was covered by a plaster cast, and each cast was as large as a honeydew melon.

			He looked up with an embarrassed smile. “Could be worse,” he said.

			“That’s true. At least you’re not in jail this time,” I said.

			“And it was only doors that got smashed. Those I can fix myself.”

			I sat on the edge of the bed, trying not to stare. I still couldn’t believe what he’d done to himself. “You really feel like you’re improving?” I asked.

			My father nodded confidently. “I think the counseling has helped, Noah, I honestly do.”

			Like I said, sometimes he’s on his own weird little planet.

			A video came on with a chubby guy dressed up like a woman, lipstick and all. Dad hoisted one of his casts and dropped it on the remote control. The TV screen went blank.

			“Be glad you weren’t around in the ’80s,” he said. “The worst music and the worst hair in the history of the human race—that’s no lie.”

			“Mom’s pretty upset,” I told him.

			“I’ve been a disappointment to her. I realize that.” Dad pulled himself upright and gazed out the window and didn’t say anything for a while.

			“She’ll be all right,” I said, to break the silence.

			“Yeah, she’s amazing. Rock solid.”

			He turned to face me and cleared his throat a couple of times. “Noah, I’m going to tell you how things work in the real world. It might make you mad or sick to your stomach, whatever—but I want you to listen closely. Okay?”

			I said sure—and braced for one of his rants.

			“You know how much Dusty Muleman got fined for dumping his holding tank? For fouling nature with that awful crap? Guess what his punishment was!” My father was trembling with fury. “Ten thousand lousy dollars! Ten grand—that’s what he makes in one stinking night off that casino operation. It’s a joke, son. It’s chump change to a rich maggot like that!”

			“Dad, take it easy—”

			“No, you need to hear this. You need to know.” He hunched forward, eyes blazing. “Last year a few young hotshots from the federal prosecutor’s office in Miami drove down here for a private bachelor party on the Coral Queen. You know what a bachelor party is, right?”

			“No, but I’ll be glad to do some research.” I was trying to lighten the mood. “Yes, Dad, I know what a bachelor party is.”

			“Don’t be a smartass, son. Just listen and learn. The party gets a little out of control, okay? On the boat there are some…well, let’s be nice and call them ‘dancers.’ Exotic-type dancers—”

			“I get the idea, Dad.”

			“Anyway, Dusty takes out a camera and he snaps some pictures. Now, these aren’t the sort of pictures that a person would necessarily want to frame and hang on the living-room wall—”

			“Hold on,” I said. “You’re telling me that Dusty Muleman blackmailed the government’s lawyers?”

			“Let’s say he didn’t hesitate to tell their boss what happened that night—and what was on that roll of film,” Dad said, “which I’m sure Dusty has locked away in a vault somewhere. Anyway, all of a sudden the feds are looking to cut a deal and close the case.”

			“For a fine of ten thousand bucks.”

			“It would’ve been even less, if it weren’t for Lice Peeking,” my father said. “He showed up one day at the Coast Guard station and gave a secret statement, testifying about what he saw when he used to work on the casino boat. He swore that Dusty ordered the crew to flush the holding tank whenever it got full, as long as nobody was around to see.”

			I smiled to myself. That was pure Shelly—forcing Lice Peeking to step up and tell what he knew. It was obviously part of the price he had to pay if he wanted to be her boyfriend again.

			“So Dusty agreed to cough up the ten grand,” Dad went on, “and he promised never, ever again to flush into the basin.”

			“And they believed him? After all this?” I said. It was incredible.

			“Oh, and dig this. To show how much he cares about the ocean, he offers to throw a big fund-raising benefit for the Save the Reef Foundation on the Coral Queen.” Dad chuckled bitterly. “It would be funny if only it were a movie and not real life.”

			Now I understood why he’d slugged the doors. It was the surest way to stop himself from doing the same thing to Dusty Muleman.

			“What happened to Luno?” I asked.

			“He’s back in Morocco, probably living the high life,” my father said. “Dusty paid him off and put him on a jet, in case the feds went looking for him.”

			“How’d you find this stuff out?”

			“Shelly told me,” he said. “She’s slick. Dusty still hasn’t got a clue that she was in on your sting.”

			Dad was thirsty, so I brought him some water and tipped the glass to his lips. He said that six of his ten knuckles had been fractured and that the doctors weren’t sure when the casts could come off.

			“Until then, I guess I’m out of action,” he said dejectedly, “unless I learn how to steer a boat with my feet.”

			“But you’re still getting back your captain’s license, right?”

			“Absolutely, Noah. There’s no law against punching out your own house.”

			We heard Mom’s car rolling into the driveway.

			“Why don’t you let me be the one to tell Abbey all this,” I suggested.

			“Good idea,” Dad said, “but be sure to leave out the part about the dancers.”

			

			—

			That night I was jolted awake by wailing sirens, one after another. I figured there was a bad wreck somewhere on the highway. The clock by my bed said 4:20.

			With all the noise, it took me a while to go back to sleep. The next thing I recall, it was daylight and Abbey was shaking me by the shoulders.

			“Get up, Noah, hurry!” she whispered. “The cops are here to arrest Dad!”

			I jumped into a pair of jeans and ran to the living room. Abbey was a half step behind me.

			My father was still in his pajamas, and sitting in his favorite armchair. On each side of him stood a uniformed sheriff’s deputy. I recognized one of them as the jowly guy from the jailhouse.

			Standing in front of Dad was a young, barrel-chested man wearing a shiny blue suit. The man was jotting in a notebook, except he wasn’t a newspaper reporter. He was a detective.

			“This is Lieutenant Shucker,” said my mother.

			Abbey and I nodded hello. We were real nervous, though not as nervous as Dad. Mom was pouring coffee into his mouth as fast as he could slurp it down.

			“Mr. Underwood, what happened to your hands?” Lieutenant Shucker asked. “You didn’t happen to burn them, did you?”

			“No, I didn’t burn ’em. I broke ’em,” my father said. “Donna, show him the door.”

			“I’m not going anywhere,” the detective said curtly.

			“No, I mean show him the holes in the doors,” Dad explained.

			Lieutenant Shucker examined the damage, but he didn’t seem impressed.

			“Where were you this morning,” he asked my dad, “between three A.M. and four A.M.?”

			“He’s been right here with us,” my mother interjected.

			“That’s right,” I said. “Dad was home all night.”

			“How do you know that for sure?” the detective asked snidely.

			Abbey looked as if she wanted to bite him. “Geez, mister, check out his hands!” she said. “He can’t pick his own nose, much less drive a car!”

			The two deputies began to snicker, then caught themselves. Mom’s jaw tightened. “Abbey, that’ll be enough from you.”

			Dad tried to act indignant by folding his arms, but the casts were too bulky. “Officers, what’s this all about?” he demanded.

			“Mr. Underwood, you have the right to remain silent,” Lieutenant Shucker said. “You also have the right to an attorney—”

			“Wait a minute! Hold on!” I burst out. “You’re arresting him?”

			“Not right this minute,” the detective said, “but we’ve got lots more questions. He’s definitely our prime suspect in this crime.”

			“What crime?” Abbey and I exclaimed in unison.

			“Yeah, what crime?” asked my father.

			“Burning down the Coral Queen,” Lieutenant Shucker replied. “It’s called arson.”
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			The detective wouldn’t tell us anything more, but Shelly filled us in by phone later. It was a wild story.

			Dusty Muleman had invited all the local big shots and politicians to the grand reopening of the casino boat. They all showed up, too, since Shelly was pouring free drinks. There were fireworks, a lobster buffet, and calypso music from the steel-drum band. The party rocked on until two in the morning. Afterward it took Shelly forty-five minutes to clean up the bar, and she was one of the last to leave the boat.

			The first explosion took place shortly after three A.M., and within half an hour the Coral Queen was on fire from bow to stern. The new watchman, Luno’s replacement, nearly fried when a falling cinder ignited the ticket shed, where he was phoning for help. The watchman made a frantic attempt to douse the flames with a dock hose, then ran from the marina.

			By the time the fire engines got there, the gambling boat was a floating torch. By the time Dusty Muleman got there, it had burned to the waterline—seventy-three feet of smoldering ash and melted poker chips. Naturally, he believed that my father was the culprit. Knowing what Dad thought of Dusty, the sheriff didn’t need much convincing.

			Even Abbey felt the circumstances were suspicious.

			“You think he might’ve had something to do with this?” she asked me in private. “Maybe he paid somebody to go burn the boat.”

			“Paid them with what?”

			“How about with the thousand bucks he got from the sanctuary?”

			“No way, Abbey,” I said. “Absolutely impossible.”

			But she’d gotten me worried. What if Dad had flipped out again? Blown another gasket. Flown off the handle.

			So when we were alone, I asked him.

			“I won’t tell a soul if you were involved,” I said. It was a promise I wasn’t sure I could keep.

			“Noah, it wasn’t me. I swear on a stack of Bibles.” He solemnly raised his right arm, cast and all. He was so intense that it startled me.

			“I had nothing to do with torching the Coral Queen,” he said. “Please believe me—and please tell Abbey to believe me, too.”

			And, in the end, we did.

			Because my father had never lied to us about something serious. Whenever he screwed up, he admitted it right away. He always took the blame, the responsibility—and the punishment. Why would he change now?

			Mr. Shine, our lawyer, was at the house when the detective and two deputies returned that afternoon with a search warrant. They snooped around for a long time, but they couldn’t find anything that connected Dad to the boat arson.

			Lieutenant Shucker was visibly disappointed. “I ought to lock you up anyhow,” he said to Dad. “It’s crystal clear what happened—you had the motive, you had the opportunity….”

			“Without evidence you’ve got no case,” said Mr. Shine, looking less mopey than usual. “I would kindly advise you to stop bothering my client.”

			“Evidence?” the detective scoffed. “You want evidence? Just look at the brand-new casts on his hands—obviously he burned himself while he was lighting the fire.”

			Dad angrily clacked his plaster paws together. “What a load of bull!”

			“We’ll see about that. I’ll be back tomorrow with another warrant, Mr. Underwood, and a doctor to saw off those casts. If your fingers are barbecued, you’re goin’ straight to the slammer.”

			“But what about the fist holes in our doors?” Abbey protested. “That proves he’s telling the truth.”

			“Nice try,” Lieutenant Shucker said sarcastically, “but you could do the same thing with a tire iron.” Then he stood up to leave.

			My mother had been sitting on the sofa, not saying a word. I figured she was just depressed, thinking about Dad returning to jail and how he might never get his captain’s license and how our quiet, seminormal life was a total mess again. That’s what I was thinking anyway.

			But it turned out that Mom wasn’t depressed at all. She was merely waiting for the right moment to drop a little stink bomb on the snotty detective.

			“Here, Lieutenant,” she said pleasantly, “you might want to take a look at this.”

			She handed a computerized printout to Lieutenant Shucker, who studied it suspiciously.

			“It’s the bill from the emergency room,” Mom said.

			“Yeah, Mrs. Underwood, I can read.”

			“From when my husband was admitted for severe injuries to both his hands.”

			The detective frowned impatiently. “So? What’s your point?”

			My mother is truly awesome in situations like that. Nothing fazes her. She stood beside Lieutenant Shucker and calmly pointed to a line of type on the computer receipt.

			“He was treated for fractures, not burns. It says so right here, Lieutenant.” Mom smiled. “That’s my first point.”

			The detective grunted.

			“My second point,” Mom went on, “concerns the precise time my husband arrived at the hospital. See? It was 11:33 in the morning. Yesterday morning, Lieutenant.”

			“Oh.”

			“Approximately sixteen hours before Mr. Muleman’s boat was set on fire.”

			“Yeah, I can do the math,” the detective grumbled.

			“Which means my husband couldn’t possibly have been the arsonist,” Mom said, “unless you’d care to demonstrate how a person with all ten fingers sealed in hard plaster would go about striking a match.”

			Lieutenant Shucker’s big round chest seemed to deflate. Mom led him to the front door, the two deputies skulking close behind. “Goodbye now,” she called after them, “and good luck solving your case.”

			We waited at the window until they drove away. Then Abbey started whooping, and we all slapped high fives—me, my sister, Mom, Mr. Shine, even Dad with his lumpy five-pound casts.

			“Donna, that was amazing,” he said. “Truly amazing.”

			“Better than amazing!” Abbey crowed. “It was outrageous!”

			“No, incredible!” I hollered. “Amazingly, outrageously incredible!”

			Mom blushed. “We’ll see,” she said. “We’ll just have to wait and see.”

			But Lieutenant Shucker never came back.

			And later, when we learned who actually burned down the Coral Queen, we congratulated my mother all over again. Dusty Muleman had gotten exactly what he’d deserved, just as she had predicted.

			

			—

			
				Luckily, Dad’s anger-control counselor took pity on him and didn’t mention his broken hands in her letter to the judge. Instead, the counselor stated that Mr. Paine Underwood had made “significant though sometimes painful progress” in managing his temper, and that he presented “no immediate threat to himself, his family, or the innocent public.”

			Whether he’s still a threat to innocent doors remains to be seen.

			By coincidence the Coast Guard sent Dad his captain’s license on the same day that the fire investigators released their findings about the Coral Queen.

			The story took up the entire front page of the Island Examiner, including photographs of Dusty Muleman and the burned boat. There was no photo of Jasper Jr., which was a shame since he was the star of the arson report.

			Dusty’s first mistake had been allowing Jasper Jr. and Bull to hang out aboard the Coral Queen on the night of the grand reopening. Dusty’s second mistake had been losing track of those two nitwits while he celebrated.

			By the time the party had ended, Dusty wasn’t thinking too clearly. He staggered from the boat, assuming that his son had already gone home.

			He was wrong. Jasper Jr. and Bull had decided to throw a party of their own in one of the storage holds. They had snuck off with a handful of Dusty’s prized Cuban cigars and a twelve-pack of beer that they’d swiped from behind Shelly’s bar.

			Unfortunately for them, the place they’d chosen for their smoking experiment was the same one where Dusty Muleman had stored several surplus boxes of fireworks. Being the leader in all things stupid, it was Jasper Jr. who lit the first cigar, inhaled deeply, gagged violently, and spit the thing twenty feet across the room…where it landed in an open crate of bottle rockets, which soon began to ignite, one after the other.

			Before long, flames were shooting all over the place. The two party boys were lucky to get out alive.

			Jasper Jr. was coughing so hard from the cigar that he was useless, so Bull threw him over his shoulder and ran through the smoke and sparks toward an open deck. They landed in the water at the same instant the Coral Queen’s fuel tank blew up.

			When questioned a few days later, Jasper Jr. and Bull denied knowing how the fire started. However, arson investigators couldn’t help but notice that both kids had scorched eyebrows and singed earlobes. Jasper Jr. wasted no time blaming the boat disaster on his best buddy, the guy who’d saved his life. At that point Bull wisely terminated the friendship and offered a detailed statement to the fire department.

			The fact that his own son had burned down the Coral Queen was not the worst news that Dusty Muleman would receive. The worst news was that the crime-scene technicians had found something unusual in the charred rubble of the casino boat—a fireproof, waterproof lockbox that was packed with cash.

			“More than one hundred thousand dollars,” according to Miles Umlatt’s article in the Island Examiner, “all of it in fifty- and one-hundred-dollar denominations.”

			Dad’s theory was that Dusty had been skimming from the profits of the gambling operation, a crime of great interest to the Internal Revenue Service—and also to the Miccosukee Indians who were supposed to be Dusty’s partners.

			Fed up with all the rotten publicity, the Miccosukees announced that they intended to sue Dusty for embezzlement, and evict what was left of the Coral Queen from their “tribal grounds,” meaning the marina. Dusty’s casino scam was scuttled for good.

			“What goes around comes around,” Mom remarked after seeing the headlines.

			Abbey and I are finally starting to believe it.

			

			—

			A tropical wave blew through the Keys on the Saturday before Labor Day. We were all hanging around the house, waiting for the rain to quit, when the mail arrived.

			Mixed in with the usual heap of bills and catalogs was a funny postcard. The picture side showed a scarlet macaw posed on a mossy branch in a beautiful rain forest. The bird was winking and holding an ancient gold coin in its great curved beak.

			The message was addressed in a scraggly thin scrawl to “The Unbelievable Underwoods.”

			
				Dear Paine, Donna, and my two favorite champs,

				This is the first postcard I ever wrote, so you should feel honored. I’m attaching 29,000 pesos in stamps, just to make sure it gets all the way to Florida. If it doesn’t, you can blame the shrimper who was supposed to mail it for me when he got to port.

				Obviously I’m still alive, which is always sunny news from my point of view. Even better, I’ve got a red-hot lead on the whereabouts of Amanda Rose. With a touch of luck, she and I may be homeward bound by the time you receive this card. On the other hand, I could also be dead, which would seriously mess up my retirement plans.

				But don’t bet against the family karma!

				Love to all, esp. Abbey and Noah

			

			It was signed, “Pop.”

			We passed the postcard around, then Abbey took it to her bedroom and taped it to the mirror. She put on her emerald earrings and announced that she wasn’t taking them off ever again, even for school. Later that afternoon the sky cleared, the wind died, and the seas slicked off.

			“How about it?” I asked my father.

			“Yeah, let’s go,” he said.

			We launched at a motel ramp on the ocean side of the island. Mom, Abbey, and I pushed together to slide the bonefish skiff off the trailer, since Dad’s hands were still tender from the fractured bones. The casts had been removed a week earlier, but the doctor had warned him to take it easy. You could see he was in pain.

			After loading the cooler and fishing rods, we piled in and headed offshore. The little boat was cramped with all four of us on board, but it was fun having Mom there.

			The ocean was like a mirror, which made it hard to see the bottom, even with polarized sunglasses. Dad used a GPS to locate the spot, which we had all to ourselves. In less than two hours we caught three dozen snappers. Most of them were small, but we kept four decent ones for dinner.

			“What should we name this place?” Abbey asked.

			“How about ‘Dusty’s Hole’?” I suggested.

			Mom and Dad laughed in approval.

			“That’s excellent!” Abbey agreed.

			I peered over the side of the skiff and squinted against the afternoon glare. I could make out a dark fractured outline on the bottom, the blackened hulk in three large sections.

			It was none other than the Coral Queen, dearly departed.

			A salvage boat was supposed to have hauled it up to the Miami River and loaded it on a garbage barge. Barely three miles into the journey the wreck had broken up during a thunder squall and gone down in twenty-two feet of water. Already herds of hungry fish had made it their new favorite restaurant.

			Dusty’s Hole.

			“It’s poetry,” Dad said.

			“More like poetic justice,” said Mom.

			The morning weather report had spooked everybody else off the ocean and, except for the lighthouse, the horizon remained empty and endless. There wasn’t another boat in sight. I lifted Grandpa Bobby’s coin from my chest and turned it back and forth in my fingers, the gold catching the sunlight.

			“Where would he be coming from? Which direction?” I asked my father.

			“Your grandpa? Probably from the southwest.” He made a sweeping gesture. “Out that way, somewhere.”

			“How long will it take him to get here?” Abbey said.

			“All depends,” Dad answered quietly.

			Mom said, “Hey, I’ve got an idea, but we’ll need to hurry.”

			It was a good idea, too.

			We reeled in our lines and stowed the rods. I pulled up the anchor while Dad started the engine, and Abbey dug the camera out of her backpack.

			The sky was already turning rosy as we raced toward the west side of the islands, where we’d have the best view. Mom’s sunglasses blew off under the Indian Key Bridge, but she told Dad to keep going. We didn’t have much time.

			The bay was even smoother than the ocean—it looked like pale blue silk. We stopped at Bowlegs Cut, drifting out through the markers on a hard falling tide. Frigate birds soared overhead, and a pod of dolphins rolled past us, herding mullet.

			In the distance, somewhere beyond the Gulf of Mexico, the sun was dropping through a coppery and cloudless heaven. None of us dared to say a word, everything seemed so crystal-still and perfect.

			Dad edged closer to Mom, and she leaned against his shoulder. Abbey was kneeling in the bow, aiming her camera as the last molten slice of light dripped out of sight.

			I sat there dangling my feet in the ripples, watching the day fade away. I was hoping that wherever he might be, Grandpa Bobby was enjoying the same sunset.

			When the flash of green came, it lasted for only a magical flick of time—so brief and brilliant and beautiful, I was afraid I’d imagined it.

			But then I heard my father say, “How amazing was that?”

			So excited, he sounded just like a kid.
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			ONE

			The day before Mrs. Starch vanished, her third-period biology students trudged silently, as always, into the classroom. Their expressions reflected the usual mix of dread and melancholy, for Mrs. Starch was the most feared teacher at the Truman School.

			When the bell rang, she unfolded stiffly, like a crane, and rose to her full height of nearly six feet. In one hand she twirled a sharpened Ticonderoga No. 2 pencil, a sure sign of trouble to come.

			Nick glanced across the aisle at Marta Gonzalez. Her brown eyes were locked on Mrs. Starch, and her thin elbows were planted like fence posts, pinning her biology book open to Chapter 8. Nick had left his own textbook in his locker, and his palms were sweating.

			“Good morning, people,” said Mrs. Starch, in a tone so mild that it was chilling. “Who’s prepared to tell me about the Calvin cycle?”

			Only one hand rose. It belonged to Graham, who always claimed to know the answers but never did. Mrs. Starch hadn’t called on him since the first week of class.

			“The Calvin cycle,” she repeated. “Anybody?”

			Marta looked as if she might throw up again. The last time that had happened, Mrs. Starch had barely waited until the floor was mopped before instructing Marta to write a paper listing five major muscles used in the act of regurgitation.

			Nick and the other students had been blown away. What kind of teacher would punish a kid for puking?

			“By now,” Mrs. Starch was saying, “the photosynthetic process should be familiar to all of you.”

			Marta gulped hard, twice. She’d been having nightmares about Mrs. Starch, who wore her dyed blond hair piled to one side of her head, like a beach dune. Mrs. Starch’s school wardrobe never varied: a polyester pants suit in one of four faded pastel colors, and drab brown flats. She painted heavy violet makeup on her eyelids, yet she made no effort to conceal an odd crimson mark on her chin. The mark was the shape of an anvil and the subject of wild speculation, but nobody had gotten up the nerve to ask Mrs. Starch about it.

			Marta’s eyes flicked miserably toward Nick, then back to the teacher. Nick was fond of Marta, although he wasn’t sure if he liked her enough to sacrifice himself to Mrs. Starch, who had begun to pace. She was scanning the class, selecting a victim.

			A droplet of perspiration glided like a spider down Nick’s neck. If he worked up the courage to raise his hand, Mrs. Starch would pounce swiftly. Right away she’d see that he had forgotten his biology book, a crime that would be forgiven only if Nick was able to explain and then diagram the Calvin cycle, which was unlikely. Nick was still struggling to figure out the Krebs cycle from Chapter 7.

			“Plants, as we all know, are vital to human existence,” said Mrs. Starch, on patrol. “And without the Calvin cycle, plants could not exist. Could not exist…”

			Graham was waving his arm and squirming like a puppy. The rest of the class prayed that Mrs. Starch would call on him, but she acted as if he were invisible. Abruptly she spun to a halt at the front of Marta’s row.

			Marta sat rigidly in the second desk, behind a brainy girl named Libby who knew all about the Calvin cycle—all about everything—but seldom made a peep.

			“The chart on page 169,” Mrs. Starch went on, “makes it all plain as day. It’s an excellent illustration, and one that you are likely to encounter on a test. Quite likely…”

			Marta lowered her head, a tactical mistake. The movement, slight as it was, caught Mrs. Starch’s attention.

			Nick sucked in a breath. His heart raced and his head buzzed, because he knew that it was now or never. Marta seemed to shrink under Mrs. Starch’s icy gaze. Nick could see tears forming at the corners of Marta’s eyes, and he hated himself for hesitating.

			“Come on, people, snap out of your coma,” Mrs. Starch chided, tapping the pencil on Libby’s desk. “The Calvin cycle?”

			The only reply was a ripping noise—Marta’s trembling elbows, tearing holes in the pages of her book.

			Mrs. Starch frowned. “I was hoping for a sea of hands,” she said with a disappointed sigh. “But, once again, it seems I’ll have to pick a volunteer. An unwilling volunteer…”

			As the teacher pointed her pencil at the top of Marta’s head, Nick raised his hand.

			I’m toast, he thought. She’s gonna crush me like a bug.

			Lowering his eyes, he braced to hear Mrs. Starch call his name.

			“Oh, Duane?” she sang out.

			Great, Nick thought. She forgot who I am.

			But when he looked up, he saw the teacher aiming her pencil at another kid on the other side of the classroom. The mean old bird had totally faked him out, and Marta, too.

			The other kid’s name really was Duane, and Nick had known him since elementary school, when he was two years ahead of Nick and known as Duane the Dweeb. One summer, Duane the Dweeb grew five inches and gained thirty-one pounds, and from then on everybody called him Smoke, because that’s what he wanted to be called. Some kids said it was because he was a pyro.

			“So, Duane,” Mrs. Starch said sweetly. “Have you finished Chapter 8?”

			Rumpled and sleepy-looking, Smoke grunted and raised his eyes toward the teacher. Nick couldn’t see his expression, but the slump of his shoulders suggested a profound lack of interest.

			“Duane?”

			“I guess I read it, yeah.”

			“You guess?” Using a thumb and two fingers, Mrs. Starch spun the yellow pencil into a blur, like a miniature airplane propeller. Under less stressful circumstances it would have been entertaining.

			“I read so much,” Smoke said, “I forget which is which.”

			Several students struggled to smother giggles.

			Marta reached across the aisle, nudged Nick, and mouthed the words “Thank you.”

			Nick felt his face redden.

			“For raising your hand,” Marta whispered.

			Nick shrugged. “No big deal,” he whispered back.

			Mrs. Starch moved across the classroom and positioned herself beside Smoke’s desk. “I see you brought your biology book today,” she said. “That’s progress, Duane.”

			“I guess.”

			“But you’ll find that it’s much easier to read when it’s not upside down.” Mrs. Starch rotated the textbook, using the eraser end of her No. 2 pencil.

			Smoke nodded. “Yeah, that’s better.”

			He tried to flip open the book, but Mrs. Starch pressed down firmly with the pencil, holding the cover closed.

			“No peeking,” she said. “Tell me how the Calvin cycle produces sugar from carbon dioxide, and why that’s so important to photosynthesis.”

			“Gimme a minute.” Smoke casually began to pick at a nasty-looking zit on his meaty, fuzz-covered neck.

			Mrs. Starch said, “We’re all waiting,” which was true. The other students, including Nick and Marta, were on the edge of their seats. They were aware that something major and possibly legendary was about to occur, though they had no clue that within forty-eight hours they would each be questioned by sheriff’s deputies and asked to tell what they’d seen and heard.

			Smoke wasn’t as tall as Mrs. Starch, but he was built like a bull. His size and attitude intimidated all of his classmates and most of his teachers, though not Mrs. Starch. When Smoke tried to flick her pencil off his book, it didn’t budge.

			He leaned back, cracked his knuckles, and said, “What’s the question again?”

			Marta groaned under her breath. Nick gnawed his upper lip. The longer Smoke stalled, the worse it was going to be when Mrs. Starch lowered the boom.

			“For the last time,” she said coldly, “tell us about the Calvin cycle.”

			“Is that like a Harley?” Smoke asked, and the students erupted in laughter.

			They grew quiet just as quickly, because Mrs. Starch was smiling—and Mrs. Starch never smiled.

			Marta covered her face. “Has he got a death wish, or what?” she said to Nick, who had a bad feeling about the whole scene.

			“So, Duane, it turns out you’re a comedian!” Mrs. Starch said. “And all this time we thought you were just another dull lump with no talent and no future.”

			“I guess,” said Smoke, who had resumed probing his inflamed blemish.

			“You do a lot of guessing, don’t you?”

			“So what?”

			“Well, I am guessing that you haven’t even glanced at Chapter 8,” said Mrs. Starch. “Am I right?”

			“Yeah.”

			“And I’m also guessing that you’re more interested in playing with your acne than you are in learning the photosynthetic process.”

			Smoke’s hand came off his neck and dropped to his side.

			Looming over him, Mrs. Starch said, “A teacher’s job is to identify and cultivate each student’s strengths, and then encourage him or her to utilize those strengths in the pursuit of knowledge.”

			There wasn’t a trace of anger in her voice, which Nick found creepy.

			“So, Duane,” she continued, “what I’d like you to do—since you’re obviously fascinated by the subject—is to write a five-hundred-word essay about pimples.”

			The class cracked up again—Nick and Marta, too, in spite of themselves. This time the kids couldn’t stop laughing.

			Mrs. Starch waited before continuing. “You should start with some basic human biology—what causes glandular skin eruptions in adolescents? There’s plenty of information on the Internet, Duane, so I’ll expect at least three source citations. The second part of the paper should summarize the history of acne, both medically and in popular culture. And then the last section could deal with your own personal pimple, the one with which you seem so enchanted.”

			Smoke stared darkly at Mrs. Starch.

			“And here’s the best part, Duane,” she said. “I want the essay to be funny, because you’re a funny fellow. An extremely funny fellow.”

			“Not me.”

			“Oh, don’t be modest. You had everybody in stitches just a moment ago.” Mrs. Starch turned her back on Smoke and bobbed the pencil gaily in the air. “Come on, people, what do you say? Wouldn’t it be amusing for Duane to write a humorous essay on pimples and then read it aloud to the whole class?”

			Nobody was giggling anymore, and even Graham had yanked down his hand. Smoke wasn’t a popular kid, but it was impossible not to feel sorry for him. Mrs. Starch was being exceptionally brutal, even for Mrs. Starch.

			Marta looked queasy again, and Nick was starting to feel the same way. Smoke was a loner and definitely freaky, but he never hassled anybody as long as he was given plenty of space.

			“Nick?” Mrs. Starch said.

			Nick sagged at his desk and thought: I can’t believe this.

			“Mr. Waters, are you with us today?”

			“Yes, Mrs. Starch.”

			“Be honest—wouldn’t you and your classmates enjoy hearing Duane read his pimple paper?”

			Nick’s chin dropped to his chest. If he answered yes, he’d risk making a mortal enemy of Smoke. If he answered no, Mrs. Starch would pick on him mercilessly for the rest of the school year.

			He wished that he could make himself faint, or maybe swallow his own tongue. An ambulance ride would be better than this.

			“Well?” Mrs. Starch prodded.

			Nick tried to think of something to say that would free Smoke from doing the essay and at the same time not anger Mrs. Starch.

			“Honestly, I’d rather learn about the Calvin cycle,” he said, “than Duane’s zits.”

			A few students snickered nervously.

			“No offense,” Nick added, with a lame nod to Smoke, who sat expressionless.

			Mrs. Starch showed no mercy. She spun around and tapped Smoke on the crown of his head. “Five hundred words,” she said, “by the end of the week.”

			Smoke scowled. “I don’t think so.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“It ain’t fair.”

			“Really? Is it fair for you to come to my class so unprepared and hopelessly unfamiliar with the study material? To waste my time, and that of your fellow students—you think that’s fair, Duane?”

			Smoke brushed a shock of jet-black hair out of his eyes. “I ’pologize, ’kay? Now just let it go.”

			Mrs. Starch bent down slowly, peering like a heron about to spear a minnow. “Well, what happened to our class comedian?” she asked. “Are you all out of jokes?”

			“I guess.”

			“That’s too bad, because I expect five hundred hilarious words—double-spaced.”

			“No way,” Smoke said.

			Mrs. Starch positioned the tip of the pencil so that it was even with the tip of his nose.

			“Way,” she said.

			Nick looked anxiously at Marta, who had closed her biology book and laid her head upon the desk.

			Smoke took a swat at the pencil, but Mrs. Starch jerked it away.

			“Get outta my face,” he said, “or else you’ll be sorry.”

			“Is that a threat, Duane?” Mrs. Starch didn’t sound too worried.

			Smoke said, “Ain’t a threat. It’s a fact.”

			“No, here’s a fact.” Once more she leveled her pencil at his nose. “You will write a five-hundred-word essay about pimples and you will read it aloud to all of us, or you will fail this class and have to take it again next year. Do you understand?”

			Smoke crossed his eyes as he stared down the yellow shaft of Mrs. Starch’s No. 2 Ticonderoga.

			“I guess,” he said.

			Then he calmly chomped the pencil in half, chewed up the graphite along with the splinters, and swallowed the whole mouthful with a husky gulp.

			Mrs. Starch backed away, eyeing with alarm the moist stump of wood that remained in her fingers.

			Nobody else in the room moved a muscle except for Smoke, who dropped his biology book into a camo-patterned backpack, stood up, and ambled out the door.

		

	
		
			TWO

			As they were walking home from the bus stop, Nick told Marta: “It’s not over between those two. You just wait.”

			“I am so glad there’s no class tomorrow,” she said. “I can’t deal with it—she’s a witch and he’s a total moron.”

			The science classes were taking an all-day field trip to the Black Vine Swamp, which was way out near the Big Cypress Preserve. Mrs. Starch herself had picked the location, describing it as “a festival of photosynthesis.” The swamp was famous for exotic orchids and ancient cypress trees, but Nick was hoping to see a panther.

			“We’ll probably catch malaria from the mosquitoes,” Marta said, “but it can’t possibly be more painful than her stupid biology class.”

			Nick laughed. “We haven’t had rain for two weeks. There won’t be many mosquitoes.”

			“Spiders, then. Whatever.” Marta waved and turned up the driveway of her house.

			Nick lived three blocks away, in the same subdivision. His house was actually closer to the bus stop, but lately he’d been taking the long way home so that he could walk with Marta.

			From the front step, she called back to him: “Hey, do you think he’ll show up for the field trip?”

			“Smoke?”

			“Who else?”

			Nick said, “I hope not.”

			“Me, too.” Marta waved once more and disappeared through the doorway.

			As soon as Nick got home, he hurried to the computer in the den and checked his e-mail. He was waiting to hear from his father, a captain in the National Guard who for the last seven months had been stationed in the Anbar province of Iraq.

			Nick’s dad e-mailed almost every morning, but Nick and his mother hadn’t heard from him in three days. This had happened before, when his father was on a field mission with his unit. Nick tried not to let himself worry.

			His mom was a guard at the Collier County Jail. She got off work at 4:30 in the afternoon and was usually home by 5:15 at the latest. Nick stayed at the computer, researching an English paper and rechecking his e-mail every few minutes. By the time his mother came in the door, he’d still heard nothing from his father.

			“How was your day?” his mom asked.

			“Some kid ate Mrs. Starch’s pencil. You wouldn’t believe it,” Nick said. “Gobbled it right out of her hand.”

			“Any particular reason?”

			“He was mad, I guess. She made fun of a big ol’ gnarly zit on his neck.”

			Nick’s mother set her purse heavily on the kitchen counter. “Tell me again why we’re spending all this money on a private school.”

			“Wasn’t my idea,” Nick reminded her. “Smaller classes?”

			“That was one reason.”

			“And better teachers, you said.”

			“So we’d been told.”

			“And the low Freak Factor,” Nick added.

			“Right.” His mother frowned. “And now you’re telling me there’s a boy in biology who thinks he’s a termite.”

			“More like a beaver,” Nick said. “But Mrs. Starch shouldn’t have made fun of him. He’s not a kid you want to mess with.”

			Nick’s mother took a bottle of V8 juice from the refrigerator and emptied it into a small glass.

			“What’s the pencil-eater’s name?” she asked.

			“Duane Scrod. You don’t know him.”

			“Spelled S-c-r-o-d?”

			Nick said, “Yeah, that’s right.”

			“Then it’s Duane Scrod Jr. I know his father, Duane Sr.”

			“From the jail?”

			Nick’s mom nodded. “He did six months for burning down a Chevy dealership in Port Charlotte, all because his Tahoe blew a transmission on Alligator Alley.”

			No wonder the kid turned out the way he did, Nick thought. His old man’s a whack job.

			“What’s for dinner?” Nick asked his mother.

			“Spaghetti, spaghetti, or spaghetti.”

			“Guess I’ll try the spaghetti.”

			“Excellent choice.”

			“Hey, did Dad e-mail you at work today?”

			“No. How about you?”

			“Not yet,” Nick said.

			His mother managed a smile. “Don’t worry. He’s probably away from base camp.”

			“I’ll go look on the computer again—”

			“Let’s eat first, Nicky. Know what? I’m not really in the mood for pasta. Why don’t we go out for some barbecue?”

			“You sure, Mom?”

			“Sure as can be,” she said, finishing off the juice. “What time is it in Iraq right now?”

			“Like one-thirty in the morning.”

			“Oh, then he’s probably asleep.”

			“Yeah,” Nick said. “I bet he’s sleeping. I bet we’ll hear from him tomorrow.”

			

			—

			The headmaster, Dr. Dressler, was neat and cautious and mild-spoken. He was happiest when the Truman School ran smoothly and harmony was in the air. He was unhappiest when the students and faculty were buzzing and distracted.

			“Tell me exactly what happened,” he said to Mrs. Starch.

			She held up the half-eaten pencil. “The young man has serious anger-control issues,” she said.

			Dr. Dressler examined the evidence. “And you’re sure he didn’t spit the rest out?”

			“Oh, no, he swallowed it,” Mrs. Starch reported. “Most definitely.”

			“Why didn’t you send him to the nurse’s station?”

			“Because he stormed out of my classroom,” she said, adding with disapproval, “sixteen minutes before the bell. Sixteen full minutes.”

			“The splinters could be harmful to his internal organs—”

			“I’m well aware of that, Dr. Dressler.”

			“The boy’s parents should be notified as soon as possible.”

			“And informed, at the same time, of his disruptive and unacceptable actions.”

			“Of course,” Dr. Dressler said uneasily.

			Like everybody else at the Truman School, he tried to avoid Mrs. Starch whenever possible. Ever since taking the headmaster job, he’d heard strange stories. She lived alone, yet no one seemed to know whether she was divorced or she was a widow. According to one rumor, her house was filled with stuffed dead animals, such as skunks and raccoons. According to other gossip, she kept fifty-three snakes as pets, including a diamondback rattler.

			Officially, Mrs. Starch’s private life was none of Dr. Dressler’s business. As a teacher she was punctual, thorough, and hardworking. Students might be afraid of Mrs. Starch, but they also learned plenty from her. Truman classes always scored exceptionally well on the biology questions in the PSATs and SATs.

			Still, Dr. Dressler couldn’t help but wonder if any of the weird tales about Mrs. Starch were true. He found himself uncomfortable in her presence, probably because Mrs. Starch was so large and imposing and spoke to him as if he were a half-witted nephew.

			She said, “I’ll be happy to phone Duane’s parents myself.”

			“That’s all right. You’ve got the field trip tomorrow—”

			“We’re all packed and ready to go, Dr. Dressler.”

			“Good. Very good.” He smiled impassively. “But I’ll contact the Scrods. It’s my responsibility.”

			“Oh, I really don’t mind,” Mrs. Starch said, a bit too cheerily.

			“Let me handle it, please.”

			Mrs. Starch rose to leave. Dr. Dressler carefully sealed the mangled remains of the pencil into a plastic baggie of the type used for sandwiches.

			“The pencil was in my hand when he attacked it. He could easily have nipped off my fingers,” Mrs. Starch said. “I assume disciplinary measures will be taken.”

			The Truman School had a detailed Code of Conduct for students, but offhand the headmaster couldn’t think of a rule that applied to eating a teacher’s pencil. He supposed that it fell under the category of “unruly behavior.”

			“What prompted Duane to do something like this?” he asked Mrs. Starch.

			“He became angry when I asked him to write a paper,” she explained, “and the reason I asked him to write a paper was that he failed to do his class reading assignment. As a result, he was unable to discuss the study material when called upon.”

			“I see.” Dr. Dressler opened a drawer and deposited the baggie containing the mangled pencil into it.

			“By the way, will you be coming along on our field trip?” Mrs. Starch asked. “You can ride with me.”

			“I’m afraid I can’t,” the headmaster replied quickly. “I’ve got a…a meeting, a board meeting in the morning. Board of trustees.”

			And if there’s not a meeting, Dr. Dressler thought, I’ll arrange one. He was not an outdoor person, and his contact with nature was limited to glimpses of wildlife on Animal Planet while he flipped channels between cooking shows. Dr. Dressler was certain that any place called the Black Vine Swamp was no place he wanted to be.

			“You don’t know what you’re missing,” Mrs. Starch told him.

			“I’m sure you’re right.”

			After she left his office, Dr. Dressler phoned the Scrod household. A man answered, growled something that Dr. Dressler couldn’t understand, and hung up.

			Perplexed, Dr. Dressler pulled out the file of Duane Scrod Jr. It showed that the boy had been held back two years in elementary school and later was expelled from a public middle school for fighting with his P.E. teacher. During that scuffle, the teacher lost three teeth and the tip of his right pinkie finger, which Duane had gnawed off and consumed.

			Dr. Dressler thought: There seems to be a pattern here.

			The mystery of how a person such as Duane Scrod Jr. got accepted into the Truman School was solved when Dr. Dressler came across a letter from the previous headmaster reflecting a large cash donation from Duane’s wealthy grandmother, who was also paying his tuition.

			Dr. Dressler concluded that it would be bad for the Truman School and its future endowments if young Duane became seriously ill from devouring Mrs. Starch’s pencil. He put away the file and somewhat wearily headed for the parking lot, where he got into his car and—using his nifty new dashboard GPS—made his way to the address of Mr. Duane Scrod Sr.

			The unpainted block house sat along an unpaved road through some pine scrub on the outskirts of Naples. By the time Dr. Dressler arrived, the sun had set and the woods were humming with night insects. In the driveway sat numerous vehicles, none of them well maintained. There was a battered pickup truck, a motorcycle with crooked handlebars, a mud-splattered ATV on blocks, a dented minivan missing two doors, and an SUV upon which someone had painted, in bright orange letters: BOYCOTT SMITHERS CHEVY!!!!!

			Although no lights were on inside the house, the front windows were open and Dr. Dressler could hear classical music, which he found encouraging. It was a Bach concerto.

			The headmaster straightened his necktie and rang the bell. When no one responded, Dr. Dressler began to knock.

			Eventually a lean, unshaven man appeared at the screen door. He wore hunting garb, a red trucker’s cap, and no shoes.

			“You from the guv’ment?” The man pointed aggressively at Dr. Dressler with a rusty pair of pliers. “If you’re here about the taxes, don’t be surprised if I pull off your lips and feed ’em to my bird. I got a macaw speaks three languages.”

			Dr. Dressler resisted the impulse to run away. “I’m f-f-from the Truman School,” he stammered. “Are you Duane’s father?”

			“I am,” the man said. “How ‘bout some ID?”

			Nervously, Dr. Dressler drew a business card from the inner pocket of his suit jacket. Duane Scrod Sr. snatched the card and disappeared for several minutes. When he returned, a large bird with brilliant blue-and-gold plumage was perched on his left shoulder. With its crusty hooked beak, the macaw was shredding Dr. Dressler’s card.

			Duane Scrod Sr. opened the screen door and propped it ajar with one knee. “What did D.J. do now?” he asked.

			“D.J.?”

			“Duane Junior. I know he must’ve done something bad because (a) you’re here and (b) he’s not. You wanna come inside?”

			Dr. Dressler shook his head and politely said no thanks. “Your son had what I would call a disagreement with one of his teachers today. A homework issue, from what I understand.”

			“And this is front-page news?” When Duane Scrod Sr. laughed, the macaw laughed, too. It was a perfect imitation, and Dr. Dressler was totally creeped out.

			He realized that he’d made a mistake by visiting the house. Duane Jr. obviously hadn’t told his father what had happened in Mrs. Starch’s class, and undoubtedly he had no intention of telling his father, even if he got sick as a dog from eating the pencil.

			“I don’t see why you drove all the way out here,” Duane Scrod Sr. muttered. “Did my dear old rich ex-mother-in-law call up the school or somethin’? Light a spark under your butt?”

			“No, Mr. Scrod. This was my idea.” Dr. Dressler was itching to leave. “I just wanted to check on your son. Get his side of the story. Clarify our homework policy, you know, to avoid any further confusion about his responsibilities.”

			“Confusion?” Duane Scrod Sr. cackled, followed uncannily by his macaw. “D.J. ain’t confused. D.J.’s just D.J.”

			“Well, his teacher and I were concerned,” Dr. Dressler said, which was only half true. Mrs. Starch hadn’t seemed concerned at all. “You should be aware that D.J. swallowed a pencil at school today. He might need to see a doctor.”

			Duane Scrod Sr. snorted. “The boy’s got an iron stomach. When he was a little shrimp he used to eat rocks, oyster shells, lug nuts, even a piano wire. A pencil won’t hurt him, that’s for sure.”

			“Still, I’d feel better if I could speak with him,” the headmaster said.

			“Well, like I said, he’s not here. He didn’t get home from school yet.”

			Dr. Dressler couldn’t hide his concern. “But classes ended hours ago. It’s already dark out, Mr. Scrod—”

			“You got good eyes.”

			“Did D.J. call to say why he’d be late?”

			“Just chill out, guy.”

			“Wasn’t there soccer practice this afternoon?” the headmaster said. “Maybe he’s still at the ball field.”

			Duane Scrod Sr. informed Dr. Dressler that Duane Jr. wasn’t on the soccer team, the football team, the lacrosse team, or any other team at the Truman School.

			“He keeps to himself,” Duane Sr. explained. “Rides solo, you might say. His granny bought him a cell phone but I don’t believe he’s ever answered it.”

			Dr. Dressler felt a sickly wave of apprehension. He had a mental image of Duane Jr. lost in the woods and writhing in agony, his innards full of needle-sharp pencil splinters. This was followed by an equally unpleasant vision of Dr. Dressler himself being fired by the Truman board of trustees and then getting dragged into court by the Scrod family.

			“Sometimes D.J. doesn’t come through the door until way late,” Duane Sr. was saying. “I don’t bother to wait up—he’s a sizeable young man, and not many folks are dumb enough to mess with him.”

			Dr. Dressler took out another business card and wrote his home phone number on the back. “Would you mind calling me as soon as you or Mrs. Scrod hear from your son?”

			“There’s no Mrs. Scrod around here,” said Duane Sr., “at the moment.”

			“Oh. I’m sorry.”

			“What for? We get by just fine, don’t we, Nadine?”

			The macaw made a purring noise and nibbled the frayed collar of Duane Scrod Sr.’s hunting jacket.

			Dr. Dressler handed the card with his phone number to the man, who immediately gave it to the bird.

			“Don’t you worry about Junior,” he said, letting the screen door bang shut. “He’ll show up when he shows up. G’night, now.”

			Dr. Dressler hustled down the driveway toward his car, which out of habit he had locked. While groping for his keys, he heard an animal scurrying through the scrub, and he felt his heartbeat quicken.

			The scent of pine needles made Dr. Dressler sneeze violently, and he was startled by a voice from inside the darkened house.

			“Bless you!” Nadine squawked. “À vos souhaits! Gesundheit!”

		

	
		
			THREE

			The students, groggy and rumpled, gathered shortly after dawn in the school parking lot. Nick was sitting alone on a curb when Marta walked up.

			“You okay?” she asked.

			“Just tired is all.” He’d been on the computer since 4 a.m., but no e-mails had arrived from his father in Iraq.

			Marta sat down. “Where’s Smoke?”

			“Haven’t seen him,” Nick said.

			“Good. Maybe he quit school—he’s old enough to drive, he’s gotta be old enough to drop out, right?”

			“Don’t get your hopes up.”

			Marta said, “I’m sorry, but he seriously scares me.”

			“Worse than her? No way,” said Nick.

			Mrs. Starch had arrived wide-awake and in high spirits. She wore wading boots, stiff canvas pants, a baggy long-sleeved shirt, and a frayed straw hat under an upturned veil of mosquito netting. Mrs. Starch always prepared for the worst.

			“Slather up, people!” she barked. “Sunblock, bug juice, lip balm—it’s a jungle out there!”

			Nick and Marta got in line for the bus. “Maybe she’ll get bit by a scorpion,” Marta muttered.

			“That would be awful,” Nick whispered, “for the scorpion.”

			Mrs. Starch whistled sharply. “Did everybody in my classes remember to bring their journals?” She held a black writing notebook above her head. “Keep a list of everything you see—insects, mammals, birds, trees. This will count as a lab grade.”

			Graham, who was dressed like a pint-sized version of the Crocodile Hunter, raised his hand. Mrs. Starch ignored him, as always.

			“We have three portable first-aid kits,” she went on, “and each teacher will be carrying one. If you get into a situation where you need help, speak up right away. Remember: Stay with your hiking teams, do not wander off, and, most importantly, be respectful toward this very special place that we’re exploring. Turn off your cell phones—if I or any of the other teachers hear one ringing, it will be confiscated.”

			Mrs. Starch put down the black notebook and picked up a device that Nick recognized as a portable boat horn. They made loud, gassy honks and were a favorite toy of drunken idiots at Buccaneers football games. Nick’s dad had season tickets.

			“This will be our emergency signal,” said Mrs. Starch, demonstrating the boat horn with a short, earsplitting beep. “If you hear that sound, immediately line up behind your teacher and proceed straight back to the bus. Any questions?”

			Graham hopped up and down, waving one arm.

			Mrs. Starch stared past him. “All right, people,” she said, clapping. “Let’s enjoy our day in the Black Vine Swamp!”

			The bus was roomy and clean and air-conditioned, unlike the one they rode to school. Nick and Marta sat together toward the front, their backpacks stowed under their seats.

			Marta nudged Nick and pointed out the window. Mrs. Starch was getting into her car, one of those teardrop-shaped hybrid models that ran on both electricity and gasoline. It had a “Save the Manatee” license plate.

			“I guess she left her broomstick at home,” Marta said.

			Nick thought it was odd that Mrs. Starch wasn’t riding out to the swamp with everybody else. He wondered if, after what happened the day before, she might not want to be on the bus with Smoke.

			But, to Nick and Marta’s relief, Smoke was nowhere to be seen. The other science teachers, Mr. Neal and Miss Moffitt, moved up and down the aisle, collecting forms from each of the students. The forms, which were signed by the parents, said that it wasn’t the school’s fault if their kid got hurt on the field trip.

			“I almost called in sick. I do not like swamps,” Marta confided to Nick.

			He said, “I hope we see a panther.”

			“Are you crazy?”

			“Seriously—that would be so cool.” Never in the recorded history of Florida had a panther harmed a human being. Now there were fewer than a hundred of the big cats left in the whole state.

			“I got a video camera,” Nick said, “just in case.”

			Marta said her mother wanted her to bring home a ghost orchid. “I said, ‘Yeah, right, Mom. It’s against the law.’ And she goes, ‘But I’ll take good care of it!’ And I’m like, ‘You want me to go to jail, or what?’ Gimme a break.”

			Nick could tell that Marta was in a better mood because Mrs. Starch wasn’t on the bus. The absence of Smoke was a bonus.

			“How’s your dad?” Marta asked, which caught Nick off guard.

			“He’s okay.”

			“When’s he get back?”

			“Twenty-two days.” Nick hadn’t told Marta or any other friends that his father had been sent to Iraq; the Naples newspaper had published the names of those serving in the war zone, and the list had been posted on the bulletin board outside the Truman gym.

			“And after that he’s home for good?” Marta asked.

			“I sure hope.”

			Nick put on his iPod, and Marta put on hers. The ride took almost an hour because a truck full of tomatoes had flipped over on State Road 29, blocking traffic. A fire-engine crew was hosing the ketchup-colored muck off the pavement. Nick spotted a dead buck by the side of the road, and he figured that the tomato truck must have struck it in the early fog. He wondered if the deer had been running from a panther.

			Eventually the bus made a slow turn onto a rutted dirt track that was very narrow. Twice the bus had to pull over to let flatbed trucks pass from the opposite direction. Nick noticed that both trucks had red diamond-shaped logos on the doors and looked brand-new. They barely slowed at all, churning dust as they rumbled by the bus.

			The wet prairies that usually glistened in the morning had turned brownish and crispy without rainfall. Ahead, Nick could see a rising tree line that marked the edge of the Black Vine Swamp.

			He dug into his backpack for a tube of sunblock, and he smeared some on his arms and neck.

			“Don’t forget your nose,” Marta said. “Here, let me do it.”

			“No, that’s okay—”

			“Hush.” She snatched the tube, squirted a dollop of white goo into the palm of one hand, and then carefully coated every square inch of Nick’s face, like she was painting on a mask. He was terrified that the other kids might see what she was doing.

			“Now it’s my turn,” Marta announced, tugging off her iPod.

			“What?”

			She handed him the tube and shut her eyelids tightly. “Careful. That stuff burns if it drips in your eyeballs.”

			Nick felt trapped. He hunkered low in his seat.

			Marta said, “My uncle gets basal cells all the time—that’s a kind of skin cancer. They cut ’em off at the doctor’s office.”

			Nick hastily smeared the sunblock cream on Marta’s cheeks and forehead. “Okay,” he said in a low voice, “you’re good.”

			“Ears, too,” she told him.

			“Aw, come on.”

			“What’s your problem, Nick? I’m sorry, but it runs in our family. Basal cells—you can ask my mom.”

			He couldn’t say so, but touching her skin felt weird. Not bad, just weird. Afterward Marta checked herself out in the bus driver’s rearview mirror to make sure that Nick hadn’t missed any exposed places.

			“Good job,” she said. “That wasn’t so awful, was it?”

			For the rest of the trip, Nick pretended to be fascinated by the view out the window. Finally the bus jounced to a stop and the kids piled out.

			Mrs. Starch was waiting. The mosquito veil wasn’t quite long enough to cover her jutting chin, leaving her vivid anvil-shaped scar on display. Beneath the mesh she wore enormous purple sunglasses that made her look like a mutant dragonfly.

			“Come on, people, get organized,” she said, clapping again and starting to pace.

			Each teacher had a team of fifteen students. The kids milled around anxiously while the names were called out. Nobody wanted to be on Mrs. Starch’s team, because they knew that Mrs. Starch would make them work harder than the other teachers. The whole point of going on a field trip was to goof off.

			Marta leaned close to Nick and said, “If she calls on me, I swear to God, I’ll fake a heart attack.”

			But, by some small miracle, it was Mr. Neal who called out Marta’s name—and then Nick’s. They had been spared.

			Mrs. Starch led the whole group down a winding boardwalk through the scrub and pineland hammock, into thicker woods. There, in the cool shade of ancient bald cypress trees, the boardwalk ended.

			The teams split up in separate directions. Above the treetops, the sky shone bright and cloudless. Despite the drought, there was still enough water in the strand to make the hike a soggy challenge. The students had been advised to wear long pants to protect their legs, and to wear old sneakers that they could throw away after the trip. Only Graham had been foolish enough to show up in shorts, and soon his shins looked like they’d been clawed by a tomcat.

			Mr. Neal’s specialty was botany, and every so often he’d pause to point out a plant or a shrub of local interest. Mindful of Mrs. Starch’s instructions, Nick and Marta would automatically pull their journals from their backpacks and take notes. By the time they stopped for the first rest break, their species list included pond apple trees, strangler figs, laurel oaks, wax myrtles, sabal palms, wild coffee, and resurrection ferns.

			Animal life was more elusive. Mr. Neal spotted a barred owl high on a tree bough, and later a young red-bellied turtle basking on a mossy log. Graham shrieked at the sight of a ribbon snake that he somehow mistook for a poisonous cottonmouth. Marta and two other girls briefly got tangled in a tent-sized spiderweb, while a boy named Mickey Maris captured a green anole lizard that Mr. Neal made him release on the spot.

			Nick, who was scouting for signs of panthers, came across fresh pig tracks, but not much else. Occasionally he could hear the other student teams as they moved at a distance throughout the swamp. Once he was certain that he’d picked up Mrs. Starch’s voice yodeling, “We are now in bromeliad heaven!”

			At noon Mr. Neal’s group sat down for lunch beneath a crooked cypress that he estimated was five hundred years old. The kids had brought their own sandwiches—Nick’s was turkey and cheese, Marta’s was peanut butter and Nutella. They shared a lime Gatorade that Nick’s mother had packed in a padded cooler bag.

			Addressing the team, Mr. Neal said, “Can anyone tell me why we’re not getting bothered by mosquitoes?”

			Graham’s hand shot up. He looked flabbergasted when Mr. Neal called his name.

			“Because…,” he began. “Because…”

			“Yes, Graham?”

			“Because of…”

			“Go on.”

			“Of…of…” Graham shrugged in defeat. “I don’t have a clue.”

			Mr. Neal pointed to another student. “Rachel?”

			“Because the weather’s been too dry for skeeters,” Rachel said.

			“A good theory,” the teacher said, “but there’s still plenty of water for the little buggers to lay their eggs in. Nick Waters, what’s your guess?”

			Nick wasn’t paying attention; he was thinking about his father. Marta elbowed him and he looked up, flustered, and said, “What? I didn’t hear the question.”

			“Why aren’t we getting chewed up by mosquitoes?” Mr. Neal asked with a touch of impatience.

			Marta decided to return Nick’s favor from the day before in Mrs. Starch’s class. She cut herself into the discussion and said, “Because mosquito fish are eating up all the baby mosquitoes?”

			“Excellent!” Mr. Neal looked relieved that somebody got it right.

			“Now I’ve got a question,” Marta said. “Why do they call it the Black Vine Swamp when all the vines we’ve seen are green?”

			Graham raised his hand to try again, and the other students groaned. Mr. Neal said, “I’m not sure I know the answer to that one—anybody got a theory?”

			At that moment they heard a piercing cry rise from among the towering cypresses. It didn’t sound like any noise that a person could make.

			Mr. Neal was as startled as the hikers, although he tried not to show it. He raised a finger to his lips as a signal for everyone to stay quiet. A woodpecker hammering on a dead stump stopped abruptly and flitted away.

			Some of the kids got spooked, but Nick was excited. He thought he knew what kind of animal they’d heard. He grabbed the video camera from his backpack and, after groping to locate the Record button, aimed the lens toward the part of the woods from where the wild cry had come.

			It was hard to make out details through the viewfinder because of the forest shadows, and because Nick’s hands were shaking slightly. Marta had edged closer, peeking over his shoulder.

			“You see that? See it?” She pointed at the screen of the viewfinder.

			Something was running among the tree trunks—a large, tannish blur.

			“Where’d it go?” Marta whispered. “What was it?”

			“Just wait,” Nick said, but there was no other movement.

			Moments later, the students heard splashes, and then a heavy rustling that faded into silence.

			Nobody made a peep until Mr. Neal spoke. “Probably just a fox or a wild hog—nothing to worry about,” he said, not sounding too sure of himself.

			Nick switched off the camera. “That was too big for a fox. I bet it was a panther.”

			Not all of the other kids shared his curiosity about the big cats, and some of them expressed dismay at the possibility of crossing one’s path. Mickey Maris stood up and declared that they should all march back to the bus at once.

			Mr. Neal said, “I doubt seriously if that was a panther.”

			“What about a bear?” Graham squeaked. “They got black bears out here—Mrs. Starch said so!”

			While Mr. Neal tried to calm the students, Nick fiddled with the control menu on the video camera. He wanted to replay the tape at slow speed so that he might get a better look at the creature.

			Marta tweaked his arm. “Hey, do you smell something?”

			Nick looked up from the camera and took a sniff. “That’s smoke,” he said.

			“Definitely.”

			Just then they heard two long blasts from Mrs. Starch’s boat horn. Everybody began murmuring and clustered around Mr. Neal, who told them to follow him back toward the boardwalk as quickly as possible—but no running, he said, and no talking.

			The students didn’t have to be told twice. Hurriedly they zipped up their book bags and lined up behind the teacher, who led them briskly along the same wet, peat-filled slough that they had come in on. The smoky odor grew heavier, and in some places a gray haze was visible through the trees.

			After assembling at the boardwalk, the three teams merged to form a long single line. At the very end of it was Mrs. Starch, who burped the air horn to make the students turn around and pay attention.

			“Listen up, people!” she said. “A small wildfire has sprung up on the far edge of the swamp—pretty common for this time of the year. It’ll probably burn out when it reaches the cypress muck, but there’s no sense taking any chances. That’s why we’re cutting short our field trip and heading back to school. Straight back to school.”

			Marta groaned and leaned against Nick. “What if she makes us go to her class? I’m gonna be sick again, all over the place.”

			“Pray for a flat tire on the way home,” Nick said.

			He was disappointed because he’d hoped for another opportunity to see the panther, or whatever it was that had darted into the cypress shadows. However, a wildfire was nothing to fool with. If a strong wind kicked up, the blaze would race across the land faster than any human could possibly run.

			“Please stay in line behind Mr. Neal and Miss Moffitt,” Mrs. Starch said. “I’ll be coming along in a minute—Libby dropped her medicine, so I’m going back to find it.” She clapped so loudly that it sounded like a paper bag popping. “Now get your fannies in gear! Move!”

			At the time, nobody questioned Mrs. Starch’s decision to go back. Libby Marshall had frequent asthma attacks, and she always carried an inhaler. The haze from the fire would make it harder for her to breathe.

			“Quickly and quietly,” urged Miss Moffitt as the kids began streaming toward the bus.

			Nick was walking behind Marta, who was behind Graham, who was behind Mickey Maris, who was behind Rachel, who was behind Hector, the star of the soccer team. The students were in such a rush that they were stepping on each other’s heels. Nick lost one of his sneakers when he was overrun by the boy next in line, an algebra ace named Gene, who stepped around him and kept going.

			When Nick knelt to retrieve his shoe, he glanced back down the curving boardwalk just in time to see Mrs. Starch, in her straw hat and dragonfly glasses, marching alone into the smoky swamp.

			He had no idea that she wouldn’t be coming out.

		

	
		
			FOUR

			The camera battery went dead, so Nick and Marta couldn’t view the videotape on the bus. By the time the kids got back to the school, it was so late that Mr. Neal and Miss Moffitt let them finish the day doing homework in the cafeteria.

			Marta had an appointment with her orthodontist, so Nick walked home from the bus stop alone, his sneakers squishing. He kicked them off at the front door and ran to the den to check his e-mail.

			Nothing.

			Nick’s father belonged to the 53rd Infantry Brigade of the Florida Army National Guard, which called itself the Gator Brigade and had its own Web site. Whenever a soldier got killed in action, a memorial page was posted. Nick held his breath and clicked on the tab.

			A photograph appeared of a reservist who’d died when a roadside bomb exploded while he was on foot patrol near Baghdad. It wasn’t Nick’s dad, but Nick read the tribute closely.

			The soldier was thirty years old, with a wife and two small children in Tampa. The picture showed the man dressed in his crisply pressed army uniform in front of an American flag. He looked so strong and confident that it was almost impossible to believe he was dead.

			Nick swallowed to keep himself from crying. He closed out the National Guard Web site and switched over to YouTube so that he could watch some funny videos. Nick considered it his number one job to keep up his mother’s spirits; he didn’t want her coming in the door and catching him with tears in his eyes.

			By the time she got home from work, he felt better. He’d recharged the camera battery, and he was getting ready to look at the tape from the Black Vine Swamp.

			“How was the field trip?” his mom asked.

			Nick told her about the wildfire.

			“Thank God nobody was hurt,” she said. “How did it start?”

			Nick shrugged. “Who knows? It’s the dry season—fires pop up all the time.”

			“Well, you definitely had a more exciting day than I did.”

			She removed some plastic containers from the refrigerator and announced that she was fixing a Greek salad for dinner because she was too tired to cook.

			“One cool thing happened: I think I saw a panther in the woods,” Nick said. “It’s on the video—you want to check it out?”

			His mom sat on the sofa. Nick plugged the camera into the wall and connected it to the television set. “You’ll have to watch close. It’s kind of blurry,” he said, “and real short.”

			When he pressed the Play button, the cypress strand came into view. The picture, though wobbly and somewhat out of focus, was easier to see on a TV screen than on the camera’s small viewfinder.

			“There it is!” Nick exclaimed when the tannish form crossed between the tree trunks.

			After a few moments of stillness, the screen went blank.

			“That’s it?” his mother asked.

			Nick touched the Rewind button. “Let’s watch again.”

			From beginning to end, the tape lasted only fifteen seconds. Nick paused it when the animal came into view.

			His mom said, “Honey, that’s one funky-looking panther.”

			The animal was moving at an angle away from the camera, so its head wasn’t fully visible. The torso didn’t look long and streamlined like a panther’s; the creature was more blocky and upright.

			“Maybe a wild hog,” his mother said.

			“Wrong color. We heard a cry, and it sounded like a big cat, I swear.” Nick played the tape in slow motion, rewound it, and played it again.

			Where’s the tail? he thought glumly. Panthers have long, black-tipped tails.

			“Freeze it right there!” His mother popped up from the sofa. “Okay, now zoom in. Zoom!”

			“I can’t zoom in Play mode. It’s not like Photoshop.”

			“Then just look!” She went up to the TV and pointed to a dark band around the animal’s midsection. “Can you see that?”

			Nick could see it just fine. “I don’t believe this,” he said.

			His mom smiled. “You’ve been ponged, Nicky.”

			“You mean punked.”

			“Whatever,” she said. “Your ‘panther’ is wearing a belt!”

			

			—

			Dr. Dressler stayed longer than usual after school let out. Miss Moffitt and Mr. Neal were in his office, giving an account of what had happened during the field trip. Dr. Dressler was shaken by what he was hearing.

			“So the last time either of you saw Mrs. Starch, she was actually going back into the swamp,” he said, “with a wildfire burning?”

			“To get Libby Marshall’s asthma inhaler,” Mr. Neal said.

			Dr. Dressler was trying not to appear freaked-out, but in his entire twelve-year career as a private school administrator, he’d never lost a teacher before.

			“But why didn’t you wait for her to return?” he asked.

			“Because of the fire,” Mr. Neal said. He turned for moral support to Miss Moffitt, who nodded.

			“Mrs. Starch told us not to wait,” Miss Moffitt explained. “She said to move the kids out of there as fast as we could, and she’d meet us back at school. She had her own car.”

			“Yes, yes, you told me.” Dr. Dressler drummed his fingers on his desk. The explanation made total sense; the safety of the students was always the first priority. Of course Mrs. Starch would have ordered the bus to leave the area as soon as possible.

			Mr. Neal cautioned against jumping to conclusions. “Maybe she drove straight home instead of coming here. Or maybe she stopped at the grocery. Did you try her cell phone?”

			“About ten times,” Dr. Dressler said. “No answer.”

			He doubted if the Truman School had an official procedure for reporting a teacher missing. Most likely he’d have to notify the police.

			He said, “Maybe someone should take a drive to her house, just to make sure she’s not there.”

			Neither Miss Moffitt nor Mr. Neal seemed eager to volunteer. All the faculty members had heard the peculiar stories about Mrs. Starch—the deadly snake collection, the taxidermied critters, and so on.

			“Would you happen to know if she has relatives living around here?” Dr. Dressler inquired. “Somebody we could contact, to see if they’ve heard from her?”

			Neither Mr. Neal nor Miss Moffitt could recall Mrs. Starch mentioning any family connections.

			“I heard that her husband moved to Brazil ten years ago,” Miss Moffitt said.

			“I heard he disappeared,” Mr. Neal said, “without a trace.”

			Dr. Dressler struggled to contain his exasperation. “There’s got to be somebody—a sister or brother or cousin twice removed.” He made a mental note to look through Mrs. Starch’s employment file and find out whom she’d listed as next of kin.

			The meeting was interrupted by the telephone. It was a lieutenant from the county fire department, returning an earlier call from Dr. Dressler.

			Mr. Neal and Miss Moffitt heard only the headmaster’s side of the conversation, which was mostly “I see” and “I understand” and “Really?” His face was gray when he hung up the phone.

			“The firefighters didn’t find Mrs. Starch,” he said, “but her car was still parked on the dirt road near the boardwalk, where she’d left it.”

			“A blue Prius?” Mr. Neal asked.

			Dr. Dressler nodded tightly.

			Miss Moffitt slumped. “Oh my, no.”

			“The fire was already out when the crews got there,” the headmaster said, “which is good news.”

			Mr. Neal said, “They’re still out there looking for her, right?”

			Dr. Dressler explained that the Black Vine Swamp was so dense and jungly that the floodlights from the fire trucks were useless. “The searchers will return at sunrise,” he said.

			Miss Moffitt stared glumly out the window. “This is terrible. We should’ve never let her go back there alone.”

			“You had no choice. It was more important to move the students out safely,” Dr. Dressler said. “Both of you go home and get some rest. I’ll be in touch if I hear any news.”

			Once Mr. Neal and Miss Moffitt had left, the headmaster phoned the county sheriff’s office and said he wanted to report a missing teacher. The dispatcher said a deputy would come to the school and take all the information.

			While he was waiting, Dr. Dressler opened a legal pad and uncapped a silver fountain pen, which had been a gift from the Class of 2003. He knew he had to write something about the wildfire and Mrs. Starch to read at the morning assembly.

			He couldn’t imagine what he could possibly say that would settle the questions everyone at the Truman School would be asking, or that would stop a dozen wild rumors from racing through the halls.

			Miss Moffitt was right. This was a terrible thing.

			

			—

			Libby Marshall was so wired after the field trip that her parents didn’t think they’d ever get her to sleep. She couldn’t stop talking about Mrs. Starch, wondering why she hadn’t shown up at school with the asthma inhaler.

			“I hope she’s okay,” Libby told her father. “What if she got caught in the fire? What if she’s hurt?”

			Libby’s mother said, “I’m sure she’s all right, sweetie. I bet she’ll have your medicine waiting for you in class tomorrow.”

			Her dad wasn’t so certain. Jason Marshall was a detective for the Collier County sheriff’s office. He got concerned when Libby told him about the wildfire, and about the teacher who went back alone to retrieve Libby’s inhaler. It seemed strange that Mrs. Starch hadn’t even phoned.

			While Libby was brushing her teeth, Jason Marshall went to the kitchen and quietly called a friend who was a firefighter. The firefighter said that the blaze near the Big Cypress was no longer burning, but he confirmed that the crews had found an automobile registered to a woman named Bunny Starch, who was missing and believed lost in the swamp.

			Libby’s father didn’t want to upset Libby even more, so he didn’t tell her what he’d learned. She’d find out soon enough—probably the minute she got to school the next day.

			Finally, around ten-thirty, Libby finally drifted off. Within half an hour her mother was out like a light, too. Bonnie Marshall owned a popular breakfast shop on Marco Island, and every morning she got up before dawn to make the long drive.

			Now it was Jason Marshall who couldn’t fall asleep. He sat up in bed with a book open on his lap, but he wasn’t reading. His thoughts were on Libby’s teacher.

			Any half-intelligent person could survive a night in the Big Cypress. All you had to do was hunker down someplace dry and be still. Except for the bugs, nothing would bother you—at least no wild animals would.

			The worst thing was to panic and go thrashing off into the wilderness, which was a good way to get bitten by a water moccasin or gored by a wild pig or chased by a bear. Jason Marshall hoped that Libby’s biology teacher had the common sense to remain calm and wait for help to arrive.

			It was well past midnight when Jason Marshall’s eyelids grew heavy and he turned off the light. The next thing he knew, Bonnie was shaking him by the shoulders because their dog was barking furiously in the living room. The clock on the nightstand said 2:20 a.m.

			“Sam’s going nuts,” Bonnie told him. “You better go check on him.”

			Sam was a black Labrador retriever. He was five years old and extremely mellow—he seldom barked at anything, even stray cats. Jason Marshall opened the drawer of the nightstand and took out his police revolver, which had a combination lock on the trigger.

			He pulled on his jeans and hurried to the living room, where Sam stood rigidly at the front door. The dog was growling, and the hair on his ruff bristled.

			“Easy, boy,” Jason Marshall said, and popped the trigger lock off the pistol. The detective felt his heart hammering in his rib cage; he’d never seen Sam so intense.

			“Who’s there?” he said through the door.

			No reply. Sam cocked his big black head and whined.

			“Who is it?” Jason Marshall demanded again.

			He heard nothing on the other side. Quietly he unbolted the door, Sam gazing up at him expectantly.

			“Sit,” Jason Marshall said, and the dog sat.

			The detective’s gun was in his right hand. He placed his left hand on the door, flung it open, raised the revolver, and stepped outside.

			Nobody was there. Sam followed Jason Marshall across the open porch and down the front steps. There the dog halted, lifted his quivering wet nose, and sniffed the night air.

			Nothing moved in the front yard, which was illuminated by a pale crescent moon. The crickets were chirping and the geckos were trilling, and everything seemed perfectly peaceful.

			“What’d you hear, boy?” Jason Marshall asked Sam, who began following an invisible trail down the walkway, toward the gate.

			Maybe it was a raccoon, thought the detective, or a possum.

			Whatever the intruder was, Sam seemed satisfied that he’d done his job and scared it away. Wagging his tail, he casually strolled off to relieve himself in Bonnie Marshall’s prized vegetable garden.

			Jason Marshall tucked the revolver into his waistband and walked around the house to check the backyard. The dog quickly caught up and loped ahead playfully. When they returned to the front of the house, Sam bounded up the steps and began nosing intently around the porch.

			Bonnie Marshall peeked out the door. Libby, in her robe and fuzzy slippers, stood behind her.

			“Everything’s fine. Dog must’ve heard a raccoon,” Jason Marshall said. “Back to bed, scooter.”

			“But Sam never barks,” Libby said sleepily, “and I totally heard him barking.”

			“Well, maybe it was a whole herd of raccoons,” her mother said. “Now he’s his sleepy old self again, so let’s hit the sack. Momma’s gotta be up early tomorrow.”

			“Dad, how come you’ve got your gun out?”

			Jason Marshall glanced down at the grip of the pistol sticking up from his jeans. “In case there was a prowler,” he said to Libby, “but there wasn’t. Now go back to bed, sugar—”

			“Hey, who gave Sam a new toy?” she asked.

			Jason Marshall turned and saw the Labrador sitting proudly in the doorway, holding something shiny in his mouth. His tail whipped back and forth like a hairy windshield wiper.

			“Put it down, Sam. Down!” Bonnie Marshall said.

			The dog happily ignored her.

			She said, “Jason, you’d better get that thing away from him before he swallows it.”

			Sam was famous for eating items other than food. Jason Marshall grabbed Sam’s collar and tugged him inside the house. Then he began the slimy chore of prying the dog’s jaws apart with his fingers, which wasn’t easy.

			“C’mon, be a good boy,” Jason Marshall implored. “Drop it, Sam.”

			The dog decided he was in the mood for a chase and started dashing in crazy circles around the room. Every time the Marshalls had him cornered, he’d squirt through their legs and take off running again.

			“I give up,” Bonnie Marshall said finally. “Good night, all.”

			Libby kicked off her slippers. “Me, too,” she sighed, and headed for her room.

			Jason Marshall sat down in an armchair to wait. With nobody pursuing him, Sam soon got bored with the game. He lay down panting on the rug and dropped his mystery toy at Jason Marshall’s feet.

			Libby’s father sat forward, staring in surprise. He picked up the small plastic tube, wiped off the dog slobber, and looked at the initials written with a green Sharpie on the cap.

			There was no mistake.

			It was his daughter’s asthma inhaler, the one that she’d lost in the Black Vine Swamp.

		

	
		
			FIVE

			The Truman School had once been known as the Trapwick Academy, named after the man who had founded it eighteen years earlier. Vincent Z. Trapwick was a rich Rhode Island banker who’d moved to southwest Florida and gotten even richer.

			Vincent Trapwick didn’t want his three snotty, pampered children attending school with ordinary kids, so he started his own private school and kept out just about everyone who didn’t have the same skin color, religion, and political point of view as Vincent Trapwick.

			As a result, the Trapwick Academy had a ridiculously small enrollment and lost money by the bucketful, although Vincent Trapwick didn’t seem to care. When he died, he left two hundred thousand dollars to the school, which was a generous amount but hardly enough to keep it running forever.

			So the board of trustees gradually loosened up the admissions policy and began reaching out to the community, recruiting all kinds of students. For the first time, scholarships were offered to bright kids and athletes whose families couldn’t afford the expensive tuition. Enrollment grew steadily, and so did the Trapwick Academy’s reputation.

			Things were rolling along smoothly until Vincent Trapwick’s own kids—now graduated and grown to adulthood—started getting into trouble. The eldest, Vincent Jr., was caught embezzling millions of dollars from his late father’s bank to support wild gambling junkets to Monaco. The middle one, Sandra Sue, on three occasions drank too much beer and drove her golf cart off the Naples Pier. The youngest, Iggy, was arrested for ripping off Social Security checks from old folks living in the chain of shabby nursing homes that he owned.

			The name Trapwick kept popping up in the newspapers, and not in a way that was flattering to the Trapwick Academy. Ironically, the same spoiled children for whom the school was created had grown up to become its most embarrassing advertisements.

			In an emergency meeting—held late one night after Iggy Trapwick had been stopped at the Sarasota airport while wearing a diaper stuffed with cash—the board of trustees voted unanimously to change the academy’s name. They chose to call it the Truman School, after President Harry S. Truman (who’d been dead for a long time and therefore was unlikely to cause any public relations problems).

			To save money, the board voted not to replace the entire granite statue of Vincent Z. Trapwick that stood in front of the school auditorium. Instead, a local sculptor was hired to chisel off Vincent Trapwick’s face and reshape the remaining nub of stone into the studious features of the thirty-third president of the United States.

			The sculptor did the best he could, working on a tight schedule with a low budget. The statue’s new face was distinguished enough, but as small as a kitten’s.

			Unfortunately, the finished piece did not bear a striking resemblance to Harry S. Truman. The body was all wrong, and nothing could be done about it. Vincent Z. Trapwick had weighed two hundred fifty-one pounds, while President Truman had weighed only one hundred seventy-five. As a result, most people viewing the school’s statue for the first time had no idea who it was supposed to be.

			When Nick and Marta stepped off the bus, three sheriff’s deputies were standing by the odd granite figure, guessing aloud at its identity.

			“What’s going on?” Marta said to Nick.

			“Don’t ask me. Maybe it’s Just-Say-No Day.”

			Once a year, the Truman School brought in police officers, doctors, and counselors to speak to the students about drug and alcohol abuse. However, the three deputies acted like they were on a call. They carried clipboards and had their portable radios turned on.

			“Something’s up,” said Marta.

			Nick agreed. “Maybe there was another break-in.”

			Over the Christmas holidays, burglars had stolen several laptops from the school’s computer lab. The culprits were two teenaged brothers from Fort Myers who were later caught speeding through a red light, the missing laptops stacked in the bed of their father’s pickup truck. The kids had confessed that they intended to pawn the computers and use the money to buy video games.

			Marta nudged Nick and told him to ask the deputies why they were there. Probably because his dad was a military officer, Nick had no problem dealing with authority figures (except for Mrs. Starch).

			As he approached one of the deputies, he heard her joking that the Harry Truman statue looked like “a bowling pin in an overcoat.”

			“Excuse me,” Nick interrupted politely. “Did something happen here at the school this morning?”

			Caught by surprise, the deputy suddenly got serious. “We can’t talk about it. Your principal will make an announcement.”

			“The headmaster, you mean,” Nick said.

			“Same difference.”

			The first bell rang, and students started pouring into the auditorium. Marta and Nick found an empty row in the back, near the door. Usually the morning assembly was incredibly boring—a good opportunity to finish your homework or to return your text messages.

			After the daily blessing, which seemed to drag on forever, Dr. Dressler approached the podium and said he had a short statement to read. He unfolded a sheet of paper and began:

			“As some of you know, yesterday’s field trip to the Black Vine Swamp was ended early because a small wildfire broke out in the area.”

			Nick snapped shut his algebra book and sat up. Marta turned off her cell phone.

			“All Truman students were evacuated promptly and returned to campus safely,” Dr. Dressler went on. “However, one of our biology teachers—Mrs. Starch—went back down the hiking path to retrieve a student’s medicine. She didn’t return to the school and hasn’t been seen, so we have reason to believe she might have gotten lost and had to spend the night in the swamp.”

			A murmur rippled through the auditorium. Marta pinched Nick and said, “Oh…my…God.”

			Nick’s mind was racing. He hadn’t yet told Marta what he and his mother had seen on the videotape: that the animal he’d thought was a panther was actually a human being, scrambling through the cypresses.

			Now Nick couldn’t help but wonder if that mysterious figure wearing the dark belt—the person who’d probably made that creepy animal cry—was involved with Mrs. Starch’s disappearance.

			What if it was Smoke? he thought. What if the kid went crazy and did something awful?

			Nick pried Marta’s fingers from his arm.

			“The authorities were out there at daybreak to continue searching for Mrs. Starch,” Dr. Dressler continued from the stage. “Fortunately, the fire went out and the weather last night was mild, so there’s no reason to believe she’s in any danger. The search teams are experienced and very thorough, and I’m confident of a positive outcome.”

			Nick whispered, “I don’t see Smoke anywhere.”

			Marta looked up and down the rows of heads in the auditorium. “He’s probably just late,” she said. “He’s always late for assembly.”

			“Yeah.”

			“This is so freaky, Nick.” Marta puffed her cheeks and let the air hiss out. “I mean, I can’t stand the woman, but still, to think of her lost in that swamp…”

			At the podium, Dr. Dressler turned the paper over and continued reading: “You probably noticed some law enforcement officers on campus this morning. Please don’t be alarmed or make any rash assumptions. It’s routine procedure in such cases. Students in Mrs. Starch’s classes, and the others who went on the field trip, may be called aside to chat with the deputies today. I would encourage you to be as helpful as you can be.”

			Marta said, “I better call my mom.”

			“What for?” Nick asked.

			“In case there’s gonna be something on TV about this. She’ll wig out.”

			Dr. Dressler concluded his prepared statement and moved on to less exciting announcements about an upcoming soccer tournament, a change in the lunch menu (no chili for a week, due to a spoiled shipment of ground beef), and a new rule in the dress code that banned “all styles of open-toed sandals” on campus.

			The students weren’t listening; they were buzzing about Mrs. Starch. The mood in the auditorium was one of restless curiosity, not worry. Thanks to the headmaster’s reassuring speech, most of the kids believed that the searchers would soon locate the missing teacher. Once Mrs. Starch was found, the Black Vine Swamp episode would only add to her colorful legend.

			After assembly, Nick and Marta stood by the Harry Truman statue and waited for the bell. Libby Marshall rushed over, highly agitated.

			“Dr. Dressler was wrong—Mrs. Starch isn’t lost! She got out of the Glades last night!” Libby blurted. “I’ve gotta tell him so he can put it on the intercom.”

			“You saw her? Where?” Marta asked.

			Libby shook her head. “I didn’t see her, but she stopped by my house and left this on the porch!” Libby displayed her asthma inhaler like a trophy. “Sam found it. He’s our dog.”

			Nick said, “Did anyone actually see her?”

			“No, but Sam heard her on the front steps and started barking like crazy. And who else could it be? She’s the one who went back to find my inhaler.”

			Although Nick didn’t like Mrs. Starch any more than the other students did, he’d been hoping that she wasn’t hurt, or worse. Libby’s news was encouraging.

			“I wonder why she didn’t knock,” he said.

			“ ’Cause it was late,” Libby said impatiently, “and the lights were off. She probably didn’t want to wake up anybody.”

			That made sense to Nick and Marta.

			“Now I’ve gotta go find Droopy Dressler,” said Libby, “and straighten him out.” She hurried off.

			The bell rang, and Marta picked up her backpack. “I gotta admit, I’m glad that mean old hag made it out of the swamp okay.”

			“Me, too,” Nick said.

			“I don’t know why we should care what happens to her.”

			“Because she was doing a brave thing, going back for Libby’s medicine with a wildfire coming.”

			Marta shrugged. “Yeah. Even witches have their good days.”

			

			—

			Dr. Dressler was hopeful but perplexed.

			After the assembly, he’d received a call from the fire lieutenant, who reported that Bunny Starch’s blue Prius was gone at daybreak when the crews had returned to the Black Vine Swamp. The lieutenant surmised that, sometime during the night, Mrs. Starch had found her way back to her car.

			That theory was bolstered by the information from Libby Marshall, who’d burst into Dr. Dressler’s office and blurted the story of her asthma inhaler so breathlessly that he feared she might need to use it.

			The facts strongly suggested that Mrs. Starch was alive and had safely exited the wilderness. How else would Libby’s lost medicine have been delivered to her front porch?

			What nagged at Dr. Dressler was this: Nobody had seen or spoken to the biology teacher.

			She hadn’t shown up for classes that morning, which, given the circumstances, was excusable—yet she hadn’t even called to say she’d be absent. That was a violation of the Truman faculty attendance policy, and nobody was a bigger stickler for school rules than Mrs. Starch.

			In eighteen years she’d missed only one day of teaching, when she accidentally rolled her car while swerving to avoid a rabbit on the way to school. She’d borrowed the ambulance driver’s radio to call in sick, and the next day she had returned to Truman with a plaster cast on one arm, a patch over one eye, and two metal pins in her collarbone.

			After Libby left his office, Dr. Dressler immediately tried calling Mrs. Starch’s cell phone…and calling and calling and calling. Then he phoned her house—no answer there, either. It was baffling.

			Dr. Dressler reluctantly agreed that the sheriff’s deputies should go ahead and interview the students. Technically, at least, Bunny Starch was still a missing person.

			

			—

			After speaking with Libby, Nick and Marta expected Mrs. Starch to be waiting with a pencil twirling in biology class. They were surprised to see Miss Moffitt sitting at Mrs. Starch’s desk, and even more surprised when a sheriff’s deputy poked his head in the doorway and asked for Duane Scrod Jr.

			Miss Moffitt said, “Duane’s absent today.”

			“All right.” The deputy scanned his clipboard. “How about Graham Carson?”

			Graham eagerly raised his hand, and the deputy motioned for him to come along. Graham was beaming self-importantly as he marched from the room.

			“I don’t get it,” Marta murmured to Nick. “What’s with the cops? Don’t they know the old bird is okay?”

			Nick was mystified as well. If Mrs. Starch was safe, why were the deputies hanging around and asking questions?

			Another uniformed officer entered the classroom and called Marta’s name. Her eyes widened and she looked fretfully at Nick.

			He said, “No big deal. Just tell ’em what you know.”

			After a few minutes Marta returned and, looking annoyed, plopped down at her desk. “I told him Mrs. Starch was all right, but he just kept on asking me more stuff.”

			“Like what?” Nick said.

			“No talking, please!” It was Miss Moffitt. Sternly she pointed at the blackboard, upon which she had chalked the words “Reread Chapter 8.”

			Libby Marshall was called out next, and Nick assumed that she’d be the final interview. Once Libby told them that Mrs. Starch had delivered the asthma inhaler last night, the deputies would realize there was nothing to investigate.

			But Libby came back to class red-faced and fuming. Nick wondered what in the world was going on.

			One by one, the remainder of Mrs. Starch’s biology students were summoned. Sometimes the interviews were short, and sometimes they lasted awhile. There were so many interruptions from kids coming and going that it was difficult to concentrate on the Calvin cycle, or any other topic in the biology book.

			Nick was the last to be called. He was led to an empty classroom by the same female deputy to whom he’d spoken near the Truman statue. The deputy told Nick to sit down (which he did) and relax (which was impossible).

			“Let’s go over what happened on the field trip yesterday,” she said. Balanced on her lap was a clipboard holding a blank report form, upon which she’d printed Nick’s full name. “When Mrs. Starch turned back to look for the young lady’s asthma inhaler, you’re sure she was alone?”

			“Yes, I saw her walking down the boardwalk all by herself,” Nick said.

			The deputy scribbled on the paper.

			Nick quickly added, “She must be all right, because she brought back Libby’s asthma inhaler last night. Did you know about that?”

			The deputy nodded and kept writing.

			“Then I don’t get the point of all this,” Nick said.

			“Let’s go back to the day before the field trip,” said the deputy. “I want to ask you about something that happened in class between Mrs. Starch and a boy named Duane Scrod.”

			Nick felt the muscles in his neck stiffen. “She pointed a pencil at him, and he bit it in half.”

			“Didn’t he also threaten her?”

			“What do you mean?”

			The deputy said, “Some of your classmates remember Duane saying something like, ‘You’re gonna be sorry.’ And then Mrs. Starch saying, ‘Is that a threat?’ Do you recall such a conversation?”

			Nick recalled it quite clearly. He also recalled worrying that Smoke might be serious. Nick felt uneasy telling this to the deputy, because he couldn’t be sure what Duane Scrod had meant.

			But Nick’s father had taught him to always be truthful, no matter how hard it might be.

			“Mrs. Starch told Duane to write five hundred words about pimples,” Nick began. “That’s no joke.”

			The deputy obviously had heard about the essay from the other students, because she displayed no reaction.

			Nick went on: “Then Duane said something like, ‘You’ll be sorry,’ whatever. He was mad—kids say all kinds of stupid stuff when they’re mad.”

			The deputy took a few more notes. “Does Duane have a nickname?” she asked, as if she didn’t already know.

			“Smoke,” Nick said.

			“Why do they call him that?”

			“Because that’s what he wants to be called.”

			The deputy glanced up. “Some of the other students said it’s because he’s a pyromaniac—because he likes to mess with fire.”

			“I don’t know. We don’t hang together,” Nick said.

			“But you’ve heard that rumor, right?”

			Nick could sense that the deputy wanted him to say that Duane was a nut case. “I thought you wanted me to stick to what I saw and what I know,” he said. “I didn’t think you were interested in rumors.”

			The deputy raised her eyebrows. “Sometimes rumors turn out to be true, Nick.”

			“Can I go back to class now?”

			She said, “That wildfire at the Black Vine Swamp wasn’t really a wildfire. It was arson.”

			“What?”

			“The investigators called it a ‘controlled burn.’ Whoever set the fire also dug a trench line on the other side so it would burn itself out. They knew what they were doing,” the deputy said.

			Nick was dumbfounded.

			The deputy tapped her pen lightly on the clipboard. “Do you think Duane would ever try such a thing, to get back at Mrs. Starch for what happened in class? Light a brush fire to freak her out and spoil the field trip?”

			“I have no idea,” Nick said honestly.

			In his mind he was replaying the glimpse of that tannish blur in the cypress trees, the panther that turned out to be a human. Maybe it was Smoke.

			Nick kept this thought to himself. He needed to go home and look at the videotape of the swamp prowler again.

			The deputy went on: “Duane was pretty angry about that essay assignment, wasn’t he?”

			“Sure,” said Nick, thinking: Who wouldn’t be angry? Mrs. Starch had totally humiliated the guy.

			“Were you aware that Duane got in trouble once for burning down a construction trailer out near Immokalee? He was only ten years old when it happened,” the deputy said. “Another time, they caught him torching a billboard on the interstate, using mops dipped in gasoline. Three in the morning, a state trooper busted him.”

			“Are you serious?” Nick was stunned. Those weren’t typical dumb-kid pranks; they were crimes.

			“Are you afraid of Duane?” the deputy asked.

			“Not really. He doesn’t hassle anyone.”

			“Was Mrs. Starch afraid of him?”

			Nick had to chuckle at that one. The deputy asked what was so funny.

			He said, “If you met Mrs. Starch, you’d think it was pretty funny, too.”

			The deputy scribbled another few lines, then capped her pen. “Nick, do you have any idea where we might find Duane?”

			Nick firmly shook his head. “Nope. That’s the truth.”

			The deputy rose. “Thanks for your help.”

			“I really don’t know the guy at all,” Nick insisted.

			“That’s the thing. Nobody seems to know him, do they?” She opened the door and motioned for Nick to leave.

		

	
		
			SIX

			After classes let out, the deputies stopped by the headmaster’s office and said they were done with all the interviews except for two.

			“Well, I haven’t heard from Mrs. Starch yet,” Dr. Dressler told them, “and Duane Scrod is absent from school.”

			The female deputy said a detective would follow up on the case, if necessary. “It’ll be hard to prove the young man lit the fire,” she said, “but sometimes they’ll come right out and admit it when you ask ’em. Pyros are funny that way.”

			Dr. Dressler sat upright. “Whoa—back up a second. You think Duane started that wildfire?”

			“Didn’t anybody tell you?” the female deputy said.

			The headmaster shook his head numbly.

			“The kid has a history of doing this stuff,” the other deputy added.

			When she told Dr. Dressler about the other fires, he couldn’t conceal his shock. “I had absolutely no idea,” he said gravely. “Let me give you the boy’s address.”

			“We already got it, thanks. From his juvenile jacket.”

			Dr. Dressler had heard nothing back from Duane Scrod Sr. regarding his son’s whereabouts, which wasn’t surprising. Perhaps the deputies would have better luck getting information from the man with the loudmouthed parrot, or whatever the heck kind of bird it was.

			The headmaster wondered why the school files contained no record of Duane Jr.’s past arsons. He assumed that Duane’s rich grandmother had pulled some strings to conceal those incidents from the Truman admissions committee.

			It was disturbing for Dr. Dressler to think that any student might be capable of setting a dangerous blaze to get revenge against a teacher whom he didn’t like.

			But, as the deputy had said, proving guilt would be difficult, if not impossible. The fire department’s investigators hadn’t found anything incriminating at the scene, not even a burned match. The arsonist had done a good job of covering his tracks.

			As soon as the officers left, Dr. Dressler tried calling Mrs. Starch, and again there was no answer at home or on her cell phone.

			Dr. Dressler’s secretary popped her head in the doorway. “The Carsons are here,” she said.

			The headmaster grunted dejectedly. At least once a week, George and Gilda Carson came in to talk about their son Graham, who they were convinced was a genius and should be advanced by at least one and possibly two grade levels.

			Dr. Dressler knew for a fact that Graham Carson was a rather average student who would benefit from an algebra tutor and possibly a little extra help in French. He was a nice enough kid, just a bit overeager—and much more tolerable than his pushy, self-important parents.

			“I can’t deal with the Carsons. Not today,” Dr. Dressler told his secretary.

			“But they’re waiting in the hall.”

			“Tell them I’ve got strep throat. Or my cat’s having dental surgery. Make up something!” the exasperated headmaster said, and crept out the back door of his office.

			Even with his map tracker, Dr. Dressler had trouble finding Mrs. Starch’s home. The address listed in her employment file was 777 West Buzzard Boulevard, which did not appear on the GPS data disk.

			So the headmaster located East Buzzard Boulevard and went west until the pavement stopped and the roadbed turned to dirt. He drove for another two miles until he reached a dead end, where a solitary tin mailbox poked up from the saw palmettos.

			The number on the mailbox was 777, but there was no name.

			Dr. Dressler got out of his car and scanned the scrub and woods for signs of a building. He found a scruffy narrow path that looked more like a wagon trail than a driveway, and cautiously he trekked along the winding course until it led to a clearing.

			And there, shuttered and sagging, stood a three-story wooden house. Weeds crawled up the walls, and shades had been drawn behind all the windows.

			As he’d be the first to admit, Dr. Dressler was not a particularly brave soul. He was uncomfortable in such a scraggly, untamed place, far from the comforting clatter and clang of civilization.

			Staring with trepidation at the old house, the headmaster couldn’t push out of his mind the dark rumors that he’d heard about Bunny Starch. The same impulse to flee that Dr. Dressler had fought during his visit to the Scrod residence tugged at him even more urgently now.

			But again he resisted his fears—Mrs. Starch might be ornery and odd, but she was a loyal and valued member of the Truman School family. It’s my duty, Dr. Dressler told himself, to make sure she’s all right.

			He would have felt better about the mission—much better—if Mrs. Starch’s blue Prius had been parked beside the house. It wasn’t.

			Dr. Dressler called her name, but there was no reply. His pulse was fluttering as he approached the front steps.

			“Mrs. Starch? Are you home?”

			Nothing.

			“Mrs. Starch? It’s me, Dr. Dressler.”

			He put one foot on the porch, then froze.

			A rat was perched on a rocking chair. It was staring at him.

			Not a little white rat, either, but a chubby brown one. Its mouth was open in a slight sneer, revealing long, yellowed front teeth.

			Dr. Dressler wasn’t fond of rodents, large or small. They ate garbage and carried terrible diseases and nested in attics and produced hordes of filthy baby rodents….

			“Scat!” he said, clapping his hands. “Go away!”

			The rat didn’t move, which was distressing.

			Maybe it’s got rabies, Dr. Dressler thought anxiously. Maybe it’s going to leap for my throat!

			“Shoo! Get lost!” he cried.

			The rat didn’t blink, didn’t even twitch. Dr. Dressler thought this was very suspicious.

			He got an idea. He took the car keys from his pocket and tossed them at the rat. The keys clunked the vermin on the head and knocked it off the rocker onto the planks of the porch, where it lay motionless.

			Motionless and stiff as a board.

			“You’ve gotta be kidding,” Dr. Dressler muttered.

			The rat wasn’t alive. It had been stuffed, like a deer or a trout on a trophy wall.

			When the headmaster picked it up by the tail, he noticed something fastened around its neck: a tiny leather collar with a brass nameplate.

			Dr. Dressler peered at the name engraved on the stuffed rat’s collar: CHELSEA EVERED.

			The headmaster shuddered slightly. Chelsea Evered had been a star student at the Truman School a few years earlier—straight A’s, swim team, tennis team, early acceptance to Rollins College.

			But Dr. Dressler remembered something else about the girl: she had once asked for—and received—a transfer out of Mrs. Starch’s honors biology class.

			Judging by the name on the rat, Mrs. Starch had never forgiven Chelsea Evered for that.

			Dr. Dressler carefully placed the taxidermied rodent back on the rocking chair and, after getting up his nerve, knocked on the door. He was greatly relieved when there was no response.

			Hurrying down the steps, he glanced back at the gloomy, lifeless house and wondered if the headmasters of other private schools ever had to cope with teachers as weird as Bunny Starch.

			A long striped snake scooted across Dr. Dressler’s path, and he broke into a heated jog. He was sweaty and out of breath by the time he reached the car. He jumped inside and locked the doors.

			That’s when something about Mrs. Starch’s mailbox caught his eye, something he hadn’t noticed when he arrived.

			The little red flag was raised.

			Which meant that she was sending out mail, which meant that she really had found her way home from the Black Vine Swamp…and that she was alive and well.

			Which was good news—the best possible news, in fact!

			Yet why, wondered Dr. Dressler, hadn’t she returned his many voice messages? Why wasn’t she picking up her phone?

			The headmaster unlocked his car door and furtively got out. After looking around to make sure he was alone—and, standing on the edge of those woods, he was very alone—he opened Mrs. Starch’s mailbox.

			Only one letter was inside. Dr. Dressler was startled to see his own name on the envelope, addressed to the Truman School.

			The headmaster knew he should wait for the postal service to properly deliver Mrs. Starch’s letter, but curiosity got the better of him. He snatched the envelope from the box.

			Not wishing to encounter the mailman and have to explain why he was taking the letter, Dr. Dressler drove straight back to campus.

			There, in the privacy of his office, he opened it and began to read:

			
				Dear Dr. Dressler,

				It is with great regret that I must request an indefinite leave of absence from my position at the Truman School, due to a sudden family emergency.

				I’m sorry for any inconvenience that this may cause my students and fellow faculty members. Be assured that I will return to my teaching duties as soon as my personal situation is settled.

				Thank you for your patience and understanding, and for respecting my privacy on this matter.

				Most sincerely,

				B. Starch

			

			The letter had been typed on Mrs. Starch’s personalized stationery. The headmaster reread it twice before folding it back into the envelope.

			Mrs. Starch’s file already lay open on his desk. Dr. Dressler leafed through every page—her job application, her pension records, her insurance forms.

			Wherever Mrs. Starch had been asked to list her next of kin, she had printed the word “none.”

			Dr. Dressler wearily rubbed his forehead, thinking: How can there be a family emergency if she has no family?

			

			—

			Nick brought Marta home to show her the swamp video on the television screen. It was the first time she’d been inside his house.

			“That your dad?” She pointed to a framed photograph on the coffee table.

			“Yeah, that’s him,” Nick said.

			“Is that a sailfish he’s got? It’s huge.”

			“A hundred and ten pounds.” Talking about his father made Nick want to go online and check for an e-mail, but he decided to wait until he was alone.

			He said, “C’mon, let’s look at the tape.”

			When he paused the part where the tan blur appeared, Marta sprang off the sofa. “I see it! I see the belt!”

			“Like the kind cowboys used to wear,” Nick said, “to carry their bullets.”

			“But is it him? I can’t tell.” She scrunched her eyes, examining the image on the TV screen.

			Nick couldn’t remember if Smoke ever wore an ammo belt to hold up his pants. Marta said the Truman dress code probably didn’t allow it.

			“When are you gonna tell the police about this video?” she asked. “Or are you gonna tell ’em?”

			All day, Mrs. Starch’s students had been talking about their interviews with the sheriff’s deputies, and about the news that Smoke was being investigated in connection with the Black Vine Swamp fire.

			Nick told Marta that he didn’t know what to do about the tape. “You can’t see the guy’s face—there’s no way to be sure who it is.”

			“Betcha five bucks it’s him,” she said. “I bet he snuck out there and lit that fire to get back at Mrs. Starch.”

			Nick had to agree that Smoke was a likely suspect, considering his previous crimes.

			“Where does he live, anyway?” Nick asked Marta.

			“I don’t know—and I don’t want to know,” she said. “Probably in a cave somewhere.”

			As soon as Marta was gone, Nick hurried to the den and checked the computer. Nothing from his dad, not a word.

			Nick could no longer pretend that this was a normal interruption in communication. Never since his arrival in Iraq had Capt. Gregory Waters gone so long without e-mailing home. Nick felt sick and anxious—something must have happened. There could be no other explanation.

			He really didn’t want to be alone with such horrible thoughts, so he dashed out the door and ran until he caught up with Marta.

			She heard his footsteps coming and turned around, surprised. “Hey, what’s up?” she asked with a smile.

			Nick slowed down and started walking beside her—shoving his hands in his pockets, trying to act casual. He said, “I gotta go up to the Circle K and get some milk and stuff.”

			“But that’s, like, two miles.”

			“No big deal. I promised my mom.” It wasn’t a particularly clever story, but it was the best Nick could come up with.

			“Want me to go with you?” Marta asked.

			“ ’Kay.”

			Secretly Nick was elated that Marta had offered to walk with him. He hoped she would start chattering, as she often did when she was in a good mood. Nick desperately needed something to distract him from worrying about his dad.

			Sure enough, Marta launched into a speech about her English essay. Jane Austen was the topic, and although Nick couldn’t have been less interested, he let himself be dragged along in conversation. His imagination was much better off in the British countryside than in the Anbar province of Iraq.

			To reach the convenience store, Nick and Marta had to cross Green Heron Parkway, a four-lane street that connected to the interstate. The road had been open only a few months, but already it was one of the busiest in the county.

			Finally the light turned red and the traffic came to a stop. Nick was halfway across the intersection when he spotted a blue Prius like the one Mrs. Starch drove. It was three or four cars back in line, and Nick shielded his eyes from the sun so that he might see the driver. The glare was blinding.

			“Are you crazy?” Marta shouted back at him. “You’re gonna get flattened like a pancake.”

			Nick hurried across the road. The light turned green and the traffic began to roll.

			As the Prius motored away, Nick caught a glimpse of the driver—definitely not a woman. Nick couldn’t see the guy’s face, but he had wide shoulders and a dark knit hat tugged down over his ears.

			Wrong car, Nick thought.

			Then he noticed Marta standing on the curb, watching the blue Prius as it disappeared down the highway. “Weird,” she said. “He had the same kind of license plate as you-know-who.”

			“Seriously?” Nick hadn’t noticed.

			“Everybody wants to save the poor ol’ manatees,” Marta remarked.

			“I guess,” said Nick, pondering the coincidence.

			When they reached the store, he realized that he had only fifty-five cents in his pocket, which pretty much blew his cover story about going shopping for his mom.

			If Marta figured it out, she never let on. She loaned him a couple of bucks to buy a half-gallon of milk.

			Nick walked her back to her block, and then he headed home. Turning the corner of his street, he was surprised to see his mother’s car in the driveway. She never got off work early, except for the time that she’d gotten sick after eating a bad burrito in the jail cafeteria.

			Opening the front door, Nick called out, “Hey, Mom?”

			She wasn’t in the living room, or the kitchen. He put the milk in the refrigerator and went down the hall to his parents’ bedroom. The door was closed.

			“Mom?” He knocked lightly. “Mom, it’s me.”

			“Come on in.”

			She was sitting on the edge of the bed next to a wad of crumpled tissues. Her eyes were bloodshot, and she was sniffling.

			Nick felt his knees turn to rubber. “Oh no!” he said.

			“He’s not dead, honey. But he’s hurt.”

			“How bad?” Nick rasped.

			His mother reached out and pulled him close. “He’s on his way home.”

			“How bad?” Nick asked again, with a tremble.

			His mother kissed his forehead and dabbed the tears on his cheeks.

			She said, “He’s coming home. That’s all that matters.”

		

	
		
			SEVEN

			Millicent Winship was seventy-seven years old, ninety-two pounds, ridiculously rich, and as tough as a garfish. Her only daughter, Whitney, had shamed the family by abandoning her husband and son and moving to Paris, where she had opened a cheese shop. Mrs. Winship didn’t care much for the fellow Whitney had married, but she felt very bad that he’d been left alone to raise her only grandchild—a burly and rebellious boy named Duane, after his father.

			So Mrs. Winship had decided that the least she could do was provide her grandson with the best possible education. Because of his poor grades and occasional behavior problems, the Truman School wasn’t exactly eager to have young Duane Jr. as a student. Mrs. Winship solved that problem by sending an extremely large check.

			It wasn’t often that she got to see Duane Jr. because she divided her time among five different homes in five different states—California, New York, Arizona, South Carolina, and Florida. All of Mrs. Winship’s houses were located on championship golf courses; she herself didn’t play the game, but she loved watching the players traipse in their colorful outfits down the emerald slopes, pausing every few steps to hack feverishly at a tiny white sphere. Mrs. Winship thought golf was the most amusing spectacle that she’d ever seen, and she would spend hours spying on passing foursomes through the special high-powered binoculars that she kept on the back windowsill at each of her fairway residences.

			Mrs. Winship spent only two weeks a year in Naples, but during these visits she always invited Duane Jr. and his father out to dinner. If they failed to respond promptly, Mrs. Winship would command her chauffeur to drive her to the Scrod household so that she could personally raise a ruckus.

			Which was her intention on this day as she rapped sharply on the screen door and barked her grandson’s name over the notes of a Mozart symphony that was blaring from the stereo speakers inside.

			Before long, the music cut off and Duane Scrod Sr. shuffled to the door. He was flustered to see Mrs. Winship and made a halfhearted pass at smoothing the tangle of oily hair under his trucker’s cap.

			“Afternoon, Millie,” he said with false cheeriness. “What brings you here?”

			“My grandson. What do you think?” she snapped. “Where is he?”

			“Wanna come in?”

			“I certainly do not. Why aren’t you answering your telephone?” Mrs. Winship demanded. “I left a message about a dinner engagement—that was two nights ago, and I’ve received no reply.”

			Duane Scrod Sr. sighed ruefully, and so did the large macaw on his shoulder.

			“I see you’ve still got that stupid bird,” Mrs. Winship remarked.

			“She’s not stupid. She speaks three languages.”

			“Really? Pick one and have her tell me where D.J. is.”

			“She doesn’t know,” Duane Scrod Sr. muttered, “and neither do I.”

			It was an unsatisfactory answer, as far as Mrs. Winship was concerned.

			“We’re talking about your one and only child,” she said, glaring, “and you don’t know where he is?”

			Duane Scrod Sr. opened the door and came out on the porch. “He said he was goin’ camping somewhere out in the boonies. That was a couple days ago, and I haven’t seen him since.”

			“But what about school?” Mrs. Winship asked.

			“He said he needed a break.”

			“Oh, that’s rich.”

			Duane Scrod Sr. threw up his hands, nearly toppling the macaw from its roost on his shoulder. “What d’you want from me, Millie?” he whined. “The boy has his own agenda. I can’t make him do what he doesn’t want to do.”

			“Oh, of course not. You’re just his father,” Mrs. Winship said sarcastically. “Is he in trouble again? And tell me the truth for once.”

			Duane Scrod Sr. sat down in a rotting wicker chair and vigorously clawed at an insect bite on one of his bare feet. “A cop was here about an hour ago,” he admitted. “Somebody lit a fire out by the Big Cypress, and they think it was Junior.”

			Millicent Winship closed her eyes and thought: Not again.

			Duane Sr. said, “They don’t have enough to bust him. They’re just fishin’ is all.”

			“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

			Duane Sr. reached in a pocket and took out a sunflower seed, which he fed to the macaw. He said, “When D.J. gets home, I’ll make sure he calls you. Maybe we can all go to that steak place again, the one up near Bonita Beach.”

			“Unless he’s in jail,” Mrs. Winship said, “in which case we can bring him a lovely fruit basket.”

			“Aw, don’t be like that.”

			“Are you still out of work, Duane?”

			“What do you expect? I got no wheels!” Indignantly he pointed at the Tahoe upon which he had painted BOYCOTT SMITHERS CHEVY!!!!! “They still won’t give me a new transmission,” he griped.

			“Perhaps it’s because you torched their building—you think that might have something to do with it?”

			“Beside the point!” Duane Sr. huffed. “I paid my debt to society. I did my time.”

			Mrs. Winship was more sad than angry. Despite his unattractive personality, Duane Scrod Sr. had always been a hard worker and a good provider, until Whitney had run off to France. Then he’d sort of fallen apart, losing interest in the antique piano shop that he’d owned in Naples. Within a year the place had gone bankrupt, and since then Duane Scrod Sr. hadn’t been able to hold a steady job. The low point had come when he’d burned down the Chevrolet dealership.

			“Those six months you were locked up,” Mrs. Winship said, “I still don’t understand why you didn’t have Duane Jr. call me. What were you thinking, letting that boy stay out here all alone?”

			Duane Scrod Sr. looked up from his bug-chewed foot. “Maybe I was ashamed for you to know what happened,” he said in a scratchy voice. “Hey, D.J. took care of himself just fine. He never went hungry, Millie—I had some money put away.”

			Money that I’d sent you, thought Mrs. Winship, so you wouldn’t lose your house to the bank.

			“There was plenty for groceries,” Duane Scrod Sr. went on. “He did all right, like I’ve told you a hundred times.”

			Mrs. Winship shook a finger at him. “Nothing is all right around this place. Not you, not your son—nothing. It’s time to get a grip on life, Duane. Time to move on.”

			Duane Scrod Sr. rose with a squeak from the old wicker chair. “Yeah,” he said.

			“Oui!” chirped the blue-and-gold macaw. “Ja!”

			Mrs. Winship rolled her eyes. “Would you kindly tell your parrot to shut up?”

			“She’s not a parrot.”

			“How did Duane Jr. get out to where he’s camping?”

			Duane Sr. said, “He drove himself.”

			“Did he now?”

			“He’s got his license, Millie. He turned sixteen two months ago.”

			Mrs. Winship’s eyes narrowed. “I’m quite aware of that. I sent a birthday card, remember?”

			Duane Sr. looked embarrassed. “I told him to call you and say thanks for the check. I guess he forgot.”

			“So you bought him a car?”

			“Naw. Fixed up a motorcycle that we found in the want ads,” Duane Sr. said. “D.J. has a fondness for motorcycles.”

			“Oh, terrific. Next Christmas I’ll get him a helmet,” Mrs. Winship said, “and some funeral insurance.”

			Duane Scrod Sr. frowned. “Now, why do you always have to take that snippy tone?”

			“Why? Pourquoi? Warum?” cried the macaw.

			“Listen to me, Duane,” Mrs. Winship said forcefully. “If I don’t hear from my grandson soon, life will get extremely unpleasant for you. I’m not paying his tuition so that he can skip class and roast weenies in the woods. That’s an insult to me, and I resent being insulted.”

			Duane Scrod Sr. flinched like a puppy that had just been smacked on the butt with a newspaper. He said, “I’ll do my best to find Junior.”

			“Good idea, because I’m not leaving town until I see him,” Mrs. Winship declared. “Now give me a straight answer—do you think he’s the one who set fire to the swamp?”

			“Truly? I couldn’t say.”

			“Why in the world would he do such a thing?” Mrs. Winship said. “Since you’re the only other arsonist I know, I thought you might have some special insight.”

			Duane Sr.’s eyes flashed in anger. “I never taught that boy to set fires. He knows better.”

			“Then let’s hope the police are wrong.” She was halfway down the steps when he called her name.

			“Hey, Millie, wait! What do you hear from Whitney?”

			The question made Millicent Winship’s heart sink.

			She looked up at Duane Sr. and quietly said, “She’s not coming back from Paris.”

			“So the cheese business is good?”

			“I’m sorry. I really am,” said Mrs. Winship. “By the way, your precious bird just pooped all over your shirt.”

			Duane Scrod Sr. looked down at the mess and nodded bleakly. “What else is new,” he said.

			

			—

			On the same Monday morning that Nick had watched Smoke eat Mrs. Starch’s pencil, Capt. Gregory Waters was being evacuated from Iraq to an American military installation in Germany. From there he was flown to the Walter Reed Army Medical Center in Washington, D.C., a hospital for soldiers.

			Nick and his mother flew up on Thursday morning and waited an hour in the lobby. Finally a doctor came out and introduced himself. They followed him along a maze of drab corridors teeming with nurses and orderlies and patients; Nick had never seen so many young men and women in wheelchairs.

			The doctor took Nick and his mother into a private room. Using a cross-section diagram of the human body, he explained that Captain Waters lost his right arm and most of the shoulder when something called a rocket-propelled grenade, or RPG, had struck the Humvee in which he was riding.

			“We know,” Nick’s mother said tightly. “They phoned us from the base in Ramadi. Can we see him now?”

			“Did they also tell you that, because of the severe damage to the shoulder, we might not be able to fit your husband with a working prosthetic?”

			“Like a mechanical hook, you mean?”

			“It would be difficult,” the doctor said, “but we’re not giving up hope.”

			“Can we see him, please?”

			The doctor led them up a flight of stairs, then down another long corridor. Every patient they saw was missing an arm or a leg—sometimes both legs. Nick tried not to stare. Before entering his father’s hospital room, he paused to brace himself.

			Capt. Gregory Waters was propped upright in bed, though his eyes were closed. His chest, wrapped with gauze and heavy tape, moved up and down slightly when he breathed. Nick noticed that his dad’s hair had been shaved, and that one side of his face was pink and mottled with welts. A clear tube carried amber fluid into his remaining arm from a plastic bag strung on an aluminum rack beside the bed.

			Her eyes welling, Nick’s mother stood wordlessly at the foot of the bed. She looked shaky, so Nick put an arm around her waist and walked her to the only chair in the room.

			“He’s still on lots of pain medication,” the doctor said, “so he’ll be groggy when he wakes up.”

			“Could you get my mom a glass of water?” Nick asked.

			After the doctor left, another long hour passed before Nick’s father awoke. He smiled sleepily when he saw them. Nick’s mother hugged him and stroked his face. Nick squeezed his left hand, and his father squeezed back firmly.

			Glancing at the bandaged knob where his right arm used to be, he joked, “Now I’ll have to sew up the extra sleeve in all my shirts.”

			Nick’s mom said, “Very funny, Greg.”

			“So I’ll have to learn how to throw a curve left-handed. No big deal.”

			Always a good athlete, Nick’s father had been a pitcher in the Baltimore Orioles farm system when he’d first met Nick’s mother. According to the newspaper clippings in a family scrapbook, Greg Waters’ fastball had once been clocked at 94 mph.

			He never made the big leagues, so he’d gone back to college, earned a degree in business administration, and taken a desk job with a sprinkler supply company in Fort Myers. After three years of being bored out of his skull, he returned to baseball as a pitching coach for a minor-league club. He was happy, but the money wasn’t great. That’s one reason he’d joined the National Guard—the sign-up bonus had paid for Nick’s first year at the Truman School.

			For one weekend every month, Greg Waters went to Tampa to train as an army soldier. The country was at peace, and neither he nor his family ever imagined that he’d be sent overseas to face real combat. Everything changed after the invasion of Iraq.

			“Did they say when I can go home?” Nick’s father asked.

			“It all depends. Tomorrow you start rehab,” Nick’s mother said.

			“What fun.” Greg Waters blinked heavily. “I’m so damn tired.”

			Nick’s gaze fell upon the rounded white knob of gauze and tape where his father’s muscular right arm had once been. The bandages were so shiny that they looked fake, like part of a mummy costume for Halloween.

			His mom said, “Greg, you get some rest. We’ll come back at dinnertime.”

			“You’re not gonna try to feed me like a baby, are you?”

			“No, sir. You’re going to feed yourself.”

			“That’s my girl.” Nick’s father grinned. “Nicky, you holding up okay?”

			“I’m good, Dad.”

			“It’s a rough deal, I know, but things could be worse,” he said. “I was lucky to get out of that place alive. The guy sitting next to me in that Humvee, he didn’t make it.”

			Nick felt his head start to spin. “Was he your friend?”

			“Like a brother.”

			Nick lowered his eyes. It was almost unbearable to think how close his father had come to dying.

			When he looked up again, Capt. Gregory Waters was fast asleep.

			

			—

			After visiting Duane Scrod Sr., who was not especially helpful, Detective Jason Marshall picked up Dr. Dressler at the Truman School, and together they went to the residence of Bunny Starch. The headmaster had requested to come along, which was fine with the detective.

			Walking up the creaking steps of the old house, Dr. Dressler exclaimed, “The rat’s gone!”

			“The what?” the detective said.

			“She put a stuffed rat on that rocking chair,” Dr. Dressler said. “She named it after one of her former students.”

			Jason Marshall looked doubtful.

			“I’m serious,” said Dr. Dressler.

			The detective knocked on Mrs. Starch’s door. Nobody answered. He pressed the doorbell, but it was out of order. They walked around to the other side of the house and rapped on the back door. Still no response.

			“Guess I’ll come back tomorrow,” Jason Marshall said.

			Dr. Dressler was disappointed. “Can’t you just break in? What if she’s ill or she had an accident or…something else happened?”

			“I can’t go inside a house without a search warrant,” the detective explained, “and a judge won’t give me a warrant unless there’s cause to believe a crime’s been committed. There’s no evidence of that, Dr. Dressler.”

			Frustrated, the headmaster trailed Jason Marshall back to his unmarked police car.

			“That letter I got about a ‘family emergency,’ I just don’t buy it,” Dr. Dressler said. “The woman has no family that I can locate anywhere.”

			The detective leaned against the fender of his car and took out a pack of chewing gum. He offered a piece to Dr. Dressler, who said no thanks.

			“Libby’s told me all the crazy stories about Mrs. Starch,” Jason Marshall said. “Kids love to talk, and normally I wouldn’t pay much attention. But now you’re telling me she kept a stuffed rat on the porch—this isn’t the most normal person in the world, would you agree?”

			Dr. Dressler nodded. “She’s a bit quirky, for sure.”

			“Maybe she just freaked out after the fire on the field trip,” the detective speculated. “That had to be a scary experience—eventually she finds her way out of the woods and rushes to our house with Libby’s asthma inhaler. Then she drives home, looks in the mirror, and says, ‘Geez, I could have died out there! I really need some time off.’ ”

			Dr. Dressler was skeptical. “Not Bunny Starch,” he said.

			“Imagine spending the night all alone in the Big Cypress while it’s burning,” Jason Marshall said. “I don’t care how tough you are, it definitely would shake you up.”

			“Anything’s possible, I suppose.”

			“Just a theory.” The detective took out his cell phone. “What’s the number at this house?”

			By now the headmaster knew it by heart: “555-2346,” he said.

			Jason Marshall dialed and waited. Mrs. Starch’s phone rang only twice before an answering machine picked up.

			“There’s a message,” the detective whispered to Dr. Dressler.

			“What does it say?”

			Jason Marshall touched the Redial button and handed the cell phone to Dr. Dressler. The headmaster listened intently to the recorded greeting on the other end:

			
				Hello, people. I’ll be away from school indefinitely because of an unexpected family matter. You may leave a message at the tone, though it might be a while before I have time to reply. Please accept my apologies in advance. Now here’s the beep!

			

			“Is that her voice?” the detective asked.

			“Sure sounds like it,” Dr. Dressler said.

			“First the letter, now the voice message on her phone. I’ve got to be honest—there’s nothing more the sheriff’s office can do. The woman is obviously alive and well,” said Jason Marshall.

			“Then why no phone calls?”

			“Maybe she doesn’t feel like answering questions about a ‘family emergency’ that doesn’t really exist. Like I said, she probably just needed a break, so she made up an excuse not to come to school.”

			“But that’s not like her,” Dr. Dressler asserted again.

			“Some people burn out on their jobs all of a sudden. I’ve seen it happen before.” The detective opened the car door and slid behind the wheel.

			“Just a second,” said Dr. Dressler. He stepped quickly to Mrs. Starch’s mailbox and peeked inside. It was empty.

			On the ride back to the Truman campus, the headmaster asked Jason Marshall about the arson investigation. The detective said he’d turned over the information about Duane Scrod Jr. to the fire department.

			“So far, they haven’t been able to connect him to the crime,” Jason Marshall said.

			“Did they turn up any clues?”

			“Nothing that panned out. Near the scene of the fire they found a ballpoint pen with a name on it—Red Diamond Energy. It’s some oil-and-gas company from Tampa that has a small lease out there near the swamp,” Jason Marshall said. “Needless to say, young Mr. Scrod is not on their payroll. It’s unlikely that the pen was his.”

			“So what happens to your arson case?”

			“Not much, unless we catch a break.”

			Privately, Dr. Dressler was relieved that Duane Jr. wouldn’t be arrested anytime soon, if at all. The ugly publicity would have been damaging to the reputation of the school. Years earlier, a Truman student had been caught driving a stolen sno-cone truck and it had made the TV news all the way over in Miami.

			“Do you want me to call you when Duane returns to class?” the headmaster asked Jason Marshall. “Would you still like to speak with him?”

			“Might as well—just to let him know he’s on our radar.”

			“Good idea,” said Dr. Dressler, although he suspected that Duane Scrod Jr. would not be even slightly intimidated.

		

	
		
			EIGHT

			The helicopter took off from Naples Airport and headed east. In the front passenger seat was a heavyset man in his mid-thirties named Drake McBride, the president of Red Diamond Energy Corporation. Sitting behind him was his project manager, Jimmy Lee Bayliss. Both men had headsets with microphones attached so that they could hear each other over the din of the engines.

			Drake McBride wore a cowboy hat, snakeskin boots, and a pale silk shirt with snap buttons. He was sipping hot coffee from a Styrofoam cup. Jimmy Lee Bayliss was dressed in a tan long-sleeved work shirt and smudged trousers. A map lay open across his lap.

			Within minutes the helicopter was circling the Black Vine Swamp. Jimmy Lee Bayliss pointed to a charred, crescent-shaped scar in the scruffy prairie that bordered the ancient cypress strand.

			“That’s from the fire,” he said to his boss.

			“None of our equipment got damaged, right?”

			“Of course not.” Jimmy Lee Bayliss thought: Does he think I’m a moron?

			Drake McBride shielded his eyes from the glare of the sun. “Section 22 is right below us?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“And Section 21 is over there?”

			“That’s right,” said Jimmy Lee Bayliss.

			“Lemme see the danged map.”

			Drake McBride was not a Texan, although he tried to dress like one and talk like one. It annoyed Jimmy Lee Bayliss, who was from Houston and had spent twenty-six years of his life drilling for oil and natural gas. Drake McBride, on the other hand, was from upstate New York and therefore had no business saying words like “danged.”

			However, being a fairly intelligent fellow, Jimmy Lee Bayliss knew better than to disrespect the person who signed his paychecks.

			“Take us down to two hundred feet,” Drake McBride told the pilot.

			The helicopter spooked some snowy egrets from the treetops and flushed a deer across the dry prairie.

			“Any sign of that danged cat?” Drake McBride asked Jimmy Lee Bayliss.

			“No, sir. The gunshots scared it off for good, I’m sure.” Jimmy Lee Bayliss dug into his pants for a roll of Tums. Ever since he’d been assigned to the Big Cypress project, his stomach burned like he’d swallowed a hot coal.

			Drake McBride said, “Wouldn’t have broke my heart if you’d blasted that hairball to smithereens.”

			“The law’s pretty harsh when it comes to killin’ panthers. The feds got no sense of sport, sir.”

			“Panthers—ha!” Drake McBride snorted. “Out west they’re just plain old cougars, and you can shoot ’em down like coyotes.”

			He pronounced “coyote” with a long “e” on the end, which made Jimmy Lee Bayliss cringe. He wasn’t fond of phonies.

			“If that cat comes back here and somebody spots it, we got a problem,” Drake McBride said. “Last thing we need is nosy game wardens trampin’ all over our project site—you follow?”

			“The panther’s long gone, sir. I fired two rounds over its head with a deer rifle, and you never saw anything run so fast in all your life. Wouldn’t surprise me if it’s still runnin’.”

			“Hope you’re right, friend.”

			I hope so, too, thought Jimmy Lee Bayliss. Panthers were Florida’s most famous endangered species, and public sightings attracted lots of attention. If some overeager wildlife officer decided that Red Diamond’s drilling activities were disturbing panther habitat, the whole project could be delayed or even shut down.

			The helicopter pilot made one more pass over the scene of the fire. Gazing down at the scorched grass and trees, Drake McBride slurped his coffee and said, “Well, it’s the dry season.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss wasn’t sure if his boss was trying to be funny.

			“Just go on doin’ what you’ve been doin’,” Drake McBride told him, “and get us ready to rock-and-roll.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“And don’t forget—”

			“I know,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said. “Keep a low profile.”

			“Lower than a rattlesnake’s belly,” said Drake McBride.

			

			—

			Nick and his mother arrived home from Washington, D.C., on Sunday night. He got up early the next morning to get his arm taped.

			When he asked his mother for help, she looked doubtfully at the Ace bandage and said, “What are the other kids going to say?”

			“I don’t really care,” said Nick. “I want to go through the same thing as Dad.”

			“He won’t be home for a while.”

			“I need to get a head start.”

			“Nicky, please.”

			“Just wrap me up, Mom.”

			As usual, Marta sat next to him on the school bus. She asked what had happened to his right arm, which was bound tightly behind his back, beneath his shirt. The right sleeve of his blue school blazer hung limp.

			Nick said, “From now on, I’m doing everything left-handed.”

			“Writing, too? What about baseball and lacrosse?”

			“Everything.”

			Marta arched an eyebrow. “And there’s nothing wrong with your other arm?”

			“Nope.”

			“That’s really whacked, Nick. That’s, like, making fun of crippled people.”

			His cheeks flushed. “No, just the opposite,” he said sharply. “My dad got hurt real bad by a rocket in Iraq. He lost his right arm all the way past the shoulder.”

			Marta gasped softly. “God, I am so sorry. Is he gonna be all right?”

			Nick nodded tightly. “But he’ll be a lefty the rest of his life.”

			“So that’s why you’re switching.” Marta smiled and pinched the empty sleeve of his jacket. “Pretty cool.”

			“Whatever.”

			“I’m serious,” she said. “When’s he coming home?”

			“Pretty soon, I hope.” Nick told her about the trip that he and his mother had made to the Walter Reed military hospital. “That’s why I wasn’t in school Thursday and Friday.”

			Marta said, “Nobody told us. I thought you had the flu.”

			“I wish,” he said glumly, and stayed quiet for the rest of the ride to Truman.

			His first class of the day was English. The teacher, Mr. Grunwald, was giving a lecture about a famous short story called “The Open Boat,” by Stephen Crane. Nick had finished reading it on the flight home from Washington.

			When he tried to get his binder out of his book bag, the zipper on the book pocket got stuck. It wouldn’t have been a big deal if Nick’s right arm hadn’t been strapped behind him, but his weaker left hand couldn’t loosen the zipper by itself. Every time he jerked on it, the backpack rose off the floor and he lost his leverage.

			Mickey Maris, who was behind him, saw what was happening and reached over to help. Nick waved him away. With grim determination he planted both his feet on top of the backpack to hold it in place. Then he yanked with all his might on the zipper hitch, which instantly snapped off in his fingers.

			Nick grumbled under his breath. He tugged the book bag onto his lap and, using the tip of a ballpoint pen, separated the teeth of the broken zipper to open the stubborn book pocket. He removed the English binder, slapped it open on his desk, carefully positioned the pen in his left hand, and prepared to take notes.

			“This famous tale of a shipwrecked crew,” Mr. Grunwald began, “was based on a true episode in the young author’s life.”

			Writing left-handed felt weird, like having a crab claw on the end of his arm. Nick tried hard to guide the pen smoothly. He was trying to spell out the words “based on a true story,” but on paper the line came out looking like blue worm tracks—and a dizzy worm at that.

			Mickey Maris, who’d been peeking over Nick’s shoulder, whispered, “It’s okay, dude. You can borrow my notes and scan a copy after school.”

			Nick firmly shook his head. “Thanks anyway.” He wasn’t about to give up so easily.

			By the end of the period, the letters he was stringing together with such difficulty actually began to resemble those in the English language. The next class was algebra, and its quirky formulas presented a different kind of challenge. Happily, Nick found the numerals and symbols easier to master with an untrained hand than the alphabet.

			By the time he got to biology, his left arm throbbed and his fingers were cramping. A substitute teacher stood writing on the board, his back to the students.

			“Still no Mrs. Starch?” Nick whispered to Marta.

			“She took a leave of absence—you believe that?” Marta said. “Dr. Dressler made an announcement on Friday.”

			Strange, Nick thought. “Did he say why?”

			“ ‘Family emergency,’ whatever that means.” Marta’s cell phone began to vibrate and she turned it off. “He did say that the old witch would be coming back, unfortunately.”

			Nick wrestled the biology book out of his backpack. “What about Smoke?” he asked.

			“Nobody’s seen him. He must’ve quit school, or else Dressler kicked him out,” Marta said. “Either way, no great loss.”

			“Maybe he got busted for setting the fire.”

			“Libby says no. Her dad’s assigned to the case, so she would’ve heard about it,” Marta said. “Hey, how’s the arm feel, Lefty?”

			“Excellent,” Nick lied.

			The substitute was spelling out his name in large block letters: DR. WENDELL WAXMO.

			Marta inhaled through her teeth. “No way!”

			“Not him,” Nick murmured.

			Wendell Waxmo was a legendary wacko. Nick and Marta had never had him as a teacher, but they’d heard all about him. Everybody had.

			Because of his peculiar behavior, Wendell Waxmo had been banned long ago from the public school system. However, since private schools such as Truman were usually desperate for substitutes, Wendell Waxmo still got the occasional call.

			The students let out a collective giggle when he turned to face them. Wendell Waxmo was wearing a faded black tuxedo with a bright yellow bow tie.

			“All right, you little termites, what’s so bloody funny?” he asked in a squeaky, brittle voice that was impossible to take seriously. He looked half as tall and twice as wide as Mrs. Starch, and his wispy red hair was arranged in a failed attempt to cover a bald spot the size of a dinner platter.

			“Now please rise and sing the Pledge of Allegiance,” he said.

			The students glanced at each other uncertainly. Nobody stood up. When Graham raised his hand, Wendell Waxmo called on him with an impatient snap of the fingers.

			“We only do the Pledge of Allegiance in morning assembly,” Graham explained, “and we don’t sing it, Mr. Waxmo.”

			“For me, you do.”

			So they all got up and sang the Pledge of Allegiance to the tune of “America the Beautiful.” It sounded totally ridiculous.

			The class sat down, tittering.

			Wendell Waxmo announced that he’d be filling in for Mrs. Starch until her return. He also said that he wished to be addressed as Dr. Waxmo, as he’d received an advanced degree from Biddleburg State University. Nick had never heard of the school, although Dr. Waxmo described it as “the Harvard of the Dakotas.”

			Graham again started waving a hand.

			“What now?” Wendell Waxmo barked irritably.

			“North Dakota or South Dakota?”

			“Both. And western Minnesota as well,” Wendell Waxmo said. “Now open your textbooks to page 117. Today we’re going to conjugate the verb amar, which of course means ‘to love.’ ”

			Libby Marshall couldn’t contain herself. “But this isn’t Spanish class. It’s biology!” she blurted.

			Wendell Waxmo’s brow furrowed and he cocked his head. “You think I was born yesterday? You think I just fell off the turnip truck? What’s your name, young lady?”

			Marta passed a note to Nick: This is fantastic! He’s crazy as a bedbug! Nick smiled and stuffed the note into his pocket.

			Libby Marshall was quaking under Wendell Waxmo’s stare.

			“I said, what’s your name?” he persisted.

			Nick raised his left hand and, not waiting to be called on, said, “She’s right, Dr. Waxmo. This is a biology class. See, here’s our book.”

			Wendell Waxmo stalked up to Nick, snatched the text, thumbed through it grumpily, and shoved it back at him.

			“There’s one on Mrs. Starch’s desk for you to use,” Nick said.

			Wendell Waxmo turned to see. “So there is,” he muttered, and spun back to face Nick. “And your name, young man?”

			“Nick Waters.”

			“What’s the matter with your right arm, Mr. Waters?”

			“Nothing. It’s just an experiment,” Nick said.

			“I broke my right arm once. A dairy cow sat on it,” Wendell Waxmo said gravely. “Are you trying to be funny or something?”

			“No, sir. It’s a serious experiment.”

			Marta started to raise her hand, but Nick shot her a look. He didn’t want everybody in class talking about what had happened to his father.

			“Well, you’d better hope that a cloven five-hundred-pound beast never sits on you, Mr. Waters, because it’s not humorous.” Wendell Waxmo strode to the front of the room and hoisted Mrs. Starch’s book. “All right, everybody, let’s turn to page 117.”

			The students just sat there. They thought he was joking, but he wasn’t.

			“What are you people waiting for?” he snapped.

			“It’s not the Spanish book, Dr. Waxmo,” Libby Marshall said in a small but brave voice.

			Rachel spoke up. “We’re way past page 117.”

			“Is that right?” Something resembling a smile crossed Wendell Waxmo’s face. “Obviously none of you have ever had the experience of being in my classes. Otherwise you’d know that on Mondays I always teach page 117—and only page 117—regardless of the subject matter.”

			Nick had to bite his lip to keep from laughing.

			“Earlier this morning, for example, at the Egmont Day School, I substituted in Miss MacKay’s advanced world history section,” Wendell Waxmo said. “By the time the bell rang, every one of those students had practically memorized page 117 of their history book. And that was a map of the Roman Empire!”

			Substitutes were often flaky, but Wendell Waxmo was in a special category. “Every teacher has a system that works best for them,” he prattled on. “Mrs. Starch has hers, and I have mine, which is: Pick a page, then focus, focus, focus.”

			He flipped open the biology text to page 117, skimmed a few paragraphs, looked up brightly, and asked, “So, who can tell me how proteins function in a plasma membrane?”

			For once Graham was too flustered to raise his hand. Libby Marshall answered the question in a dull tone: “Proteins release chemicals that allow certain cells to communicate with each other, and they also help move water and sugar through the membrane.”

			Dr. Wendell Waxmo was overjoyed. “Now that’s what I’m talking about, folks! This little spitfire is cookin’ with gas! I hope everybody’s taking notes.”

			Marta cackled under her breath. “What for? Mrs. Starch tested us on this stuff three weeks ago.”

			“Don’t tell him,” whispered Nick.

			Whenever Wendell Waxmo spoke, his bony Adam’s apple bobbed up and down, causing the yellow bow tie to jiggle.

			“Quick now—what’s a phospholipid molecule? You there!” He pointed at Graham. “Definition, please.”

			Graham looked helpless and lost. “I forget,” he said.

			Wendell Waxmo frowned. “Stand, young man.”

			Graham rose unsteadily. “Yessir?”

			“Lullaby, please.”

			“But I don’t know any lullabies,” Graham said, on the verge of blubbering.

			Wendell Waxmo sighed. “A day without music is a day without sunshine. Sing after me, please:

			
				Hush, little baby, don’t say a word,

				Momma’s gonna buy you a mynah bird.

				And if that mynah bird don’t talk,

				Momma’s gonna buy you a cuckoo clock…”

			

			Marta leaned close to Nick and said, “That’s not how it goes.”

			“No kidding.”

			Wendell Waxmo wasn’t exactly a born singer. After he finished warbling, the students sat in stunned relief that he mistook for appreciation.

			“Your turn, young fellow,” he said to Graham.

			“No, I can’t.”

			“Pardon me?”

			“I just can’t,” Graham said again.

			Wendell Waxmo folded his arms. “I’m in charge of this battleship.”

			“Yessir.”

			“And you will do as I say, or face the consequences.”

			Graham was plainly frightened by the threat, even though substitute teachers had very little authority. “I think I remember what a phospholipid molecule is,” he offered gamely.

			“Who cares? Now sing,” Wendell Waxmo said.

			“Hush, little baby,” Graham began with a pained grimace, “don’t you cry—”

			Suddenly the door banged open and a boy stepped into the classroom. Nick didn’t recognize him at first.

			The boy’s blazer was pressed and spotless, his khaki trousers were laundered and creased, and his necktie was perfectly knotted. His cheeks looked shiny and scrubbed, his hair was parted and neatly trimmed, and not a speck of grease or grime was visible on his hands.

			“And who would you be?” Dr. Wendell Waxmo demanded.

			“I would be Duane Scrod Jr.,” the boy replied.

		

	
		
			NINE

			
				Marta jotted another note to Nick: He’s scarier now than he was before.

			Like Marta and the rest of the class, Nick couldn’t stop staring at Smoke. The transformation was incredible.

			Wendell Waxmo said, “You’re tardy, Mr. Scrod.”

			“Sorry. My bike threw a rod.” Smoke set down his backpack and removed a thin plastic binder, which he presented to the substitute.

			“Here’s my essay,” he said. “Five hundred words, just like Mrs. Starch asked for. Actually, it’s five hundred and eight.”

			A ripple of high amusement passed through the room.

			Wendell Waxmo opened the binder to the front page, upon which the title of the essay had been centered:

			The Curse of the Persistent Pimple
By Duane Scrod Jr.

			Wendell Waxmo made the foolish mistake of saying the title aloud, which caused an avalanche of laughter.

			“She told me to make it funny,” Smoke said defensively. He seemed uncomfortable being so sharply dressed, and the center of attention.

			“What kind of nonsense is this?” Wendell Waxmo rolled up the binder and shook it in the air. The tuxedo made him look like an orchestra conductor. “Are you telling me that Mrs. Starch assigned you to write a research paper about pimples? Get serious.”

			Despite the teacher’s hostile attitude, Smoke remained surprisingly calm. “You want me to read it or not?”

			“Out loud, you mean?” Wendell Waxmo scowled. “I don’t think so, Mr. Scrod. Take your seat.”

			With a sniff of distaste, Wendell Waxmo deposited the acne essay in his scuffed briefcase.

			Smoke sat down and, to the astonishment of his classmates, produced a pen and a notebook. In all the time that Nick had known the kid, he couldn’t remember ever seeing him take notes.

			“It’s not really him,” Marta whispered. “It’s gotta be an imposter.”

			“Or a secret twin brother,” Nick said.

			Dr. Wendell Waxmo seemed miffed that his limelight had been stolen. He scuttled up to Duane Scrod Jr. and said, “Young man, I intend to find out if you’re telling the truth about this preposterous pimple project, or if it’s just some prank you thought up to have a few cheap giggles at my expense.”

			Smoke looked puzzled. “Why would I do a dumbass thing like that?”

			“Because kids always try to take advantage of substitute teachers, that’s why. To prey on them, as it were. You think we’re here just for your sport and entertainment.”

			Wendell Waxmo inched closer.

			“I know your type, son,” he said, “but I insist on respect. Why else would I go to all the trouble of dressing up this way?”

			Smoke shrugged. “Because you’re a total whack job?”

			The class exploded, and Wendell Waxmo turned purple. Then he did something that caused the students to swallow their laughter: He jabbed a pale knobby finger at Smoke’s nose.

			“You,” he said, seething, “owe me an apology!”

			Nick and the other students fully expected Smoke to chomp the substitute’s offending finger in half, as he’d done to Mrs. Starch’s yellow pencil.

			But Duane Scrod Jr. shocked them all. He didn’t nip, nibble, or even spit on Wendell Waxmo. Instead he clenched his jaws, took a slow, tight breath, and said, “You’re right, bro. I’m sorry.”

			Which prompted Marta to jot another frantic note to Nick: He’s turned into an alien!

			

			—

			If the truth were known, Dr. Dressler had the names of four other substitutes who were completely sane and normal. He chose Wendell Waxmo instead, knowing full well that the man was more or less out of his mind.

			It was Dr. Dressler’s belief that once Bunny Starch found out who was teaching her classes, she would immediately terminate her leave of absence and rush back to rescue her students.

			In the meantime, the headmaster braced himself for angry phone calls from Truman parents complaining about Wendell Waxmo’s distracting wardrobe, bizarre teaching style, and loony impulses to break out in song.

			For now, though, Dr. Dressler had a more pressing problem.

			“Would you care for some coffee?” he asked Jason Marshall.

			The detective said no thanks and took a seat. “Have you spoken to him yet?”

			“Not a word. He just showed up for class this morning,” Dr. Dressler said, “out of the blue.”

			“Did you notice anything different about him?”

			Dr. Dressler chuckled uneasily. “Everything about him is different. He’s like a whole new person.”

			“What do you mean?” the detective asked.

			“He looks like a real student is what I mean. He looks like he actually wants to be here.”

			“But that’s a good thing, right?”

			“Certainly,” Dr. Dressler said, though privately he was both alarmed and suspicious. When the bell rang, he nervously poured himself another cup of coffee.

			“You’ll see for yourself,” he said to Jason Marshall.

			Moments later, Duane Scrod Jr. walked into the office. He didn’t look like an arsonist; he looked like the future president of the Student Council. He also appeared perfectly fit and healthy, despite having digested Mrs. Starch’s pencil.

			Dr. Dressler introduced Detective Marshall. “He’d like to ask you a few questions, Duane.”

			“No problem.” Duane Scrod Jr. made himself comfortable on the headmaster’s leather sofa.

			Jason Marshall took out a legal pad. “I heard about the incident with Mrs. Starch,” he began.

			Duane Scrod Jr. didn’t deny it. “Is it against the law to bite a pencil?”

			“Some of the other kids said you also threatened her,” the detective said.

			“She was making fun of me. I guess I got mad,” the boy admitted. “I told her she’d be sorry if she didn’t get outta my face. It was wrong, what I said. Definitely.”

			“So you didn’t mean it?”

			“ ’Course not.”

			Jason Marshall wrote down Duane Jr.’s answers. Dr. Dressler couldn’t get over how normal the boy looked; he couldn’t imagine what had caused such a dramatic change in grooming and attitude.

			“Yet the next day you didn’t come to school,” the detective said.

			“Yeah, I skipped. That was wrong, too,” Duane Scrod Jr. said.

			“Have you ever been out to the Black Vine Swamp?”

			“Sure. Catchin’ snakes.”

			“Did you go there on the day of the class field trip?”

			The boy seemed to be expecting the question. “No, I went snook fishin’ down at Marco. There was a mullet run and a big tide. You can ask Benjie Osceola—he was on the other end of the bridge.”

			Duane Scrod Jr.’s story sounded convincing to Dr. Dressler, but the detective wasn’t finished.

			“Duane, I’m going to ask you something, and you’ve got to promise not to get upset. It’s my job, okay?”

			“No sweat.”

			“Did you sneak out to the Black Vine Swamp and set a fire to scare Mrs. Starch during the field trip?”

			The boy was true to his word—he stayed cool. He looked Jason Marshall straight in the eye and said, “I don’t do that stuff anymore.”

			“So the answer is no?”

			“Most definitely.”

			“Did you do anything during the last few days that might have frightened Mrs. Starch into believing your threat was real? She hasn’t been back to school since the field trip.”

			Duane Scrod Jr. laughed. “That lady’s not scared of anything, especially a kid. I don’t want no more trouble from her—that’s how come I did that stupid essay she wanted. Sorry, but it was stupid.”

			Dr. Dressler felt obliged to ask, “What kind of essay?”

			Duane Jr. rolled his eyes. “She made me write five hundred words about zits.”

			The headmaster winced.

			“Seriously,” the boy said.

			Dr. Dressler made a mental note to have a diplomatic chat with Mrs. Starch when she returned to school. Disciplining a student was one thing; humiliating him was another.

			The detective had heard enough about the pimple paper. “I’m about done here,” he said. “Thanks for stopping by, Duane.”

			The boy rose from the couch.

			“Just a second—I have one question,” Dr. Dressler said.

			Duane Scrod Jr. turned, a trace of impatience in his eyes.

			The headmaster said, “I’m just curious, Duane. Did something in particular happen to bring about this major change in you?”

			“Whaddya mean?”

			Dr. Dressler smiled in a way that he hoped would appear friendly and genuine. “The way you’re dressed, the way you’re acting—surely you’re aware of the difference.”

			Duane Scrod Jr. looked down at himself and scratched pensively at a radish-colored blemish on his neck. “I went campin’ for a few nights. Had tons of time to think about stuff.”

			“What kind of stuff?” asked Jason Marshall.

			“The way I was headed. Mistakes I kept makin’, all those wrong turns.”

			Even the detective seemed touched. “That’s just part of growing up,” he said.

			“Yeah, well, it gets old,” the boy remarked, “not carin’ about a damn thing in the world. So I decided to try it the other way.”

			Dr. Dressler nodded sympathetically. “Well, we like the new you, Duane.”

			“It’s a solid move,” Jason Marshall agreed.

			“I guess,” said Duane Scrod Jr., and excused himself.

			

			—

			Dinner was a challenge.

			“I should’ve made fried chicken,” Nick’s mother said, “something you could pick up with your fingers.”

			“It’s okay. I need to nail this.”

			Nick was eyeing the pork chop on his plate, trying to figure out how to cut it. He was able to work the knife pretty well with his left hand, but he couldn’t keep the meat from sliding around without his other hand there to pin it down with a fork.

			“Let me unwrap your right arm,” his mom implored, “just for tonight.”

			“No way. This is how Dad’s gotta do it, right?”

			Nick’s mother said, “I’d cut his food if he were home. You can bet on that.”

			The disappointing news had come in a phone call that afternoon: Capt. Gregory Waters was fighting an infection in his wounded shoulder. The doctor had told Nick’s mother that his dad was responding slowly to the antibiotics.

			On a more positive note, the doctor reported that Captain Waters’ early rehab sessions were outstanding. Nick was pleased, though not surprised—his father had always kept himself in top physical shape.

			“How come they wouldn’t let us talk to him?” Nick asked.

			“Because he was sleeping. They said he did two hours with his left arm on the weight machine this afternoon.”

			“That sounds like Captain Studly.”

			“It does indeed.” Nick’s mom was watching the pork chop skate back and forth across his plate while he hacked at it with the knife.

			“You’re gonna starve to death, Nicky. Let me do that,” she said.

			“No! I’ll get the hang of it.” In frustration, he put down the knife and reached for a bread roll, which he gobbled in three bites. “It’s only my first day left-handed,” he mumbled through the crumbs.

			“You mean one-handed,” his mother said. “What’d the other kids have to say?”

			“Not much. Marta thought it was cool.”

			“How was P.E.?”

			“Fine,” Nick said, which wasn’t even remotely true. Lacrosse was extremely difficult to play with your best arm bound behind your back, and Nick had been practically useless to his team.

			Later, while he was in the shower, two of the seniors had snatched his Ace bandage from the towel rack and used it to hog-tie an overweight, slow-footed freshman named Pudge Powell IV. Two coaches spent ten minutes unbinding the boy.

			So P.E. class basically had been a disaster.

			His mother said, “You’re going to be hurting tomorrow. You ought to take a hot bath.”

			Nick didn’t argue, though he was embarrassed to admit how sore he was—and it wasn’t as if he’d been chopping wood all day. The routine tasks of taking notes, carrying a backpack, opening a few doors, and swinging a lacrosse stick had worn him out. Never again would he take for granted the luxury of having two good arms.

			After soaking for half an hour and then rewrapping himself, Nick confronted his homework, which included eighteen algebra problems. At one point his mom came into the room and peeked over his left shoulder.

			“I’m impressed. I can actually read your answers,” she said. “I’ve got no idea if they’re right or wrong, but I can definitely read ’em.”

			“Just wait.”

			“Can I ask you something, Nicky? How long are you going to keep up this lefty routine?”

			“Until I get good at it.”

			“Then what?”

			“I don’t know, Mom,” Nick said shortly. “I haven’t thought about it.”

			In fact, he’d thought about it plenty. The doctors had said that Nick’s father would face months of outpatient rehab after returning home. Nick planned to be there with him, practicing all the same left-handed exercises.

			After finishing his math homework, Nick read an O. Henry story for English class, which improved his mood. Then he tackled the chore of brushing his teeth, causing only minor bleeding from his gums.

			He’d planned to go to bed with his right arm wrapped, but he couldn’t get comfortable. His hand kept falling asleep, and Nick became worried that the elastic bandage might cause permanent damage if he dozed off in the wrong position.

			With some effort he unstrapped the arm, which felt weak and numb. He made a fist and flexed the muscles several times to get the blood circulating again.

			Nick already had the lights off and was listening to his iPod when his mother cracked the door. She said, “Wow. It’s only eight-thirty.”

			“I’m whipped.”

			She sat down and laid a hand on his forehead, checking to see if he had a temperature. He told her he was fine.

			“You bummed about Dad?” she asked.

			Nick nodded. “Yeah, it sucks.”

			“We’ll call him tomorrow. I promise.”

			“The infection must be pretty bad.”

			Nick’s mother told him not to worry. “The doctor said it happens sometimes after a combat amputation.”

			The last word jolted Nick. The truth was still sinking in: His father was an amputee.

			But at least he’s alive, Nick said to himself, and that’s what really matters.

			His mother said, “I’ll be up watching TV for a while, in case you can’t sleep.”

			“Thanks, Mom, but I’m ready to crash.”

			An hour later, Nick was still wide awake. His body was exhausted but his brain was sparking like a high-voltage wire. He couldn’t stop thinking about what had happened to his father, imagining the flash from the exploding rocket, the blast of the Humvee bursting into pieces, the flames and the smoke and the screams…

			Afraid of what he might dream if he shut his eyes, Nick grabbed his cell phone off the nightstand and dialed Marta’s number. She answered on the second ring.

			“You awake?” he said, keeping his voice low.

			“Surfing Facebook. How lame is that?”

			“Extremely,” Nick said.

			“You talk to your dad?”

			“Not today. He was rehabbing.”

			Marta said, “I can’t sleep, either. I’ve been thinkin’ about everything that’s been happening at school, and here’s what I figured out: Mrs. Starch is a witch.”

			“Not this again.”

			“No, I mean a real witch. Think about it—she and Smoke dropped out of sight at about the same time. Suddenly he’s back in school, and it’s like he got a complete personality transplant. I bet Mrs. Starch put a spell on him!”

			Nick laughed. “This isn’t Hogwarts, Marta. It’s the Truman School.”

			“I didn’t say she was a wizard. I said she was a witch.”

			“Whatever—”

			“Okay, smartass, let’s hear your brilliant theory.”

			“I don’t have one,” Nick admitted. “Something weird’s going on, that’s for sure.”

			“Thank you,” Marta said.

			Nick agreed that Mrs. Starch’s excuse for taking a leave of absence from school—the so-called family emergency—sounded bogus. The woman hadn’t missed a day of teaching since the Stone Age.

			Yet even more startling and suspicious had been the appearance in class of the new, improved Duane Scrod Jr.—alert, neatly combed and dressed, academically responsible. A complete stranger, basically.

			Nick had the uneasy sense of being in one of those short stories that led you off in one direction, then ended someplace else with a total surprise.

			And the weirdness had all started on the day that Smoke ate Mrs. Starch’s pencil.

			Marta said, “Are you sitting down?”

			“I’m lying down. In bed.”

			“Good. Guess what I saw this afternoon after school? Remember that blue Prius with the ‘Save the Manatee’ license plate—the one just like Mrs. Starch’s car? Well, guess what: it was Mrs. Starch’s car. Had to be.”

			“How do you know?” Nick asked skeptically.

			“Because I saw it flying out of the parking lot of Ace Hardware going, like, fifty miles an hour. And guess who was chuggin’ a Mountain Dew in the passenger seat—Smoke!”

			“Get out,” Nick said.

			“Swear to God. In his Truman blazer!”

			“But who was driving?”

			“Looked like a guy with a black ski beanie pulled tight over his head—but I bet it was Mrs. Starch. You know, witches can change themselves into anything,” Marta said confidently.

			“Yeah, well, who changed you into a space case? There’s no such thing as witches, so knock it off.”

			There was silence on the other end of the line. Nick was worried that he’d hurt his friend’s feelings.

			Marta said, “You don’t believe me.”

			“I just don’t believe in all that Harry Potter stuff, okay? But I do believe you saw Smoke in the blue car today,” Nick said, “and I also believe the car belonged to Mrs. Starch. It’s just too freaky to be a coincidence.”

			Marta was relieved that Nick didn’t think she’d made the whole thing up. “So what do we do now?”

			“Now?” said Nick. “Now we’ve gotta find out who’s driving Smoke around town in Mrs. Starch’s car, and what they’ve done with Mrs. Starch.”

			“Awesome!”

			Although Nick stayed awake for a while longer, his imagination was no longer consumed by the Baghdad rocket attack that had maimed his father.

			Instead he was thinking about the Black Vine Swamp, and what secrets it might hold.

		

	
		
			TEN

			Nobody saw the helicopter land, because no bus tours or school classes were visiting the Black Vine Swamp that morning. Drake McBride stepped from the chopper and hurried toward a truck that had the Red Diamond logo painted on its doors. Jimmy Lee Bayliss emerged from the driver’s side and greeted his boss with a grim nod.

			“What in creation happened out here?” Drake McBride asked.

			“Pretty much what I told you on the phone.”

			“Is that him?” Drake McBride jerked his chin toward a figure huddled inside the truck.

			“Yes, sir,” said Jimmy Lee Bayliss.

			He opened the passenger door and an unhappy-looking young man got out. It was impossible not to notice that he was stark naked under a makeshift robe of clear bubble wrap, the same sort of material used to pack valuables for shipping.

			“What the heck?” Drake McBride exclaimed.

			“It was all I had in the truck,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said. “That’s why I asked you to bring some extra clothes.”

			Drake McBride shrugged. “Well, I forgot.” Addressing the bubble-wrapped man, he said, “What’s your name, son?”

			“Melton.”

			“How long you been with us?”

			“Three weeks is all,” Melton said.

			“So you’re not on full benefits yet,” Drake McBride said. “But don’t you worry, we’ll make sure all your doctor bills are covered at least sixty percent. Did they hurt you?”

			“Not really. But some bull ants chewed up my butt cheeks pretty fierce.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss said, “Go on and tell Mr. McBride what happened. He’s a busy man.”

			Melton didn’t seem especially impressed that he was speaking to the president of the company. He looked like he wished he’d never heard of the Red Diamond Energy Corporation.

			“I was out here stackin’ some pipe,” he said, “when they jumped me from behind. Next thing I know, I’m glued to a cypress tree and I can’t pull free.”

			“In your birthday suit,” Drake McBride said.

			“Yeah, they stole my clothes.”

			“The pipes, too,” said Jimmy Lee Bayliss, who’d already eaten an entire roll of Tums since breakfast. He longed to be back in Texas, enjoying the retired life.

			On his fingers, Drake McBride began ticking off the crimes committed against poor Melton. “So there’s assault, grand theft, indecent whatever—how many of ’em were there, son?”

			“I dunno.”

			“Well, how many’d you see?”

			“One,” Melton said, “but they’s had to be more. Ain’t no way just one guy could take me.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss didn’t say so, but he believed it was entirely possible for one physically fit man to have overpowered the scrawny, chain-smoking Melton.

			Drake McBride pulled Jimmy Lee Bayliss aside. “Obviously, we can’t tell the police this happened in Section 22, so we’re gonna tell ’em it was Section 21, where we’re legal. I want you to make sure this young fella gets his story straight.”

			“Lying to the cops is too risky,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss warned his boss, “especially if we rely on Melton. Kid’s got the IQ of a baked potato. He’s liable to say anything.”

			Drake McBride let out an aggravated sigh. “We’re not s’posed to set foot in Section 22, much less be diggin’ a pit and layin’ pipe. What other choice do we have, Jimmy, but to lie?”

			“That’s easy: Don’t call the cops.” Jimmy Lee Bayliss was trying to conceal his annoyance. From the start he’d been nervous about the scam, even though Drake McBride had promised that it would make both of them rich beyond their wildest dreams. “Let me handle this,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss told his boss.

			“But we got, like, bandits on the loose,” Drake McBride said. “Outlaws, pirates, whatever.”

			“You seriously think the cops will come chasing after pipe thieves way out here in the middle of nowhere? They got bigger fish to fry.”

			“Probably just dope addicts,” Drake McBride muttered. “Meatheads. Where they gonna sell two tons of pipe?”

			They walked back to the truck, where Melton was puffing on a dead cigarette butt. “I’m sweatin’ to death in this stuff,” he complained, and began to strip off the bubble wrap.

			“Whoa there!” Drake McBride made a time-out sign with his hands. “No offense, son, but I’m not in the mood to deal with a buck-nekked man. Keep your plastic jammies on.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss told Melton that he would take him to Wal-Mart on the way into town. “I’ll buy you some new clothes, and a hot lunch, too.”

			“Thanks, man. What about the overtime?”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss looked at Drake McBride, who made a sour face.

			“Hey, I spent all night out here,” Melton said, “them red ants takin’ chunks from my hide. Are you sayin’ I wasn’t on the company clock?” He held up his arms so that the president of Red Diamond Energy could see the gummy red abrasions left by the hardened glue, which Jimmy Lee Bayliss had pried with a screwdriver from the bark of the tree.

			“I think you’ll live,” Drake McBride remarked.

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss said, “Tell us about the man who attacked you.”

			Melton admitted that he hadn’t gotten a clear look at the guy. “He had a ski cap pulled down to his eyes, so I couldn’t really see his face all that great.”

			“Was he young or old?”

			“I couldn’t say,” Melton replied. “But he was real strong—and real crazy.”

			Drake McBride frowned. “Dope fiend. What’d I tell ya?”

			“No, man, he wasn’t high or nuthin’. Just whacked-out mean,” Melton said. “When he pasted me to that damn tree, he said I was bear bait. That’s what he called me. Real nice, huh?”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss asked, “Did he have a weapon?”

			“I dunno. Probably.”

			Meaning the answer was no, thought Jimmy Lee Bayliss. Melton was too embarrassed to admit that he’d been captured by—and lost a load of expensive pipes to—an unarmed intruder.

			“Listen to me, son,” Drake McBride said. “We’re not gonna call the cops, okay? Red Diamond will deal with this situation, I promise. We’ll catch this creep and make sure he doesn’t do it to anybody else.”

			Melton said, “Sooner the better.”

			“Meantime, you gotta promise to zip your lip, okay? You can’t tell anybody what happened out here,” Drake McBride said, “not even your wife and kids.”

			“All I got is a girlfriend.”

			“Not her, either,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss interjected firmly. “Don’t mention this to a living soul. Understand?”

			“Gotcha.” Melton was idly popping the bubbles in his see-through plastic coat. “Hey, when we go by the Wal-Mart, can you buy me some cigarettes? That wacko got my last pack when he swiped my pants.”

			“Sure,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said.

			“One more thing—I ain’t never been up in a helicopter before….”

			Drake McBride’s expression turned stony. “Sorry, pardner.”

			“Just a quick spin? Aw, come on.”

			“You can’t get on a chopper if you’re not wearin’ clothes. Strict FAA rules.”

			“What? You’re kiddin’ me,” Melton said.

			“Yeah, tough break.”

			Then the president of Red Diamond Energy Corporation turned on one boot heel and signaled for his pilot to fire up the engines.

			

			—

			Duane Scrod Sr. was attacking a twenty-ounce sirloin steak, cooked rare. Duane Scrod Jr. contemplated a large, steaming plate of linguini. Millicent Winship picked at a fresh shrimp cocktail; at her age, she had no patience for chitchat.

			“D.J., how are your grades at Truman this term?” she asked her grandson.

			“Not so great,” he said, “but I aim to do better.”

			“Do you have any homework tonight?”

			“No school tomorrow—it’s a teacher work day.”

			“Sounds like a good opportunity to catch up with some of your studies,” Mrs. Winship said.

			“Yes, ma’am. I brought my books home.”

			“I must say, you look very serious and handsome.”

			Embarrassed, Duane Jr. shoveled pasta into his blushing cheeks.

			Mrs. Winship turned to Duane Sr. “It’s quite a difference. I’m impressed.”

			“Don’t look at me, Millie. It was all D.J.,” he said, slurping a cup of coffee. “He came back from that camping trip and, I swear, it’s like there’s a stranger in the house. Picks up his dirty clothes, brushes his teeth twice a day, stays up late doin’ his homework. It’s like he turned into a grown-up overnight.”

			“Maybe you should take a lesson.” Mrs. Winship wore a frosty smile.

			“Aw, lay off,” the boy’s father said.

			They were sitting at an outside table overlooking a marina that was filled with yachts and sailboats. The restaurant was called the Silver Dolphin and the food was excellent, though expensive. Mrs. Winship was paying the tab, as usual, and happy to do it. She couldn’t get over the promising change in her grandson.

			Duane Sr. was another matter. He showed absolutely no interest in improving himself, or his life. Earlier, Mrs. Winship had caught him stashing packets of oyster crackers in his pockets to take home to his obnoxious pet bird.

			She said, “Tell me, D.J., can you see yourself in college someday?”

			“Yes, ma’am. It’s possible,” Duane Jr. replied.

			“I’m so pleased to hear that. Have you given any thought to what subject you might like to study,” Mrs. Winship said, “on the path to a career?”

			Chewing loudly, Duane Sr. interjected, “It’s too early for all that. Cut the boy some slack, Millie….”

			“Environmental science,” said Duane Scrod Jr.

			“Really?” His grandmother beamed and looked cuttingly at Duane Sr., whose jaw hung open.

			“I really like the outdoors. It’s quiet and pretty,” Duane Jr. said. “Plus I’m into animals and fishin’ and stuff.”

			“Ever since you were little, you were an explorer. And fearless, too,” Mrs. Winship said fondly.

			Duane Sr. began jabbing at his molars with a toothpick, trying to liberate a string of meat. “I’m sorry, but I just don’t see Junior as a ‘scientist.’ Heck, he’s flunkin’ biology for the second or third time.”

			“Second,” Duane Jr. said crossly.

			Mrs. Winship glowered at Duane Scrod Sr. “You listen to me, and listen well. This boy can be whatever he chooses to be, once he finds the right role model.”

			“Ouch,” Duane Sr. said, responding not to the insult but rather to a small hole that he’d punctured in his gums.

			Duane Jr. put down his fork. “If they wipe out the Everglades and all, people like me won’t have anywhere to go except for big cities. And I hate big cities.”

			Mrs. Winship thoughtfully appraised her grandson. “Tell me about your camping trip,” she said.

			He cleared his throat. “Caught some bass. Saw an otter with two pups, and about a jillion gators, as usual.” He started eating again.

			“Were you there all alone?”

			“Pretty much.” Duane Jr. didn’t look up from his plate.

			“Your dad told me about the fire. The headmaster called me as well.”

			“What fire?”

			“Out at the swamp,” Duane Sr. cut in. “Now don’t act like you never heard about it.”

			The boy spun some linguini onto his fork. “Oh, yeah. That fire.”

			Mrs. Winship dabbed her mouth with her napkin, which she then refolded neatly on her lap. “D.J., I’m seventy-seven years old,” she said, “which doesn’t make me a dinosaur, but I’m not so young anymore, either. Time isn’t something I can afford to waste, do you understand?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“So just tell me if you set that fire. Yes or no?”

			“No, ma’am.”

			“Yet the police think you did it. Why is that?”

			Again Duane Sr. spoke up. “They can’t prove a flippin’ thing. Otherwise the boy’d be locked up in juvie hall right now.”

			Mrs. Winship shot Duane Sr. a peeved look. Gently she asked her grandson, “Did you have a chance to give your story to the authorities?”

			“Yes, ma’am. I straight-up told ’em I didn’t do it,” Duane Jr. said.

			“Those days are over, right?”

			“Yes, ma’am. No more fires.”

			“It’s not something that a future environmental scientist should do, burning a swamp.”

			“No, ma’am.”

			His grandmother said, “There was a field trip from Truman out there that morning. Somebody could’ve been hurt badly, D.J., or even killed.”

			Duane Jr. looked her straight in the eye. “It wasn’t me, Gram. I swear.”

			“All right. I believe you.”

			“Thank goodness that’s settled,” said Duane Sr., scanning the restaurant impatiently. “Where did our waiter disappear to? I can’t wait to have a peek at that dessert tray.”

			It was only her love for Duane Jr. that prevented Mrs. Winship from smacking his father on the top of his hopelessly thick head.

			To the boy she said, “Your mother told me she wrote you.”

			He seemed surprised. “I didn’t get a letter.”

			“Nothing?”

			“Nope.”

			“Me neither,” Duane Sr. piped.

			Mrs. Winship was ashamed to think that her daughter could be so selfish and neglectful. “I’m sorry, D.J. I’ll speak with her.”

			“It’s not your fault, Gram.”

			“How about some dessert?”

			“No thanks.”

			“Well, I saved plenty of room,” Duane Sr. announced heartily, patting his stomach.

			Millicent Winship eyed him as if he were a cockroach on a wedding cake. “We’ve all had enough,” she said sharply, and called for the check.

			

			—

			Before Marta’s mother dropped them off at the mall, she asked, “What’s the name of the movie?”

			Marta faked a cough and turned to Nick, who got the hint.

			“It’s Spider-Man VII,” he said to Mrs. Gonzalez. “Revenge of the Web Slinger.” He had no idea if there was such a film—he’d lost count of all the Spider-Man sequels.

			“PG?”

			“Yeah, Mom, it’s PG,” Marta said.

			“I’ll see you back here at ten-thirty sharp. Don’t be late.”

			“Bye, Mom,” Marta said impatiently.

			“Have you got enough money?”

			“Goodbye, Mom!”

			Lying about the movie made Nick and Marta feel sneaky and low, but there had seemed to be no other choice—their parents never would have allowed them to spy on Mrs. Starch’s house, especially after dark.

			“According to MapQuest, it’s only 2.4 miles,” Nick said, studying the map that he’d printed out. He’d gotten Mrs. Starch’s address from Libby, who’d found a faculty directory in her father’s den after the detective had visited Dr. Dressler’s office.

			Marta said, “I can’t believe I forgot a flashlight.”

			Nick had brought one in a pocket of his jacket. “Let’s go,” he said, and they headed off across the vast parking lot, toward the road.

			Before long, the bright lights of the mall were behind them. Sticking closely to the MapQuest directions, they walked five blocks to Mockingbird Court, then seven more blocks to Grackle Drive. When they reached Mrs. Starch’s street, Nick said, “We go west here until the road ends.”

			Marta laughed. “No way! The old buzzard actually lives on Buzzard Boulevard—how perfect is that?”

			“Number 777,” Nick said. “The very last house.”

			“Naturally.”

			The streetlights ended when the pavement ran out. As Nick and Marta continued down the dirt road, the night deepened. Nick took out his flashlight.

			“Doesn’t anybody besides her live out here?” Marta said nervously.

			They walked past a couple of houses that were under construction, and another that was roofless and abandoned, probably a hurricane casualty. The woods hummed with crickets and cicadas, and rustled with other, heavier sounds that might have been rabbits or raccoons. Whenever Nick heard something, he aimed the light into the woods to see what it was, but the critters always stopped moving, remaining invisible among the pines and the scrub.

			Nick assured Marta there was nothing to be afraid of, but he was jumpy, too. Usually he loved hiking through the outdoors, but it was a totally different experience in the black of night.

			“Do me a favor,” Marta said. “Take off the Ace bandage.”

			“Why?”

			“Because you’re gonna need both arms to carry me back to the mall after I pass out.”

			“You are not going to pass out.”

			“No, I’ll probably just drop dead from fright,” Marta said, “when a rabid bear comes chasing after us.”

			“Or a panther,” Nick joked, trying to lighten the mood.

			“Shut up.”

			Every now and then they would glance back, watching for oncoming headlights, but Buzzard Boulevard was as quiet as a graveyard. Nick wondered if he’d be able to run as fast as normal with one arm bound clumsily behind him.

			“How much farther?” Marta asked.

			Nick didn’t know. The distance seemed longer than it had appeared on the map. He picked up the pace, the white beam of the flashlight bobbing ahead of them. A layer of clouds hung overhead, blocking out the stars and the moon.

			When a small animal scampered across the road ahead of them, Marta let out a yip and grabbed Nick. “This was a really terrible idea. Let’s go back,” she said.

			“Shhhh. We’re here.”

			His flashlight illuminated a plain metal mailbox with three 7’s on the side but no name.

			“Where’s the house?” Marta asked.

			“This way.” Nick led her along an overgrown trail no wider than a car. He nearly stepped on a coachwhip snake that, fortunately, slithered into the shadows before Marta noticed it. At the end of the trail, he dropped to a crouch. Marta knelt behind him.

			Mrs. Starch’s house stood alone in the middle of a clearing. Nick counted three stories, although the old wooden structure appeared smaller than that, hunched and frail. A bare bulb flickered from the ceiling of the porch, but no lights shone in the windows. In the yard there was no sign of the teacher’s blue Prius.

			“Nobody home,” Marta said, clicking her teeth nervously.

			“We’ll see.”

			“Where are you going?”

			“To spy,” Nick said. “That was the plan, right?”

			Marta stayed close. They darted around the house to the back porch, which was unlit. After creeping up the steps, they searched fruitlessly for a window in which to peek. All the shades were drawn.

			“Oh well. We tried,” Marta said, turning to leave.

			“Get back here.”

			“Come on, Nick. I’m totally creeped.”

			“Something’s not right.”

			“Thank you! Now can we please go?”

			“What I mean is, look at this place. She hasn’t been here for a while.” Nick shined the flashlight back and forth. “Check out all the spiders.”

			Marta cringed, but she got the point. Mrs. Starch was a notorious neat freak, yet her porch looked untouched by a broom or mop. Shimmering spiderwebs hung like tapestries in the corners of the ceiling, while the floor was littered with pine needles and moth casings and lizard poop.

			Nick said, “She hasn’t been home since the field trip. I’ll bet you twenty bucks.”

			“Then who’s picking up her mail? And driving her car?” Marta said.

			“Exactly. That’s the mystery.”

			“Smoke knows everything.”

			“He’s next on our list. Meantime…”

			Marta ducked and covered her head. “A bat just buzzed me, I swear to God!”

			“Don’t be such a wuss.” Nick jiggled the knob on the back door, which was locked.

			“We should go. It’s a long walk back,” Marta said, apprehensively eyeing the sky.

			Nick scanned the porch until he spotted a large clay pot that contained a wilted palm. “Give me a hand,” he said, pocketing the flashlight. “We’re going to lift that thing.”

			“Okay, now you’re officially insane.”

			“Hurry up. On the count of three…”

			The pot budged only a few inches, but that was enough. Nick pointed to a dusty circle on the wood planks, and there lay a key. He smiled.

			“Way to go, Sherlock,” Marta said.

			The key fit easily into the door, and the lock turned with a crisp click.

			“You coming?” Nick asked. “Or would you rather stay out here with the bats and black widows?”

		

	
		
			ELEVEN

			Nick wasn’t sure if sneaking into Mrs. Starch’s house was the bravest thing he’d ever done, or the dumbest.

			But he felt certain that the world’s meanest biology teacher wasn’t really absent from school because of a family crisis. Something else had happened, something serious, and Duane Scrod Jr. had to be involved.

			“What if she’s croaked?” Marta whispered as she closed the door behind them. “What if we find the body?”

			The same awful thought had occurred to Nick, although he didn’t say it aloud.

			“Then the cops’ll think we did it! We’ll spend the rest of our lives in prison!” Marta said.

			“Keep it down, okay?”

			“This is the darkest place I’ve ever been. Give me your hand.”

			“I’ve only got one,” Nick reminded her, “so you carry the flashlight.”

			It had been a long while since he’d held hands with a girl—fifth grade, Jessie Kronenberg. The following summer her family had moved to Atlanta, and Nick hadn’t heard from her since.

			“Where do you think the old witch keeps all her snakes?” Marta asked, squeezing his fingers.

			“That’s just another lame rumor.”

			“Maybe it’s a true rumor. Maybe she whacked her husband, too. They say he disappeared, like, twenty years ago.”

			Nick and Marta hadn’t moved three steps since coming through the door.

			“I’m totally sketched out,” she said.

			“I know—you’re crushing my knuckles.”

			Nick pulled free of her grasp and took back the flashlight. The moment he turned it on, he saw that at least one of the many crazy stories about Mrs. Starch was true. The house was filled with stuffed animals—and not the soft, huggable type that are found in toy stores.

			Marta said, “We…are…outta here.”

			“Hold on.”

			“It’s, like, a zoo for the dead!”

			Nick, too, had never imagined such a scene—a herd of taxidermied creatures displayed in wild disorder, from wall to wall and from the floor to the rafters. There were birds, mammals, reptiles, and amphibians of many sizes, suspended in poses of coiling, leaping, lurking, snarling, soaring, and pouncing. The animals stared with blank glass eyes through Nick and Marta, into infinity.

			“I told you she was a psycho,” Marta whispered.

			Nick played the beam of the flashlight across the lifeless menagerie. Every mount was identified by a handwritten tag.

			“I think I know what she’s done here,” he said.

			“Besides losing her marbles?”

			Nick approached a tawny spotted cat the size of a golden retriever. Beside it was a small mottled bird, perched sprightly on a stick of driftwood. Mounted overhead on the wall was a homely brown fish with armored ridges. Nick checked the tags on each of them.

			“They’re all endangered species,” he told Marta. “That’s a panther cub, that’s a Cape Sable seaside sparrow, and that ugly thing up on the wall is a shortnose sturgeon. I know they’re endangered because Mrs. Starch has a list in her class syllabus.”

			“You actually read her syllabus? Are you, what, king of the geeks?”

			“She said it would be on the final.”

			“Whatever, Nick. We gotta get back to the mall before—”

			“Look here.” He fixed the light on a short-eared brown bunny. “A Lower Keys marsh rabbit. And there,” he said, pointing to a stubby-legged lump the size of a hockey puck, “is a baby leatherback turtle. And this little guy is a—”

			“Rat,” Marta interrupted irritably. “A nasty, smelly rat.”

			“Wrong.” Nick pronounced the name slowly from the name tag. “It’s a Choc-taw-hatch-ee beach mouse.”

			“That was my next guess,” she said dryly.

			“Hey, here’s one with a collar.” Nick grinned as he read it aloud: “ ‘Chelsea Evered.’ Must be somebody special.”

			Marta looked around uneasily. “This place is too freaky.”

			Nick approached a weather-beaten old steamer trunk. The lid was so bulky and warped that he was unable to raise it one-handed.

			“Help me out,” he said to Marta.

			“No way! What if that’s where she stuffed Mr. Starch’s body?”

			“Quit whining.”

			Together they prized open the antique chest, which, to Marta’s relief, was empty.

			She crinkled her nose. “Smells like my grandpa’s attic.”

			A car door slammed outside. Nick instantly clicked off the flashlight.

			“Get down!” he said, tugging Marta to the floor.

			The glow from the car’s headlights lit the edges of the window shades. Nick and Marta heard someone clomping up the steps, making no effort to be stealthy. The next noise was the rattle of the doorknob.

			“We’re so busted,” Marta groaned.

			Nick motioned toward the open trunk. “After you.”

			“Nope. Not happening.”

			“Get in!”

			They clambered inside and pulled the top shut. The only sound was the thump of footsteps on the pine floor, and the footsteps were not dainty. It could have been Mrs. Starch, who wasn’t a dainty woman, or it could have been Smoke.

			Or possibly some other sizeable person.

			“I can’t breathe,” Marta said wretchedly.

			“Yes, you can.”

			“Turn on the flashlight, Nick, or I’m gonna scream.”

			“Don’t tell me you’re claustrophobic.”

			“Big-time.”

			Nick said, “Oh, that’s great.” He, too, had a fear of confined spaces. The flashlight wouldn’t come on until he jiggled the batteries.

			“Is that better?” he asked.

			Marta was as pale as wax and drenched with sweat. She looked terrible.

			The steamer trunk was barely wide enough for the two of them to wedge side by side, sitting with their knees against their chins. For Nick, the cramped fit was as painful as it was unnerving. His taped-up arm was pinned at an unnatural angle against his shoulder blade—he felt like a hawk with a broken wing.

			Still, he was more concerned about Marta. “It’s all my fault. I’m really sorry,” he whispered.

			She shut her eyes and took a deep, labored breath. “You’ll really be sorry if I hurl all over both of us.”

			The person who’d entered the house was moving around, opening cabinets and cupboards. Gradually the sounds of the footsteps came closer, making the planks shudder beneath the trunk.

			Nick wished he’d listened to Marta when she had told him to remove the Ace bandage—it would have been helpful to have two good hands available, if needed. He was furious at himself for taking such a foolish risk by entering Mrs. Starch’s house. The last thing his mom needed right now was a phone call from the police or, worse, the hospital. And how would she break the bad news to his father?

			As the footfalls got heavier, Marta’s eyes popped open. “Can he see that light inside this thing?”

			“I doubt it,” Nick said. The sides of the old chest appeared solid and seamless.

			“Better turn it off, just in case.”

			“You won’t spaz out?”

			“Nope.”

			Nick killed the flashlight. He could sense Marta trembling at his side. In the smothering blackness, he reached out and found one of her hands. She squeezed back fiercely. By now they could hear the cadence of human breathing outside the steamer trunk—whoever was in the house, man or woman, was standing only a few feet away.

			Time seemed to stop dead. Nick felt trapped in his own skin, helpless and on the brink of panic. Taking care of Marta was the only thing that kept him steady; she was in worse shape than he was.

			His escape strategy was simple because he was short on options. If they were discovered inside the trunk, Nick planned to spring straight upward, shrieking like a lunatic jack-in-the-box. The idea was to scare the pee out of the person in the room, in the hope that he (or she) would either run away or have a stroke, at which point Nick and Marta could bolt safely out the back door.

			Nick figured that the shock tactic had a fifty-fifty chance of working on Mrs. Starch, who wouldn’t be expecting nocturnal intruders. He wasn’t so sure about Smoke; it was hard to picture the kid being afraid of anything, except possibly a SWAT team.

			Marta’s hand went limp and clammy. Nick gave it a little pinch, but she didn’t respond. In the pitch-darkness of the steamer chest, he groped frantically for her face to make sure she was still breathing.

			“Watch it!” she burst out. “Your stupid thumb went up my nose.”

			“Not so loud.”

			But it was too late. There was a heavy thud, and the trunk moved.

			“Come out of there!” a male voice commanded.

			Nick and Marta were too frightened to respond. They felt another hard jolt—the guy was kicking the sides of the wooden chest.

			So much for the element of surprise, Nick thought. Marta poked him sharply, as if to say: Do something!

			Nick shifted his weight to his heels and prepared to launch himself against the balky lid. At that moment the trunk went over backwards and the top flew open, spilling him and Marta in a tangled, terrified heap.

			Standing over them was the man who had overturned the chest.

			“Get up,” he snapped.

			Nick rose first and helped Marta to her feet. He noticed that they’d landed on the mount of an endangered wood stork, snapping its long spindly legs so that it was now the same height as a duck.

			The stranger carried a flashlight of his own, which he aimed harshly in their eyes. “This must be your first burglary,” he said, “because you stink at it.”

			“We didn’t come to steal anything. That’s the truth,” Nick blurted.

			He couldn’t see the face behind the flashlight, but the voice didn’t sound like Duane Scrod Jr.’s.

			“Let’s go for a ride,” the man said.

			“No, wait!” cried Marta. “We’re looking for our teacher, that’s all.”

			“Move it.”

			They exited through the back door, the stranger prodding them from behind. Outside, there was enough starlight to see that the man was shirtless and wore scuffed trousers and muddy hiking boots. A black ski cap covered his hair, forehead, and ears. He stood about the same height as Smoke, although he was leaner and more muscle-bound.

			Nick didn’t even consider trying to get away, because Marta was still so wobbly that she couldn’t possibly have outrun the stranger.

			Mrs. Starch’s blue Prius was parked next to the house.

			“Hop in the backseat,” the man told them.

			Marta froze on the spot. “No way.”

			“Just let us go,” Nick pleaded. “We won’t tell the police.”

			The man chuckled dryly. “I’m the one who oughta be calling the cops. Now you two can either get in the car or be thrown in the car, it’s your choice.”

			Reluctantly, Nick and Marta got in. The stranger whipped the Prius around and drove down the trail to Buzzard Boulevard. He didn’t bother switching on the headlights.

			“What’d you do with Mrs. Starch?” Nick heard himself ask.

			The man eyed him in the rearview mirror. “The question is, what’m I gonna do with you?”

			Marta reached over and slugged Nick’s leg.

			“My name’s Twilly,” the man said, a sure sign—or so Marta believed—that he intended to murder them and dump their bodies in a drainage canal. Otherwise why would he so casually identify himself and risk being turned in to the authorities?

			“I’m Nick Waters,” said Nick. “My friend’s name is Marta.”

			“What happened to your arm, son?”

			Nick was pretty sure that the man named Twilly wouldn’t believe the truth—that Nick was training to be a lefty—and, in any case, Nick didn’t feel like getting into a detailed discussion of his father’s war injury.

			“Lacrosse,” he said. “I sprained it at lacrosse practice.”

			“Mmmm,” said the man.

			Marta interjected, “Seriously. I was there when it happened.”

			“Whatever you say.”

			“Where are you taking us?” Nick asked.

			“Depends.”

			“My mom’s meeting us back at the mall,” Marta said. “If we’re not there, she’ll go nuts. I swear to God, she’ll call the White House!”

			The stranger named Twilly said, “I wish I’d had a mom like that.”

			Nick decided that because he was the one who’d gotten them into this awful mess, it was his duty to get them out. And since he couldn’t very well overpower the guy and hijack the car, the next best option was to talk some sense into him.

			“Mister, you don’t want to go to jail for kidnapping.”

			“No, and I don’t intend to,” the man said evenly.

			“Honest, if you’d just let us go, we won’t nark you out—”

			“So, Mrs. Starch is your teacher?”

			Marta spoke up. “We’re in her biology class.”

			“And you adore her so much that you busted into her home just to make sure she’s all right? That’s your story?” The man named Twilly was smiling behind the wheel.

			“Not exactly,” Nick said. “We didn’t break in. There was a key on the porch.”

			“Ah.”

			“What were you doing there?” Nick asked, not expecting to receive a straight answer.

			“Looking for some powdered cocoa,” the man replied, flicking on the headlights, “and a book. Ever heard of a writer named Edward Abbey?”

			Nick and Marta admitted they hadn’t.

			“No surprise,” the stranger said. “I’m sure they don’t teach his stuff in that uptight private school of yours. Ed was sort of a bomb thrower, only the bombs were ideals and principles. He liked the earth more than he liked most humans.”

			A Hannah Montana ring tone went off, and Marta sheepishly smothered her cell phone. “That’s gotta be my mom. She’s supposed to pick us up outside the movie theater.”

			“Answer it,” the stranger said. “Tell her you’ll be right on time—and if you say anything else, I’m turning this car around and we’re going to Miami. Or maybe Key Largo.”

			Marta did as she was told.

			After hanging up, she said, “Ten-thirty sharp. She’ll freak if we’re not there.”

			“Understood,” said the man named Twilly.

			Nick was relieved to see that the car was heading in the direction of the mall, which raised the welcome possibility that they weren’t actually being kidnapped.

			“How do you know Mrs. Starch?” he asked the stranger.

			“None of your business, Nick Waters.” The man tugged the ski cap even tighter on his head.

			“We’re worried about her, that’s all. Nobody’s seen her in, like, a week,” Marta said.

			“Yeah? Then take out your cute little pink phone again, princess, and dial this number: 555-2346.”

			Marta switched on the cell phone’s speaker so that both she and Nick could hear the recording:

			
				Hello, people. I’ll be away from school indefinitely because of an unexpected family matter. You may leave a message at the tone, though it might be a while before I have time to reply. Please accept my apologies in advance. Now here’s the beep!

			

			“That’s her,” Nick said.

			“Definitely,” Marta agreed.

			“Did she sound the least bit dead to you?” the man named Twilly asked. “Gravely ill? Mortally wounded?”

			“Not really.”

			“Then quit worrying,” he snapped, “and quit nosing around places you don’t belong.”

			He pulled over a block from the mall, in front of a seedy pawnshop. He stepped out of the Prius and ordered Nick and Marta to do the same. Standing in the glow of a gaudy neon sign, the man looked to be in his late thirties, with an athletic build that reminded Nick of his father.

			The stranger said, “It would be best if I never set eyes on you two again.”

			“Oh, don’t worry,” Marta assured him.

			Nick was staring at Twilly’s belt, which was made of tanned cowhide and stitched with a row of small sleeves designed to hold bullets. It looked very much like the one worn by the mysterious figure in Nick’s video from the field trip to the Black Vine Swamp.

			The man tapped the face of his wristwatch. “You’ve got six minutes and thirty seconds before your momma shows up. Get a move on.”

			“Thank you,” Marta said with a grateful sigh. “Thank you, thank you.”

			“For what?”

			“For not killing us and tossing our bodies into a ditch.”

			“You’re welcome,” said the man named Twilly. “I’ll tell Aunt Bunny you asked about her.”

			Nick rocked back on his heels. “Mrs. Starch is your aunt?”

			With a thumb, the stranger popped two shiny bullets out of his ammo belt. He began tossing them from hand to hand, like jellybeans. “I hate repeating myself,” he said.

			Nick and Marta started running. They didn’t stop until they reached the mall.

		

	
		
			TWELVE

			Drake McBride had stumbled into the oil business after failing at many other jobs and ruining many other companies. He enjoyed spending money much more than he enjoyed working for it, and this was the secret to his lack of success. It also helped to be lazy, easily distracted, and not very good at math.

			Every time Drake McBride got himself into trouble, his wealthy father would simply buy a new company for him to noodle with. But now, after several wasted years and millions of wasted dollars, Drake McBride’s father finally had lost patience with the free-spending poser who happened to be his youngest son. The Red Diamond Energy Corporation was to be Drake’s last chance.

			“If you screw up this one,” his father had warned, “you won’t get another nickel from me.”

			“Have you checked out the price of gas, Dad?” Drake McBride had chortled with confidence. “Only an idiot could lose money in the oil business.”

			“You said the same damn thing when you were selling real estate,” his father had reminded him coldly, “or trying to sell real estate.”

			“It’s not my fault the market went sour—”

			“Get real, boy. You couldn’t sell an igloo to an Eskimo,” his dad had said. “Red Diamond is my last act of charity. If you come crawling back here with another lame sob story, you might as well change your name to Drake Chowderhead and sign up for bartender school, because I’m done with you. Now go find some oil. Hurry up!”

			Because the competition in Texas was fierce (and also because he owned a waterfront condo on Tampa Bay), Drake McBride chose Florida as headquarters for the new Red Diamond Energy Corporation. His first move was hiring Jimmy Lee Bayliss, recently retired from ExxonMobil, to teach him about oil exploration and run the day-to-day operation so that Drake McBride could concentrate on water-skiing and fishing.

			It was Jimmy Lee Bayliss who’d explained to Drake McBride that Florida’s richest petroleum deposits lay miles offshore and were controlled by giant companies who’d been battling for years to get drilling permits. The drilling was opposed by most Floridians, who didn’t want to risk having their beaches choked with black tar in the event of an accidental oil spill.

			“Aw, forget about what’s under the ocean,” Drake McBride said, and handed a newspaper clipping to Jimmy Lee Bayliss. “Here’s where the fast money is, my friend.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss frowned at the headline. “The Everglades?”

			“Keep readin’, pardner.”

			According to the article, the U.S. government had announced a plan to buy up the drilling rights for oil and natural gas beneath the vast Big Cypress Preserve to protect the vanishing wetlands from future damage.

			“All we’ve got to do is find some oil, any oil,” Drake McBride said excitedly, “and Uncle Sam will pay us a fortune not to pump it. Isn’t that the wildest danged thing you ever heard of?”

			“Sure is,” said Jimmy Lee Bayliss, who was immediately leery of the scheme.

			“Tell me this isn’t a great country!” Drake McBride exclaimed.

			“But we don’t own any drilling leases in the Everglades.”

			“Your job is to get me one,” Drake McBride said, poking Jimmy Lee Bayliss in the chest, “and make it a winner.”

			The task turned out to be frustrating and complicated. All but a few of the oil leases were held by huge corporations or rich old geezers who practically laughed at Jimmy Lee Bayliss’s offers. Eventually he was able to obtain a single 640-acre parcel from a troubled soul named Vincent Trapwick Jr., who was facing trial for embezzlement and was frantically selling everything he owned to pay his lawyers.

			The Trapwick parcel, known as Section 21, was located east of Naples at a promising location near the Black Vine Swamp. Yet after months of ground testing and half a dozen boreholes, Jimmy Lee Bayliss had reached the grim conclusion that Section 21 held barely enough oil to fill a goldfish bowl.

			The news set badly with Drake McBride, who kicked at his desk so viciously that he tore the python skin on one of his cowboy boots.

			“Too bad we don’t have Section 22,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss remarked.

			“What?” Drake McBride perked up. “Is there serious oil in Section 22?”

			“That’s what the geologists think, but it doesn’t matter. The state owns the land,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said, “and they ain’t sellin’. It’s part of some wildlife preserve.”

			“But there’s oil, they said. How deep?”

			“Eleven, twelve thousand feet is their guess. But as I told you, the state’s got the property—”

			Drake McBride snapped his manicured fingers. “I got an idea. We sink a pirate well on Section 22, totally secret, then run the pipe underground to our rig on Section 21.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss’s gut started to churn. “Sir, it’s not worth the risk. The geologists say there’s no more than nine hundred barrels a day. And it’s poor quality, sir, gooey and full of sulfur—”

			“I don’t care what it looks like, or how bad it stinks,” said Drake McBride, “as long as it’s oil. All I need—or, I should say, all we need—is genuine Florida crude to drip on some sucker’s desk at the Department of the Interior, who will then give us such a gi-mongous wad of money for our drilling rights that even my old man will be impressed. You with me?”

			“Do I have a choice?”

			“Not if you care to remain employed,” said Drake McBride.

			And that’s how the Section 22 scam had been born.

			Now Jimmy Lee Bayliss squinted through the open hatch of the helicopter, his line of vision following a row of small pink flags that marked the path under which the illegal pipeline would travel from Section 22 to Section 21. The small drill rig would be concealed in a tall stand of bald cypress and would be practically invisible, even from the air.

			Because Section 22 was so wild and remote, Drake McBride didn’t worry about getting busted for hijacking the state of Florida’s oil. Jimmy Lee Bayliss, however, was highly concerned. If just one wayward hiker made a wrong turn in the Black Vine Swamp, the Red Diamond drilling scheme might unravel—and Jimmy Lee Bayliss could wind up sharing a ten-by-ten jail cell with Drake McBride. The thought made Jimmy Lee Bayliss’s stomach pitch, and had pushed him to take extreme measures.

			He wasn’t a crook by nature, but the lure of making millions of dollars by not pumping oil had been too juicy for even him to resist. Still, ever since agreeing to Drake McBride’s sleazy scheme, Jimmy Lee Bayliss hadn’t had a good night’s sleep. The disturbing incident involving Melton had only worsened his jitters. Gluing a man naked to a tree didn’t seem like something an ordinary thief would do.

			So Jimmy Lee Bayliss had decided to make daily patrols by helicopter over the wetlands, scouting for signs of intruders. So far, he’d turned up nothing.

			“You ‘bout ready to head back?” the pilot asked.

			“Sure. Drop me off at my truck,” said Jimmy Lee Bayliss.

			As the chopper gently touched down on the dirt road, Jimmy Lee Bayliss was surprised to see a cherry-red SUV parked next to his pickup. The SUV had a set of emergency lights mounted on the cab and the initials “CCFD” painted on the sides.

			It took a few moments for Jimmy Lee Bayliss to realize that the letters stood for “Collier County Fire Department.” He chewed up four more Tums tablets before climbing out of the chopper.

			The fire investigator’s name was Torkelsen. He had thinning blond hair and a handshake that could crush walnuts. He wanted to chat about the fire in Section 22.

			“We work in Section 21,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said quickly.

			“Yes, I know. We were wondering if you or your men saw anything suspicious in the area that day.”

			“Like what?”

			“Like any person or persons who weren’t supposed to be there.” Torkelsen spoke in a mild, official tone that made Jimmy Lee Bayliss uncomfortable.

			“My crew was on another site when the wildfire broke out,” he said. “I was with them.”

			“It wasn’t a wildfire, Mr. Bayliss. It was arson.”

			“What?” Jimmy Lee Bayliss tried to hide his shock so that the fire investigator wouldn’t know that he was in danger of soiling his pants. “Arson? That’s crazy!” he said with a weak laugh. “What’s the point of torching a swamp?”

			Torkelsen shrugged. “People do crazy things sometimes. Do you recognize this?”

			He held up a plastic ballpoint pen stamped with the name of Red Diamond Energy. For a moment, Jimmy Lee Bayliss thought he might puke his breakfast muffins all over the fire investigator’s shoes.

			“Yeah, that’s mine,” he croaked. “It must’ve fell from my pocket while I was shootin’ pictures from the helicopter.”

			Which was a lie, of course. Torkelsen seemed to buy it.

			“No big deal. We’re just trying to run down every lead,” the investigator said. “We found the pen about a hundred and fifty yards from where the fire flashed up.”

			“Well, you can keep it. I got a whole box of ’em.” Jimmy Lee Bayliss was trying to sound casual and unworried.

			Torkelsen dropped the Red Diamond pen into a large manila envelope and took out a small photograph. “Could you take a look at this, too?” he asked.

			It was a police mug shot of a pimply teenaged kid whom Jimmy Lee Bayliss didn’t recognize. In the picture, the kid looked surly and uncooperative, a pose that reminded Jimmy Lee Bayliss of his own boys when they were that age.

			“This is the guy who started the fire?” he asked Torkelsen.

			“He’s a person of interest.”

			“Is that the same thing as a ‘suspect’?”

			“Between you and me? Yes, he’s a suspect,” Torkelsen said. “His name is Duane Scrod Jr., a local punk who likes to play with matches. He’s been arrested before. The sheriff’s office gave us a tip that he might have been in this area on the day of the arson.”

			By now Jimmy Lee Bayliss had steadied himself. As he examined the photograph of Duane Scrod Jr., an idea took root in his mind.

			“He got into a hassle with one of his teachers,” the fire investigator went on. “The next day there was a school field trip to the swamp, but our boy Duane didn’t show up for the bus. We’re trying to find out if he snuck out here and set the fire.”

			“As payback, you mean,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said.

			“That’s the theory,” said Torkelsen. “Apparently this kid is somebody you definitely don’t want to piss off.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss beheld the photo of the student as if it were a gift from the heavens: a real arsonist was exactly what he needed now.

			Never had Jimmy Lee Bayliss expected anyone to figure out that the blaze at the Black Vine Swamp was intentional, because he’d worked so hard to make it look like a wildfire.

			The purpose was to scare off the kids on that field trip before one of them blundered into Section 22 and spotted Red Diamond’s mud pit and drilling equipment. The students were never in serious danger, in Jimmy Lee Bayliss’s view. It was a controlled burn, with a dirt berm and a watery slough providing a barrier between the flames and the hikers.

			A whiff or two of smoke had done the trick; the teachers had lined up the kids and filed out of the swamp in less than ten minutes. Jimmy Lee Bayliss had watched through his binoculars, a red bandanna covering his mouth and nose.

			Afterward he’d stayed until the fire burned itself out, and then he cleared the scene of all evidence—or so he’d believed. He was furious at himself for having dropped that stupid ballpoint pen while setting the fire. How could he have been so careless? Drake McBride would blow a gasket if he found out.

			“You’re sure it was arson?” Jimmy Lee Bayliss asked Torkelsen.

			“We found a suspicious line of flash marks in the underbrush,” the investigator said.

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss was glad that he’d taken the trouble to throw his butane torch into a canal along Route 29 on the way home that night. As a result, the only direct evidence linking him to the arson was now rusting in thirty feet of muddy, alligator-infested water.

			The best news of all, however, was that the fire department had zeroed in on a suspect other than Jimmy Lee Bayliss. This Scrod boy was obviously a bad egg—maybe he was the one who’d attacked poor Melton, thought Jimmy Lee Bayliss. Getting a goon like that off the streets would be a public service.

			“Well, what do you think?” Torkelsen nodded toward the photograph in the oilman’s hand, which was now barely shaking at all. “Ever seen that young man hanging around out here?”

			“I believe I have,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said, furrowing his brow in fake concentration. “Matter of fact, I’m sure of it.”

		

	
		
			THIRTEEN

			Nick spent most of the teacher work day exercising his free arm, washing his mother’s car, and helping her scrub the oven. Luckily, she didn’t ask how he and Marta liked the movie that they never went to see. Later Nick rode his bike to the public library and checked out a book by Edward Abbey, the writer mentioned by the stranger who’d caught Nick and Marta inside Mrs. Starch’s house.

			The afternoon was sunny but cool, so Nick practiced pitching left-handed into a net until dark. His arm felt like cement by the time he went to bed. He was so exhausted that he fell asleep after reading only a few pages of the book, which was called The Monkey Wrench Gang.

			He woke up early the next morning and called the army hospital in Washington, D.C. He was eager to know if the infection in his dad’s injured shoulder had gotten better. A nurse who answered the phone in the hospital room told Nick that Capt. Gregory Waters was gone, but said she wasn’t allowed to give out any other information.

			Nick immediately tried to reach his mom at work, with no luck. Deep in worry, he sat by himself on the bus to Truman, barely mumbling hello to Marta and his other friends.

			All morning Nick remained so preoccupied that he was unable to focus on his schoolwork, including the topic of “punctuated equilibrium.” That was the featured term on page 329 of Nick’s biology book, and on Thursdays Dr. Wendell Waxmo always taught page 329, and only page 329.

			Punctuated equilibriums had something to do with how animal species change over time, but even Libby Marshall was having difficulty explaining it. Wendell Waxmo scanned the room for a fresh target and called not once but three times on Nick, who was in a fog.

			“All right, Mr. Waters, stand up,” Wendell Waxmo barked finally, “and sing along with me.”

			Jarred into alertness, Nick was too mortified to move.

			“Even with one arm tied behind your back, I’ll bet you can carry a swell tune,” said Wendell Waxmo.

			“No, I can’t. Honest.”

			“ ‘Bridge over Troubled Water’?”

			“I don’t know all the words to that one. Sorry,” Nick said. The whole class was watching him except for Smoke, whose nose was buried in his textbook.

			“ ‘White Christmas’?” the crazy substitute said. “For heaven’s sake, every human over the age of three knows ‘White Christmas’ by heart.”

			“Please don’t make me sing. Not today.”

			Nick had the strange sensation of physically shrinking at his desk, growing smaller with each agonizing moment. He thought: If only I could make myself disappear…

			“Well?” said Wendell Waxmo.

			“I just can’t do it.”

			“And why not, Mr. Waters?”

			“Because…I just…I…”

			“Because why?”

			“Because he’s not in the mood!” It was Marta, shooting to her feet. The other students sat stunned and gaping.

			Even Wendell Waxmo was briefly flustered. He fiddled with his bow tie—today’s color selection was lime green—before collecting his wits and boring in on Marta.

			“Miss Gonzalez, it’s nice to have you participating, finally, in a class discussion. Would you mind telling us how you happen to know that Mr. Waters isn’t in the mood for singing?”

			Marta glanced sideways at Nick, who nodded for her to sit down. He appreciated what she was trying to do—spare him from an incredibly awkward moment—but he didn’t want her to get in trouble.

			“I’m waiting, Miss Gonzalez.” Wendell Waxmo brushed at the lapels of his tattered old tuxedo. “Kindly tell us why your friend doesn’t feel like belting out a song.”

			“Because his father got blown up in Iraq,” Marta said quietly, “and nearly died. So leave him alone, okay? Just leave him alone.”

			Wendell Waxmo looked as if a bowling ball had been dropped on his toes. His mouth froze in the shape of an “O,” and the sound that emerged was a long faint hiss, like a tire going flat.

			Nick didn’t know what to do. Most of the kids were looking at him with expressions of sympathy and sorrow; even Smoke had closed his book and was studying Nick from across the room.

			Marta sat down, her eyes glistening with tears. She scribbled a note and thrust it at Nick: I want Mrs. Starch to come back!

			Gradually the color returned to Wendell Waxmo’s face, and he cleared his throat much too loudly and moistly. Once again he’d been upstaged in his own class, only this time the circumstances didn’t allow for a witty retort.

			“Mr. Waters, our sincere prayers are with your father, and your family. War is a tragic event,” the substitute said, “but life does go on. So, people, please return your attention to page 329 and the theory of punctuated equilibrium.”

			Nick raised his left hand.

			“Yes, Mr. Waters?”

			“My dad’s going to be okay,” Nick declared in a strong voice. “The doctors say he’ll be fine.”

			Wendell Waxmo hoped the boy’s upbeat attitude would energize the rest of the class. “What good news!” he said. “I think that calls for a round of applause!”

			The students stared at the man as if his pants had fallen down. Wendell Waxmo looked at the clock on the wall: nine long minutes until the bell.

			“One piece of unfinished business,” he said briskly. From his battered briefcase he removed the essay written by Duane Scrod Jr., upon which the brutal grade of D+ had been scrawled supersized with a bright red marker. It was painfully visible to all members of the class, even those in the back row.

			Wendell Waxmo waved the paper in Smoke’s face and said, “Pimples indeed, Mr. Scrod.” The essay was covered with crimson slashes, circles, and scribbles.

			“It wasn’t even my idea,” the boy said. “Mrs. Starch is the one who made me write it.”

			“Well, she’s not here, is she?”

			“But how’d I mess up so bad?”

			“In a word: scholarship, or lack thereof. I’m going to leave this disaster in Mrs. Starch’s desk so she can see for herself.” Wendell Waxmo returned to the front of the class and placed the pimple paper in Mrs. Starch’s top drawer.

			The other students remained silent, but the mood was definitely hostile. Nick saw Marta trying to write another note, the veins in her neck pulsing with anger. Finally she crumpled it and mouthed the words “I hate him!”

			Nick, too, felt bad for Smoke, who seemed floored by the D+ grade. Crazy Dr. Waxmo should have waited until after the bell to return the essay instead of embarrassing the kid in front of everybody.

			Smoke raised his hand.

			Wendell Waxmo called on Graham, who wasn’t expecting it. “Mr. Carson, tell the class how punctuated equilibrium relates to the concept of speciation.”

			Graham stood up and confidently gave a totally wrong answer, as usual.

			Smoke raised his hand higher. Wendell Waxmo looked the other way and called on Mickey Maris.

			Nick couldn’t stand it. He cleared his throat and spoke up. “Duane has a question, Dr. Waxmo.”

			“What?” The substitute wheeled around and speared Nick with a glare. “Are you interrupting me, Mr. Waters?”

			Nick gestured toward Smoke. “Duane’s had his hand up.”

			“I’m not blind, am I?”

			“No, sir.”

			“Whatever Duane wants to ask can wait, I’m sure.”

			Nick said, “That’s not right.”

			“Yeah, answer his question,” said Marta.

			Wendell Waxmo’s ears turned pink and his bald spot began to tingle and his tuxedo shirt began to itch. What had gotten into these kids? It was unbelievable!

			He banged a pudgy fist on the desk and said, “Quiet, you little termites—”

			At that moment there was a firm rap on the door, and Dr. Dressler entered the room. He pointed at Nick and said, “Mr. Waters, I need to see you in my office. Right away.”

			

			—

			
				Twilly Spree had been born in Key West thirty-four years before the Red Diamond Energy Corporation came probing around the Big Cypress. Twilly’s father was a gung-ho real estate salesman; his mother grew bonsai trees and wrote a dreadful romance novel that she published under the pseudonym Rosalee DuPont.

			When Twilly was eighteen, his grandfather had died suddenly, leaving the young man a generous inheritance of $5 million. Twilly had invested wisely and was now wealthy enough to buy his own private jet, if he wanted one.

			He didn’t. He seldom left the state of Florida, a place that he loved, a place that was breaking his heart because it was disappearing before his very eyes.

			Twilly Spree had good intentions but a rotten temper, which occasionally got him into hot water. He didn’t like high-rise buildings and freeways and ugly housing subdivisions named after nonexistent otters or eagles. He didn’t like concrete and asphalt, period, and he especially didn’t like the people who were burying the wilderness under concrete and asphalt.

			And although he gave away thousands of dollars to conservation groups, Twilly Spree sometimes got personally involved in the causes in which he believed—too personally involved. One time Twilly witnessed a driver tossing hamburger wrappers from a car, and he followed the man a hundred and three miles down the turnpike, all the way to Fort Lauderdale. That night, the litterbug was flabbergasted to find four tons of raw garbage on top of his red BMW convertible. Twilly, watching from the top of a pine tree, wasn’t the least bit ashamed of himself.

			While he could easily afford to book penthouse suites at the finest hotels, Twilly preferred a pup tent under the stars. For a month or so, he’d been camping east of Naples, in a marvelous cypress strand known as the Black Vine Swamp.

			On the day of the fire, Twilly had been deep inside the tree line, observing a group of school students on a nature hike. An unexpected turn of events had prevented him from chasing down the arsonist at the time, though Twilly was confident he would eventually catch the culprit.

			The helicopter now circling above the swamp didn’t concern Twilly, because his campsite was so well concealed that it could not be seen from the air. He was aware that the chopper was leased to the Red Diamond Energy Corporation, and that Red Diamond was preparing to drill for oil in the wetlands. Twilly did not approve.

			As a first warning, Twilly had captured one of Red Diamond’s workers, stripped off the man’s clothes, and then glued him to a tree trunk. The fellow had not been harmed, but he’d been made to feel extremely unwelcome. The iron pipes that he had been unloading were already on a freighter bound for Haiti, where they would bring much-needed water to the vegetable fields of poor farmers. Twilly had the funds and the connections to make such miracles happen.

			After the glue incident and the pipe disappearance, Twilly had expected Red Diamond to beef up security. Therefore the appearance of the helicopter was no surprise. As soon as the aircraft flew away, Twilly slipped out of the trees and made his way across a grass prairie until he reached the precise longitude and latitude of a way point that was logged on his handheld GPS. There he sat down cross-legged and amused himself by watching a line of bull ants carry off a dead cricket.

			Within minutes a different helicopter flew in from the south and stopped to hover directly above Twilly, the backwash from the rotors disrupting the ant parade and making the soft grass dance and flutter crazily.

			It was a helicopter paid for by Twilly himself. He waved to the pilot, who opened the door and pushed out a bundle that landed with a damp thud ten yards from where Twilly waited.

			With a pocket knife, he sliced open the thick outer binding and pried off the slatted lid to make sure that the important contents of the package weren’t damaged. Inside, he counted two dozen small plastic bottles, each filled with a whitish liquid. The bottles had been packed on a bed of dry ice, to keep them cold.

			Twilly Spree smiled and thought: Hope springs eternal.

			He flashed an “okay” sign to the pilot and the helicopter buzzed off, leaving the prairie silent in the slanted morning light.

			

			—

			Nick didn’t want to hear bad news about his father from Dr. Dressler, who was practically a stranger, but why else would the headmaster have pulled him out of class?

			Dr. Dressler didn’t say a word as they walked to the administration building. Nick felt like turning around and running away as fast as he could. If his whole life was about to fall apart, he wanted to be at home when it happened. He wondered if his mom had already been notified. If so, where was she? And who was there to comfort her?

			“Have a chair, please,” the headmaster said when they got to his office.

			Nick needed to sit down. The room seemed to be spinning, and Dr. Dressler sounded as if he were speaking into a bucket.

			“Can I call my mother?” Nick asked.

			“Why?”

			“Oh. So she already knows.”

			Dr. Dressler looked puzzled. “Knows what?”

			Nick had never fainted, but he was pretty sure that he was going to keel over any second. With his free hand, he clutched the arm of the chair to keep himself upright. He squeezed his eyes shut, hoping that the room would stop moving.

			Is my dad dead? He couldn’t make himself ask the question. He was too afraid.

			“Are you all right?” the headmaster asked.

			“No, sir, not really.”

			“Is your arm bothering you?”

			Nick said, “There’s nothing wrong with my arm. I strapped it up this way because I’m training to be left-handed.”

			“That’s an interesting project.” Dr. Dressler was trying to sound supportive, which didn’t make Nick feel any better.

			“Still, you look pale,” the headmaster said. “Let me call the nurse—”

			“Please don’t. I’ll be okay.” When Nick opened his eyes, he saw that Dr. Dressler was holding an envelope.

			“This came to the school, Nick, addressed to you.”

			“From who?”

			“Read it closely. Then I have some questions,” Dr. Dressler said.

			When Nick took the envelope, he saw that somebody already had opened it. That’s not cool, he thought angrily. What if the letter was personal?

			Sensing that Nick was miffed, the headmaster said, “It’s just a precaution. We have to make sure that undesirable persons aren’t trying to contact our students on campus.”

			“So you read my letter?”

			“We’re just being careful, Nick. As you can see, there’s no return address.”

			That was the first thing Nick had noticed, too, and with huge relief. He was sure that the Army National Guard wouldn’t send a death notice in an unmarked envelope, especially a lavender-colored envelope. He unfolded the letter:

			
				Dear Mr. Waters,

				I’ve learned that you and Miss Gonzalez have taken a strong interest in my health and well-being. Let me assure you that I am just fine, and I intend to return to my teaching duties at the Truman School as soon as possible.

				You and Miss Gonzalez are the only students to express any concern for me, and I’m grateful for that. However, I must firmly ask you not to probe any further into my personal affairs or to visit my home without a proper invitation.

				Instead, both of you should focus on your academic studies (which, as I recall, could stand some improvement).

				Sincerely,

				Mrs. Starch

			

			The message had been typed on stationery bearing Mrs. Starch’s name. If it was fake, Nick thought, the imposter had done an excellent job of imitating Mrs. Starch’s stern tone. In any case, Nick was overjoyed that the letter had nothing to do with his father’s medical condition.

			The headmaster wasted no time getting to his questions. “Did you and Marta really go to Mrs. Starch’s house?”

			Nick nodded. “Nobody’s seen her since the field trip. It just seems so weird.”

			“She had a family emergency,” Dr. Dressler said, “and she informed the school that she’d need some time off. There’s nothing weird about that.”

			Dr. Dressler didn’t sound very sure to Nick. In fact, he sounded like he was trying to persuade himself that Mrs. Starch’s sudden disappearance was normal.

			“How did you and Marta even get to her place? It’s way out near the mall,” the headmaster said.

			“We walked from the movie theater.”

			“And what did you find when you got there?”

			Nick considered his response carefully. He and Marta had promised each other not to tell anyone about the man who called himself Twilly and said that Mrs. Starch was his aunt.

			“Well, she wasn’t home,” Nick said. “It looked like she hadn’t been there for a while.”

			Dr. Dressler folded his hands in a mechanical way. It seemed to Nick that he wanted to appear unruffled.

			“Did you see anything unusual?” the headmaster asked.

			Nick immediately thought about the creepy gallery of stuffed animals inside Mrs. Starch’s house. “It was dark,” he said, dodging Dr. Dressler’s question without having to invent a lie.

			“But clearly she knew that you and Marta had been there, or else she wouldn’t have written the letter.”

			It had to be Twilly who’d told Mrs. Starch about encountering the two students. However, Nick saw no reason to inform Dr. Dressler that he and Marta had been captured by an odd stranger wearing a ski cap and an ammo belt full of live bullets.

			“Maybe she peeked out and spotted us from an upstairs window,” Nick said. “Just because she didn’t answer the door doesn’t mean she wasn’t home.”

			“Yes, that’s true,” said the headmaster.

			“Have you talked to her since she’s been gone?”

			Dr. Dressler stiffened behind his desk. “As I mentioned before, she’s been in communication with the school.”

			“But have you actually talked to her? Has anyone?”

			“I’m certain that she’ll call,” Dr. Dressler said curtly, “as soon as her family situation is taken care of.”

			The phone rang, and the headmaster picked it up. After listening for a moment, he excused himself from the office. Several minutes passed, and Nick grew restless.

			He noticed a thick file marked “B. Starch” on a corner of Dr. Dressler’s desk. Nick flipped open the file and hurriedly started skimming the pages. Normally he wasn’t a snoop, but he was still highly annoyed about his letter being opened without his permission. He figured that Dr. Dressler owed him one.

			Nick was searching for a particular piece of information, but the paperwork in Mrs. Starch’s file was mostly dull and routine. He found what he was looking for just as he heard the muffled voice of the headmaster, speaking to someone outside the door. Nick shut the file folder barely half a second before Dr. Dressler walked in.

			“I only have one more question, Nick.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Can you absolutely guarantee that you and Marta will follow Mrs. Starch’s wishes? Please give her the privacy she needs at this time. It’s only fair.”

			“We were worried about her, that’s all. We didn’t mean to cause any hassle.”

			Dr. Dressler seemed to be struggling with the notion that any of Bunny Starch’s students cared that much about her.

			“Look, I know she’s not the most popular teacher at Truman,” said Nick. “In fact, just the opposite. But after what happened on the field trip…”

			The headmaster nodded. “Yes, it was very courageous of her to go back for Libby’s medicine while that fire was burning. And don’t worry, Nick, the school will honor her appropriately when she returns.”

			Dr. Dressler escorted him out of the office, apparently believing that Nick had promised not to concern himself further with the whereabouts of Mrs. Starch. In fact, Nick had made no such pledge.

			“Did you talk to any of her family?” he asked the headmaster.

			“No, I didn’t.”

			“I heard she had a nephew,” Nick remarked in an innocent tone.

			“Not that I’m aware of,” Dr. Dressler said. His curious expression confirmed what Nick had seen in Mrs. Starch’s employment file. She had no sisters or brothers, which meant it was biologically impossible for her to have a nephew named Twilly—or Joe or Fred or Engelbert, for that matter.

			In fact, Mrs. Starch’s file didn’t list any living relatives, which made her excuse of a “family emergency” seem highly suspicious.

			Nick was eager to show Mrs. Starch’s note to Marta, but he didn’t make it back to biology class. As he hurried out of the administration building, he heard a car horn honking, and then somebody shouted his name.

			It was his mother, waving from the parking lot. Nick couldn’t see whether she was crying or not. He swallowed hard, and ran to meet her.

		

	
		
			FOURTEEN

			It had been on a creek deep in the Everglades where Nick had learned that his father would be leaving for the Mideast. They were in a small flat-bottomed boat being poled along the shallows by a guide who was hunting for redfish and snook. The fishing trip had been an early Christmas present to both of them from his mother.

			Nick sat on a cooler in the center of the boat, watching his dad cast a fly rod with an easy, flawless rhythm that was almost hypnotizing. Fifty feet of line would snap straight behind him and float in midair, then loop tightly and shoot forward, dropping the fly as softly as a snowflake. It was a marvelous sight to see.

			“My Guard unit’s been called up,” Nick’s father said, his eyes fixed on the water.

			“To fight, you mean?”

			“I guess we’ll find out when we get there.”

			“How long will you be gone?” Nick tried to keep the emotion out of his voice.

			“A year is what we heard, but hopefully not that long.”

			On the very next cast, Nick’s dad hooked a good snook that jumped twice and then streaked into the mangroves, cutting the leader. The guide cursed loudly, yet Nick’s father seemed as pleased as if he’d landed the fish.

			“Your turn, Nicky,” he said, reeling up his line.

			“No, Dad. Keep casting.”

			“Come on, I had my chance.”

			“Catch the next one,” Nick said.

			The truth was, he didn’t feel like fishing. He was satisfied to sit back and watch his father work the fly rod, whipping airy ribbons in the sky. Nick wanted a memory to keep fresh, something that would stay with him while Capt. Gregory Waters was away in combat.

			“You tell Mom yet?” Nick asked.

			“Last night.”

			“Is she all right?”

			“She had a feeling it was coming. She watches the news.”

			“Aren’t you scared?”

			“A little,” his father said. “But mostly I’m bummed because I’m going to miss your soccer season. Maybe lacrosse, too. But they let us do e-mail over there.”

			“Cool. I’ll send you the scores.”

			“Nicky, I guess there’s no need to give you the big speech.”

			“About taking care of her?”

			“Right.”

			“Don’t worry,” Nick said.

			“I won’t.”

			Nick’s father tossed another long cast. Instantly there was a flash on the surface and the line came taut. Five minutes later, the guide slipped his net under a hefty snook that was dark and coppery from the swamp water. Nick’s dad lifted the sleek fish by its lower jaw and held it up while Nick snapped a picture.

			His father was beaming. “What do you think—ten pounds?”

			“More,” said Nick. “At least twelve.”

			Late that night, after his parents were in bed, Nick had gone on the Internet and Googled “Iraq” in order to learn what the war was all about. Seven months later, he still wasn’t sure.

			Nobody could find the terrible weapons supposedly stashed by the Iraqi government, while many of the terrorists who were attacking American troops had turned out to be Iraqi citizens. It was hard for Nick to understand why good soldiers like his dad were being blown up by some of the same people they were trying to help.

			Nick was a mild and levelheaded person who seldom lost his temper, but lately there were times when he’d get mad about what had happened. Running toward his mother in the school parking lot and fearing the worst possible news, Nick felt the anger boil up again. Maybe it was selfish, but he didn’t want to lose his father to a war that nobody seemed able to explain.

			Nick ran up to his mom and pulled her close. He blinked away hot tears and almost choked when he tried to speak.

			“It’s okay, Nicky,” she said, sounding amazingly strong and calm.

			“I called the hospital and they said Dad was gone.”

			“Yes, I know.”

			“But I thought he was getting better! What happened?” Nick cried.

			“You should ask him yourself.”

			His mother spun Nick around to face the car. Capt. Gregory Waters sat in the front passenger seat, grinning and giving a thumbs-up sign with his left hand.

			

			—

			Every evening Dr. Wendell Waxmo set out a dozen bowls of food for stray cats, a gesture that annoyed his human neighbors but was greatly appreciated by the wild raccoons, squirrels, and opossums that would amble out of the woods to gorge themselves on stale Meow Mix.

			Wendell Waxmo lived in a small apartment five blocks from the Naples beach, a lovely place that he never visited because his sinuses got inflamed by salt water and his skin was ultra-sensitive to ultraviolet rays. Wendell Waxmo was strictly an indoor person. Yet, for a teacher (even a substitute), he spent little time reading books or polishing his skills in science, math, and English.

			Instead Wendell Waxmo preferred to drown his brain in bland television, especially the shopping networks and infomercials. He purchased every goofy, worthless gimmick that he saw advertised on cable—cheese curlers, mayonnaise whippers, personalized oven mitts, ear-hair trimmers, electronic sock deodorizers, reusable dental floss, and even a flashlight that stayed on for three straight years, night and day.

			Wendell Waxmo got so caught up channel-surfing in search of clever new items that he’d tune out everything else in his peculiar little world, from the tuba ring tone of his cell phone to the yowls of the cats being roughed up by hungry raccoons behind the apartment building.

			As it happened, Wendell Waxmo was once again glued to the phone, excitedly ordering a solar-powered raisin peeler for $49.92 (to be paid in twelve monthly installments of $4.16, not including handling and shipping), when he glanced up and saw a stranger standing in his living room.

			“That’s quite a tuxedo,” the man remarked.

			Gripping the phone fiercely, as if the intruder planned to snatch it away and order the raisin peeler for himself, Wendell Waxmo stammered, “I’ll b-b-be with you in a m-m-minute.”

			The man sat down and waited. Wendell Waxmo gathered his wits, completed his transaction, and put down the phone. He decided that the stranger didn’t look like a chain-saw killer.

			“How’d you get inside my apartment?” he asked.

			“The door was unlocked. You should be more careful.” The man wore a dark ski cap, khaki clothes, and what appeared to be a Western-style ammunition belt.

			“If you’re going to rob me, take whatever you want,” Wendell Waxmo said with a sweep of an arm. “Just don’t hurt me.”

			The intruder smiled wryly as he scanned Wendell Waxmo’s vast assortment of useless gadgets and gizmos, which cluttered the shelves and the tables and the floor.

			“As much as I’d love to own a three-speed sonic artichoke juicer,” the man said, “I think I’ll pass.”

			“Then what are you doing here?”

			“A small favor for the youth of America.”

			Wendell Waxmo nervously loosened his bow tie. “What does that mean?”

			“It means you’re about to retire from the teaching profession.”

			“What?”

			“Your services are no longer needed at the Truman School. Today was your last day.”

			Wendell Waxmo’s piggy eyes narrowed. “Who are you, anyway?”

			The stranger said, “Bunny Starch takes her responsibilities very seriously, and she expects her substitutes to do the same. She’s been receiving some very disturbing reports from her classroom, Wendell.”

			“I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.”

			“Teaching the same page over and over on the same day every week. Asking students to get up and sing, for no good reason.” The man shrugged and rose. “By the way, what kind of nitwit sings the Pledge of Allegiance?”

			“Is that it?” Wendell Waxmo asked resentfully. For one foolish moment he considered trying to defend his teaching methods.

			“I get results!” he declared.

			“No, you get laughed at,” the stranger said. “Some kid grinds out a five-hundred-word essay, a kid who’s never written anything before in his life, and you tear him down in front of the whole class. Not cool.”

			“You mean the pimple paper?”

			“Another kid, his old man gets torn up in Iraq and you want him to do ‘White Christmas’?” The intruder shook his head in disgust. “The only thing worse than a whack job, Wendell, is a clueless whack job. I recommend you find another line of work.”

			Wendell Waxmo huffed. “From what I’ve heard, Mrs. Starch can be just as tough on her students.”

			“Oh, I don’t doubt that,” the man said, heading for the door, “but at least they learn the whole book.”

			“You can’t fire me! Only the headmaster can do that.”

			The man stopped, walked back to Wendell Waxmo, seized him by the shoulders, hoisted him out of the chair, and said to his face: “I’m much, much crazier than you are. Do not give me a reason to return here.”

			Finally Wendell Waxmo was frightened, a sane and normal reaction. The intruder’s arms were rock-hard, and his eyes were cold and weary. He acted like a man with absolutely no fear and no doubts.

			“I’ll call in sick tomorrow,” Wendell Waxmo peeped.

			“Permanently.”

			“Right. I’ll think of something awful and contagious.”

			“Good idea.” The stranger in the ski cap lowered Wendell Waxmo back into a sitting position.

			“I don’t suppose you want to hear me sing,” the substitute said. “It might change your mind.”

			“Highly unlikely.”

			“Then just tell me this—are you a spy for Bunny Starch?”

			“Good night, Wendell.” The intruder stalked out the back door and down the steps, scattering the whiny throng of stray cats.

			

			—

			When Duane Scrod Jr. got home from school, his father handed him a short grocery list that included milk, cereal, and five pounds of sunflower seeds—too much to haul back on a motorcycle. Duane Jr. took one of the pickup trucks and headed for the store, the wheels spraying gravel.

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss, who was waiting down the street, recognized the boy from the photograph shown to him by Torkelsen, the fire investigator. As soon as the pickup was out of sight, Jimmy Lee Bayliss pulled up to the house and parked next to a Tahoe that bore angry graffiti: BOYCOTT SMITHERS CHEVY!!!!!

			Ironically, Jimmy Lee Bayliss himself was driving a Chevrolet, a four-door sedan that he’d rented because he didn’t want to be seen in the company truck. On this mission, it was crucial that Jimmy Lee Bayliss’s connection to the Red Diamond Energy Corporation remain secret. He planned to talk his way into the Scrod house and secretly swipe something—anything—that belonged to the boy.

			The windows were dark yet wide open. A symphony was playing loudly, which Jimmy Lee Bayliss found strange. From the rough, unfinished look of the place, he would have expected to hear the blues or country music, his own favorite.

			A man who could only have been Duane Scrod Jr.’s father answered the door. He was barefoot and had three days’ growth of beard. He wore smudged reading glasses, a dirty red cap, a camouflage hunting shirt, and no pants—only leopard-print boxer shorts.

			“Are you here about the taxes?” the man asked.

			That sounded to Jimmy Lee Bayliss like an excellent cover story, much better than his original idea of posing as a septic-tank inspector.

			“That’s right,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said to Duane Scrod Sr. “I’m from the tax collector’s office.”

			“Well, I’ve been expectin’ you,” said Duane Scrod Sr., who whipped out a pair of rusty needle-nose pliers and, quick as a viper, clamped the lips of his startled visitor.

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss would have let loose the loudest scream of his life, if only he could have opened his mouth. But all he could do was moan and remain motionless, because even the slightest movement worsened the pain from the pinching pliers.

			“Oh, Nadine?” Duane Scrod Sr. called out.

			A tremendous flapping noise erupted, and a very large, gaily plumed bird came to rest with a squawk on Duane Scrod Sr.’s shoulder. Jimmy Lee Bayliss, whose eyes were watering because his lips hurt so much, studied the bird anxiously.

			“Hello,” it said. “Bonjour! Hallo!”

			“Hhhnnngggg,” replied Jimmy Lee Bayliss.

			Using the pliers to tow his prisoner, Duane Scrod Sr. walked to the living room and turned off the stereo. “Man’s home is his castle,” he grumbled. “Says so, right in the Good Book.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss was in no position to argue. Frantically, he tried to think of a means to escape.

			“What if I yanked off your lips and fed ’em to Nadine? Would that make you think twice about invadin’ a person’s privacy?” asked Duane Scrod Sr.

			“Nnnnuuuuggh!” Jimmy Lee Bayliss pleaded.

			“She’s a blue-and-gold macaw. Speaks three languages. One time she got so hungry, she ate a beer can,” Duane Scrod Sr. recalled proudly. “We’re talkin’ top-grade aluminum—gobbled it down like an oatmeal cookie.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss understood how Duane Scrod Sr.’s son could have become a troubled youth. He felt a pang of sympathy for the boy, whom he intended to frame for arson.

			“Whaddya say, Nadine baby? Wanna snack?” Duane Scrod Sr. teased the macaw, who was eyeing the prisoner with great interest. Jimmy Lee Bayliss carefully reached into his pocket and pulled out a small wad of cash, which he held out to his captor.

			Duane Scrod Sr. counted the money and said, “Nineteen dollars? You think you can buy your freedom for nineteen lousy bucks?”

			He began feeding the dollar bills, one at a time, to his bird. “I told you people about a thousand times, I’ll be happy to start payin’ my taxes again, soon as somebody puts a new transmission in my Tahoe.”

			“Aaaccchhhhh,” warbled Jimmy Lee Bayliss, who’d heard enough. He kicked hard at one of Duane Scrod Sr.’s bare kneecaps and made solid contact. The man hollered and let go of the needle-nose pliers, which hung momentarily from Jimmy Lee Bayliss’s face before dropping to the floor.

			As Duane Scrod Sr. hopped in circles, swearing and clutching his bruised knee, the macaw squawked furiously and took flight. Jimmy Lee Bayliss ran for the screen door, but he was too slow—the bird caught him from behind and locked its jagged beak on his scalp, trying to shuck him like a coconut.

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss fell to his knees and flailed at the vicious devil bird, which refused to let go. Dragging himself across the moldy shag carpet, Jimmy Lee Bayliss came upon a heavy nylon satchel with arm straps. He picked it up and began beating himself about the head, a painful but effective strategy. Several of the blows struck Nadine, scattering blue and gold feathers. The bird cursed in German, released Jimmy Lee Bayliss, and flew back toward Duane Scrod Sr., who by now was searching madly for his pliers.

			Dizzy from clobbering himself, Jimmy Lee Bayliss lurched down the front steps and dove into his rental car. He was halfway to the interstate before he came to his senses and noticed that he still had the bulky backpack with which he’d fought off the killer macaw. It was right there on the front seat next to him: a camo-patterned book bag.

			A kid’s book bag.

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss thought: This is too good to be true.

			

			—

			From the parking lot, Nick’s mother phoned Dr. Dressler, who gave permission for Nick to leave school early. On the drive home, Nick peppered his father with questions until his mom told him to slow down and catch his breath.

			“So the infection must be gone, right?” Nick asked.

			“It’s getting better,” Capt. Gregory Waters said. “There’s a V.A. outpatient clinic in Fort Myers where I can get my checkups.”

			Nick noticed that the welts and burn marks on his dad’s face were healing, and that his hair was slowly starting to grow back.

			“How’s the rehab?”

			“Good, Nicky. I hear we’re going to be partners.” Nick’s father pointed at Nick’s wrapped right arm. “What kind of exercises are you doing with your other one?”

			“Mostly trying to write and do math,” Nick said. “It’s harder than I thought.”

			His mother interjected: “You should see him on the computer, Greg. He can type almost as fast with one hand as he could with two. And last night he was throwing the baseball!”

			Nick’s father lit up. “Pitching lefty? That’s fantastic.”

			A bit embarrassed, Nick said, “I look kind of spazzy on my windup.”

			“You do not look ‘spazzy,’ ” said his mom emphatically. “You’re doing great.”

			“I can’t wait to see,” his father said.

			“No way, Dad, I’m not ready.”

			“Come on, I could use the inspiration.”

			“Maybe later,” Nick said.

			When they arrived at the house, Nick and his mother helped Greg Waters walk to the bedroom, where he quickly lay down and zonked out. He slept all afternoon and woke up hungry.

			Over his wife’s objection, he declared that dinner would be a left-handed speed-eating contest, with five dollars to the winner. He and Nick made a total mess, mangling their salads and stabbing at their ravioli and green beans. By the end of the meal, they were laughing so hard that they couldn’t swallow their food. Nick’s mother declared the race to be a tie, and for dessert she served chocolate milkshakes so that both Nick and his dad could rest their arms.

			Afterward they went out to the backyard. His father sat down in a patio chair and said, “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

			Nick picked up the ball and approached the homemade pitcher’s mound. The framed net stood about forty feet away, and Nick eyed it apprehensively. He and his father had been playing catch since Nick was three years old, and he’d never felt any pressure—until now.

			This wasn’t about baseball, it was about hope. Nick wanted to show his dad that you could do practically anything with one arm that you could do with two.

			“Relax. Take it smooth,” his father advised.

			“Don’t laugh if I screw up.”

			“In Double-A I played with a guy who was ambidextrous—he could throw out a base runner with either arm. He played right field left-handed and left field right-handed.”

			“Are you serious?” Nick said.

			“Incredible athlete. Unfortunately, he couldn’t hit a curveball to save his life,” Greg Waters said. “Now he’s selling washing machines in Pensacola.”

			Turning the baseball in his free hand, Nick lined up his first two fingers with the stitches. Having his other arm bound to his back made him feel out of balance, almost tippy.

			“Nice and easy,” his dad said.

			Nick uncoiled and heaved the ball as hard as he could. It bounced six feet in front of the net and rolled into the mesh.

			Blushing, he kicked at the ground. “God, I throw like a girl!”

			His father chuckled. “Don’t let your mom hear you say that—she was the strikeout ace on her college softball team. Now do it again, only slow your motion.”

			Nick retrieved the baseball and tried throwing with an easier rhythm. This time his pitch caught the lower half of the net.

			“That’s better. Take a longer step toward your target,” Greg Waters suggested.

			By the tenth throw, Nick was consistently hitting the strike zone. The pitches weren’t very fast, but at least they were straight.

			His father said, “Nicky, that’s pretty darn good. I mean it.”

			“Thanks, Dad.”

			“Can I give it a shot?”

			“Sure.”

			But as soon as Greg Waters stood up, he began to sway. Nick rushed over and steadied him.

			“Let’s wait till tomorrow, Dad. You’ve had a long day.”

			“I’m all right. Let me have the ball.”

			“You sure?” Nick glanced back toward the house and saw his mother watching anxiously from the kitchen window.

			“Ball, please.” Greg Waters held out his left hand.

			Nick gave him the baseball, and he headed for the mound. His uncertain gait and heavily bandaged shoulder made him appear bulky, almost bearlike.

			“Remember—nice and easy,” Nick called out.

			“You bet.”

			His father stared down an imaginary batter, nodded at an imaginary catcher, and then rocked back into a jerky version of his normal windup motion. The pitch flew wildly past the net, through the hedge and over the fence. They heard a distinct gong as the baseball bounced off their neighbor’s barbecue grill.

			“Oh, crap,” Greg Waters muttered.

			Nick didn’t want him to be discouraged. “You’ve still got plenty of heat, Dad.”

			“Could you go get it? I want to try one more time.”

			“Not tonight. You need to rest.”

			“Nicky, go find the ball,” his dad said sharply.

			It was floating in the neighbor’s pool. Nick hurriedly fished it out and scrambled back over the fence. He was glad to see that his mother had come out of the house; he hoped that she would talk his dad into taking a rest.

			“There’s someone at the front door to see you,” she said to Nick.

			“Who is it?”

			Greg Waters reached for the baseball, but Nick’s mother grabbed it first. “You’re benched for the night, big fella,” she told him.

			“Who’s at the door, Mom?” Nick asked again.

			“Some boy with a motorcycle,” she said. “He says he’s in your biology class.”

		

	
		
			FIFTEEN

			Duane Scrod Jr. stood motionless in the driveway, his back to the house. He appeared to be watching the sun go down.

			“Hi, Smoke. What’s up?” said Nick.

			When the kid turned around, Nick saw that he was still wearing his Truman School blazer and necktie.

			“Hey, Waters.” Smoke looked uneasy about being there, almost shy. “Listen, dude, I need to borrow your biology book. I’ll give it back tomorrow.”

			“No problem,” Nick said. “I missed the last part of class today. Did Wacko Waxmo give us homework?”

			“Don’t worry about him. He’s no longer a factor.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“He’s history, man.” Smoke made a slashing motion across his throat. “Gone. Done. Over.”

			That didn’t sound good. Nick experienced a moment of dread. “What happened? Did he die or something?”

			Smoke chuckled. “Relax, man. Waxmo ain’t dead—nobody laid a finger on him. But after what he did to you today, why do you care?”

			Nick was mildly embarrassed to hear the kid mention the scene in class when the lunatic substitute had ordered Nick to sing a Christmas song and Marta had piped up in his defense. Nick half expected Smoke to make fun of him for letting a girl fight his battles.

			He said, “It was no big deal. I don’t want anything bad happening to the guy.”

			“That’s real sweet. Can I have the book now? I’m late somewhere.”

			“Sure,” Nick said, and he went into the house.

			His mother intercepted him before he got to his room. “Who’s that boy?” she asked. “Why don’t you invite him in?”

			“It’s Duane Scrod Jr.”

			“The pencil-eater? But he looks so neat and normal.”

			“Neat, maybe. Definitely not normal,” said Nick.

			The biology book was at the bottom of his cluttered backpack. He hurried back outside and handed it to Smoke, who was waiting on the motorcycle. He’d put on leather riding gloves and also a helmet with a black plastic face shield. Nick could no longer see his expression.

			“Smoke, can I ask you something—how come you need to borrow the book?”

			“ ’Cause I lost my backpack.”

			“What I meant is, why do you need the book if we don’t have any homework?”

			Smoke didn’t answer right away. He tucked the book under one arm and kick-started his motorcycle. “ ’Cause I gotta study,” he said.

			Nick could barely hear him. “What?”

			“I GOTTA REVIEW FOR THE EXAM!” he shouted through his face mask.

			What exam? Nick wondered, and he motioned for the kid to wait. Nick wanted to ask him about the fire in the Black Vine Swamp, and if he was the person that Marta had seen riding shotgun in Mrs. Starch’s blue Prius, and also if he was acquainted with the man called Twilly who claimed to be Mrs. Starch’s nephew….

			But most of all, Nick wanted to find out if Duane Scrod Jr. knew where Mrs. Starch was.

			“Can you shut off the bike for a minute?” he yelled.

			The kid revved the engine louder.

			“Please? It’s important!”

			“How’s your dad?” Smoke shouted, catching Nick off guard.

			“He’s doing good. He came home today,” Nick hollered back. “Hey, I really need to talk to you—”

			Smoke gave a slight wave and roared down the street.

			Nick’s mother opened the door. “What did he want?” she asked.

			“To borrow a book,” Nick said. “And I have no idea why he picked me to ask.”

			“Maybe he doesn’t have any other friends.”

			“But he’s hardly said five words to me since elementary school. I wouldn’t exactly call him a friend.”

			“Well, maybe he thinks you are,” Nick’s mom said. “Now go help your father. He’s determined to have a shower, and I don’t want him falling down and breaking his butt, along with everything else.”

			“Who’s gonna watch him while I’m at school and you’re at work?”

			“He says he’s going to take care of himself, Nicky.”

			“But what about rehab?”

			“Guess what he asked me to buy for him.”

			“Baseballs?” Nick said.

			“Yep.” His mother made a pitching motion. “Four dozen baseballs is what he wants. I guess he’s going to throw at that darn net all day long. Can you believe it? He just got out of the hospital!”

			“I believe it,” said Nick. He couldn’t have been any happier.

			

			—

			When Dr. Dressler arrived at the Truman School early the next day, he found a note stuck to his office door asking him to call Wendell Waxmo as soon as possible.

			Dr. Dressler had no desire to speak to Wendell Waxmo first thing in the morning. In truth, he preferred not to speak to Wendell Waxmo at all. The man was a total flake, a menace in the classroom.

			Not a day went by that Dr. Dressler didn’t receive irate phone calls from parents complaining about Wendell Waxmo’s nutty antics and demanding that he be fired or hauled off to a psychiatric institution. Dr. Dressler always assured them that he would look into the matter promptly and take appropriate action.

			He was only stalling, of course, hoping that word of the daily chaos would reach Bunny Starch and that she’d come charging back to Truman to rescue her pupils from the clutches of the world’s worst substitute.

			Yet so far, nearing the end of Wendell Waxmo’s first week, Mrs. Starch remained silent and out of sight. Dr. Dressler didn’t know how much longer he could fend off the angry mothers and fathers before they took their complaints to the board of trustees. The headmaster had even called Mrs. Starch’s answering machine and left a message, pretending to complain about Wendell Waxmo’s bad behavior and inquiring (in a gentle but urgent tone) when Mrs. Starch might return to school.

			Yet again there was no response.

			And now Wendell Waxmo himself had called, requesting to speak with Dr. Dressler. As the headmaster reluctantly dialed Wendell Waxmo’s phone number, he anticipated being trapped in a conversation that made no sense whatsoever, just like the substitute’s teaching practices.

			So he was surprised when Wendell Waxmo straight-forwardly stated: “I won’t be coming back to Truman. I’m afraid you’ll have to find another teacher to handle Mrs. Starch’s classes.”

			“You haven’t left me much time—the first bell is only an hour away.”

			“It can’t be helped, Dr. Dressler. I’m afraid I’m quite ill.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that. Is it serious?”

			“Very serious. It’s the Burmese jungle rot.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Burmese jungle rot!” snapped Wendell Waxmo. “Surely you’ve heard of the disease.”

			“Of course,” the headmaster lied. Not that it mattered, but Wendell Waxmo didn’t sound sick at all.

			“It’s a terrible condition, Dr. Dressler. Makes your skin turn green and fall off.”

			“Really?”

			“And the doctors believe I caught it at your school! From unsanitary conditions in the cafeteria!”

			Dr. Dressler seriously doubted that. On his desktop computer he had called up Yahoo and typed in the term “jungle rot.”

			Wendell Waxmo said, “I’m in pretty bad shape here. Pretty bad shape.”

			“But it’s a foot fungus,” the headmaster remarked after reading the definition. “You can treat it with topical antibiotics, according to these medical Web sites I’m looking at.”

			“No, no, no—that’s regular jungle rot. Burmese jungle rot is a hundred times worse. There’s no known cure!”

			“Hmmmm,” said Dr. Dressler. “How in the world would you catch something like that in our cafeteria?”

			“From the salad bar, no doubt.”

			“Did you put your feet in our salad bar, Wendell?”

			“The point is, I’m an extremely sick person.”

			No kidding, thought Dr. Dressler. Sick in the head.

			“Sadly, I won’t be returning to teach at Truman—ever,” Wendell Waxmo continued. “Kindly remove my name from your list of available substitutes.”

			No great loss, mused Dr. Dressler, but now how do I lure Bunny Starch back to school?

			“I’ve got a long, painful struggle ahead,” Wendell Waxmo said dramatically.

			“We’ll all be praying for your jungle rot to go away.”

			“I appreciate that, Dr. Dressler.”

			“But don’t even think about suing us.”

			“Good heavens, no!”

			“Because things would get ugly, Wendell. No offense, but you haven’t made many friends here at Truman.”

			“Well, I march to the tune of my own tuba,” Wendell Waxmo said.

			“That’s one way of putting it, I suppose.” The headmaster didn’t know the true reason Wendell Waxmo was leaving, nor did he intend to waste his time trying to find out. Nothing the man said or did seemed very logical.

			“Oh, I almost forgot,” Wendell Waxmo said. “Please inform my replacement that the students are on page 263.”

			“In which class?” Dr. Dressler asked.

			“In all the classes,” Wendell Waxmo replied matter-of-factly. “Today’s Friday, and on Fridays we always study page 263. No exceptions.”

			The headmaster rolled his eyes but restrained himself from saying something cruel into the phone. “Every Friday, the same page?”

			“Of course. Focus, focus, focus!”

			“Goodbye, Wendell. Get well soon.”

			“Thank you, Dr. Dressler.”

			

			—

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss hadn’t said a word to his boss about the arson investigation, but Drake McBride found out anyway. Apparently the helicopter pilot was a blabbermouth.

			“When did you plan on telling me—or did you?” Drake McBride asked tartly.

			“I didn’t think it was necessary, sir. I got everything under control,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said.

			They were sitting in Drake McBride’s office, which had a grand view of Tampa Bay. In the distance, sailboats tacked back and forth across the choppy water.

			“But you told me you cleared the scene. You told me they’d never suspect we did it,” Drake McBride said.

			“There’s nuthin’ to worry about. Honest.”

			“Don’t worry?” Drake McBride raised his palms skyward. “Arson is a big-time felony, pardner. They put people in prison for it!”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss said, “I made friends with the fire investigator, and we’ve got no problems. They’re after some local kid, a known pyro.”

			Drake McBride rose from his desk and poured himself a cup of black coffee. He didn’t offer any to Jimmy Lee Bayliss, which was just as well because Jimmy Lee Bayliss’s stomach was a wreck and his lips were still sore from the encounter with Duane Scrod Sr.

			“I don’t understand what’s the big deal,” Drake McBride fumed. “It’s not like an orphanage got torched—just some worthless damn swamp. This time next year, you won’t be able to tell it ever got burnt.”

			“Lightning strikes all the time in those woods,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss remarked.

			“Exactamente! Now, are you tellin’ me these arson guys rush out and investigate every single wildfire? No way.” Drake McBride was indignant. “Now all of a sudden it’s CSI: Everglades. Talk about a waste of taxpayer dollars!”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss knew exactly why the authorities had taken an interest in the fire at the Black Vine Swamp. “It’s only because there were kids out there,” he said.

			“Yeah, well, none of the little buggers got hurt, did they? Nobody even got their eyebrows toasted.” Drake McBride stood at the picture window and stared pensively out at the bay. “Bottom line: We had to do somethin’ to keep ’em away from Section 22. And it worked, did it not?”

			“Yes, sir. No harm done.”

			“And by the way—is that a stupid place for a field trip, or what? Way out in the middle of nowhere? If that was my class, I’d take ’em all to SeaWorld to watch those killer whales do ballerina dances, or whatever.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss said, “Or Weeki Wachee. They got all these girls dressed up like mermaids, ridin’ water skis.”

			“Now you’re talkin’!” Drake McBride finally smiled, though he became serious again when he returned to his desk. “Jimmy Lee, please tell me they’ve got no evidence that can tie Red Diamond to the arson. Please tell me I don’t need to start lookin’ for a lawyer and a bail bondsman.”

			“They haven’t got diddly, sir.” Jimmy Lee Bayliss failed to inform his boss that he’d dropped a company pen at the crime scene.

			Drake McBride sat forward and peered at him curiously. “What the heck happened to your face? Somebody punch you out?”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss chose not to admit that a lunatic with a rabid parrot had tried to remove his lips with a pair of pliers.

			“I cut myself shavin’,” he said.

			“Shaving with what—a weed whacker?”

			“No big deal,” mumbled Jimmy Lee Bayliss, covering his mouth.

			Drake McBride fixed him with a steely look that he practiced often in the mirror. “Look here, pardner—you say the situation is under control. Does that mean I can take the afternoon off and go run King Thunderbolt?”

			“Absolutely.”

			In his quest to look like a Texan, Drake McBride had bought a horse named Dumpling, renamed it King Thunderbolt, and was now taking riding lessons. Jimmy Lee Bayliss fully expected the animal to throw Drake McBride out of the saddle and stomp on him once it figured out what a phony he was.

			“The arson investigator and I had a real good talk,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said, trying to put his boss at ease.

			Drake McBride leaned back and propped his shiny snakeskin boots on the desk. “That kid you mentioned, he sounds like a prime suspect.”

			“Definitely,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said. “A bad actor.”

			“They should take a real hard look at him.”

			“Oh, they are.”

			“Any assistance that Red Diamond Energy can offer—”

			“They got our full cooperation,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said.

			Drake McBride winked. “Give ’em whatever they need, okay?”

			“I’m all over it.”

			“One more thing, pardner.”

			“Sure.” Jimmy Lee Bayliss hated it when Drake McBride called him “pardner.” The guy watched too many old Westerns on cable TV.

			“If somethin’ else bad happens,” Drake McBride said, “I don’t want to hear about it from my helicopter pilot. Understand? I want to hear about it from you.”

			“Yes, sir. Speakin’ of the chopper, I need a lift out to the drilling site.”

			“Sure thing—after you drop me off at the…whatchacallit. You know, the horse place?”

			“You mean the stable,” said Jimmy Lee Bayliss.

			“Right.” Drake McBride adjusted the tilt of his cowboy hat. “The stable,” he said.

		

	
		
			SIXTEEN

			On the bus ride to school, Nick told Marta about Smoke’s surprise visit.

			She said, “You mean that maniac knows where you live? That’s not cool.”

			“He just wanted to borrow my biology book.”

			“I’m so sure,” Marta said.

			“To study for an exam, is what he said.”

			“What exam? There’s no exam…is there?”

			“Not that I know of. It was weird,” Nick said. “Then he took off before I could ask about Mrs. Starch.”

			Marta frowned. “Don’t go there, Nick. Just let it drop.”

			After their encounter with the man called Twilly, Marta had lost some of her enthusiasm for solving the mystery of Mrs. Starch’s disappearance.

			Nick said, “I checked out a book by that writer Twilly talked about, Edward Abbey. It’s called The Monkey Wrench Gang, and the hero is this wild dude named Hayduke who wants to blow up a dam.”

			“What for?” Marta asked.

			“Because it’s plugging up this huge wild river. So he and these other guys launch, like, an underground war.”

			“All guys, huh?”

			“No, there’s a lady in the gang, too.”

			“Stick with comics, Nick.”

			“Seriously, it’s a good story. And funny.”

			“But what’s it got to do with Mrs. Starch?”

			Nick shook his head. “Who knows. Maybe nothing.”

			“Look, I really don’t care where she is, or what she’s doing,” Marta said. “I just want her to come back to Truman so we don’t have to deal with Waxmo anymore. A witch that knows how to teach is better than a fruitcake from Mars.”

			“Smoke said Dr. Waxmo’s gone.”

			“No way!” Marta exclaimed jubilantly.

			“Whatever happened, Smoke acted like he had something to do with it,” Nick said. “Sort of sketched me out.”

			Marta clapped her hands. “I can’t believe we’re really rid of Wacko Waxmo. It’s too good to be true.”

			“We’ll find out soon.”

			Sure enough, a different substitute was sitting at Mrs. Starch’s desk when Marta and Nick walked into third-period biology. They exchanged glances and took their seats. Graham was already waving his hand at the teacher, whose name was Mrs. Robertson. Most of the kids knew her, because she substituted regularly at the school.

			“Dr. Waxmo has called in sick,” she began. “Some sort of nasty flu bug, according to Dr. Dressler. So it looks like I’ll be teaching this class until Mrs. Starch returns.”

			When the students broke out in grateful applause, Mrs. Robertson tried not to smile. Wendell Waxmo’s unstable personality was legend among other substitutes.

			When the celebrating was over, she said, “All right, let’s get down to business. You have a question, Graham?”

			The boy lowered his hand and said, “I’m ready with page 263.”

			“Oh?”

			“I memorized the whole thing, like Dr. Waxmo told us to. Gametes and chromosomes!”

			“That’s good,” Mrs. Robertson said patiently, “but I use a different teaching method than Dr. Waxmo’s. I find it’s more helpful to study chapter by chapter, instead of choosing random pages.”

			Graham looked crestfallen as Mrs. Robertson instructed the students to open their textbooks to Chapter 10. It was then Nick noticed that Smoke was absent, which meant that Nick’s biology book was absent, too. He would have to share with somebody else.

			Marta passed him a note: Where’s your new friend?

			Nick shrugged. Maybe the new, improved Duane Scrod Jr. was back to his old ways.

			

			—

			Torkelsen parked his SUV on the dirt road and approached the helicopter where the oilman was waiting.

			“Hop in,” he said to the fire investigator.

			Torkelsen strapped himself in one of the back seats. “When did you find it?” he asked.

			“About an hour ago. I called you right away,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said.

			The chopper ride took only about three minutes. Torkelsen looked out the window while Jimmy Lee Bayliss chewed up a handful of Tums and hoped that the fire investigator wouldn’t ask about the tool marks on his lips. The helicopter touched down in a dry clearing and the two men stepped out, Jimmy Lee Bayliss leading the way.

			“Watch out for rattlers,” he warned.

			“You bet,” the fire investigator said.

			They made their way to a hammock of cabbage palms. The camo-print book bag lay on the ground, partially concealed by dead fronds. Jimmy Lee Bayliss thought he’d done a very convincing job of planting the evidence.

			Torkelsen picked up the bag and examined it.

			“We were doin’ a fly-by when I saw some wild hogs runnin’ through these trees,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said, “so I had the pilot set her down and I took off with my rifle. Didn’t catch those darn pigs, but I came across this thing and figgered you’d be interested.”

			The fire investigator unzipped the pockets of the satchel and carefully sorted through the contents.

			“What the heck’s in there?” asked Jimmy Lee Bayliss, as if he didn’t know. He’d been careful to remove any assignment papers that were dated after the arson; otherwise Torkelsen would have figured out that the book bag couldn’t have been left at the scene on the day of the crime.

			“Schoolbooks, pencils, a calculator,” Torkelsen said. “And this—”

			From one of the compartments he pulled out a small butane torch.

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss whistled. “You hit the jackpot!”

			Torkelsen used a digital camera to take pictures, placing the book bag and the torch on a mat of palm fronds.

			“This isn’t far from where the fire was started, right?” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said, again as if he didn’t know. “The kid must’ve stashed his stuff here before he took off.”

			“Sure looks that way.”

			Torkelsen jotted down the brand and model number of the butane torch, which Jimmy Lee Bayliss had purchased at his favorite hardware store on the way home from the Scrod household. Jimmy Lee Bayliss had tested the device by using it to burn up the sales receipt so that it could never be traced to him.

			The fire investigator repacked the book bag, slung it over one shoulder, and followed Jimmy Lee Bayliss back to the helicopter. The pilot lifted off and made an extrawide turn to avoid flying over the area of Section 22 where Red Diamond Energy was erecting its illegal oil-drilling platform. Even though the site was well concealed among the woods, Jimmy Lee Bayliss wasn’t taking any chances, especially with a sharp-eyed passenger such as Torkelsen.

			When the chopper landed on the dirt road, Jimmy Lee Bayliss got out and walked with the fire investigator to his SUV.

			“Is there a name tag on that backpack?” Jimmy Lee Bayliss asked innocently.

			“Yep,” said Torkelsen. “It’s that same kid I told you about—Duane Scrod Jr.”

			“Then you’ve got your arsonist!”

			Torkelsen placed the incriminating bag in the back of the SUV. “This is a big help, Mr. Bayliss. Thanks a million.”

			“Call me anytime.” Jimmy Lee Bayliss silently congratulated himself as he returned to the chopper, though he wouldn’t have had such a merry spring in his step if he’d known that he was being spied upon at that very moment.

			

			—

			Perched halfway up a cypress and shielded by branches, Twilly Spree sucked on a slice of store-bought grapefruit and waited for the Red Diamond helicopter to fly away. Then he climbed down and waded slowly out of the strand.

			The spiders and mosquitoes didn’t concern him, nor did the poisonous snakes and the snapping turtles. Twilly was utterly at ease in the Black Vine Swamp, as he was in almost any wilderness. He felt much safer hiking among a few hungry gators and bears than driving down Interstate 75 at rush hour.

			As he did every morning before the oil company workers arrived, Twilly went searching for signs of a particular panther. He would have been elated to see one measly paw print, but he found nothing. Twilly hadn’t laid eyes on the animal since the day he’d heard two rifle shots in the area. He never came across its body or any spots of blood, so he’d concluded that it had safely gotten away.

			On the day of the fire, Twilly had heard a panther scream—there was no mistaking the hair-raising wail—and he chose to believe that it was the one that he’d been seeking. The sooner the feline returned to its territory, the better. This was truly a matter of life and death, although not Twilly’s own.

			On the trail leading back to camp, he encountered the kid.

			“You’re supposed to be in school,” Twilly said.

			“I dreamed I saw the cat.”

			“Where?”

			“On the boardwalk,” said Duane Scrod Jr. “I had to check it out, in case it was, like, an Indian dream. But it wasn’t.”

			“Too bad.” Twilly himself rarely dreamed, but he knew Seminoles and Miccosukees who had visions that sometimes came true.

			Facing the sun, Duane Scrod Jr. squinted out across the swamp. “So you didn’t find anything? No tracks?”

			Twilly shook his head. “A bobcat and some deer, that’s all. You saw that chopper, right?”

			“Don’t worry,” Duane Scrod Jr. said. “They didn’t see me. I hid the bike real good, too.”

			“You need to get your butt to school. The alternative isn’t pretty.”

			“Yeah, I know.”

			“Did your book bag ever turn up?”

			“Nope. I swear I took it home,” the kid said, “but I can’t find it anywhere. Weird.”

			“You ask your old man?”

			Duane Scrod Jr. snorted. “He’s locked inside his music room with that crazy bird. Says he chased off a government tax man and next they’re gonna send the FBI. There’s no use talkin’ to him when he gets like this.”

			The boy clearly had a rocky situation at home—his mother had run off to Europe and his father didn’t always have both oars in the water. Twilly Spree felt bad for him, although not bad enough to risk blowing the mission.

			“Hey, I saw the bottles got here,” Duane Scrod Jr. said.

			“Yep. Everybody’s okay, for now.”

			“That was a cool thing you did.”

			“Go to school,” Twilly told him. “Don’t make me say it again.”

			“Right. Later, dude.”

			Watching the boy walk away, Twilly wished that he were better qualified to give out advice and wisdom. However, he’d spent most of his own life following his gut impulse instead of his brain, so he was hardly the proper model of a sensible grown-up.

			He headed back toward camp, moving quietly by habit through the marshes and prairies and tree islands. On a soggy stretch he came upon something dark in the middle of the trail, something that hadn’t been there earlier in the morning.

			Twilly dropped to the ground and put his face closer in order to be sure. Eagerly he studied the fresh find. He poked it with a twig. He turned it with a leaf. He even sniffed it.

			There was no doubt: panther poop!

			

			—

			Dr. Dressler’s day turned sour when his lunch was interrupted by the arrival of George and Gilda Carson. They had come to make their weekly plea to have their “brilliant” son Graham moved up one or two grade levels at Truman.

			Based on Graham’s most recent report card, which Dr. Dressler held in his hand, Graham was exactly where he should have been.

			“He has a C-plus average,” Dr. Dressler reminded the Carsons. “There’s nothing wrong with that, but it tells me that your son has all the challenges he can handle right now.”

			“What do you mean by that?” huffed Gilda Carson.

			“Yes, what are you driving at?” George Carson chimed in.

			Part of Dr. Dressler’s job was putting up with the unreasonable demands of parents, but sometimes it wasn’t easy to be polite.

			“We don’t normally advance a student unless he or she has straight A’s,” he explained, “and only then if they pass a series of tests showing that they’re ready to skip ahead of all the other students their age.”

			Gilda Carson said, “We told you to give Graham those tests.”

			“And I did.” Dr. Dressler handed her a copy of the not-so-brilliant results, which she showed to her husband.

			“So he had one bad day. Big deal,” said George Carson. “Let him take the tests again.”

			Dr. Dressler glanced wearily at the brass clock on his desk. He said, “Graham is a fine young man. He pays attention in class. He asks lots and lots of questions. He tries hard, but—”

			“But what?” sneered Graham’s mother.

			“But he’s a C-plus student.”

			“Which is the fault of his teachers, Dr. Dressler. Clearly Graham is underachieving,” George Carson said, waving the test paper, “and that shouldn’t happen at a place like Truman. We pay an arm and a leg for tuition here….”

			Dr. Dressler tuned out the arm-and-a-leg speech, which he’d heard dozens of times from parents who’d decided to blame the school because their children were falling short of their expectations. More often than not, the students improved with a little extra help and went on to graduate with solid marks.

			However, the Carsons were in no mood for a pep talk, and Dr. Dressler was in no mood for the Carsons. He was on the verge of saying something very frank to them when his assistant cracked open the door.

			“Sorry to interrupt, Dr. Dressler, but Detective Marshall is here to see you.”

			“Certainly. Right away.” The headmaster was relieved to be rid of the Carsons (who departed, grousing), but he was worried about this new visit from the sheriff’s detective. It probably wasn’t a social call.

			Once Jason Marshall entered the office, he got directly to the point. “I’m here to arrest Duane Scrod Jr.,” he said.

			“For the fire in the swamp?”

			The detective nodded soberly.

			Dr. Dressler’s spirits sank as he envisioned the awful headline: TRUMAN STUDENT BUSTED FOR ARSON.

			Because he was still a minor, Duane Scrod Jr. could not be openly named by the authorities, although it hardly mattered. The news that anyone enrolled at Truman was being charged with such a serious crime would bring horrible publicity, and Dr. Dressler anticipated a strong reaction from the school’s board of trustees, not to mention some of the wealthy donors.

			“The fire department called about an hour ago,” Jason Marshall said. “It sounds like they’ve got all the evidence they need.”

			Dr. Dressler didn’t bother asking for details. Given the boy’s history of setting fires, the headmaster had no doubt that Duane Scrod Jr. was guilty. Obviously there was a good reason why the other students called him Smoke.

			“It’s only twenty minutes until school’s dismissed,” Dr. Dressler said. “Can’t we wait?”

			The detective said, “No, let’s get it over with.”

			Dr. Dressler checked the schedule and saw that Duane Scrod Jr. was in Mr. Riccio’s English seminar.

			“It’s probably better if you stay here,” the headmaster told Jason Marshall, who agreed.

			The classroom was on the other side of the campus, and Dr. Dressler hurried to get there. Duane Scrod Jr. showed little emotion when the headmaster tapped on the door and summoned him outside.

			Halfway to the administration building, the boy finally asked why he’d been called out of class.

			“We’ve got a problem, Duane,” said Dr. Dressler.

			“Whaddya mean?”

			“A man from the sheriff’s department wants to speak with you.”

			“Again? How come?”

			“Is your father home? Because you’ll probably want to give him a call later.”

			“When hell freezes over,” the boy said.

			The Truman School had a strict rule against cussing, but Dr. Dressler let it slide. Duane Scrod Jr. was a large person, and the headmaster didn’t want to rile him. He knew that the detective was far more experienced at handling such situations.

			Jason Marshall, it turned out, was waiting with a set of handcuffs.

			“No way,” muttered Duane Scrod Jr. when he realized what was happening.

			“I’m sorry, son,” the detective said. “Turn around, please.”

			The boy didn’t move. He sighed heavily and rolled his eyes toward the ceiling. “This is so wrong,” he said.

			Dr. Dressler was now extremely nervous. Nobody had ever been arrested in his office before. “Duane, please do what Detective Marshall says.”

			Slowly, very slowly, the boy turned around.

			Thank goodness, thought the headmaster.

			Then, just as Jason Marshall stepped forward to snap on the handcuffs, Duane Scrod Jr. bolted out the door.

			“Hey!” shouted the detective, charging after him. “Stop!”

			Dr. Dressler stood there alone, dumbfounded and flustered. He felt like he was in an episode of Cops.

			The headmaster looked out the window in time to see Duane Scrod Jr. sprinting toward the athletic field. For such a stocky kid he was very quick, and he steadily widened the gap between himself and the detective. Dr. Dressler wondered why nobody had ever talked Duane Scrod Jr. into playing for the Truman football team, which was in dire need of a fullback.

			A lacrosse squad was practicing at the west end of the field, and Duane Scrod Jr. made a beeline for one of the players. Even from a distance, Dr. Dressler easily identified the student as Nick Waters because of the bulky sling contraption that he wore on his right shoulder.

			The headmaster watched in puzzlement as Duane Scrod Jr. pulled Nick aside and spoke to him briefly. Then the boy again dashed away, jumping a chain-link fence and vanishing into a deep stand of pine trees. Detective Jason Marshall ran far behind, waving and hollering.

			Dr. Dressler didn’t think that Duane Scrod Jr. had any friends at the Truman School, so he wondered why the kid had singled out Nick Waters to speak to—and what message could have been so important as to prompt him to interrupt his escape.

			Had Dr. Dressler been able to hear every word that Duane Scrod Jr. said on the practice field, he might have reserved his opinion about the arson in the Black Vine Swamp.

			The first thing that the boy called Smoke told Nick Waters was: “Your biology book’s in my locker. The combination is 5-3-5.”

			And the second thing he said was: “I didn’t do that fire, man. I’m innocent.”

		

	
		
			SEVENTEEN

			When Nick got home from school, he saw his father in the backyard throwing baseballs left-handed into the pitching net. Nick dropped his blazer on a chair, yanked off his necktie, and ran outside.

			“How’s your…you know…” He pointed at his dad’s bandaged shoulder.

			“My stump, you mean.” His father smiled ruefully. “Actually, it’s more like a stump of a stump.”

			Nick thought: At least he hasn’t lost his sense of humor.

			His dad said, “The infection’s almost gone, but I’d be lying if I said I felt like a million bucks.”

			“Then you should take it easy.”

			“No, sir.” Capt. Gregory Waters grabbed another ball from a bucket by his feet. “Take off your sling, Nicky, and we’ll play some catch.”

			Nick knew it was useless to argue. “Throw it here,” he said.

			“Unstrap your right arm and go get your glove.”

			“Come on, Dad, just throw it.”

			“Suit yourself.” His dad wound up and pitched. The ball made a smack when it landed in Nick’s bare hand—and it stung.

			“Whoa!” Nick whistled and shook his fingers. “That’s pretty good.”

			“I’m gettin’ there,” his father said.

			Nick tossed back the ball, which went straight enough, though not terribly hard. He still felt awkward throwing with the wrong arm.

			“Dad, how long have you been out here practicing?”

			“Four hours and change.”

			“Geez, you’re not tired?”

			Greg Waters laughed. “Are you kidding? I’m whipped,” he said, “but it’s the best way to build up my strength and get some muscle memory.”

			His next pitch was low and off the mark. Nick scooped it off the grass, took a big step, and hurled it back—five feet over his father’s head.

			Greg Waters chuckled and said, “Even when I had two arms I couldn’t jump that high.”

			Nick retrieved the baseball from a bed of geraniums and jogged back to the other end of the yard.

			“Who’s your favorite lefty of all time?” he asked his dad on the next throw.

			“Steve Carlton of the Phillies, way before your time. But you should’ve seen his fastball.”

			“Better than Johan Santana’s?”

			“Ask me again when Johan is in the Hall of Fame.” He zipped another one back at Nick, who didn’t mind the sting. It was exciting to see his dad throwing so hard and so accurately from what was once his weak side.

			“So, Nicky, what’s the hot news at Truman?”

			Nick had planned to tell his parents about Smoke at dinner. They would have heard about it eventually anyway.

			“Libby’s dad came to arrest a kid at school, only the kid ran off into the woods and got away,” Nick said.

			Greg Waters stopped in the middle of his pitching motion. He lowered his arm but hung on to the ball.

			“What was he being arrested for?”

			“That fire in the swamp that I told you about, the day we went on the field trip,” Nick said. “But here’s the thing, Dad—I don’t think he did it.”

			“How do you know?”

			The back door opened and Nick’s mom came outside wearing a first-baseman’s mitt as big as a ham. She pounded a fist into the pocket and called out to Nick’s dad: “Come on, soldier boy, let’s see what you’ve got!”

			Greg Waters grinned and hurled the ball, which she snagged easily and threw underhanded—but with plenty of juice—to Nick. His mother hadn’t played softball since college, but she still had an excellent arm.

			“How long have you been home?” Nick asked her.

			“About thirty seconds. I saw you two rookies out here in the yard and figured you needed some backup or else you were gonna break out some windows on Mrs. Storter’s house.”

			“Not me!” Nick’s father said, pretending to be insulted. “Nicky’s the wild one.”

			For half an hour they played three-way catch in a breezy, pleasant silence, just as they used to do before Greg Waters had been sent to Iraq. To Nick it seemed unreal that not even two weeks had passed since his dad had been seriously wounded—yet he was already back home, slinging the baseball! It was like a miracle, Nick thought.

			Then again, his father was no ordinary patient.

			Greg Waters said, “Nick, tell your mom what happened at school today.”

			“Oh, I already know about it. Gilda Carson text-messaged every parent in the phone book,” said Nick’s mother. “That boy who ran from the police is the same one who stopped over last night to borrow Nick’s biology book.”

			“Really? Nicky didn’t mention that.” Greg Waters looked concerned, but he kept on throwing.

			“His name is Duane Scrod Jr.,” Nick’s mother said. “His dad did a stretch in jail for arson, so I guess the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree—”

			“Mom, he didn’t do it,” Nick cut in firmly.

			“What makes you so sure?”

			“He told me so,” Nick said. “While he was running away from Detective Marshall, he stopped me at lacrosse practice and said he was innocent. Why would he bother to do that if it wasn’t true?”

			Nick’s mother tossed him the baseball. “People do lie, Nicky, especially when they’re in trouble.”

			“But I believe him! You guys didn’t see the look in his eyes, but I did.” Nick heaved the ball to his dad, who bob-bled it and then dropped it on the grass. Obviously he was distracted by what he was hearing.

			Nick’s mom said, “Tell your father what the other kids call Duane Jr.”

			“Aw, it’s just a nickname,” Nick protested.

			“Let’s hear it,” said his dad.

			“Smoke,” Nick said quietly, knowing it would be harder than ever to convince his parents that Duane Scrod Jr. was innocent.

			“Smoke?” Greg Waters picked up the baseball and turned it over and over in his hand. “Let me guess why they call him Smoke.”

			“Because that’s what he likes to be called. Nobody knows why,” Nick said. Then he added: “Okay, the police said he set two fires a long time ago—but that doesn’t automatically mean he did this one.”

			Nick assumed that his mother had already learned about Smoke’s previous arsons from Mrs. Carson, who’d probably gotten the information from Graham.

			“Nicky, this doesn’t sound good,” his father said.

			“But what happened in the past shouldn’t matter—if he didn’t start this fire, he shouldn’t be arrested for it,” Nick said. “That’s not right, Dad.”

			Nick’s mother walked over and put an arm around him, her softball mitt resting behind his back on the lump that was his wrapped-up right arm. She said, “According to Mrs. Carson, they’ve got real strong evidence that Duane Jr. did it.”

			“Like what?”

			“She didn’t say in the message. But she made it sound solid.”

			Nick pulled away and sat down in a patio chair. “Well, I don’t believe that. Anyway, you’re supposed to be innocent till proven guilty, right?”

			If Smoke was lying to me on the lacrosse field, Nick thought, then that kid is the world’s greatest actor.

			“Did the police catch him?” he asked.

			“Not yet,” his mom said. “I’d better go start dinner. We can talk about this later.”

			Capt. Gregory Waters sat down, flexing the fingers in his left hand. He looked sore and exhausted. “Maybe tomorrow I’ll try the fly rod,” he said.

			Nick found himself staring at the empty right sleeve of his father’s shirt—getting used to the sight of him without one arm would take time. His dad even joked about how “lopsided” he appeared in the mirror.

			“Can I ask you something about the war?” Nick said.

			“Sure.”

			“That man who died when the rocket hit your Humvee—you said he was like a brother to you.”

			“It’s true. He was,” Nick’s father said.

			“How long did you know him before then?”

			Greg Waters thought for a moment. “Two weeks. Maybe three.”

			“That’s not a very long time,” Nick said.

			“Well, sometimes you make a connection right away.”

			“And not just because you’re, like, in battle together?”

			“No, the same thing would happen when I played ball in the minors,” said Nick’s dad. “You’d start talking to a new player the first day of spring training, and right away you knew he was okay. And then some other guy would walk up, and in two seconds you could tell he was a complete ass.”

			“I know what you mean,” Nick said. “It’s like a weird radar.”

			“Yeah, sort of.”

			Nick stood up. “I need to make a phone call before dinner.”

			His father said, “This boy that the police are hunting for—is he a friend of yours?”

			“That’s a good question,” said Nick. “I think maybe he is.”

			After setting the table for his mom, Nick went to his bedroom, shut the door, and called Libby Marshall on her cell. She was out walking her dog, Sam.

			“No, they didn’t catch him yet,” she said, anticipating Nick’s question. “But they will. And my dad is so not amused—he pulled a hamstring while he was chasing him!”

			Nick had to be careful what he said to Libby. It was natural for her to believe that Smoke was guilty, because that’s what her father surely told her.

			Libby said, “He’s still on probation for torching that billboard on the interstate, so they can lock him up until his next trial, my dad says. Six months, maybe longer.”

			No wonder he ran away, Nick thought. “Are they still out there looking for him?”

			“Nah. He’s not, like, a serial killer or something,” Libby said. “They’ll bust him as soon as he goes home. Dad says that’s where they usually find juvenile fugitives.”

			“But what if he doesn’t show up?”

			“Right, Nick. Where else is he gonna go?”

			Nick thought: I wish I knew.

			“Why are they so sure he did it?” Nick was hoping that Libby’s father had mentioned something about the mysterious new evidence.

			And luckily, he had.

			“Somebody found Smoke’s book bag near the place where the fire was started,” Libby said. “Guess what was in it—a portable torch, just like the arsonist used! He’s toast, Nick. Case closed.”

			“His book bag from school? The camo one?”

			“Hang on a second,” Libby said. “Sam, no! Bad dog! BAD DOG!”

			While she hollered at her pet, Nick held the phone away from his ear. It didn’t make sense that Smoke’s backpack had suddenly turned up at the Black Vine Swamp.

			When Libby came back on the line, she was out of breath. “Sorry, Nick, I gotta go. Sam’s cornered a humongous ol’ tomcat and it’s about to scratch his nose off…. No! Bad boy! I said NO!!!”

			Nick hung up and immediately called Marta.

			“What are you doing first thing tomorrow?” he asked.

			“Sleeping,” she replied. “It’s Saturday, remember?”

			“We’re going on a bike ride.”

			“I don’t think so, Nick.”

			“Be ready at eight.”

			“Get serious,” said Marta. “I plan to be snoring like a polar bear at eight o’clock in the morning.”

			“No, this is important. I’ll explain everything when I see you.”

			“Don’t you dare take me back to Mrs. Starch’s house! I don’t want to end up with glass eyeballs and a tag around my neck, like all those other dead animals.”

			Nick said, “Don’t worry. That’s not where we’re going.”

			

			—

			The next morning, as Duane Scrod Sr. crept into the kitchen to get some sunflower seeds for Nadine, he heard a knock at the front door and then a voice calling, “Duane? Are you there?”

			It sounded too young to be an FBI man, but Duane Scrod Sr. wasn’t taking any chances. He scrambled back to the music room and barricaded himself inside. His macaw, who was famished, peevishly latched on to one of his ear-lobes, yet Duane Scrod Sr. gritted his teeth and remained silent in spite of the pain.

			He didn’t want to go back to jail, although he realized that the odds were stacked against him. Attacking that tax man wasn’t the brightest move he’d ever made, and he figured it was only a matter of time before his house was surrounded by heavily armed agents of the U.S. government.

			Earlier in the day, Duane Scrod Sr. had hidden from another stranger, a man who had knocked repeatedly and identified himself as a sheriff’s deputy searching for Junior. Duane Sr. had snatched Nadine from her cage and run to cower under a quilt in the music room.

			“Duane, open up! It’s me—Nick Waters,” the new visitor shouted.

			Then a girl’s voice said, “I told you so. He’s not even here.”

			It occurred to Duane Scrod Sr. that the persons on the porch might actually be looking for his son, but he quickly dismissed the idea. Except for one or two Miccosukee Indians, Junior didn’t have any friends his own age.

			No, thought Duane Scrod Sr., this must be a trap. The FBI could be extremely sneaky.

			As soon as the voices outside stopped, Nadine let go of Duane Scrod Sr.’s ear. After a few minutes he cautiously approached the small spinet piano that was blocking the music room door and prepared to push it aside.

			“Ich habe Hunger!” Nadine complained. “J’ai faim!”

			“Hush up, bird,” Duane Scrod Sr. whispered, “or I’ll sell you to Colonel Sanders.”

			A female voice from behind piped, “Don’t do that.”

			Duane Scrod Sr. wheeled around and cowered beside the piano. Framed in the open window were two faces—a boy and a girl, watching him.

			“What do you want?” he demanded. “Did the guv’ment send you, too?”

			The boy said, “We go to school with Duane. We need to find him.”

			“Yeah, well, get in line.”

			“He’s in our biology class,” the girl added.

			Nadine screeched and flapped around the room two or three times before alighting on a dusty chandelier.

			“Go away!” Duane Scrod Sr. barked at the kids. He still wasn’t convinced that they weren’t FBI agents in disguise.

			The boy said, “Duane’s running from the police. They’re going to arrest him for arson, but we don’t think he did it.”

			“No, Nick,” the girl interrupted, “you don’t think he did it.”

			“Whatever. We’ve got to talk to him.”

			Duane Scrod Sr. said, “Even if I knew where he was—which I don’t—I wouldn’t tell ya. So kindly take a hike. And I mean now.”

			But the two kids didn’t move.

			What’s wrong with this world? thought Duane Scrod Sr. When did the grown-ups stop being in charge?

			“That’s a nice piano,” the girl remarked. “I’ve been taking lessons since I was four.”

			“How thrilling for you,” Duane Scrod Sr. grumbled. “Now get lost.”

			He was astounded to see both kids calmly climb through his window to enter the room. The girl said, “You know what I played at our fall recital? Rachmaninoff’s Prelude number 4 in D.”

			“You’re kidding,” Duane Scrod Sr. said. Rachmaninoff was one of his all-time favorites. He slid the spinet away from the door and the girl sat down on the piano bench and played the whole piece from memory.

			“That’s downright lovely,” Duane Scrod Sr. admitted.

			She said, “My name’s Marta. And this is Nick.”

			“I’m Duane’s dad. But I still can’t tell ya where he’s at, ’cause I don’t have a clue. Besides, you might be undercover FBI.”

			The girl said, “That’s the dumbest thing I ever heard. I didn’t even make the J.V. cheerleader squad.”

			Duane Scrod Sr. reddened.

			The boy named Nick said, “Didn’t you hear what happened at school yesterday?”

			“Nope. Junior never came home is all I know.”

			“That’s because he’s a fugitive from justice,” the girl named Marta said dramatically.

			“Oh, that’s great,” Duane Scrod Sr. muttered.

			The boy described what had occurred when the sheriff’s detective went to the Truman School to arrest Duane Scrod Jr. for the arson at the Black Vine Swamp.

			“But D.J. said they didn’t have any evidence!” his father objected. “He promised me!”

			“They didn’t have a thing until yesterday,” said the boy named Nick. “Then they found his book bag at the scene of the fire.”

			Now Duane Scrod Sr. was really puzzled. “D.J. had a book bag?”

			The girl sighed impatiently. “For school, Mr. Scrod.”

			“It was camo-colored,” the kid named Nick went on, “like a hunter’s backpack.”

			“Okay. Yeah.” Now Duane Scrod Sr. remembered the bag.

			“When’s the last time you saw it?” the boy asked.

			“Day before yesterday.”

			The two kids whispered to each other; then the girl turned to Duane Scrod Sr. and asked, “Are you a hundred percent sure?”

			“You bet I am. It was when the guv’ment tax man was here, violatin’ my personal privacy. He grabbed Junior’s bag off the floor and tried to murder my dear sweet Nadine with it—ain’t that right, darlin’?”

			“Oui,” replied the macaw, rocking the chandelier.

			“So where’s the backpack now?” the girl asked.

			“Beats me. Maybe the tax guy ran off with it.” Duane Scrod Sr. wondered how long he could put off calling Millicent Winship to tell her that her grandson was in trouble with the law again.

			The boy named Nick said: “I don’t think Duane is guilty.”

			Duane Scrod Sr. coughed. “I’d dearly like to believe that’s true, but D.J.’s got what they call a ‘history’ with fires.”

			“Well, this time he didn’t do it,” declared the boy. “That’s what he told me, and I believe him.”

			“And what do you ‘spect me to do? Go march at the courthouse?” Duane Scrod Sr. shrugged. “Junior won’t come out of the woods till he’s good and ready, and they’ll never find him out there. Not in a trillion years.”

			“When you hear from him—”

			“Who says I will?”

			“But if you do,” the girl named Marta said, “tell him to quit running and turn himself in. That’s the only way he’ll clear his name.”

			Duane Scrod Sr. cackled bitterly. “This ain’t the movies, you know. Life doesn’t shake down so simple.”

			The boy went out the window first. The girl followed, pausing briefly on the sill. She said, “That’s a sweet little piano. Do you play?”

			Smoke’s father shook his head. “Not in years.”

			“Well, you should take it up again.”

			“Yeah? What for?”

			“Because you’ll feel better,” the girl said, and dropped out of sight.

			

			—

			On the ride home, Nick was so agitated that he had trouble keeping his bike on the sidewalk.

			“Don’t you see? It’s a total setup!” he exclaimed to Marta. “Smoke couldn’t possibly have ditched his book bag in the swamp on the day of the fire, because his father saw the same bag in the house two days ago. You know what? I remember seeing it under Smoke’s desk in biology class the first day Waxmo was there!”

			Marta said, “Easy, dude. You’re gonna hyperventilate.”

			“I’m serious: somebody stole his backpack, stashed a torch inside, and left it at the scene of the arson. Smoke’s been framed!”

			“But why? That’s crazy.”

			Nick had to agree—some vital pieces of the puzzle were missing. Although Duane Scrod Jr. kept to himself at Truman, he didn’t seem to have made any enemies. Nick couldn’t think of a single person who’d want to see the kid wrongfully locked up in jail.

			“Don’t forget,” Marta said, “the guy’s dad is a major screwball, too. I mean, come on: Why would a tax collector steal a kid’s book bag?”

			“What if he wasn’t really a tax collector?” Nick said. “What if he went to Smoke’s house just to take something that he could plant at the Black Vine Swamp, something incriminating?”

			Marta gave a skeptical grunt. “Now, don’t get mad,” she said, “but here’s another what-if.”

			“Okay.”

			“What if Smoke had two book bags, Nick? One for his school stuff and one for his pyro gear.”

			Nick was growing frustrated with Marta—why couldn’t she see what was happening? “But he came over Thursday night to borrow my biology book, remember? He said he’d lost his backpack. I told you about it the next day.”

			“He also said he needed to study for a nonexistent exam,” Marta pointed out. “The whole story was pretty sketchy. You said so yourself.”

			Nick braked his bike under the shade of a tree and tried to gather his thoughts. Nothing about the fire in the Black Vine Swamp made much sense, from the disappearance of Mrs. Starch to the appearance of Duane Scrod Jr.’s backpack.

			Marta stopped her bicycle beside Nick’s. “What if Smoke heard his book bag had been found where the fire was set, and what if he was trying to make an alibi for himself by coming over and telling you that he’d, quote, ‘lost’ it. Then he gets his dad to lie and say the bag was in the house two days ago but some stranger conveniently ripped it off.”

			Nick said, “I like my theory better.”

			“If he’s not guilty, why did he run from Libby’s dad?”

			“Because he was scared of getting arrested. He freaked out, that’s all.”

			Marta said, “Everybody says they’re innocent, no matter what. Don’t you watch Court TV?”

			To himself Nick admitted that it was possible that she was right, and that Smoke was playing him for a sucker. But Nick’s father always said to go with your gut, and Nick’s gut said the kid was telling the truth.

			“Marta, I still say he didn’t do it.”

			“Fine. Then tell me one good reason why anyone in town would want to frame him. Name one person, okay?…Nick?”

			He wasn’t listening. He had gotten off his bicycle and started jogging across the street. “Come on,” he called back to her.

			“Are you cracking up, or what?” she shouted.

			“Hurry!” Nick motioned excitedly toward a strip mall. Marta hastily locked both bikes to the tree and ran after him.

			Mrs. Starch’s Prius with the “Save the Manatee” license plate was parked outside a pizza joint called Little Napoli. The car was empty and unlocked.

			Nick checked around to make sure nobody was watching. Then he dove into the backseat, leaving the door open for Marta.

			“What exactly are you doing?” she demanded, anxiously looking over her shoulder.

			“Waiting for that Twilly guy, or whoever’s driving this thing. Get in.”

			“But he said he never wanted to lay eyes on us again! Or did you forget?”

			Nick hadn’t forgotten. He said, “This is the only way we’ll get some answers. I don’t know about you, but I’m tired of being confused.”

			Marta grimaced and clutched the sides of her head. “Are you completely, totally, hopelessly nuts? I’d rather be confused than, like, dead. The dude had bullets in his belt, Nick. Real live bullets, which means he probably has a real live gun to put ’em in.”

			“I’m not moving,” Nick said flatly. “Either go on home or get in the car with me. But you’d better make up your mind fast, because here he comes.”

			Marta got in the car.

		

	
		
			EIGHTEEN

			The man named Twilly showed no reaction when he saw Nick and Marta in the backseat of the Prius. He sat down behind the wheel, placed two pizza boxes on the seat beside him, and started the car.

			“Can you take us to Mrs. Starch?” Nick said.

			Twilly didn’t respond. In the rearview mirror they could see that he was counting to himself.

			“What are you doing?” Marta asked him.

			“You’ve got until the count of twenty to clear out of this car.”

			Nick said, “We’re not moving till we get some answers.”

			“And if you try to throw us out,” Marta added, “I’ll scream until somebody calls the cops.”

			Twilly sighed and said, “Such drama.” He turned in his seat and started backing the Prius out of the parking space.

			Marta pointed at him. “What is that?”

			“Vulture beaks. A friend gave them to me,” Twilly said, “for good luck.”

			Sun-bleached and crusty, the two beaks were tied to a frayed leather lanyard that dangled against his bare chest. Marta made a face at Nick and mouthed the word “Yuk.”

			Twilly eased the car into traffic. Trying to mask his nervousness with conversation, Nick said, “I’m reading one of Edward Abbey’s books. It’s sick.”

			In the mirror Twilly eyed him. “I assume that means you like it.”

			“Yeah, he’s funny. Was there a real Monkey Wrench Gang?”

			“God, I wish.” Twilly laughed to himself and pulled his ski cap down to his brow. “How about you?” he said to Marta. “What do you read?”

			She said, “All the Harry Potters—three times. Seriously, did those gross things come from vultures?”

			“Yep.”

			“So your friend—”

			“No, he didn’t shoot ’em,” Twilly said. “They were roadkills.”

			Marta nodded, fascinated. “Aren’t the beaks, like, magic or something?”

			“That I wouldn’t know.”

			As they passed the ramp to the interstate highway, heading farther and farther away from town, Nick wondered if he’d made a big mistake. They knew practically nothing about this man; he could be driving to Belle Glade to dump them in Lake Okeechobee.

			Nick said, “Mrs. Starch isn’t really your aunt, is she?”

			“Of course not,” Twilly replied.

			“So is she, like, your prisoner?” Marta asked bluntly. “We know you were out at the swamp during the school field trip because you’re on a video that Nick took—wearing the same ammo belt that you’ve got on now. Are you the one who set the fire?”

			Nick sunk down in his seat. Once Marta got comfortable, she was capable of saying anything. To Nick it seemed like a bad time to accuse Twilly of being a kidnapper and arsonist.

			Yet he didn’t get mad. “So many pesky little questions,” he said with a note of amusement. “First of all, I’m not holding dear Aunt Bunny prisoner. Anybody who tried to do that would live to regret it, I’m sure. And you’re right: I was in the Black Vine Swamp that day. But I didn’t light that fire. Somebody else did.”

			“It wasn’t Smoke, was it?” Nick heard himself say.

			“Smoke?”

			“His real name is Duane Scrod Jr.,” Nick said. “Marta saw him riding in this car the other day—with you.”

			Twilly said, “I’ve been known to pick up hitchhikers.”

			Nick went on: “Duane’s in Mrs. Starch’s biology class with us. Yesterday a detective came to arrest him for the arson, but he got away.”

			Marta was impatient. “He told Nick he’s innocent, but the fire department found his book bag at the scene.”

			In the mirror Twilly’s expression had grown serious. “The fire department didn’t find it. A civilian found it and called the arson squad.”

			“What’s the difference?” Marta said.

			“Huge difference, princess.”

			“How do you know all this?” Nick asked excitedly. “Have you seen Smoke?”

			Twilly said, “That’s enough chitchat.” He handed one of the pizza boxes to Marta.

			“One more question, please,” Nick implored, “and then we’ll shut up. Won’t we, Marta?”

			She gave Nick a sarcastically polite smile before attacking the pizza. Twilly drummed his hands on the steering wheel.

			“Who really started that fire?” Nick asked.

			“If I knew that, I’d…”

			“You’d what?”

			“Nothing,” Twilly said, and turned up the radio very loud.

			

			—

			By the time Jimmy Lee Bayliss arrived at the emergency room, Drake McBride was no longer bellowing at the nurses. This was because they’d given him an injection of special medicine to make him settle down and behave. They told Jimmy Lee Bayliss that Drake McBride probably had a concussion from landing on his head, and possibly some broken ribs.

			“King Thunderbolt threw me off,” Drake McBride complained woozily. “Then he did a danged tap dance on my chest!”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss sat down and said, “You’re gonna be fine.”

			“They won’t even let me see a doctor!”

			“You’ve gotta wait, same as everyone else.”

			“But why? I’m not like everyone else,” Drake McBride whined. “I tried to give ’em some cash to let me go first, but they got all snotty and mad….”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss was glad he’d missed that scene. “You can’t bribe a nurse. Hospitals don’t work that way.”

			“It wasn’t a bribe. It was a tip.” Drake McBride paused to vomit in a plastic bedpan. Looking up, he said, “Do me a favor, pardner. Go out to the barn and shoot that no-good nag for me, would you? Before he cripples somebody, namely yours truly.”

			“Yes, sir,” said Jimmy Lee Bayliss, who had no intention of harming Drake McBride’s horse.

			As on most Saturdays, the hospital emergency room bustled. Among those in the waiting area with Drake McBride were a middle-aged woman who’d crashed her moped into a mailbox, an older gentleman who’d been beaned by his doubles partner during a tennis match, and a surly young burglar (handcuffed to his chair) who’d been bitten by a police dog in a very sensitive area of his body.

			“That shot made me dizzy,” said Drake McBride. “And my head’s still killin’ me.”

			Even though his boss was groggy and in pain, Jimmy Lee Bayliss decided to go ahead and tell him. “Sir, I’ve got good news and bad news,” he said.

			Drake McBride groaned. “Lemme explain somethin’: If you’ve got bad news, then there ain’t no possible good news. The bad always cancels out the good.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss lowered his voice. “They’re gonna charge that pyro kid with doing the fire in Section 22,” he said to Drake McBride. “That means we’re in the clear.”

			“Okay, what else? Don’t hold back just ’cause I’m sittin’ here with, like, nine fractured ribs and a major brain injury.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss told him first about Melton. “That bozo got ambushed again. This time they spray-painted him blaze orange from head to toe and tied him to the hood of his truck.”

			“Buck nekked, same as before?” Drake McBride asked weakly.

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Was it a Red Diamond company truck?”

			“Lucky it was me who found him and not some outsider,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said. “Otherwise it could’ve made the newspapers or even Fox TV—a naked orange guy in the middle of a swamp.”

			Drake McBride nodded somberly. “Yeah, that’s a winner. Thanks for ruinin’ my day, which was already ruined pretty bad by that stupid horse.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss wasn’t finished. “Whoever did it, they took the front axle off the pickup.”

			“The company pickup.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“I need to lie down.” Drake McBride slid off the chair and sprawled on the floor. The other patients, sitting with their relatives, ignored him.

			“There’s more,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said. “A game warden called me this morning at the car wash. That’s where I took Melton to scrub off his paint job.”

			Drake McBride groaned. “State or federal game warden?”

			“The feds. A wildlife agent, he called himself.”

			“Oh, don’t tell me.”

			“Yeah, he got a report of a wild panther near our lease. He wants to come out and check around as soon as possible.”

			Drake McBride raised up. “So what’s the problem? You told me the cat was gone. You said the gunshots did the trick.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss knew that his boss didn’t have the quickest mind, but being dumped on his head had made Drake McBride unusually slow.

			The wildlife officer wouldn’t need to find a live panther on the property in order to cause major problems for Red Diamond Energy. If he saw even a partial paw print or the tiniest, moldiest lump of scat, the government might step in to supervise the oil-drilling operation, perhaps even halt it.

			“The Endangered Species Act is a tough one,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss reminded Drake McBride, who cursed under his breath and collapsed once more on the dingy floor.

			“And what if Officer Game Warden goes wanderin’ off into Section 22,” said Drake McBride, “and discovers our little private project there? I imagine we’d have some explainin’ to do, since that land belongs to the great state of Florida and not us.”

			“I’ll think of something,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said. “It’ll be at least ten days before we can sink the transfer pipe, so we’ll be okay as long as we keep the guy focused on Section 21.”

			“And in the meantime, tell me your secret plan for cleanin’ up any old doo-doo that rotten cat left behind.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss had no strategy for locating and removing panther poop. He said, “There’s six hundred and forty acres. About all we can do is pray for a good hard rain.”

			“During a drought? That’s very funny.” Drake McBride covered his face with his hands and rocked sideways on the floor. “I might just die here,” he said miserably.

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss wasn’t feeling especially happy and carefree himself. Only two weeks earlier he’d been looking at real estate brochures from Costa Rica, daydreaming about how he’d spend the millions of dollars he was going to make from the Red Diamond oil scam. Now he was worrying about staying out of prison.

			“We should give Melton a nice raise,” he suggested. “He’s really ticked off about what happened, and we sure don’t want him blabbing all over town.”

			“The orange paint come off?” Drake McBride asked.

			“Most of it. Certain places were hard to get to.”

			“You gotta find out who keeps doin’ this stuff and put a stop to it. Whatever’s necessary.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss said, “I aim to, don’t worry.”

			A stern, broad-shouldered nurse walked up and told Jimmy Lee Bayliss to move his boss back onto the chair. “He’s next up to see the doctor,” she said, “after the lady with the wasp sting and the man with the barbecue burn.”

			“Glory be,” murmured Drake McBride, and struggled to his knees.

			

			—

			Twilly Spree wasn’t an outgoing person, and while he generally preferred the company of animals to that of human beings, he tried to be cautious in all relationships. Once he had become too fond of a dopey dog that he’d kidnapped from a knucklehead who had needed to be taught a hard lesson—several lessons, in fact. When the time came to say goodbye to the dog, Twilly had found himself so sad and empty that it was alarming. Such sentimental feelings, he believed, could only distract him from his missions.

			The two kids in the backseat of the car weren’t too obnoxious and probably meant well, yet Twilly remained guardedly quiet during the drive to the Black Vine Swamp. His thoughts were on the boy who called himself Smoke, now a fugitive and in need of help.

			It was disturbing that Duane Scrod Jr. was being framed, and Twilly suspected that the Red Diamond Energy Corporation was behind the plot. Someone working at the company’s drilling site had summoned the arson investigator, a brief meeting that Twilly had observed the previous day from his distant roost in a cypress tree. At the time, he hadn’t known about the stolen book bag, but he put the whole story together after speaking with young Duane on the run, and later with a talkative secretary at the sheriff’s office.

			Twilly reasoned that Red Diamond’s only motive for pinning a bogus felony rap on an innocent kid was to hide its own involvement in the arson. Twilly didn’t know why Red Diamond would ignite a brush fire to scare away school kids on a field trip, but he was working on theories.

			Because it was a new company, little information about Red Diamond was available on the Internet. However, private investigators hired by Twilly had dug up the name of the president and chief operating officer—Drake W. McBride—which was a beginning.

			Meanwhile, Twilly continued his sneak forays to the Section 21 lease, where the same poor dunce had twice confronted him, and both times had been dealt with somewhat firmly.

			Twilly Spree felt a tap on his shoulder. From the backseat, the boy named Nick Waters asked, “Could you please turn down the radio?”

			“Nope,” said Twilly.

			“Then at least change the station,” said the girl named Marta.

			“Negative.” Twilly’s driving music was classic rock, nothing else.

			Nick, hovering at his shoulder, asked: “Do you work for Mrs. Starch?”

			“I told you, no more questions. Eat some pizza.”

			Marta said, “He doesn’t like mushrooms or olives.”

			“Too bad.” Twilly opened the windows to blow out the cheesy pizza smell. “For your information, I don’t work for anybody,” he said. “I’m what’s known as ‘unemployable.’ ”

			“Are you, like, homeless?” asked Marta.

			“Just the opposite. I can live anywhere.” Twilly was half tempted to pull over on a remote stretch of road and abandon the two kids, but he thought they might be helpful later. At the very least, it would be good for Duane Jr. to know that somebody else cared about him.

			Twilly turned off Route 29 onto a dusty farm road. A few minutes later, the Prius was inching down a bumpy, overgrown passage that had once been a railroad spur for a logging operation. The path ended at a broken gate that bore a rusty “No Trespassing” sign. Twilly parked beneath a giant strangler fig, shut off the radio, and instructed his passengers to be still. He listened for the high-pitched whine of the oil company’s helicopter, but the sky was quiet.

			Quickly he got out and began concealing the car with tree branches and palm fronds that he’d cut and stacked for that purpose. One-armed Nick Waters pitched in to help, but the girl named Marta apprehensively stood apart, brandishing her cell phone for Twilly to see.

			“Libby Marshall is number two on my speed dial and her dad’s a sheriff’s detective, so don’t get any crazy ideas,” she warned.

			Twilly smiled. “I’ll try to control myself. You ready to hike?”

			“Definitely,” the boy said.

			“How far?” asked the girl.

			Twenty minutes later, knee-deep in swamp water, she asked again in a much louder voice.

			Twilly raised a finger to his lips and continued wading. He led them along a boggy trail through a treeless marsh until they entered dry pine flatlands. There he saw recent signs of white-tailed deer, bobcats, and raccoons, although he didn’t stop to point out the various tracks and scat. Twilly had no time to play nature guide; he was in a hurry.

			Balancing the pizza boxes on his free hand, the boy named Nick came up beside Twilly. In a hushed voice he said, “Are there panthers out here?”

			“Didn’t you hear one scream while you were on the field trip?”

			“No, that was you,” Nick said. “Wasn’t it?”

			Twilly winked and shook his head.

			“No way!” The boy looked thrilled.

			A few paces behind, the girl named Marta was griping. “Why can’t we use the boardwalk like normal people? My brand-new Converses are totally trashed!”

			A red-shouldered hawk clutching a mouse in its talons passed overhead. Once more Twilly paused to listen—the only sound from above was a woodpecker making holes in a dead tree.

			When Marta caught up, she said, “This is ridiculous. Where’s Mrs. Starch?”

			Twilly inserted two fingers in his mouth and whistled. There was no response, which was the agreed-upon signal for him to proceed.

			Suddenly Marta blurted, “Nick, what if he’s not really taking us to Mrs. Starch? What if he’s gonna chop us to pieces and feed us to the alligators?”

			“Human flesh is tough. Gators prefer fish,” Twilly noted, and resumed walking.

			Nick remained at his side. “She’s just scared is all,” he whispered.

			Twilly understood. He was the first to admit that he wasn’t a reliable-looking person.

			“Soon everything will become clear,” he said. “More or less.”

			“I trust you.”

			“Well, Nick Waters, I wouldn’t go that far.”

			“My father always says to stick with my gut instincts.”

			“He got hurt pretty bad in Iraq, right?”

			Nick looked taken aback. “How’d you know that?”

			“Duane mentioned it,” Twilly said. “You didn’t mess up your arm playing lacrosse, like you told me, did you?”

			“No, that was a lie.”

			“I figured. I never saw a back-assward sling like this before.” Twilly flicked the odd hump in the boy’s shirt behind his right shoulder.

			He said, “There’s nothing wrong with my arm. I’m teaching myself to be a lefty.”

			“Like your old man’s gotta do.”

			Nick nodded and grew quiet.

			“Good for you,” Twilly said.

			He tried to recall if he’d ever cared about his own father as deeply as Nick Waters cared about his. The emotions were complicated, as were his childhood memories.

			From behind them, the girl called out, “I hope you’re both happy. I got blisters on my blisters!”

			They were now close enough that Twilly Spree could smell the woody haze from last night’s campfire.

			“When’s the last time you saw a wild panther?” he asked Nick.

			“Never.”

			“Then this is your lucky day.”

		

	
		
			NINETEEN

			The secret camp was in shadows, beneath a tangled canopy of trees. There were two pup tents and a fire pit. Pegged to the ground was a faded green tarp, covering a chest-high stack of supplies.

			A flap opened on one of the tents, and a gangly figure crawled out. It was Mrs. Starch. She rose slowly, brushing herself off, her eyes blazing at the sight of Nick and Marta.

			“What’s the meaning of this?” she demanded.

			“They carjacked me,” Twilly said. “Sort of.”

			Mrs. Starch scowled. “Oh, please.”

			Despite the chilly reception, Nick was relieved to see his biology teacher unharmed and still as ornery as ever. Except for the straw hat, she had on the same clothes from the field trip: baggy long-sleeved shirt, canvas pants, and wading boots. Still, Mrs. Starch looked different—older, and more tired. Her heavy makeup had worn off, and a stripe of coffee-brown roots bisected her mass of tinted blond hair, which was tied in a ragged ponytail. There was no sign of her huge dragonfly sunglasses.

			“It’s your turn to entertain them. I’m heading out on poop patrol,” Twilly told her, and sauntered back into the woods. Nick assumed he was taking a bathroom break.

			Mrs. Starch began pacing, as she did in class. It had the same nerve-wracking effect on Marta as always; she turned greenish and queasy. Nick set the pizza boxes on a tree stump.

			“What do you have to say for yourselves?” Mrs. Starch said.

			Marta was in no condition to speak, and Nick had not yet composed a presentation. The best he could muster was: “We were worried.”

			“Worried, or just plain nosy?” Mrs. Starch shot back. “It’s rude enough that you broke into my home. Now this?”

			Nick thought he heard a faint, muffled cry, but he couldn’t tell where it came from. Still clutching her phone, Marta sat down on a log near the fire pit and took deep breaths to ward off the nausea.

			The wind picked up from the north, putting a cool bite in the air. Mrs. Starch’s footsteps crunched on crisp twigs and leaves as she stalked back and forth in front of them. She seemed not quite as tall as Nick remembered.

			“You have no right to be here. No right,” she said.

			Marta raised a limp hand. “It was all Nick’s idea.”

			“Undoubtedly,” said Mrs. Starch.

			“We just want to know what’s going on,” Nick heard himself say.

			“Get more specific.”

			“Okay, the fire. Tell us about the fire.”

			“Ah,” said Mrs. Starch.

			“And Smoke—I mean Duane Jr.”

			The teacher stopped pacing and planted her knuckles on her hips. “Anything else?”

			“Yes,” Nick said. He had so many questions.

			Marta peeped: “Your house—all those stuffed animals…”

			Mrs. Starch wagged a bony forefinger in protest. “Now, that’s personal. Way too personal.”

			Again Nick heard an odd cry—like a bird trapped in a pillowcase. “What is that?” he asked Mrs. Starch.

			She glanced worriedly behind her. In the dappled shade, the anvil-shaped scar on her chin was so dark that it looked almost purple.

			“I didn’t hear anything,” Marta said.

			Mrs. Starch bent down until she was nose to nose with Nick, and up close her nose wasn’t especially attractive. It was smudged with mud and freckled with what appeared to be tiny insect bites.

			“I’m going to show you something extraordinary,” she said, “but if either of you tells a living soul, if you blab a single word about this, then I swear I’ll…I’ll…”

			“Flunk us?” said Nick.

			“Kill us?” asked Marta.

			“Worse!” exclaimed Mrs. Starch. “I’ll lose all respect for you. All respect.”

			Nick blinked. It was news to him that Mrs. Starch had any respect whatsoever for them, and judging by Marta’s baffled reaction, it was news to her as well.

			“Nobody else besides you two must know,” the teacher said forcefully. “Not your mummy or daddy, not your gabby little pals on Facebook, not your third cousin in Goose Falls, Arkansas, nobody. Is that clear?”

			“As a bell,” Marta murmured.

			Mrs. Starch grabbed Nick’s left shoulder. “This is life-or-death,” she whispered. “Can you understand that?”

			“We won’t tell anyone,” said Nick.

			“Life-or-death,” Mrs. Starch repeated. Then she dropped to all fours and scurried into her tent.

			

			—

			As expected, the local newspapers and TV stations identified Duane Scrod Jr. as “an unnamed juvenile” with previous arrests for arson. But even if the authorities had released the boy’s full name, the impact on Dr. Dressler’s steady, well-organized existence would have been no more shattering.

			TRUMAN STUDENT, SOUGHT FOR ARSON, FLEES COPS

			That was just one of the unpleasant headlines that prompted the school’s board of trustees to call an emergency meeting on a Saturday. The board members were highly distressed and asked many tough questions of Dr. Dressler, who answered as best he could.

			Some of the remarks were quite unfair, in the headmaster’s opinion, yet he didn’t waste energy trying to defend himself. The mood in the room was too tense, which he could understand. It was disgraceful enough that a Truman student had been charged with a serious crime, but the sensational media accounts of Duane Scrod Jr.’s escape and mad dash across campus—leaving the sheriff’s detective panting in defeat—had pitched the board of trustees into a fever.

			Although technically it wasn’t his job to arrest and handcuff arsonists, Dr. Dressler expected to be punished, possibly even fired, for allowing the detective to confront the boy while classes were in session.

			In the end, the board voted to reprimand the headmaster and ordered him to expel Duane Scrod Jr. from school, effective immediately. When Dr. Dressler pointed out that Duane Jr.’s grandmother donated large sums of money to Truman every year, the board members quickly huddled for another vote. This time they decided that the boy should be “suspended temporarily” until his criminal case went to court, at which point his status at the Truman School would be reviewed.

			Dr. Dressler faced two undesirable chores. One was to notify Millicent Winship, Duane Jr.’s wealthy grandmother, and the other was to notify Duane Scrod Sr., his kooky father. The headmaster had flipped a coin, and now he was driving to the Scrod residence.

			Turning down the road, he noticed a sheriff’s deputy sitting in a squad car parked on one corner. At the other end he could see a black sedan with tinted windows—probably another officer in an unmarked car. They were waiting to grab Duane Scrod Jr. if he tried to sneak home, although Dr. Dressler thought they’d have a better chance if they concealed themselves.

			The headmaster pulled in next to the graffiti-sprayed Tahoe belonging to Duane’s father. As before, concert music was coming from the windows: Beethoven, this time, not Bach. Reluctantly, Dr. Dressler got out of the car and trudged up the steps and rapped on the screen door.

			The stereo cut off and a raspy voice yelled, “Come in! Make it quick!”

			“Mr. Scrod?”

			Cautiously the headmaster stepped inside. Duane Scrod Sr. was reclining in a Naugahyde lounger in front of the TV set. The picture was on, but the volume was turned down. Duane Sr.’s cap was propped crookedly on his head, and his faded shirt was unbuttoned to the waist. Perched on the threadbare arm of his chair was the enormous blue-and-gold macaw.

			“I ’member you,” Duane Scrod Sr. said groggily to Dr. Dressler. “So does Nadine.”

			“May I sit down?”

			“Nope. State your business and be on your way. I already had too many visitors today.” Duane Sr. didn’t take his eyes off the television screen. The bird, too, seemed entranced.

			“What are you watching?” Dr. Dressler asked.

			“A cookin’ show. From France.”

			That wouldn’t have been the headmaster’s first guess. Based on Duane Sr.’s rough appearance, Dr. Dressler would have expected to find him tuned to pro wrestling or maybe a demolition derby on a Saturday morning. But you can’t judge a book by its cover, Dr. Dressler reminded himself. After all, the man was into classical music.

			Duane Sr. took a slug of Mountain Dew and said, “Junior’s mom lives in Paris. We were thinkin’ she might turn up on this TV show, when they get to the part of the recipe where they put in the cheese. She has a shop, that’s all she sells—fancy cheese! You imagine?”

			Dr. Dressler didn’t know what to say. He reached in his coat and took out two packets of onion crackers from the school cafeteria. “I brought these for Nadine.”

			In a flash the bird swooped across the room and snatched the treat from his hand, then flew back to the chair.

			Duane Scrod Sr. scolded the macaw for bad manners. “What do you say to the man, Nadine?”

			“Thanks a million!” the bird screaked. “Danke schön! Merci beaucoup!”

			Dr. Dressler pressed onward. “I came to talk to you about Duane Jr.,” he said. “After everything that’s happened, I’m afraid we have to suspend him from school.”

			Duane Scrod Sr. finally turned and stared directly at the headmaster. “I sure don’t wanna be the one to tell his granny.”

			“No, sir, that’s my job. Did you see the news?”

			“Yeah. Least they left his name out of it.”

			“The situation is very serious,” Dr. Dressler said.

			Duane Sr. agreed. “It’s a shame, too. Past few days, D.J.’s been hittin’ the books pretty hard. Then all this nonsense had to break loose.” He brushed a piece of cracker off his sleeve and said, “Nadine, you eat like a pig.”

			He and the bird returned their attention to the French cooking program. Dr. Dressler stood there, feeling out of place and unsure what to do next. As headmaster of the Truman School, he had a duty in such troubled moments to say something wise and helpful to parents, but never before had he dealt with a character like Duane Scrod Sr.

			“Can I say one more thing?” Dr. Dressler asked.

			“All right, but only ’cause you brought crackers.”

			“The best thing your son can do is turn himself in to the police, as soon as possible.”

			Duane Sr. scratched his cap. “You might be right, but what if you’re not? What happens to Junior then?”

			“Mr. Scrod, they’ll catch up with him eventually,” Dr. Dressler said, “and when they do, they’ll come down twice as hard. If you see Duane, please tell him.”

			“Heck, tell him yourself. Hey, Junior?” Duane Scrod Sr. sat forward and raised his voice. “D.J., come on out here!”

			Dr. Dressler heard a door creak, followed by footsteps in the hallway. Duane Scrod Jr. appeared, looking calm but serious. He wore camouflage hunting-style clothes and carried his motorcycle helmet under one arm.

			The headmaster, who’d never been in the presence of a fugitive, was more nervous than Duane Jr. “What are you doing here?” he asked the boy.

			“My laundry,” Duane Jr. replied matter-of-factly.

			“But the police are staked out at both ends of the street!”

			“I came in the back way,” the boy explained, “through the neighbors’ yard. They’re at the rodeo in Zolfo Springs.”

			Duane Sr. spoke up: “Junior, the man says you’re suspended from school.”

			“Duh.”

			“He also says you should give yourself up.”

			“Yeah, right,” said Duane Jr.

			The bird screaked, rose from the chair, and buzzed Dr. Dressler in search of more crackers. The headmaster ducked, to no avail. The macaw landed squarely on his neck and began poking its gnarly beak through his hair.

			“Nadine!” barked Duane Scrod Sr.

			“Help me,” Dr. Dressler whimpered.

			Duane Jr. grabbed the bird and launched it out the front door. His father sighed and sat back to watch the cooking program. Dr. Dressler gingerly probed the collar of his shirt to make sure that Nadine hadn’t left him a nasty little present.

			“That bird’s a royal pain,” Duane Jr. muttered, wiping his hands on his trousers.

			“Am I bleeding?” Dr. Dressler asked.

			“Just a scratch. Wash it out real good when you get home.”

			The headmaster weighed his next words carefully. “Duane, you can’t keep running forever.”

			“I don’t plan to.”

			“If you had a lawyer, he’d advise you to surrender to the police immediately.”

			“And I’d tell him the same thing I’m tellin’ you,” Duane Jr. said. “I can’t prove I’m innocent if I’m locked up in jail.”

			“Duane, just listen—”

			“No, you listen. I didn’t set that fire, and I’m not takin’ the fall.”

			Duane Jr. looked angry, and it didn’t seem like an act. Over the years, the headmaster had heard many lame lies and invented stories from students who’d gotten into trouble, and he regarded himself as a hard man to fool. Now, as he looked into Duane Scrod Jr.’s eyes, it occurred to Dr. Dressler that the boy might be telling the truth.

			“If you aren’t the arsonist, who is?”

			“No idea,” Duane Jr. said.

			“How’d your book bag end up in the swamp?”

			Duane Jr. glanced over at his father and lowered his voice. “Pop says a tax man came here and stole it, but who knows. Some days, he’s all over the map.”

			They heard a loud thwap and turned to see Nadine hanging like a giant moth on the screen door. Duane Sr. looked up from the TV and shook a fist. “Don’t you dare let her back in till she says she’s sorry! In all three languages, too!”

			Duane Jr. paid no attention. To Dr. Dressler he said: “Now I got a question for you.”

			“Certainly.” The headmaster was eager to offer some sensible guidance, but that was not what the young man wanted.

			“Be straight up with me,” he said. “After you leave this house, are you gonna run and tell those cops I’m here?”

			Dr. Dressler hesitated, yet only for a moment. He was startled to hear himself say, “No, Duane, I won’t breathe a word. That’s a promise.”

			“Thanks, dude,” said the boy called Smoke, and disappeared down the hall.

			

			—

			Mrs. Starch came out of the tent cradling her straw hat, with the crown facedown. The hat seemed to be crying.

			“Hush now,” said Mrs. Starch. Then, very quietly, to Marta: “There’s a cooler full of milk bottles under the tarp. Would you please get me one?”

			Mrs. Starch sat cross-legged at the base of a cypress tree with the hat in her lap. She warmed the bottle in her hands, uncapped it, and attached a rubber nipple. Nick and Marta knelt in front of her. Peeking inside the hat, they saw a squirming ball of honey-colored fur.

			It was a kitten unlike any they’d ever seen.

			“We call him Squirt,” Mrs. Starch said, “because he pees all day long.”

			The little cat lunged for the bottle and began to suck noisily. When Marta reached to pet it, Mrs. Starch stopped her. “Rule number one: No cuddling,” she said.

			“He’s so awesome,” Marta whispered, edging as close as Mrs. Starch would allow. “What is it?”

			“I bet Nick knows.”

			He said, “It’s a baby panther.”

			A smaller, living-and-breathing version of the stuffed one that he’d seen in Mrs. Starch’s house.

			The teacher smiled. “That’s correct. A Florida panther. Scientific name?”

			“Puma concolor coryi.”

			“Correct again. Somebody’s actually read the class syllabus!” Mrs. Starch said. “The other acceptable answer would be Felis concolor coryi, although Puma is more poetic. In parts of South America, the word means ‘mighty magic animal.’ ”

			To Nick, the kitten was a thing of unreal beauty, exotic yet delicate. Its pelt was dappled with spots that would fade over time, and its long tawny tail bent upward at the end but was ringed, almost like a leopard’s. Oversized and pointy, the ears were woolly and as white as cotton on the inside.

			The panther’s muzzle was framed by bands of coal-black fur, now dribbled with milk, that gave the appearance of an outlaw-style mustache. Its eyes, barely open, were a creamy shade of blue. Soon they would turn brown and eventually pale gold, Nick remembered from his reading. The front paws, already larger than a tomcat’s, were clasped around the rim of the nursing bottle.

			And what a powerful motor for such a pint-sized critter—more rumble than purr.

			“Where’s the momma?” Marta wanted to know.

			“Not so loud, dear,” Mrs. Starch said.

			“Is the mother cat dead?” Nick asked, fearing the worst. There were so few panthers left in the wild that hardly anybody ever laid eyes on one.

			“No, the mother’s alive,” Mrs. Starch said. “At least that’s what Mr. Spree believes, and he fancies himself the expert.”

			The kitten abruptly spit out the nipple and emitted a lion-sized burp. Mrs. Starch laughed, an uncommon sight.

			To Nick and Marta she said: “You two have lots of questions, and I’ll get to all of them in due time. But right now, little Sir Squirt needs to finish his lunch—don’t you, baby?”

			As if on cue, the cat mewed for more formula.

			Mrs. Starch gently lifted the bottle to the kitten’s mouth and began humming a lullaby. The tune was surprisingly soothing and pretty. Marta and Nick were stunned; this was a side of their teacher that they’d never observed, or had even imagined to be part of her buzz-saw personality.

			So, for a while, they sat peacefully in the swamp, listening to Mrs. Starch hum while the little panther slurped happily and the emerald leaves overhead shimmied and shook in the sunlight.

			The cool breeze felt good. Nick reached for Marta’s hand.

		

	
		
			TWENTY

			On his search for the missing panther, Twilly Spree had crisscrossed hundreds of acres in the Black Vine Swamp. The quest was slow and often tedious, and on this day it led him toward an impressive cypress stand that he’d not yet explored.

			Neck bent, eyes bolted to the ground, he moved ahead with measured, deliberate steps. In thick cover, panther poop wasn’t always easy to see.

			A flash of pink caught his attention, and at first it looked like the petal of a morning glory. Yet when Twilly picked it up, he found himself holding a small flag attached to a wire stem. Then he spotted another flag, and then another and still more, planted in a perfectly straight line.

			Twilly’s stride quickened. He followed the markers to the edge of the cypress, where he came upon a mucky area that appeared to have been flattened by all-terrain vehicles turning around, backing up, braking, spinning their fat wheels….

			He moved along, uprooting each plastic flag he saw. The trail took him under the lush canopy and into a wide clearing so sheltered by trees that it was virtually capped off from the sun and the sky.

			The centerpiece was a man-made rectangular pit. Nearby loomed a stack of black iron pipes twice as tall as Twilly Spree and of the same eight-inch diameter as those he’d confiscated on the oil company’s property and donated to Haiti. There were also four pallets of two-by-fours, a circular water tank (empty), and a fuel tank (full). On the opposite side of the clearing sat several crates bearing shipping labels from equipment companies in Texas and Oklahoma. The labels were all addressed to “J. L. Bayliss d/b/a Red Diamond.” Twilly pried the lid off one bulky container, revealing a new diesel engine that he assumed would be used to power the drill.

			He walked to the rim of the mud pit, which had partially filled with groundwater. To clear and dig out such a site in secrecy would have required careful timing and a small work crew. The project was ambitious, expensive—and highly illegal. From the research gathered by his private investigators, Twilly knew that Red Diamond didn’t own or lease this particular section of land; it was part of a wildlife preserve that belonged to the state of Florida.

			In the cool dome of shade, Twilly Spree sat down on a crate to ponder what he should do next. He stroked the brittle old buzzard beaks that dangled from his neck in case they might hold a trace of native magic.

			Or any magic at all.

			

			—

			As soon as the cat-in-the-hat fell asleep, Mrs. Starch took it back to the tent. When she emerged, she said, “Now, where’s that delicious cold pizza?”

			Nick brought her the boxes. Mrs. Starch wolfed down four slices without pausing.

			Marta said, “How old is the kitten?”

			“Only a few weeks, according to Mr. Spree. Pardon my manners—we’re short of napkins.” Mrs. Starch wiped her sleeve across her lips. “Squirt needs momma’s milk. For now, we’re feeding him a special formula prepared by a friend of Mr. Spree who works at the Metrozoo. The bottles are delivered every Tuesday and Friday by private helicopter, which gives you an idea of Mr. Spree’s resources.”

			“You mean he’s, like, rich?” Marta said. “He so doesn’t look it.”

			Mrs. Starch said, “The cub is too young. Without his mother, he’s not going to make it. Even if I spend the next year of my life out here in the boonies taking care of him, I can’t teach him how to hunt.”

			“What about giving him to the zoo?” Marta asked.

			“Mr. Spree says no. He says the subject is closed.”

			Nick asked Mrs. Starch to start at the beginning. “On the field trip,” he said, “when the fire broke out.”

			“Yes indeed.”

			“And you went back into the woods for Libby’s medicine.”

			Marta said, “Yeah, that was very…uh…”

			Mrs. Starch arched an eyebrow. “Very what?”

			“Brave.” Marta flinched with guilt.

			Nick knew she felt bad because of all the mean things she’d said about Mrs. Starch.

			The teacher said, “Sorry to disappoint you, but I’m not a witch.”

			Marta’s face reddened. “How did you know I called you that?”

			“I wear a hearing aid in class. I don’t really need one, but I do enjoy eavesdropping when you kids start to whisper.” Mrs. Starch smiled slyly. “It’s no bigger than a button. You probably never noticed.”

			Marta looked mortified.

			“Oh, you aren’t the first student to call me a witch,” Mrs. Starch said, “or to use a cruder word that rhymes.”

			All Marta could say was, “I didn’t mean it.”

			“Yes, you did. But that’s all right.” Mrs. Starch didn’t sound angry or resentful. “Look, my job is to fill young minds with knowledge, and certain fields of knowledge can be boring at times. Really boring. Which means I have to be tough in order to keep my students focused. I don’t expect to win any popularity contests, but at least you’ll be able to write five hundred intelligent words about the Calvin cycle when you finish my course.”

			She opened a different cooler and took out three bottles of cold water, keeping one for herself and handing the others to Nick and Marta.

			“Getting back to the fire,” she said, “it took me a while to locate the spot where Libby dropped her asthma inhaler. The smoke was heavy and I started to cough. My lungs burned, my eyes stung, and before long I lost my way back to the boardwalk. Simply could not find it. In fact, I could hardly see the nose in front of my face—and it’s not a nose that’s easy to miss, as you’ve undoubtedly noticed.”

			“What did you do?” Nick asked.

			“Freaked out, of course,” Mrs. Starch said.

			Marta stifled a giggle.

			“I babbled, blubbered, yelled for help,” the teacher went on. “I honestly thought I might burn to death in the middle of this swamp. Then, out of nowhere, somebody runs up from behind.”

			“Twilly?” Marta guessed.

			“Correct. He grabs my hand and practically drags me all the way to this camp. Doesn’t ask who I am, or even if I’m hurt. All he says is: ‘I need your help.’ ”

			Nick was trying to visualize the scene. Twilly could make a strong first impression. “Weren’t you scared of him?”

			“I was more scared of the fire,” Mrs. Starch said. “Mr. Spree washed out my eyes with distilled water and gave me a warm beer to drink, which I declined. Then he showed me that exquisite, glorious little feline….”

			Her voice trailed off as she looked sadly toward the tent.

			“Did you know what it was?” Marta asked.

			“Of course. I know every endangered species in Florida—and you should, too.”

			“Right. I’m working on it,” said Marta.

			“Mr. Spree told me that the mother panther had been scared off by some jerk with a gun. He’d found the kitten crying in the woods—it was so tiny, its eyes weren’t even open. Next thing I know, he places it in my arms and gives me a baby bottle and says, ‘If you don’t feed it, it’s going to die. And it might die anyway, if we can’t find its momma soon.’ So here I am.”

			“A substitute,” Nick said. This was the “family emergency” that was keeping Mrs. Starch out of school.

			“Nursemaid. Surrogate. Cat-sitter. I had no choice but to step up,” she said. “Mr. Spree couldn’t take care of Squirt if he was gone all day trying to track down the mother. So I arranged to take my first and only leave of absence from the Truman School in eighteen years. My one regret is that you students were subjected to Dr. Waxmo, who, frankly, belongs in a different profession—the circus, perhaps.”

			Marta let out a groan. “That man’s a total nightmare.”

			“Oh, I know,” Mrs. Starch said ruefully. “Duane gave me a full report on Wendell. I sent Mr. Spree to chat with him, and he took ill shortly thereafter. Anyway, the new substitute, Mrs. Robertson, is a very able teacher—”

			“Wait a minute. How does Duane fit into this whole picture?” Nick asked.

			“I’m getting to that part. Be patient.”

			“The police are after him! They think he set the fire to get back at you for what happened in school, but he told me he didn’t do it. Somebody stole his book bag and planted it out here to get him in trouble.”

			Mrs. Starch took a long, leisurely drink from the water bottle. She said, “According to the newspaper, a butane torch was also found. That looks mighty suspicious.”

			Nick heard his voice rise. “But I know Duane’s telling the truth about his backpack getting ripped off because he came over to borrow my biology book—”

			“Yeah, to study for an imaginary test,” Marta cut in skeptically.

			Mrs. Starch raised a hand. “It wasn’t imaginary—I wrote up a test especially for Duane. I’ve been privately tutoring him in several subjects, academic and otherwise. You might have noticed a change in his punctuality and neatness at school. Even his acne has improved, thanks to good old-fashioned soap and water.”

			Nick thought: That explains Smoke’s mysterious transformation. It was Mrs. Starch who created the new Duane Scrod Jr.

			“And by the way,” she added, “you’re right: the young man is completely innocent of that arson. Now please don’t interrupt me again.”

			Her tone was one that Nick and Marta remembered all too well from class. They fell silent and listened.

			“It might seem strange that Duane and I are part of the same ‘team,’ ” said Mrs. Starch, “but we’ve got more in common than you think.”

			Nick couldn’t imagine what that could be.

			“For one thing, we both love the wilderness,” she went on. “Duane is happiest when he’s out fishing or camping, or scouting for bears and deer. My own interest is endangered wildlife, as you surely figured out after sneaking into my house. Each of those mounted birds and reptiles and mammals that you saw was killed on the highway or in a storm, or shot.”

			“The young panther, too?” Nick asked.

			“Sadly, yes. Struck by a car on the Tamiami Trail. I saw the body one afternoon while driving home from Miami, and I brought it to a taxidermist here in town, an old friend.”

			With her usual bluntness, Marta said, “There’s more dead animals in your house than I ever saw before, except in a museum.”

			Mrs. Starch explained that she’d had the mounts made because she believed she would never get a glimpse of those species free in the wild: “Tragically, there are too few left.” She went to check on the panther cub and returned with a bag of trail mix.

			Nick and Marta weren’t hungry; they were too caught up in her story.

			Munching away, Mrs. Starch continued: “Here’s something else that Duane and I share: we both know what it’s like to be abandoned. ‘Dumped,’ in the current jargon. One day, Duane’s mother just lit out for France without even telling him. My husband did the same thing—not to Paris, but to Plano, Texas, which is more his speed. I don’t know why he walked out on me, but it hurt. Still does.”

			Marta squirmed, which meant she’d thought of something else to ask. Nick knew what was coming.

			“There’s a rumor that something bad happened to Mr. Starch,” Marta said. “That he’s, like, dead and stuffed like a moose.”

			“It would be better than he deserves,” Mrs. Starch remarked dryly. “No, Stanley Starch is very much alive and kicking. Every April I get a birthday card telling me about his latest girlfriend. Is there any other ugly gossip I should know about?”

			“Snakes—they say you keep poisonous snakes in your basement, rattlers and moccasins and copperheads.” Marta was on a roll, and Nick couldn’t do anything about it.

			“Also untrue,” Mrs. Starch said. “For a while I was lucky enough to have a pair of eastern indigo snakes, which were rescued from a construction site by one of my students. The indigo is absolutely gorgeous, totally harmless, and nearly extinct. I released mine far out in the Fakahatchee, where I hope they found true snake love and made lots of babies. Anything else?”

			“No,” said Nick quickly.

			“Yes,” said Marta. “That.” She touched a finger to her chin.

			“Ah. The scar.” Far from annoyed, Mrs. Starch seemed amused by Marta’s boldness.

			Apologetically, Nick said, “It’s none of our business.”

			“That’s right, but I’ll tell you anyway,” Mrs. Starch said. “It happened when I was about your age. An osprey chick fell out of its nest, and being young and fearless, I decided to climb all the way up and put the little fella back with his brother and sister. The nest was high on a utility pole and the wind was howling, but somehow I made it to the top.”

			Marta asked, “So what happened—did the birds bite your face or something?”

			“Heavens, no! They were timid as they could be. Halfway down the pole, one of my sandals slipped off the pegs and I dropped about twenty feet—I believe the term is ‘face-plant’—onto a glass soda bottle that a litterbug had tossed by the side of the road.” Mrs. Starch tapped her scar. “Some people say it’s the shape of an anvil, some say an hourglass. But no, Marta, it’s not the mark of the devil. It’s the mark of the Pepsi-Cola company.”

			“How many stitches?”

			“Foolishly, I refused to go to the hospital. Thus the unsightly result.” Mrs. Starch stretched her arms. She said she was tired and needed a nap. “Wait here for Mr. Spree. He’ll drive you back to town. And remember, you’re both sworn to secrecy.”

			“You haven’t gone home since the fire?” Nick asked.

			“No, I’ve stayed right here, day and night. Mr. Spree has been good enough to run all my errands, beginning with the return of Libby’s asthma medicine. He even got the tires rotated on my car.”

			Marta sat upright. “Listen!”

			It was the faraway whine of a high-pitched engine, gears shifting.

			Mrs. Starch looked anything but worried. “A friendly,” she said. “One of us.”

			“Is it Duane?” Nick asked.

			“Correct.”

			“Here’s what I don’t understand: How did you get him to help? That day he bit your pencil in half—he was seriously ticked off about the pimple paper,” Nick said.

			“Oh, I never asked Duane to get involved in this project. Wouldn’t have dreamed of it!” Mrs. Starch asserted. “Believe me, that boy was número uno on my list of troublemakers. It was Mr. Spree who recruited him. They knew each other from a past adventure.”

			Marta said, “That figures.”

			“Yes, it’s a small world. Imagine my shock when Duane strolled into camp one morning.”

			Imagine his shock, thought Nick.

			The motorcycle, much closer and noisier than before, suddenly spluttered to a stop. “He’ll hide the bike in the woods and hike in from the south,” Mrs. Starch explained. “Usually takes him another half hour or so.”

			Nick’s head was pounding as he struggled to absorb everything the teacher had told them. “But how did Twilly meet Duane?” he asked. “What kind of adventure are you talking about?”

			“That I cannot answer. Speak to Mr. Spree.” Mrs. Starch yawned and said, “Marta, may I have a word with Nick privately in my tent?”

			Marta looked around dubiously. “What’m I supposed to do out here all by myself?”

			“Listen to the birds.”

			Nick got down and followed Mrs. Starch into the tent. Crawling wasn’t easy with his right arm bound; he hopped like a three-legged dog. He managed to fit himself cross-legged on the ground beside her sleeping bag. Arranged neatly on a square of cardboard were a few basic items: flashlight, toothbrush, mouthwash, hairbrush, a bottle of aspirin, a bar of soap, and some note-sized lavender envelopes. There was also a small manual typewriter. Nick felt uneasy in her personal space.

			“Here.” She handed him the straw hat, which he held in the crook of his left arm.

			The kitten was dozing in the shape of a fuzzy, plump comma. Its padded paws covered its face, muffling a muscular snore.

			Mrs. Starch dropped her voice. “Nick, do you want to be part of this—and help your friend Duane at the same time?”

			Nick couldn’t take his eyes off the cat. It was astonishing to think that he was holding one of the last panthers on earth.

			“Are you in, or out?” Mrs. Starch asked.

			“In.”

			“You must be certain.”

			“I am.”

			“Excellent.” She took the hat with the kitten and positioned it carefully on the soft flannel flap of her sleeping bag. “Nick, I’m going to ask you to do something.”

			“Sure.”

			“Take off that sling.”

			He was caught by surprise. “How come?”

			Mrs. Starch said, “I know why you’re wearing it—Duane told us what happened to your father, and I admire your devotion. But here’s the present situation in the Black Vine Swamp: for what lies ahead, each of us will require a strong heart and two good arms. We need one hundred percent of you.”

			Nick hesitated.

			“Your dad would understand,” she said.

			He removed his shirt and she helped unwrap the Ace bandage from his shoulder and armpit. Once his right arm was unbound, he flexed his elbow and made a fist with his hand to get the circulation flowing.

			“What if Twilly can’t find the mother panther?” he asked Mrs. Starch. “Or what if she won’t take back her cub?”

			“Hope springs eternal, Nick.”

			Again they heard an engine in the distance. Mrs. Starch frowned, tilting an ear toward the sound.

			“That’s not a motorcycle,” she said. “That’s a helicopter.”

			“Friendly?”

			“I seriously doubt it.”

		

	
		
			TWENTY-ONE

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss held the gun across his lap, which made the chopper pilot nervous.

			“Relax. I know what I’m doin’,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said, which wasn’t altogether true.

			He’d never been a very good shot. Any target, moving or nonmoving, presented a challenge. His buddies back in Texas invited him along on hunting trips mostly out of pity.

			The deer rifle in his hands had never killed a deer, or even come close, though it had frightened many. That’s all Jimmy Lee Bayliss aimed to do if he came across the trespassers who were hassling Melton and messing with Red Diamond’s gear—scare ’em off by firing a couple of rounds over their sneaky heads.

			Same as he’d done to that panther.

			The pilot said, “You got the safety on, right?”

			“Gimme a break.” Jimmy Lee Bayliss peeked at the safety button above the trigger. He was relieved to see that it was, in fact, on.

			“Got any Tums?” he asked the pilot.

			“No, I don’t.”

			“Rolaids?”

			“Sorry.”

			“Maalox?”

			“Do you want me to set her down so you can make a potty stop?”

			“Naw.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss wondered if his boss was feeling better. The nurses had been taping Drake McBride’s ribs when Jimmy Lee Bayliss had left him at the hospital, cussing and whining and making a nuisance of himself.

			The pilot said, “How low do you want to go?”

			“Two hundred feet, give or take.”

			They circled Section 21 for fifteen minutes and saw no life on the ground except for a pair of wild boars. Jimmy Lee Bayliss decided to shoot at them for target practice. However, the pilot took his sweet time setting the helicopter in a hover, and the pigs trotted safely into the scrub.

			“Nice work,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss grumbled.

			“Where to now?”

			“The usual.”

			Section 22 appeared quiet, too. Jimmy Lee Bayliss ordered the pilot to take an extra-slow pass to make sure that Red Diamond’s pirate well was still invisible from the air. A person looking hard enough might have noticed ATV tracks at the off-loading site, but the natural suspects would be deer poachers, not oil drillers.

			As the chopper climbed to five hundred feet and angled slowly back toward the coast, the pilot pointed out his window and said, “Hey, check it out!”

			At first Jimmy Lee Bayliss couldn’t see what he was talking about. Then, as the nose of the aircraft tipped, the scene came into full view. His mouth went dry and his ears got hot.

			“Hold it here!” he barked at the pilot. “Now!”

			“Ten-four.”

			“Why are you laughin’?”

			“Because it’s funny,” the pilot said.

			“Not to me, it ain’t. Not to Mr. McBride, either, the man who’s payin’ for this whirlybird!”

			“Okay, fine. It’s not funny.”

			“Damn right it’s not.” Jimmy Lee Bayliss was steaming mad.

			All the pink flags—once laid out so precisely with the eye of a surveyor, marking the future path of the illegal pipeline from Section 22 to Section 21—had been yanked from their holes, uprooted by an unknown hand.

			A criminal’s hand it was, too: some warped outlaw, some lame excuse for a comedian who had replanted them on their stems, all those little pink flags, brightening a patch of parched prairie like candles on cornbread.

			Rearranged in such an obvious way that anyone flying low enough in a helicopter couldn’t help but see the double-edged insult.

			“S-C-A-T,” the flags sneered in fluttering capital letters, as cheery as confetti. SCAT.

			“Either he’s telling you to go away,” the pilot mused, “or he’s calling you a name.”

			Or both, thought Jimmy Lee Bayliss with disgust.

			Still shading a grin, the pilot said, “You want me to land so you can look around?”

			“No, sir,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said gravely. “I want you to find out where I can rent me some bloodhounds.”

			

			—

			They heard Smoke’s motorcycle crank up and speed off.

			Mrs. Starch said, “The helicopter must’ve spooked him.”

			Nick peered up through the thick branches at a blue pane of sky. “Was it the sheriff?”

			“I don’t believe so.”

			Marta was dejectedly examining her waterlogged sneakers. “We need to go,” she said. “Is it safe yet?”

			“Not without Mr. Spree.” Mrs. Starch opened the second pizza box. “Anybody care for a slice?”

			Nick said, “So, what exactly is the master plan?”

			Marta jerked on his right sleeve. “If I don’t get home soon, I’m gonna be grounded until I’m, like, a hundred. Hey, your arm grew back!”

			“Teacher’s orders,” said Mrs. Starch, gnawing on a slice of pepperoni. “Is it Saturday or Sunday? I lose track of time out here.”

			Nick told her it was Saturday. Her brow furrowed, but she continued to eat. Marta reached over and flicked a fat red ant off her pants.

			“The plan,” said Mrs. Starch, “is to get that kitten back with his momma as soon as possible. The longer they’re apart, the harder it’s going to be. There will come a day, sadly, when the mother cat simply gives up and moves on….”

			“Okay, what can we do?” Nick asked.

			“Number one: Stay close to Duane. Make sure he doesn’t try anything crazy.”

			Marta rolled her eyes. “You mean like running from the cops? Gee, that’s not crazy at all.”

			Nick said, “Mrs. Starch, nobody gets close to Smoke.”

			“And what does that have to do with the panthers, anyway?” Marta asked.

			Patiently, Mrs. Starch explained: “Your friend Duane has a special talent that’s crucial to this mission. There’s no chance of succeeding without him.”

			Nick was intrigued. “What kind of talent?”

			Exasperated, Marta said, “He’s a fugitive! If we help him, we’re breaking the law.”

			But he’s also innocent, Nick thought. Another heavy decision.

			“Watch after Duane, please,” Mrs. Starch urged. “If you don’t, Squirt might die out here in my arms. So watch after Duane.”

			A sharp, familiar whistle rose from fifty yards away. Mrs. Starch smiled and glanced at the watch on her wrist.

			Twilly Spree entered the campsite at a dead run. He was panting hard and slick with sweat.

			“Let’s move!” he snapped, beckoning to Marta and Nick.

			“Finally,” Marta said, and sprang to her feet.

			Nick asked Twilly what was wrong.

			“Just follow me, and stay quiet,” he said.

			Mrs. Starch stood up. “Hold on. What happened?”

			“I’ll tell you later.”

			The teacher folded her arms rigidly, as if addressing a wayward pupil. “What did you do now, Mr. Spree?”

			“I left ’em a message. They deserved it.”

			“What sort of message?”

			“The four-letter sort.”

			“Oh Lord,” said Mrs. Starch. “Don’t bother sharing it, please.”

			“I couldn’t resist.”

			“Take these young people back to town immediately, and try not to corrupt them on the way.”

			The jog to the car was tense and hurried, Twilly keeping well ahead of Nick and Marta as he bulled through the hammocks and bounded across the flatlands and vaulted over the saw palmettos. Nick was glad to have both arms free to shield his face from the whippy twigs, ropy vines, and gluey spiderwebs. Marta struggled to stay close and, as instructed by Twilly, said nothing. It was an ordeal for her to remain quiet for more than a few minutes, and Nick was impressed by her self-restraint.

			The Prius was barreling down the rutted farm road—Nick and Marta bouncing against their seat belts—when Twilly finally spoke.

			“How much did Aunt Bunny tell you?” he asked.

			“Everything except the part about how Smoke got involved,” Nick said.

			“I see.”

			“It would be good to know.”

			“Good for whom?” said Twilly. He put on his ski beanie and black wraparound sunglasses.

			Marta sat forward. “You trust us. Stop pretending that you don’t.”

			“Ha!”

			But a few minutes later, Twilly grudgingly opened up: “A couple of years ago, I was driving from Tallahassee to Chokoloskee, nonstop, and don’t ask why. After about seventeen cups of coffee, I pulled off the interstate to answer the call of nature.”

			“Where?” Nick asked.

			“Right here in Naples. Beautiful Exit 101,” Twilly said. “Four in the morning, fog thicker than clam chowder, and I’m standing there watering the weeds under some billboard when I smell smoke—and I don’t mean your friend. I mean smoke, as in fire. I look up through the mist and see flames. The billboard is definitely burning.”

			“It was Duane being a pyro, right?” Marta said.

			“I took off from one way and he took off from another, and we literally ran smack into each other,” Twilly recalled. “First thing out of his mouth: ‘I’m the one who did it!’ As if I hadn’t figured that out, him with his jerry can of gasoline and burned mops. I asked him why and he told me. I asked his name and he told me that, too. Then we heard the sirens and I promptly hauled butt. Duane, he stayed behind and gave himself up.”

			Marta asked why Smoke hadn’t escaped while he had the chance.

			Twilly said he didn’t know. “But I’ll tell you what was on that billboard he torched: a big ad for American Airlines. They were running a winter special—Miami to Paris for three hundred and ninety-five dollars.”

			“Paris?” Nick said. Now it made sense. “Mrs. Starch told us about Duane’s mom.”

			“Yeah. A tough deal.” Twilly shook his head ruefully.

			“Was that the same flight she took?” Marta asked.

			“Never even said goodbye.”

			“That sucks,” Nick said.

			“Big-time. I felt bad for the kid,” said Twilly. “Offered to find him a good defense lawyer, but his granny took care of all that. He ended up getting probation for torching the billboard.”

			“But you stayed in touch,” Marta said.

			“We go fishing now and then.”

			Nick couldn’t wait any longer to ask: “Why do you need Smoke’s help to save the baby panther? What’s his ‘special talent’ that Mrs. Starch was talking about?”

			“Simple: the boy’s a born tracker. Anybody can find the mother cat, it’s him.”

			Twilly told them about a camping trip to Highlands County when Duane Scrod Jr. dogged the trail of a black bear for miles at night in a driving rain, across two muddy creeks and three county roads, all the way to the animal’s den tree. Then he carved his initials in the trunk, turned around, and hiked back through the storm, as giddy as a child on Christmas morning.

			“It’s a gift. Even the old Seminoles aren’t sure how he does it,” Twilly said. “So the plan is for me to find the scat and then put Duane on the trail of the panther. Once we know where she is, we turn the cub loose nearby. After that, there’s nothing left to do but pray they find each other before a bobcat or a coyote gobbles the little one.”

			Marta shuddered at the thought. “Have you seen any, you know…?”

			“Panther poop? Yes, ma’am, I hit the jackpot yesterday. Whether it was left by Squirt’s mother or not, I couldn’t say.” The car struck a pothole and Twilly grunted.

			“There’s an oil company out here that’s up to no good,” he said. “They don’t want anybody snooping around, especially game wardens on the lookout for endangered critters.”

			For Nick, the threads of the story were coming together at last. “That’s who started the fire at the Black Vine Swamp, isn’t it? The oil guys. That’s who framed Smoke.”

			“Yeah, and that’s who scared off the momma panther,” Twilly added, “with a gun. The Red Diamond Energy Corporation.”

			Marta was outraged. “How do we stop ’em? What can we do?”

			“They’ve had a few problems finishing their project. They’re about to have more.”

			Nick said, “Are you a monkey wrencher?”

			In the rearview mirror he could see Twilly react with a curious smile.

			“Well, are you?” Nick asked. “In that book I’m reading, this crazy gang is running around the desert, blowing up bridges, wrecking bulldozers….”

			“Burning billboards,” Twilly added with a wink. “Acts of crime, each and every one. Although it’s hard not to root for those folks, isn’t it? Fighting to save a place they love.”

			To Nick, Marta whispered, “I guess that answers your question.”

			Twilly said, “There’s some rough language in that book. Maybe you should put it down until you’re older.”

			“Tell the truth. Are you trying to be Hayduke?” Nick was referring to the fictional leader of the Monkey Wrench Gang.

			When Twilly spoke again, he sounded tired and impatient. “Do you remember that panther screaming on the day of the fire?”

			“I’ll never forget it,” Nick said.

			Marta shuddered. “Me neither.”

			“Well, that was the cat I’ve been hunting for. I’d come across her tracks near the road where your school bus was parked, so I knew she was close, hunkered down and waiting for dusk—probably waiting to come search for her baby.”

			Twilly drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “Then the fire started. Or, I should say, the arson.”

			“She took off again?” Nick said.

			Twilly nodded grimly. “Most wild animals, they run at the first whiff of smoke,” he said. “But there’s a chance she’s back. The scat I found yesterday was fresh.”

			They reached the intersection at Route 29, where Twilly turned south and ended up behind a line of vegetable trucks.

			“How long until she forgets about the cub?” Nick asked.

			“Each day, the odds get worse.”

			A sheriff’s car sped by, going the opposite direction. Nick noticed that Twilly was driving five miles below the speed limit and was dutifully wearing his seat belt.

			“What the heck were you doing out in that swamp when you found the kitten?” Marta asked.

			“Minding my own business,” Twilly replied. “You should try it sometime.”

			“Mrs. Starch says you’re rich.”

			“Just born lucky.”

			Nick said, “Definitely not Hayduke.”

			Twilly steered the car off the pavement and parked near a row of newspaper racks. He snatched the ski beanie from his head, rubbed his brow, and then suddenly slugged the dashboard so hard that Nick and Marta jumped.

			Turning in his seat, Twilly raised his sunglasses and fixed the kids with a raw, pained stare.

			“Let me tell you something even dear Aunt Bunny doesn’t know,” he said. “After that, don’t ever ask again about who I am or am not, or why a man like me lives in a tent. I’ve got a gutful of anger about what’s happening to this land and everything that lives out here. That’s all you need to know.”

			He sounded more sorrowful than angry. “Some days are worse than others,” he said.

			Nick and Marta weren’t sure how to react.

			Twilly raised two fingers. “That’s how many there were.”

			“How many what?” Marta asked, puzzled.

			“Panther cubs,” he said. “That’s how many I found. The mother cat had two.”

			Nick closed his eyes.

			“One of them died,” Twilly said. “I tried everything, but the smaller one didn’t make it through the first night. I never told Bunny or Duane. Never told anybody.”

			Marta covered her face.

			Twilly lowered his glasses. “Any more questions?”

			“No,” said Nick quietly. “No more.”

		

	
		
			TWENTY-TWO

			On Sunday morning, Duane Scrod Sr. dragged himself out of bed and stumbled to the front door.

			“How’d you get here so fast?” he asked Millicent Winship.

			“Chartered a jet plane. Now open the door.”

			With fake cheer, Duane Scrod Sr. welcomed his mother-in-law into the house. She almost knocked him down as she whisked past. There was not a wrinkle to be seen in her elegant gray pants suit, nor one silver hair out of place on her head.

			“Did you sleep in that stupid hat?” she asked.

			“I guess.” Duane Sr. was more worried about her reaction to his NASCAR boxer shorts.

			Mrs. Winship scowled and looked away. “Go put on some pants, for heaven’s sake. And keep that awful parrot away from me or I’ll pluck her bald.”

			“Millie, she’s not a parrot. She’s a macaw.”

			“A nuisance is what she is. Hurry up.”

			Duane Scrod Sr. pulled on some blue jeans and wrestled Nadine into her cage. When he returned to the living room, Mrs. Winship was waiting with folded arms.

			“So my grandson is now a fugitive,” she said. “I got the whole ugly story from the headmaster. D.J.’s been suspended from Truman as well, but I suppose that’s the least of our problems.”

			“The cops are makin’ a big mistake.”

			“Where is he now?”

			“I don’t honestly know,” Duane Sr. said. “He comes and goes like some sorta ghost.”

			“And you have no way of reaching him? What about the cell phone I bought him?”

			“He never picks up, Millie. Did you tell his mom about this mess?”

			“Of course. I phoned her right away.”

			“Is she coming back?”

			“No, Duane. What good would that do?” Mrs. Winship brushed the stale cracker crumbs off a chair and sat down. Her daughter had offered to call the boy and urge him to surrender, but she had not offered to come home and see him.

			Duane Sr. said, “It’s not cheap, I guess, flying all the way from France.”

			“Money has nothing to do with it. I would have bought her a first-class ticket.”

			“Then what?”

			The only time that Mrs. Winship felt old was when she had to talk about her daughter. “Whitney says she has to stay and take care of the shop. She says it’s the busy season.”

			Duane Sr. gazed drearily at the floor. “In other words, cheese is more important than her own flesh and blood.”

			“I’m sorry, Duane. Truly I am.”

			“What’s gonna happen to Junior?”

			“I’ve contacted a lawyer. Where do you think he’s hiding?”

			“Somewhere out there in the boonies.” Duane Sr. motioned with a limp wave.

			“That’s very helpful,” Mrs. Winship muttered. “Narrows it down to about two million acres.”

			She stood up, smoothed her slacks, and slung her purse over one shoulder. “Next time you see your son, please inform him that his grandmother strongly suggests that he turn himself in to the police as soon as possible. Tell him that’s the only way I can help him out of this mess.”

			“I will, Millie, but D.J. listens to me about as good as Whitney listens to you.”

			Mrs. Winship let the remark slide. Duane Sr. had a right to be bitter. He loved Whitney, but she’d left him anyway.

			“According to the newspapers, Duane’s book bag was found at the scene of the arson,” Mrs. Winship said. “How could that possibly be true, if he’s innocent?”

			Duane Sr. spilled out his jumbled theory about the government tax collector stealing Junior’s backpack from the house. Mrs. Winship looked doubtful.

			“Well, we’ve certainly got our work cut out for us,” she said, shouldering past Duane Sr. on her way out the door.

			“Thank you, Millie,” he called after her.

			She spun around on the steps. “Thanks for what?”

			“Caring so much about the boy.”

			“Believe it or not, I care about both of you,” Mrs. Winship said gruffly. “Now go play with your parrot.”

			

			—

			Drake McBride went straight from the hospital to a suite at the swanky Ritz-Carlton Hotel so he could recuperate in high style. Jimmy Lee Bayliss, following orders, brought the man with the bloodhound up to the room.

			The dog’s name was Horace. It had humongous flappy ears and rubbery wet jowls and a nose like a loaf of gingerbread. It promptly lay down on the floor and dozed off in a puddle of drool.

			“Horace is tired,” explained the handler.

			“Is this all you got? We need more than one hound,” Drake McBride complained.

			“No, you don’t,” said the handler.

			“They hunt better alone. I checked it out with my buddies back in Houston,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said.

			Drake McBride, still sprawled in bed, insisted they needed a whole pack of dogs. “That’s how they catch bears, right?”

			The handler said, “I didn’t know you was after bears. I thought you was after humans.”

			“We are,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said. His stomach felt like he’d swallowed a handful of hot barbecue coals. He explained to his boss that Horace was a world-class manhunter. “They use him to track down missing persons, lost hikers, escaped convicts. Twice he was on America’s Most Wanted.”

			“All he needs is a scent,” the handler said.

			“Do we have a scent?” Drake McBride asked grumpily.

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss said, “We do.” The culprit’s odor was on dozens of pink flags that he’d touched while rearranging them.

			When Drake McBride reached for a glass of water on the nightstand, he let out a yelp of pain, which caused Horace briefly to open his watery brown eyes and blink.

			“Mr. McBride got thrown from a horse and busted some ribs,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss informed the dog handler.

			“Got me a concussion, too,” Drake McBride added. “Hey, pardner, you know anybody who wants to buy a Thoroughbred real cheap?”

			The handler said no.

			“Can you get started today?” Jimmy Lee Bayliss asked. “We’ll take you out there by helicopter.”

			“That’s fine.”

			“And you’re sure this dog can follow the smell of a person through a tropical swamp?”

			“He can follow the smell of a person through a vinegar factory,” the handler said.

			Drake McBride pointed at the bloodhound, whose eyelids had once again sagged shut. “When will ol’ Horace be done with his nap?”

			“Whenever I say so.”

			“How about right now? Because I gotta talk to Mr. Bayliss in private.” Drake McBride clapped his hands three times loudly. “Horace, wake up! Horace!”

			The dog did not stir, much to Jimmy Lee Bayliss’s dismay.

			Drake McBride scratched his unshaven cheeks. “Well, I ain’t impressed. Let’s find us another mutt, Jimmy Lee.”

			The bloodhound handler softly clicked his tongue. Horace sprang up from the floor as if electrified, nostrils in the air, tail erect, eyes wide and shining.

			“Don’t call him a mutt,” the handler said.

			Drake McBride chuckled. “Sorry, Horace. Now will you two excuse us, please?”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss led the bloodhound and the handler to the door of the suite, and said he’d meet them in the lobby in ten minutes. When he returned to the bedroom, he found Drake McBride upright, massaging his head. His pajama shirt was unbuttoned, exposing his heavily taped chest.

			“My old man called last night,” he said unhappily. “I lied and told him everything down here was goin’ smooth as silk.”

			“And it will be, once we get rid of our problem.” Jimmy Lee Bayliss was well aware that the Red Diamond Energy Corporation wouldn’t exist if it weren’t for Drake McBride’s rich father. He was also aware that Drake McBride’s father had dwindling patience with Drake McBride. “Sir, once that bloodhound hunts down this guy on the property—”

			“Or guys,” Drake McBride said. “Whoever’s messin’ with our stuff.”

			“Right. But after we catch ’em, what do we do with ’em?” Jimmy Lee Bayliss asked. “What if they already found the pirate well? We can’t call the cops on ’em, because they’ll just rat us out. Then you and me are the ones who get hauled off to jail.”

			“No, we can’t call the cops. Definitely not,” agreed Drake McBride.

			“So what are we s’posed to do with these vandals? If they already know about Section 22, I mean.”

			There was a pause that got heavier with each passing second.

			“I haven’t worked out all the details,” Drake McBride said finally, “but we’ll do whatever it takes to protect this project. You understand, pardner? Whatever it takes.”

			It was not an answer that made Jimmy Lee Bayliss’s belly stop burning.

			

			—

			The digital clock by Nick’s bed said 9:15, which was odd. On most Sunday mornings, his mother awoke him at eight sharp so they could make buttermilk pancakes and bacon.

			He rolled out of bed and put on a robe. From down the hall came the sound of muffled voices; a discussion was under way. Through the window he saw a gray U.S. Army van parked in the driveway.

			Nick ran to the living room just as his father was being helped into a wheelchair by two young soldiers. His mother stood stiffly by the door, the knuckles of one hand pressed to her chin.

			“What’s going on?” Nick asked.

			“Minor setback,” his father said hoarsely. “They miss me up at Walter Reed, I guess.” His face looked feverish, and his eyes were red with fatigue.

			Nick turned to his mom. “Did the infection come back?”

			“It never went away.”

			One of the soldiers rolled the wheelchair out to the van, which had a ramp that elevated Nick’s dad to the side door. The other soldier carried a small nylon suitcase that Nick’s mother had packed, and he placed it in the van beside the wheelchair. Capt. Gregory Waters kicked a woolen blanket off his legs and said, “I’m not eighty years old!”

			Nick’s mother kissed his father goodbye and said, “I’ll come up and see you in a day or two.”

			“Me, too,” Nick said.

			“No, sir, you’re not missing one more day of school,” his father told him.

			“But, Dad—”

			“That’s enough. I’ll be home again before you know it.”

			He squeezed Nick’s right arm. “Hey, are you keeping the sling off? Don’t tell me you’re giving up the southpaw life.”

			“Just wait. By the time you get back I’ll be a total hardcore lefty.”

			His father managed a smile, but Nick could see the pain in his face. “Yeah, Nicky, we’ll go fly-fishing down in Everglades City, just the two of us.”

			Nick and his mother waved as the van pulled out of the driveway, and they continued waving long after Capt. Gregory Waters could no longer see them. Nick was dazed; the whole scene seemed like a terrible dream. His dad had seemed okay the night before.

			“What’s going on, Mom? Tell me!”

			“After breakfast,” she said crossly.

			“I’m not hungry.”

			“Well, I am.”

			She was, too: three pancakes, two strips of bacon, a banana, a half-cup of blueberries, and a tall glass of fresh-squeezed orange juice.

			Nick picked at a bowl of dry granola. He waited, fidgeting, until his mother finished eating. There was no point in nagging her.

			After pouring herself a cup of coffee, she settled in and told him what had happened. “Remember when you tried to call your dad at the hospital but he was gone?”

			“Sure. That was the day he came home.”

			“Yes, he came home,” Nick’s mother said. “He came home without telling his doctors. Strolled out of Walter Reed at four-thirty in the morning, grabbed a cab, and went straight to the airport.”

			“No way!”

			“It was a foolish thing to do. He wasn’t ready, Nicky.”

			“So he lied?”

			“He didn’t want us to worry.”

			“Is he crazy, or what?” Nick said angrily.

			“Your dad wanted to be here more than anything. He was sure he’d get better faster if he was home with you and me.”

			“But he didn’t get better,” Nick said bleakly. “He got worse.”

			His mother was staring at her coffee, stirring it slowly with the wrong end of a spoon. She said, “Last night he woke up with chills and a 104-degree fever, so I knew the infection wasn’t gone. He was so miserable that he finally admitted the truth—he’s still got shrapnel from that rocket in his shoulder. He needs more surgery.”

			“Oh no.” Nick sagged in the chair.

			“Your dad’s a tough customer. He’ll be all right.”

			“What about you, Mom?”

			“I’m pretty darn tough myself, in case you hadn’t noticed. Now,” she said, rising, “I’d better go pack. I’m flying up to be with your father.”

			Nick held her tight. “I can’t believe he bailed out of the hospital. If I ever did something like that, I’d be grounded for a year.”

			“It wasn’t the brainiest move,” Nick’s mother agreed, “but he missed us, Nicky, that’s all. Let’s just be thankful he’s not in Iraq anymore. As soon as the doctors in Washington finish fixing him, he’ll be home for good.”

			After his mom left, Nick tried to keep busy and not worry about his dad. He cleaned the kitchen sink and loaded his dirty laundry into the washing machine and worked some algebra problems and rewrote the outline for an English essay that wasn’t due for two weeks.

			Marta called twice, but Nick didn’t answer the phone. He wasn’t in the mood to talk with any of his friends. For lunch he fixed a peanut butter sandwich, but he took only three bites; he had absolutely no appetite, and too much nervous energy.

			So he put on a Red Sox cap and went out to the backyard and threw baseballs left-handed at the pitching net until his elbow throbbed. There was so much he’d wanted to talk to his father about, yet he understood that this was no time to be selfish. It was essential for his dad to return to the hospital and get the operation he needed.

			After retrieving the balls from the net, Nick lugged the bucket back to the homemade pitching mound and resumed throwing again, as hard as he could, despite the burning ache.

			In the middle of a windup, a voice from behind said, “You’re gonna wreck your arm, dude.”

			Nick spun and saw Smoke walking his motorcycle around the corner of the house.

			“What’re you doing here?” Nick asked.

			Duane Scrod Jr. leaned the bike against the wall and said, “You gotta help me. They turned a manhunter dog loose out there near the camp.”

			“Who did?”

			“The oil company.”

			“Where’s Twilly?”

			“Running like crazy. He’s the one told me to come see you.” Smoke looked around nervously. “I can’t hide out at home ’cause of the cops. Now they got a squad car parked right in front of the house!”

			“What about Mrs. Starch and the baby panther?” Nick said.

			“They’re okay, so far. But that dog is good, man. That dog is a pro.”

			“How can I help?” asked Nick, knowing what the answer would be.

			“I need a place to stay,” Smoke said, “just for a while.”

			“Sure.”

			Nick dropped the baseball into the bucket. He wondered how, or even if, he should tell his mom. It would probably be the first time she had a fugitive as a houseguest.

		

	
		
			TWENTY-THREE

			Detective Jason Marshall didn’t usually work on Sundays, but he wasn’t going to relax until he tracked down Duane Scrod Jr., the missing arson suspect. It didn’t help that the other detectives kept needling him because the kid had dashed away before he could snap on the handcuffs, and then had easily outrun him.

			Every night Jason Marshall took two aspirins and pressed a heating pad against his sore hamstring muscle and drifted off into a fitful sleep, wondering where Duane Jr. was hiding.

			And every morning Jason Marshall woke up thinking of evidence to follow that might lead him to the boy, or at least lock up the arson case. On this particular day, the detective decided to skip church and do some Internet research on handheld butane torches.

			The brand found in Duane Scrod Jr.’s book bag was called The Ultra Igniter, and the company’s Web site helpfully provided a list of retail outlets that sold its products in Collier County. There were only three, all hardware stores.

			One had gone out of business, and Jason Marshall figured the other two would be closed on a Sunday, but he was wrong. The store on the east side of Naples was open.

			The detective drove there, bringing a photograph of Duane Scrod Jr. that had been taken after his arrest for setting fire to the billboard. The owner of the hardware store swore he’d never seen the kid before.

			“Do you sell lots of those Igniter torches?” the detective asked.

			“Not many,” the store owner replied. “I can look it up on the computer and tell you the exact number.”

			The store had sold only two Ultra Igniters during the past thirty days. Jason Marshall wrote down the dates.

			“You wouldn’t happen to have the names of the customers, I suppose,” the detective said.

			“Nope. All I can tell you is that both items were bought with a credit card.”

			“You sure about that?”

			“Yup. Our inventory software keeps track of whether it’s a cash purchase or plastic,” the store owner explained.

			Jason Marshall thought it was highly unlikely that Duane Scrod Jr. would be using a credit card, unless it belonged to his father or he’d stolen it.

			“I notice you’ve got security cameras,” the detective said.

			“Doesn’t everybody, these days?”

			“Do you still have the videotapes from the dates that you sold the Ultra Igniters?”

			“I doubt it,” the store owner replied, which was a lie. He saved all the security videotapes for six months, in case they were needed to prosecute shoplifters. On this particular day he just didn’t feel like sifting through hours of videos.

			“Let’s take a look,” Jason Marshall said.

			“Actually, I’m sorta busy right now. Maybe you could stop by another time.”

			“I’m pretty busy myself,” said Jason Marshall. “So let’s see those tapes.”

			It didn’t take very long to review the surveillance film, and the detective found both sales transactions that he was looking for. He informed the store owner that he was keeping the tapes as evidence.

			“What’s this all about?” the man asked worriedly. “Am I in trouble or something?”

			“Not at all,” Jason Marshall said.

			Driving back to the sheriff’s office, he phoned Torkelsen, the arson investigator with the fire department. He told him he’d located a store that had sold two butane torches identical to the one found in the backpack of Duane Scrod Jr.

			“One was bought on the day before the fire at the swamp,” the detective said.

			“Good work!”

			“But the second torch was purchased only three days ago.”

			The arson investigator said, “I don’t care about that one.”

			“Well, you should,” Jason Marshall said, “because the same guy bought both of them—and it wasn’t the Scrod kid.”

			“How do you know?”

			“The hardware store has security cameras. I got the tapes.”

			There was an edgy silence on the other end: Torkelsen, trying to figure out what this information could mean.

			“Maybe the boy has an accomplice. Maybe they bought the second torch because they’re planning another fire,” he said finally. “How old is that customer on the video?”

			“Between fifty-five and sixty, I’d say.”

			“Oh,” said Torkelsen. “So it’s not the boy’s father.”

			“Nope.”

			“Well, there’s got to be an explanation.”

			“I can think of one,” the detective said.

			“Let’s hear it.”

			“Maybe we’re after the wrong guy.”

			After another uneasy pause, the arson investigator said, “I need to see those tapes.”

			“Yes, you do,” agreed Jason Marshall.

			

			—

			The oak tree was forty feet high and dead as a doornail, killed years earlier by a lightning strike. Way up high was a hole in the trunk where a female raccoon was living with three little ones.

			One day a huge backhoe arrived on the lot and started smashing down trees. The boy, who’d been spying on the raccoon family for weeks, jumped off his bicycle and shouted at the driver of the backhoe to steer clear of the dead oak.

			But the driver never heard him. He just waved the boy away, revved the big machine, and flattened the den tree, killing all the raccoons, including the mother. The boy could do nothing but watch from a distance, and sob.

			The construction company that owned the backhoe was clearing the property to make way for a patio-furniture warehouse. Two days after all the trees were demolished, the company set up a shiny double-wide office trailer with a bright banner heralding the new project. That same night, the boy rode his bike out to the property and set fire to the double-wide, which burned to a rather immense and twisted cinder. Nobody was inside at the time.

			“I made sure of that,” Smoke assured Nick, who’d listened to the entire arson story without interrupting.

			“See, I’m not a true pyro,” Smoke added. “I didn’t do it for kicks. I was just mad.”

			“Still, that’s…”

			“ ‘Dumb’ is the word. Same with torching the billboard,” Smoke said. “My mom had just taken off for Paris and I was all messed up. When I saw that big sign for the airline, I flipped out. You wouldn’t understand, dude. Nobody does.”

			Nick didn’t say a thing. It was impossible for him to envision his own mother getting on a plane and flying away forever without even saying goodbye. Such heartbreak was beyond Nick’s experience.

			Smoke chuckled bitterly. “They built that stupid furniture warehouse anyway. Just like they put up a brand-new billboard in the same spot as the other one.”

			“Did you set any other fires?” Nick asked.

			“Never.”

			“So why do you want people to call you Smoke?”

			“Because it sounds a lot cooler than Duane.”

			They were sitting on the floor in Nick’s bedroom. The shades were drawn and the door was locked.

			“Twilly says you’re a tracker,” Nick said.

			“It’s the one thing I’m good at, I guess.”

			“He says that if anybody can find that mother panther, it’s you.”

			“I sure aim to try.” Smoke spoke with determination.

			“Mrs. Starch says there’s not much time.”

			“She’s right. And this bloodhound sniffin’ all over the place doesn’t make the job any easier,” Smoke said. “Wild cats run like crazy from dogs.”

			Nick had to ask. “What’s the deal with you and her?”

			“Mrs. Starch? She’s not so bad.”

			“Everybody thought you hated her guts after what happened in class.”

			Smoke grinned. “For sure I did. But come to find out she’s not as mean as she acts. Hey, I heard a car pull up!”

			Moments later, the front door opened and Nick’s mother began calling his name. Smoke grabbed him by the shoulders. “Don’t say a word about me!”

			“But I can’t lie,” Nick whispered.

			“Listen, bro. Once she knows I’m hidin’ here, she’s gotta tell the cops or else she can go to jail.”

			“What’re you talking about?”

			“Harboring a fugitive is what I’m talkin’ about,” Smoke said. “If you tell your mom I’m here, you’re draggin’ her into the middle of this whole mess. Is that what you want?”

			From down the hall: “Nicky? Where are you?”

			“I’ll be right out, Mom!”

			Smoke edged himself sideways into Nick’s bedroom closet. “Go!” he said to Nick. “Act like nuthin’s wrong.”

			Nick slipped out the door and closed it behind him. He walked down the hall to the living room, where he was surprised to see that his mother wasn’t alone.

			“Nicky, you remember Peyton?”

			“Sure,” he said.

			Peyton Lynch had been one of Nick’s regular babysitters back when he was in elementary school and she was in high school. Now she attended junior college and worked part-time at a sandal shop.

			“Hey, Nicky,” she smacked through a cheekful of bubble gum.

			Nick’s mother said Peyton would be staying at the house for a few days while she went to be with his father. “There’s a flight out of Fort Myers late this afternoon that connects to Washington.”

			“That’s good,” Nick said.

			And it was good—for Nick’s dad, and also for Nick. Peyton Lynch was a nice girl, but she wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer, as Mrs. Starch might say.

			When Nick was little, he’d done pretty much whatever he’d pleased while Peyton was there, because she was usually yakking on the phone or painting her toenails blue or staring at MTV. She was the ideal babysitter—clueless.

			One time, when Nick was nine years old, he’d accidentally bounced a golf ball through the screen of his desktop computer. Peyton hadn’t heard the tube explode because her headphones were turned up so loud. Nor had she shown the slightest spark of curiosity when Nick had emerged from his room carrying a box full of broken glass.

			Nick’s mother said, “Make yourself at home, Peyton. I’ll go finish packing.”

			Peyton dropped her travel bag on the rug and plopped down on the sofa. “So, how’s school, Nicky?”

			“It’s okay,” he said.

			“Hey, you guys got any Diet Snapple?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“Green tea?” she asked, plugging the iPod buds into her ears. “Tofu burgers? Spring rolls?”

			“I’ll check the fridge,” said Nick, smiling to himself.

			Peyton Lynch would never notice that Duane Scrod Jr. was staying at the house as long as he didn’t park his motorcycle in the kitchen.

			

			—

			Drake McBride was extremely annoyed.

			With a groan, he pushed himself out of bed and hobbled after Jimmy Lee Bayliss to the sitting room, where the dog handler waited somberly.

			“What happened?” Drake McBride demanded, with no trace of sympathy.

			The dog handler said, “You owe me two thousand dollars.”

			“Because your dumbass dog got lost? You outta your mind?”

			“Horace didn’t get lost,” the man said flatly. “I ain’t leavin’ here till I get my money.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss bit his lip. He’d strongly urged his boss to pay the man and be done with it, but Drake McBride said no way, pardner, not one red cent.

			“Here’s what I think,” Drake McBride said, buttoning his purple pajama top. “I think you tried to scam us with a defective hound dog. I think ol’ Horace couldn’t find his own butt in a breadbox.”

			The handler wasn’t as tall as Drake McBride, but he was wiry and tough. Jimmy Lee Bayliss knew the type.

			“Look, whatever happened out there, the man’s dog is gone,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said to his boss, “and we need to reach some sort of agreement.”

			“Horace was a champion tracker,” the handler stated proudly. “Horace was the best.”

			“Horace was a dud!” Drake McBride cackled. “Whoever heard of a champion bloodhound gettin’ lost?”

			At that point Jimmy Lee Bayliss realized that nothing could be done to save Drake McBride from his own big mouth. The president of the Red Diamond Energy Corporation was now pinned against the wall of the hotel room, his face turning the same color as his ridiculous pajamas.

			“Horace did not get hisself lost. He got kilt!” the dog handler said, squeezing. “And he got et!”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss attempted to pry the man’s hands from Drake McBride’s neck, but the handler was very strong and very angry. Drake McBride’s eyeballs were bulging and his arms were flapping, and mousy little squeaks were leaking out of his lungs.

			“Let go of him, please!” Jimmy Lee Bayliss implored. “He’ll pay you the two grand.”

			“And ’pologize for what he said about Horace?”

			“He’ll take out an ad in the paper, if you want.”

			The dog handler released his hold on Drake McBride, who crumpled to his knees on the carpet. After five solid minutes of hacking and wheezing, he finally recaptured his breath and said he was sorry.

			“Gimme my money,” the handler said.

			“You say your dog was eaten?”

			“Bet on it.”

			“Eaten by what, if I might ask?”

			“Like you don’t know,” the man said coldly.

			Drake McBride looked quizzically at Jimmy Lee Bayliss. “What’s he talkin’ about now?”

			To himself, Jimmy Lee Bayliss thought: I’m employed by a total moron.

			“He’s talking about a panther, sir.”

			“Ha! Ain’t no panthers out there!” Drake McBride declared, but it was all bluster. His face was a pale mask of anxiety.

			The dog handler said, “I saw the scat myself.”

			“You’re mistaken, pal. It was most likely a bobcat.”

			“Yeah?” The man yanked Drake McBride to his feet and then shoved him into an armchair. “I know bobcat scat from panther scat, and what I saw didn’t come from no puny bobcat.”

			In fear of another throttling, Drake McBride gave up the argument. “Whatever you say; you’re the expert.”

			“That I am,” the handler said.

			To bring the conversation to a peaceful end, Jimmy Lee Bayliss explained to Drake McBride that the handler would never have allowed Horace to track a scent through the Black Vine Swamp if he’d known a panther was lurking in the area.

			“The dog’s purely a human hunter, not a cat hunter,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said. “I believe we’ve got an obligation to compensate this man for his loss.”

			“All right, all right,” Drake McBride mumbled, and limped to the bedroom to get his checkbook.

			The handler said, “Out west they use special cat hounds for huntin’ cougars. But Horace, he wasn’t schooled for that. He probably just run up on that ol’ panther without even barkin’ and got hisself kilt and et. Thing is, I had a fondness for that ol’ fella.”

			“We’re very sorry this happened. Deeply sorry,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said in his most sincere-sounding voice.

			“You oughta be,” said the handler.

			“Mr. McBride and I had no idea there was a dangerous panther on our land.”

			“Know what? I think you’re both fulla crap.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss didn’t dispute the point. His boss returned and slumped into the armchair, a ballpoint pen in one hand and a checkbook open on his lap.

			With forced politeness he said, “Two thousand even, right?”

			The dog handler rubbed his leathery chin in a pondering way that caused Jimmy Lee Bayliss to grope for his Tums.

			“Right ‘fore Horace disappeared, he struck a red-hot trail,” the handler recalled. “It led us off your company’s land all the way over to the next section, where you can’t believe what I found—or maybe you can.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss swallowed a sour burp. Drake McBride’s shoulders drooped.

			“There was a big ol’ stack of pipes and boxes of drillin’ gear,” the dog handler went on, “like somebody was fixin’ to sink an oil well on state property! You can’t never guess what name was on the labels of them crates—or maybe you can. It was ‘Red Diamond Energy,’ same as your outfit. Ain’t that odd?”

			Drake McBride looked up and croaked, “What exactly do you want from me, mister?”

			The handler gave a long, phony sigh. “I sure do miss my hound dog.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss said, “Let’s cut to the chase—how does five thousand bucks sound?”

			“Real fine is how it sounds to me.”

			“But if anyone ever asks, you never set foot in Section 22, did you? You didn’t see no mud pit or drillin’ equipment or nuthin’.”

			“No, sir,” the handler said. “The only one who knows different is Horace, and he ain’t here to spill the beans, God rest his soul.”

			Drake McBride scowled. “Stop. You’re gonna make me cry.”

			He scribbled a check for five thousand dollars and handed it to the handler. “Here, go buy yourself another mutt,” he said, and staggered back to bed.

		

	
		
			TWENTY-FOUR

			Nick felt himself being shaken roughly. He hoped it was a dream, because he wasn’t ready to wake up.

			“Move it!” a hushed voice commanded.

			Nick opened one eye and saw Duane Scrod Jr. standing over him, dressed in hunting camo. “Twilly just called,” said the kid, holding up his cell phone. “We gotta go.”

			“Where?”

			“There.”

			“But what about school?” Nick asked.

			Smoke grabbed his ankles and hauled him out of the sheets. “Go write a note to your babysitter.”

			“She’s not my babysitter!”

			“Whatever. Put a note in the kitchen—tell her you caught a ride to Truman with one of the seniors.”

			“But it’s still nighttime,” Nick said.

			“No, dude, that’s fog.”

			Nick dressed in his regular school outfit, including a necktie and blazer, in case Peyton Lynch woke up and saw him leaving. He didn’t know that she was in a deep, bearlike sleep, having been up until 3 a.m. texting back and forth with girlfriends who were on a trip to Hong Kong.

			Together, Nick and Smoke slipped out the front door.

			“Are we taking the motorcycle?” Nick asked, wondering if he’d dressed warmly enough for an open ride.

			“Twilly said no, the muffler’s too noisy,” Smoke said. “Today we need to be quiet.”

			At the end of the block they came upon the blue Prius, parked with its headlights on. Although the windshield was glossy with dew, Nick could make out two upright shapes inside the car. He assumed it was Twilly and Mrs. Starch, and he was half right.

			The driver’s window rolled down, and Twilly told Nick and Smoke to get in the backseat. Once they were buckled in, Twilly pointed at his four-legged passenger.

			“Say hello to Horace.”

			With droopy eyelids the bloodhound turned toward the boys, a string of pearly drool unspooling from its lower lip.

			Smoke crowed delightedly. “Is that the same one that was chasing us?”

			“All is forgiven,” Twilly said from behind his black sunglasses.

			Nick stroked the dog’s silky ears. “Don’t tell me he fell for the old raw-hamburger trick.”

			“Naw, it was steak,” Twilly said. “One sniff and Horace decided I was his new best friend. Turns out he’s pretty good company. Doesn’t ask lots of nosy questions.”

			“How do you know his name’s Horace?”

			“Because that’s what his boss man was hollering all over the woods after he lost him. By the way,” Twilly said, eyeing Nick in the rearview, “why are you dressed like an usher? Or is that what you usually wear on a hike through the swamp?”

			“Uh, no. I had to look like I was on my way to school,” Nick said, reddening. He shed his Truman blazer and yanked off his tie. “So, why are you wearing shades?” he said sharply to Twilly. “It’s practically dark out.”

			“Not to me.”

			Smoke asked, “Did you find some more you-know-what?”

			“Yup,” Twilly said.

			“How fresh?”

			“Two hours, tops.”

			Nick sat forward excitedly. “Panther scat?”

			“Right,” said Twilly.

			Smoke looked out the window of the car. “Awesome,” he murmured.

			Nick borrowed Smoke’s cell phone to call Marta, who begged to come along. At first Twilly balked, but Smoke spoke up and said it couldn’t hurt to have an extra set of eyes and ears on the hunt. Nick instructed Marta to meet them at the mailbox near the bus stop, and she was waiting in jeans and a hooded sweatshirt when the car pulled up.

			She was so excited that she practically hurled herself into the backseat. It took a few moments before she noticed the large, slobbering dog in the front. “What’s the deal with him?” she said.

			“That’s just Horace,” said Nick.

			“He’s a bloodhound,” Smoke added. “A good one.”

			Horace yawned at the compliment.

			Marta said, “Oh, I get it. He’s gonna help track down the momma panther.”

			Twilly made a noise like a game-show buzzer. “Wrong,” he said. “Horace will soon be tied under a tree, snoring like a train. He doesn’t do cats.”

			“He’s a trained manhunter,” Smoke explained.

			“Where’d he come from?” Marta asked.

			Nick said, “Twilly dognapped him.”

			“Not true. I bribed him with a T-bone, that’s all,” said Twilly.

			He drove slower than normal because of the soupy fog, so it took a while to reach the dirt road leading to the Black Vine Swamp. Along the way he pulled over briefly to snug the seat belt around Horace, which Nick thought was a good idea. A bouncy ride could cause unpleasant problems for a big dog with a full stomach, and also for the other passengers.

			They concealed Mrs. Starch’s car in the same place as before, beneath the same strangler fig, and set out on foot. Twilly led Horace on a rope leash, and Smoke followed next. Nick and Marta stayed close so that they wouldn’t get left behind in the fog, which hung like a wet woolen shroud over the marsh and tree islands.

			A small fire was burning at Twilly’s camp. Smoke joined Marta and Nick as they stood beside it, the heat feeling glorious on their cheeks. Twilly tied the hound to a cabbage palm and set out a bowl of water, which was loudly slurped up.

			Afterward Twilly made a pot of coffee and everybody had a cup. Twilly told them to drink up quickly. Nick wasn’t crazy about the taste, but he was grateful for the warm rush.

			Mrs. Starch came out of her tent holding the straw hat. The baby panther popped its head up and cried plaintively.

			“Patience, dear Squirt,” Mrs. Starch said to the kitten.

			The three kids gathered around to look. As adorable as it was, the cat was restless and squirmy and not very huggable. Nick noticed long, nasty scratch marks on Mrs. Starch’s arms. Meanwhile, Horace the bloodhound had already dozed off under the palm tree.

			Twilly stood away from the fire, pressing buttons on his handheld GPS. He said, “The good news is, they won’t be using helicopters to hunt for us—not in this weather. The bad news is, it’s gonna be twice as hard for us to find this little guy’s mother.”

			Mrs. Starch fixed an iron gaze on Nick and Marta. “Silence on the trail is absolutely essential,” she told them. “One tiny human sneeze could scare the momma cat away for good. That would be a death sentence for Squirt, do you understand? He can’t live on zoo milk forever.”

			Marta and Nick nodded soberly. Both were thinking of the other panther cub, the one that had died.

			“Time to go,” Smoke said.

			Twilly ducked into his tent and emerged with a rifle.

			“What’s that for?” Marta asked nervously.

			“Peace of mind.” Twilly checked his ammo belt to make sure that the bullet sleeves were full. “Everybody ready?”

			The miniature panther growled impatiently inside the straw hat, and even Twilly laughed. They filed out of the clearing and into the misted woods, Twilly leading the way, followed by Duane Scrod Jr., Nick, Marta, and lastly Mrs. Starch, pressing a bottle of formula to the hungry cub’s mouth.

			For almost half an hour they hiked briskly yet quietly through cypress woods, flatlands, hammocks, and then more pines and palmetto scrub. The fog only seemed to get thicker, wetter, colder.

			Twilly was using the GPS unit to retrace his earlier steps; without it, Nick knew, they’d never find what they were looking for. Not a word was spoken, even by Marta when she briefly lost a sneaker in the muck. Likewise, Mrs. Starch didn’t utter the faintest cry when the panther kitten, miffed because the milk had run out, swatted her nose with an oversized paw, drawing blood.

			At last Twilly motioned for the search party to halt and gather around him. He bent down and carefully lifted a palmetto frond, revealing on the ground a dark greenish pile of unmistakable origin, containing tufts of deer hair, bits of bones, and wisps of white egret feathers.

			Marta pointed at the smelly lump and silently mouthed the words “Panther poop?”

			Twilly made a thumbs-up sign. Duane Scrod Jr. dropped to one knee and began examining the scat. The only extraordinary sound in the swamp was that of the baby panther, rumbling inside Mrs. Starch’s straw hat. Nick felt Marta gently take hold of his shirttail.

			After a few moments, Smoke rose and began to move stealthily in small, weightless steps along a tangled trail that he alone could detect.

			The others followed, their hearts hammering with anticipation.

			

			—

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss thought it would be best if he spoke to the game warden alone, but Drake McBride insisted on coming along. Jimmy Lee Bayliss had already told Melton and the rest of the crew to take the morning off, in order to avert any risk of the federal officer overhearing Red Diamond’s machinery at work in Section 22.

			The jostling drive to the Black Vine Swamp was murder on Drake McBride’s fractured ribs, and he groaned and cussed the whole time. Jimmy Lee Bayliss stopped the company truck near the entrance to the public boardwalk; he’d never seen fog so thick. It was like a cold, clinging smoke.

			Drake McBride got out, rubbing his bandaged midsection. He was still mad about the five thousand dollars he’d given to the owner of the missing bloodhound.

			“You think a panther really snacked on that dog? No way, pardner.”

			“Doesn’t matter,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said. “We had no choice but to pay the man off.”

			Drake McBride snorted scornfully. “He’s nuthin’ but a scammer.”

			“Whatever. He found the well pit in Section 22,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss reminded his boss for the tenth time. “He would’ve ratted us out if we didn’t give him some money.”

			“Man, I hate scammers,” Drake McBride said.

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss laughed. He couldn’t help it. He completely understood why Drake McBride’s father thought his son was a boob.

			A green pickup rolled out of the haze and stopped. On the side of the truck was the logo of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

			Drake McBride said, “Let me deal with this punk, Jimmy Lee.”

			The “punk” turned out to be a good bit older than Drake McBride, though much more physically fit. He wore a badge and carried a gun on his hip, and he introduced himself as Special Agent Conway.

			“ ‘Special agent’?” Drake McBride smirked. “So you’re, like, James Bond of the boonies?”

			“And who would you be?” Conway said.

			“Drake McBride. I’m the president of Red Diamond Energy.”

			“Right.” Conway looked at Jimmy Lee Bayliss. “And you?”

			“He’s my project manager,” Drake McBride said. “Mr. Bayliss is his name. Lemme save all of us from wastin’ one more second of our precious time—there’s no panthers out here, okay? Nada. Somebody made a big mistake.”

			Conway smiled politely. “We received a report from a citizen who was quite certain he saw one in this area, so we’re required to check it out. But not today, gentleman. Not in this heavy fog.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss quietly exhaled in relief. Drake McBride simmered.

			“Where does the boundary of your oil lease start?” Conway asked.

			“Three-quarter mile down the road,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said, pointing. “There’s a sign and a metal gate.”

			“Leave it unlocked tomorrow morning,” the Fish and Wildlife agent advised. “If there’s no weather, I’ll be back with a couple of other officers and a tracking dog.”

			“Oh, great,” muttered Drake McBride under his breath. “Another mutt.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Nuthin’.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss quickly cut in. “We’ll cooperate totally, Agent Conway. Whatever you need us to do, consider it done.”

			“Good.” The officer took off his wire-rimmed eyeglasses and wiped the condensation from the lenses. “Hardly any animal on earth is more endangered than the Florida panther—are you aware of that? There’s somewhere between sixty and a hundred left, that’s all, and our job is to try and save ’em from extinction. That’s why we follow up on possible sightings.”

			“But I told you, there can’t possibly be a sighting out here, because there ain’t no damn panthers!” Drake McBride protested.

			The officer said, “They’re really quite beautiful. Ever seen a picture?”

			“No, but I’ve seen cougars out west, shot dead and skinned where it’s all proper and legal. Basically the same varmint.”

			Conway put on his glasses and turned his back on the president of the Red Diamond Energy Corporation. “Make sure you leave that gate unlocked,” he said to Jimmy Lee Bayliss.

			“Yes, sir. Can I ask who it was that called up and said they saw one of those cats around here?”

			Conway walked to his truck and looked at his clipboard. “The name on the report is Hayduke,” he said. “George W. Hayduke.”

			The name meant nothing to Jimmy Lee Bayliss or his boss, who hadn’t finished a book since his junior year of college.

			“He gave a GPS waypoint, too,” Conway added, “so we’ve got a good place to start.”

			“Really?” Jimmy Lee Bayliss suddenly felt queasy.

			Sulking, Drake McBride said, “So I guess any ol’ crackpot can call up the U.S. government and say they saw a panther or a unicorn or even a UFO, and you guys put a posse together the next day. Is that how it works?”

			Special Agent Conway got in his truck and rolled down the window. “Be careful in this fog,” he said, and drove off.

			

			—

			Detective Jason Marshall had received two unexpected phone calls that Monday morning. The first was from a man named Bernard Beanstoop III, otherwise known as Bernie the Bean, who was only the most famous and most expensive criminal defense lawyer in Tampa.

			Bernie the Bean informed Jason Marshall that he’d been hired by the grandmother of Duane Scrod Jr. to represent the young man accused of arson. Bernie the Bean said he was currently working with the family to find Duane Jr. and persuade him to turn himself in. The attorney also stated that the boy was “one thousand percent innocent,” and would fight all the charges pending against him.

			“But he ran away from me,” the detective pointed out. “That’s resisting arrest.”

			“Extenuating circumstances,” chirped Bernie the Bean. “The poor kid simply freaked. Anyway, if you should find Duane before we do, please inform him that his grandma already got him an attorney. And not just any attorney—the best!”

			The conversation was not a bright spot for Jason Marshall, who’d been nursing doubts about the Black Vine Swamp case ever since visiting the hardware store where the butane torches had been sold.

			No less troubling was the second phone call of the day. It came from an eager state prosecutor who told the detective not to fret about the videotapes showing that the torches weren’t purchased by Duane Scrod Jr. The fugitive teenager remained the prime suspect, the prosecutor asserted.

			“The tapes don’t prove that punk didn’t set the fire,” he added. “They just prove he didn’t shop at that particular store. Heck, he could’ve bought the exact same brand of torch over the Internet!”

			Which was probably true, the detective thought, yet still it seemed like a suspicious coincidence, given the timing of the arson.

			“The only mystery in this case,” the prosecutor went on, “is how a rotten apple like Scrod ever got into a private school as good as Truman. I mean, your daughter goes there, right, Jason?”

			“She does,” the detective said tightly.

			“Well, if it were my kid, that would seriously sketch me out—guy with a rap sheet like Scrod’s, walking the same halls.”

			“I’ll let you know the minute we find him,” the detective said, without much enthusiasm.

			Torkelsen, the fire investigator, arrived at the sheriff’s department at ten o’clock sharp. Jason Marshall took him to his office and shared his misgivings about the case. Torkelsen listened thoughtfully, then said: “May I see the tapes?”

			The detective cued up a VCR and sat down behind Torkelsen, who watched each of the two video loops, pausing repeatedly to study the features of the man popping antacid tablets at the cash register while waiting to pay for the Ultra Igniter butane torches.

			“That’s not the Scrod boy,” Jason Marshall said.

			“Obviously.” The fire investigator hunched in front of the television screen, his knuckles propped beneath his chin.

			“Well, what do you think?” Jason Marshall asked.

			“I think our prosecutor friend is going to be extremely disappointed.” Torkelsen punched the Pause button on the VCR, clicked open his briefcase, and removed a clear plastic bag, which he held up for the detective to see.

			Inside the baggie was a cheap ballpoint pen stamped with the name of Red Diamond Energy.

			Jason Marshall said, “I remember that pen. You found it near the flashpoint of the arson.”

			“That’s right,” said Torkelsen. “The man who lost it is the same one who later called to say he’d found the boy’s book bag at the scene.”

			The detective tightened his necktie. Smiling now, he said, “How about that? The same book bag with the butane torch hidden in the pocket.”

			“Yeah. How about that?” The fire investigator turned back to the TV screen, where the torch buyer’s face was frozen in black and white; grainy, yet easily identified.

			“His name is Jimmy Lee Bayliss,” Torkelsen said. “He works for that oil company, Red Diamond.”

			Jason Marshall managed to appear calm and professional, although he was very excited. “So it went down like this: Bayliss goes to the hardware store and buys torch number one to start the fire with.”

			Torkelsen nodded. “Probably got rid of it the same day.”

			“But later, when he finds out that you know it was arson, he gets worried.”

			“More like panic-stricken.”

			“So he rushes out to the same store and buys another, identical torch,” the detective said, “to frame the Scrod boy for the crime.”

			“That’s how it adds up, doesn’t it?” The fire investigator returned the incriminating ballpoint pen to his briefcase.

			Jason Marshall stood up and checked the back of his belt, to make sure he had the case containing his handcuffs. He said, “There’s still one big piece of the puzzle missing: Why did Bayliss set fire to that swamp in the first place?”

			Torkelsen popped the videotape out of the VCR. “Let’s go ask him.”

		

	
		
			TWENTY-FIVE

			It was like tiptoeing through clouds.

			Moistened by the fog, Nick’s shirt stuck to his chest. His skin felt slick, and tiny droplets of dew hung like silvery globes in his eyelashes. The swamp was bathed in a pale gray twilight; Nick could hardly believe that it was morning, and that somewhere high above hung the sun, blazing.

			Smoke advanced steadily in pursuit of the mother panther, pausing now and then to point out a broken sprig, a flattened tuft of grass, or a partial paw print. With each step the searchers drew closer to the cat, yet she remained an unseen phantom, a vapor of imagination.

			Was she running? Hiding in wait? Watching from the bough of an oak?

			Twilly Spree had removed his lucky necklace because he feared the clicking of the dried buzzard beaks would alert the panther. He stayed at Smoke’s heels, carrying his rifle by its stock, the bluish barrel pointed skyward. Marta had dropped back a couple of steps to walk with Mrs. Starch and to be near the sleeping kitten.

			Nick marveled at how quietly the five of them had learned to move together through scratchy brush and sodden marsh—in fluid unison, like a centipede or the muscles of a snake. But he also knew that panthers possessed a keen sense of hearing, that a muffled cough or a slight clearing of the throat could spook the cat into flight and it might not settle down for miles.

			Tracking such a wary animal required so much stealth and concentration that Nick’s thoughts couldn’t stray far, which was a good thing. It would have been a long, restless day at school, hour upon hour in which to worry about his father lying on the operating table at the military hospital. The cat hunt was a perfect distraction, physically and emotionally. Nick had never felt more focused, more absorbed.

			He had no clue where they were, or even what direction they were heading, until the boardwalk appeared out of the mist. Smoke abruptly shrank to a crouch, and the others did the same. Twilly signaled urgently for Mrs. Starch to bring the cub to the front of the line.

			Carrying her straw hat with both arms, as if it held some rare and fragile treasure, the gangly teacher moved forward with wavering, slow-motion steps. She reminded Nick of a stork sneaking up on a bug. He groped behind him for Marta’s hand and tugged her close so that she could see better.

			Smoke was up again, peering into the bank of fog. Twilly whispered to Mrs. Starch, and she removed the baby panther from the crown of her hat. The kitten stretched its stubby legs and yawned mightily. Then it began to squirm and writhe and thrash, the plump oversized claws raking Mrs. Starch’s hands and forearms. Somehow she got the cat under control, but Nick and Marta were surprised to see so much power in such a small, cute-looking package.

			Soon the kitten began to cry, which brought a fond smile to Mrs. Starch and affirming nods from Twilly and Smoke. The crying is what they hoped would draw the mother panther out of the woods, what they hoped would lead her to the cub.

			But only if she heard it.

			Smoke said something to Twilly, who stiffened and swung his rifle to a ready position. Nick felt Marta’s breath on his neck.

			“Somebody else is out here!”

			“No way.”

			“Listen, Nick! Voices.”

			Smoke must have heard them, too, although Nick didn’t. The only sounds that registered in his ears were the mewling of the kitten and the thump-thumping of his own heart.

			When Mrs. Starch released the cub, it scampered a few yards to a small clearing and then sat down abruptly, wide-eyed and bewildered.

			Twilly motioned for everyone to back away. They regrouped in a stand of young pines, where despite the fog they still had a view of Squirt—a spotted puff of fur on the ground. The little panther cried and cried, yet instinctively it knew not to move, for even a twitch might catch the attention of a hawk.

			“Hurry, momma cat,” Mrs. Starch murmured in an aching voice unfamiliar to Nick and Marta. This was not the same person who terrorized them in biology class.

			“Did you actually see the panther?” Nick whispered to Smoke, who shook his head.

			“But she’s not far,” he said.

			“How do you know?” Marta asked.

			“There was fresh pee on a resurrection fern.”

			“Lovely.”

			Nick asked Smoke if he, like Marta, had heard voices.

			“Yeah, bro, I did,” he said apprehensively.

			Twilly wasn’t watching the kitten; he was scanning the trees and thickets, the gun pulled tight against his chest. The cub’s cries sounded pitiful and small in the great swamp, like squeaks from a stuffed nursery toy.

			“Don’t give up, little guy,” Mrs. Starch said. She was clutching her straw hat so fiercely it had crumpled in her fists.

			Marta shut her eyes. Nick figured she was saying a prayer for the baby cat; her family was very religious, and Marta never missed church on Sundays. Nick thought: A prayer couldn’t hurt.

			The seconds ticked by with agonizing slowness, and the sounds from the cub became weaker. The cat was getting tired of crying.

			“Not good,” Smoke said.

			Twilly agreed. “Let’s give it five more minutes.”

			The kitten must have heard their whispers, for it pricked its ears and turned its head toward their hiding place among the pines.

			Mrs. Starch said, “This is breaking my heart.”

			From deep in the fog arose a high-pitched scream, piercing and raw, like something from a slasher movie. Twilly froze, Mrs. Starch gasped, and Marta dug her fingernails into Nick’s shoulder.

			“Panther!” Smoke said triumphantly.

			Then came the gunshots.

			

			—

			Long after Special Agent Conway’s truck disappeared into the mist, Drake McBride and Jimmy Lee Bayliss paced back and forth on the dirt road. They were having an uncomfortable conversation about the future of the Section 22 oil scam.

			“We’re doomed,” Drake McBride stated bitterly. “We’re toast.”

			“Maybe not. Remember, it’s the guv’ment,” said Jimmy Lee Bayliss. “Half of everything they do is half-assed.”

			“No, you heard the man. They’re gonna have rangers trompin’ all over this swamp—plus a dog, too, probably a serious dog. They’re bound to find our drill site, Jimmy Lee, and then we are doomed!”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss feared that, for once, his boss was right. The officers searching for the panther probably would find the pirate well first, and then Red Diamond Energy would be in deep trouble for trying to steal petroleum from land belonging to the good citizens of Florida.

			“You got nuthin’ else to say? That’s it?” Drake McBride spluttered.

			“I’m just thinkin’,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said.

			“Thinkin’ about what—which of us gets the top bunk in our prison cell?”

			Actually, Jimmy Lee Bayliss was thinking about Mexico. On TV it looked like a warm and friendly place to live, where nobody asked too many questions. There had to be direct flights from Tampa, or maybe Orlando. The question was, had he left his passport back in Texas?

			Drake McBride rubbed his sore ribs and griped about all the rotten luck that had befallen him. “I’d give anything to know who called the feds about that cat. Had to be the same joker’s been messin’ with Melton.”

			“No doubt,” said Jimmy Lee Bayliss. His mind flashed back to the spectacle of all those little pink flags, mischievously rearranged to tell the Red Diamond helicopter to S-C-A-T. Jimmy Lee Bayliss hadn’t shared that story with his boss, and he saw no reason to do so now.

			“What’m I supposed to tell my old man?” Drake McBride lamented.

			“Tell him to get you a lawyer.”

			“Oh, that’s real funny.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss said, “I’m not jokin’.”

			Drake McBride kicked at a rock. “It just ain’t fair.”

			“I told you this whole thing was a bad idea. I warned you, but you wouldn’t listen,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss groused.

			“Is that right? Well, pardner, I recall your squinty li’l eyes lightin’ up like the Fourth of July when you heard how many jillions of dollars we could make off this operation.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss leaned against the wet bumper of the truck and mulled the situation. Removing all of Red Diamond’s pipes and equipment from Section 22 would take several days, and then the pit would have to be filled. There simply wasn’t enough time. Reaching into the pockets of his pants, Jimmy Lee Bayliss was dismayed to discover that he was out of Tums again.

			“Hey, we could always start another fire,” Drake McBride suggested, “to stall the game wardens.”

			“Are you serious?”

			“I’m talkin’ about a big one this time. A real monster.”

			“No.”

			“A fire that would burn for weeks! We’ll keep the flames a couple hundred yards downwind from the drill site, then sneak in Melton and the boys to clear out our gear and bury the pit. Presto, we’re out of the woods!” Drake McBride paused. “How come you’re lookin’ at me that way?”

			“Because you just may be the biggest bonehead I ever met.”

			“What!”

			“You heard me.” In his own mind, Jimmy Lee Bayliss was no longer employed by Red Diamond Energy, and therefore he felt free to insult Drake McBride. Never again would he address this numskull as “sir.”

			“You want another wildfire, do it yourself,” he hissed at his ex-boss.

			Red as a tomato, Drake McBride balled his fists and stepped toward Jimmy Lee Bayliss, who rose up and prepared to re-fracture Drake McBride’s ribs, if necessary.

			The men stood inches apart, glowering at one another, when a blood-curdling yowl cut through the fog. It sounded almost human; a cry someone might make after falling into boiling water.

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss felt the hair rise on the back of his neck. Drake McBride frantically reached into the bed of the pickup truck and grabbed the rifle, which he waggled recklessly at the curtain of haze.

			“Gimme my gun,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said.

			“Back off!” Drake McBride’s eyes were gleaming. “That was a panther,” he whispered hoarsely.

			“Let’s get outta here.”

			“No, it’s our only chance.”

			“Don’t make me hurt you,” said Jimmy Lee Bayliss.

			“We can be free of this mess right now—with one shot!”

			With the rifle thrust forward, Drake McBride began creeping down the dirt road in the direction of the scream. Jimmy Lee Bayliss followed closely, planning to overpower his brainless ex-boss, snatch the gun, and flee the Black Vine Swamp forever. Surely an experienced oilman could find a decent job in Mexico.

			“You see that?” Drake McBride stiffened, slowing his pace.

			“What?”

			“Somethin’ moved up ahead of us, I swear.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss said, “I can’t see nuthin’.”

			But Drake McBride was not imagining ghosts.

			The fog parted and a tawny shape materialized, sleek and low-slung. It was poised on muscled haunches barely ten yards away, its pale gold eyes locked on the two startled men. The cat remained motionless except for a twitch of its long, kinked tail.

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss held his breath. Never had he seen such an imperial predator up close, yet he was more amazed than afraid. The presence of the rare panther was so hypnotic that Jimmy Lee Bayliss failed to notice Drake McBride raising the rifle.

			Instantly a palmetto exploded next to the cat, which snarled and made two great soaring leaps into the mist. Half-crazed with fear and fury, Drake McBride fired two more rounds.

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss lunged for the gun, but Drake McBride jerked away, aiming blindly into the shrouded trees. By the time Jimmy Lee Bayliss was able to tackle him, Drake McBride had run out of bullets. A heavy, electric silence settled upon the swamp.

			Twisting the rifle from his ex-boss’s hands, Jimmy Lee Bayliss said, “I oughta leave you out here to rot.”

			“Did I hit the danged thing?” Drake McBride asked.

			“You’d better hope not.”

			“What—you gonna turn me in? I don’t think so,” Drake McBride said with a smirk. “Now stop all this nonsense and help me up, pardner.”

			Both of them jumped at the sound of a metallic click, which was followed by a flat voice: “Drop the weapon and stand slowly with your hands over your head. I won’t say it twice.”

			Two men stepped out of the fog. One wore a coat and tie, and he was pointing a cocked revolver at Jimmy Lee Bayliss. The other was dressed in a dark blue jumpsuit bearing the words “Collier County Fire Department.” With despair, Jimmy Lee Bayliss recognized the second man immediately—it was Torkelsen, the arson investigator.

			He said, “Mr. Bayliss, I would strongly advise you to do what Detective Marshall says.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss obediently stood up, dropping the rifle as if it were a hot poker. As he raised his hands, he kicked Drake McBride in the butt and growled, “You happy now, bozo?”

			Drake McBride rose slowly, clutching his sides. If he’d been hoping for sympathy from the lawmen, he was disappointed.

			“You’re both under arrest,” announced Detective Marshall.

			“Hold on,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss said. “I wanna make a deal.”

			Drake McBride glared at him. “I don’t believe this—you’re gonna try and hang it all on me?”

			“With pleasure.”

			“Gentlemen, please,” Torkelsen interjected. “Give Detective Marshall your full attention.”

			“No, sir! No, sir!” brayed Drake McBride, and he ran off crashing through the swamp.

			The arson investigator and the detective traded shrugs, and they made no move to chase after the president of the Red Diamond Energy Corporation.

			“Is he really that stupid?” Torkelsen asked.

			“Times ten,” said Jimmy Lee Bayliss, and held out his wrists for Jason Marshall to handcuff.

		

	
		
			TWENTY-SIX

			After the first gunshot, they dove to the ground and pressed themselves flat. Then came two other shots, followed shortly by more. Nick was sure he heard one of the bullets zing off a nearby tree.

			When the firing stopped, Twilly got up pointing his own rifle. He was breathing hard, listening for human footfalls.

			Smoke was the next to stand; then Nick and Marta, who was trembling badly.

			“Everybody okay?” Twilly asked.

			The kids nodded.

			But everybody was not okay. Mrs. Starch was still down. Her face was pale and her eyes looked glassy, and a crimson stain was blooming on the side of her canvas trousers.

			“Oh no,” said Twilly. He put down the rifle and knelt beside her. Nick and Smoke helped turn her over while Marta stood back, sobbing softly.

			Twilly hurriedly cut away the bloody pants leg to examine the bullet wound, which was serious. Nick felt light-headed and slightly sick. “She needs a doctor,” he said.

			“Is she gonna die?” Marta called tearfully.

			Mrs. Starch lifted her head. “No, dear, I am not going to die.”

			Her voice was weak but firm.

			“We’re taking you to the hospital,” Twilly said.

			There was no debate, no argument. Because Mrs. Starch was a large person, Twilly and Duane Scrod Jr., the two strongest in the group, would attempt to carry her back to the car. It would be a long, difficult haul through the marsh and hammocks.

			Without asking, Twilly tore a strip of fabric from Smoke’s shirt to make a pressure bandage. “We don’t have much time. You’re bleeding like crazy.”

			“I’m aware of that,” Mrs. Starch said. “Where’s the kitten?”

			At that very moment, something swift and heavy burst from a nearby thicket—a tan, snarling streak that passed within arm’s reach of the fallen teacher and her helpers before bounding to the top of a craggy dead pine.

			“It’s her,” Smoke said. He gazed up with pure awe at the mother panther, which was panting hotly and still spooked from the gunfire.

			“Where’s the kitten?” Mrs. Starch whispered again.

			Nick scanned the clearing and spotted the cub, a frightened lump huddled on a bed of pine straw.

			“He’s fine,” Nick assured Mrs. Starch.

			“Can you handle him? It’s all up to you now,” she said. “You and Marta.”

			“We can do it.”

			With grim efficiency, Twilly worked on Mrs. Starch’s leg to stanch the bleeding. Smoke kept his eyes glued on the panther in the tree, while Nick and Marta watched the kitten on the ground. The two cats, mother and baby, remained unaware of each other.

			After a few minutes, Twilly hoisted Mrs. Starch to her feet and instructed her how to hold on. Smoke got on the other side, and together he and Twilly formed a human crutch.

			“If you hear somebody coming,” Twilly said to Nick and Marta, “take off running. If you can’t get away, then use that.” He nodded toward his rifle, leaning against a stump.

			Nick had never fired a real gun; his father didn’t own one, though he’d become an expert marksman in the National Guard.

			Marta said, “I’ve shot a .22 before. My cousins in Miami took me to a target range.”

			“This is different,” Smoke told her. “Way different.”

			With his free hand, Twilly pulled the vulture-beak necklace from his pocket and tossed it to Marta. “You’ll need all the mojo you can get,” he said with a tight smile.

			Mrs. Starch was obviously in pain, and fading. “Do your best,” she told Nick and Marta, and then her eyelids began to flutter.

			Twilly pulled Nick aside and said: “I’ll be back as soon as I can. Don’t get yourselves lost.”

			“We’ll be right here.”

			Then, without another word, Twilly and Smoke set off grimly across the foggy flatlands. Mrs. Starch was propped limply between them, her feet dragging, an arm around each of their shoulders. Smoke glanced back only once, with an anxious expression, and Nick waved.

			Marta put on Twilly’s strange necklace and said, “You ready?” The fear was completely gone from her voice.

			“Let’s do it,” said Nick.

			The cub was still shaking from the noise of the gunfire when Nick scooped him up. There was no clawing or biting; little Squirt seemed almost relieved to be held, even by an unknown human.

			With the kitten curled against his chest, Nick stood beneath the tall dead pine, trying to visualize the climb. He wanted to put the cub as close as possible to the mother cat, who loomed only as a shadow, high in the gnarled boughs.

			“What if it’s the wrong panther?” Marta asked.

			“No, Smoke said it’s her.”

			“But what if he made a mistake?”

			“He wouldn’t,” Nick said. “And he didn’t.”

			“That’s a nasty old tree. Don’t break your neck.”

			“Thanks for the pep talk.”

			Nick began slowly, using only his right hand to pull himself upward from one bare, brittle branch to the next. Hardly stirring, the kitten was nuzzled in the crook of his other arm.

			Purposely Nick didn’t look up at the powerful cat who was watching every step of his ascent, but occasionally he glanced downward where Marta stood guard at the base of the tree. Although it was weird seeing his young friend holding Twilly’s rifle, Nick felt unaccountably secure. For no particular reason, he was confident that Marta would know how to handle the gun if necessary.

			And she did.

			He was halfway up the dead pine, at least thirty feet off the ground, when he heard her shout, “Stop, or I’ll shoot! Stop right there!”

			Alarmed, Nick craned his neck to see what was happening below. As he shifted his weight, the branch beneath him snapped off and he began dropping straight down, feetfirst, as if he were in a runaway elevator.

			It all happened in a dizzying wisp of a second. Nick’s right sleeve snagged on something—another jagged branch—and he heard a sickening crack. A bolt of blinding pain shot from his wrist to the core of his brain, then a wave of frozen blackness crashed over him.

			He experienced the sensation of twirling slowly in midair, like a circus acrobat. When he opened his eyes, he realized that he was dangling from a broken arm, and that very soon he would pass out. His chest was on fire from hot stinging needles—it was the panther cub, digging its claws into Nick’s skin to hang on.

			“He ran away! He’s gone!” Marta crowed triumphantly from beneath the tree.

			“Who?” Nick rasped.

			“Some guy wrapped in bandages. I scared him off!”

			Then she looked up into the tree and saw Nick swinging by his shirt sleeve. “What in the world are you doing?”

			“What does it look like?” he moaned.

			“You’re gonna fall and kill yourself!”

			The possibility had already occurred to Nick. Reaching up with his good arm—the left arm, the same arm he’d been training with and building up for weeks—he grabbed the branch from which he was dangling…

			And began pulling himself up.

			Pulling with all his strength.

			Pulling in spite of the worst pain he’d ever felt, or had ever imagined feeling.

			Pulling even with a terrified wild panther cub attached like a cactus to his flesh, yowling and spitting in his face.

			Pulling and pulling until he’d completed your basic one-handed chin-up, no problem.

			Nick suspended himself in this grueling pose long enough to unsnag his sleeve with his teeth. His damaged arm flopped uselessly to his side; the elbow was bent at a very peculiar angle.

			An instant later, by some small miracle, his feet found a toehold for support. It was a deserted woodpecker nest, a baseball-sized hole in a weathered knob of the tree.

			Marta called, “I’m climbing up!”

			“No!” Nick said.

			Because the mother panther was climbing down.

			Nick could see her silhouetted against the fog, moving closer. The animal easily weighed more than a hundred pounds, yet she darted from limb to limb as if she were light as a sparrow.

			There was nothing for Nick to do but catch his breath and wait for the cub’s cries to draw the big cat nearer. He supposed he should’ve been scared, but instead he felt oddly at ease.

			The panther was elegant and agile and ghostly, mesmerizing to watch. Although Nick had seen many panther photographs in books and magazines, he found himself in a state of dreamy amazement. The scorching pain in his fractured arm had all but disappeared, causing him to wonder if he was slipping into shock.

			Soon the mother cat was only a few yards away, coiled on a heavy Y-shaped branch directly above Nick’s head. Her ears flattened, her nose quivered, and her bright eyes fixed with fierce intensity on the noisy bundle that had tacked itself to the front of Nick’s shirt. He knew the panther must be wondering why there was only one cub crying, wondering what had happened to her other one.

			Nick heard the deep rolling prelude of a growl that couldn’t possibly be coming from the pint-sized kitten, and he knew the time had come.

			Even with both shoes wedged in the woodpecker hole, he teetered and swayed as he struggled to unfasten the frightened baby from his chest. The little cat was now squalling loudly and with evident fright; Nick worried that the mother would soon pounce upon him in defense of her offspring.

			Marta must have had the same concern, for she’d braced herself against the tree to steady Twilly’s rifle, which she was pointing squarely at the adult cat.

			Nick raised his eyes to the big panther and very gently said, “It’s all right. I’m not gonna hurt your little guy.”

			The panther blinked, and her ears perked. The cub let go of Nick’s shirt, and ever-so-carefully he placed it on the trunk of the tree. Its hooked claws dug into the crispy bark and, with a mighty yelp, the kitten attempted to climb.

			Immediately the adult panther raised up, and a distinctly softer rumble came from her throat.

			Nick knew what had to be done now. As long as he remained in the tree, the mother cat would likely hold her distance from the baby. It was easy to envision the inexperienced kitten losing its grip and falling before it reached the Y-shaped branch.

			So Nick looked down and picked out a landing area.

			“Don’t do it!” Marta shouted.

			“Stand clear,” he said, and with his good, strong left arm he pushed himself away from the trunk of the tree. This time, luckily, he struck no branches on the way down.

			He landed on his back, in a mound of pine straw. The last thing he saw before blacking out was the panther, outstretched in mid-leap, crossing to another tree.

			She was toting her cub by the scruff of its neck.

			

			—

			Drake McBride tried to make up for all the rotten things he’d said about Horace.

			“You’re a good dog!” he shouted down from the cypress tree.

			But Horace didn’t budge. Horace continued to bark and howl. Flecks of foamy spittle flew from the bloodhound’s large jaws.

			Drake McBride was afraid to climb down because Horace looked positively crazed and ferocious—nothing like the lazy mutt that the dog handler had brought to his hotel suite.

			Horace was totally wired. Horace wasn’t budging from the base of the cypress tree, up which he had chased the president of the Red Diamond Energy Corporation.

			It was the second jarring interruption of Drake McBride’s escape. The first had occurred when he’d stumbled into a clearing and come face to face with a skinny Cuban girl holding a seriously large rifle. She had vowed to shoot if he took another step, and she’d seemed serious about it.

			So he had turned and fled, and kept on running until the bloodhound caught his scent and treed him like a dumb possum. “Good boy!” hollered Drake McBride for the eighteenth time.

			“Ooowwwwwoooooooooo!” replied Horace.

			This went on for two hours until, suddenly, the dog wheeled around, fell silent, and began wagging its tail. Momentarily Horace was joined at the foot of the tree by a shirtless man wearing a knit ski beanie, wraparound shades, and an ammunition belt.

			Drake McBride figured the man was a poacher, not that he cared.

			“Help me, bro!” he begged.

			“Come on down from there,” the stranger said.

			“What about the dog?”

			“Hurry up. I don’t have all day.”

			Timidly, Drake McBride made his way to the ground. He was relieved to see that the bloodhound was now preoccupied with a bag of hamburgers.

			“I can’t believe I paid five grand for that wacko dog,” Drake McBride said to the stranger, “ ’cause they said he got eaten by a panther. I wish he had.”

			“You want him back?”

			“After he chased me up a tree? I don’t think so.”

			The man seemed amused. “I guess Horace got bored and chewed through his rope.”

			Drake McBride was rattled. “How do you know his name?”

			“Horace and I go way back. Who are you?”

			“I’m Drake W. McBride.”

			“Well, how about that for luck.”

			Drake McBride stuck out his right hand. The stranger didn’t shake it, though he was smiling broadly.

			“You know who I am?” Drake McBride asked with surprise, and a creeping sense of dread.

			The man said, “Yup. You’re the boss of the two-bit oil company that’s drilling an illegal well in this state wildlife preserve. Or should I say, was drilling.”

			Drake McBride dejectedly wondered how much worse his day could possibly get.

			“And who are you?” he asked in a hollow voice.

			“I’m the one who called the Fish and Wildlife agents about the panther and glued your man Melton to a tree and sprayed him orange and gutted his truck and ripped off that load of pipes. I’m the one who’s gonna shut you down.” The stranger took out a cell phone and dialed a number. “The fog’s lifting. Get the chopper up and come out here right away,” he instructed someone on the other end.

			Drake McBride considered making a dash for freedom, but knew he would only get himself more lost than he already was. Besides, it would be easy for the athletic-looking stranger to outrun a chunky, out-of-shape guy with fractured ribs.

			“I’ll give you five thousand dollars to forget about all this and let me go,” Drake McBride said.

			The stranger laughed so sharply that Horace looked up from the mulched remains of his Quarter Pounders.

			“You remind me of my old man,” the man said to Drake McBride.

			“That doesn’t sound like a compliment.”

			“It’s not.”

			“Then how about ten thousand?”

			The stranger grew serious and swatted a fly on his neck. “Mr. McBride, I’ll let you go for free,” he said, “but there’s not enough money in the world to make me forget what you did here.”

			“Twenty thousand, if I can hitch a ride back to town on your helicopter. Twenty thousand, cash!”

			“Sorry, man. The chopper’s full.”

			“Now, wait—”

			“Come on, Horace.” The stranger jogged off into the Black Vine Swamp, the bloodhound loping at his heels.

			“Hey, where are you going?” Drake McBride shouted after him. “What about me? How do I get out of here?”

		

	
		
			EPILOGUE

			More than a month after Mrs. Starch vanished, her third-period biology students filed anxiously into the classroom. Their expressions reflected a mix of excitement and uncertainty, for it was rumored that the most feared (and surely the most famous) teacher at the Truman School would be returning for the first time since the fire at the Black Vine Swamp.

			By now all the kids knew what had happened—Nick and Marta had told the panther story about a hundred times.

			Nick’s account of his daring climb to meet the big cat ended with him jumping from the tree and passing out. He also vaguely recalled waking up in a helicopter and seeing a hound dog, of all things, drooling on his shoes.

			Marta’s necklace of vulture beaks was a big hit at school. Her version of the panther adventure recounted how she’d stood guard with a high-powered rifle, warding off a crazed intruder while Nick was high in the branches, reuniting the cub with its mother. She also provided vivid details of the helicopter rescue, including a hairy landing on the hospital’s roof.

			It was a good story, no matter who told it.

			When the school bell rang, Dr. Dressler walked into the classroom. He looked more crisp and unflappable than usual, with good reason. The board of trustees had just given him a new five-year contract to remain as headmaster of Truman. They had sweetened the deal with a generous raise, based on a wave of positive publicity that the school had recently received.

			Bunny Starch and three of her students had saved the life of a rare panther cub, and in the process had helped expose a crooked oil-drilling operation in the Big Cypress Preserve. It was huge news all over Florida, and was even featured by Anderson Cooper on CNN.

			As a result, the Truman School was being flooded with enrollment applications and, more importantly, donation checks. While Dr. Dressler had nothing to do with the heroics of Mrs. Starch and her pupils, he was pleased to bask at the edge of the limelight.

			“I have two brief announcements,” he said to the biology class. “First, the suspension of Duane Scrod Jr. is hereby suspended. I am proud and delighted to welcome him back to Truman.”

			The headmaster turned toward the open door and motioned with two fingers. As soon as Smoke entered the room, everybody began to applaud except Nick, whose right arm was still encased in plaster from his fingers to his shoulder. Instead of clapping, Nick slapped the palm of his left hand against the top of his desk.

			Smoke seemed mortified at the attention, and he hustled to seat himself as fast as possible.

			Marta passed a note to Nick: He looks thinner!

			Nick noticed it, too. Smoke had spent the past fourteen days in the county juvenile hall, which was not famous for serving hearty and nutritious meals.

			His classmates had been outraged that Smoke was locked up, after all the good he’d done. Without his keen tracking skills, the missing mother panther might not have been found. And without his muscles, Mrs. Starch might never have made it alive to the emergency room after being shot.

			Although the arson case against Smoke was dropped—a Texas oilman named Jimmy Lee Bayliss confessed to the crime—the state prosecutor had insisted on punishing the boy for fleeing from the police. At the time, Smoke had been on probation for the two arsons he’d committed when he was younger.

			Even Jason Marshall thought two weeks behind bars was too harsh, considering the circumstances. Libby had persuaded her father to make a call on Duane Jr.’s behalf, but the prosecutor wouldn’t budge.

			So Smoke had served his time without complaint, a model inmate.

			“My second announcement deals with another rumor flying around campus,” Dr. Dressler said. “This one happens to be true: Today there will be no substitute biology teacher. Mrs. Starch, do you need some assistance?”

			A familiar icy voice from the hallway: “I certainly do not.”

			She clomped briskly and with purpose into the classroom. The crutches didn’t make her look frail and wobbly; in fact, she seemed taller and more imposing than ever.

			Her bleached hair was piled into an exceptionally steep slope, and the violet shadow on her eyelids appeared to have been applied with an industrial paint roller. The anvil-shaped scar on her chin showed up like a fresh bruise against the hospital paleness of her skin.

			Yet the students responded to her arrival in a spontaneous and unexpected way: they all rose from their desks, cheering and whistling and clapping. Dr. Dressler, to his own mild surprise, joined in.

			For once, Mrs. Starch was speechless.

			She crutched to her desk and fiercely began organizing her teaching materials. It looked to Nick as if she was trying not to cry.

			Eventually the students settled down, and Dr. Dressler smoothly excused himself. After an awkward silence, Mrs. Starch cleared her throat and said, “Good morning, people. Please open your books—we have lots of catching up to do.”

			Graham Carson’s arm shot up. Naturally, Mrs. Starch ignored him. Nick smiled and thought: Some things never change.

			“Who’s prepared to tell me about Watson and Crick’s model for DNA structure?” Mrs. Starch asked. The usual squirming silence followed. “Anybody bother to read Chapter 11?” she said. “If you’re having trouble finding it, try looking between Chapter 10 and Chapter 12.”

			Graham alone waved his hand. Mrs. Starch pivoted toward Mickey Maris and said, “Well…?”

			Mickey Maris swallowed and began pawing frantically through his textbook. “Watson’s crickets?” he asked.

			“It’s Watson and Crick,” Mrs. Starch said testily.

			“Please?” Graham Carson beseeched from across the room. “Please, Mrs. Starch?”

			She turned back and sighed in surrender. “All right, Graham, let’s get this over with.”

			He popped to his feet and composed himself. “Watson and Crick were two scientists who came up with a model of DNA called the double helix. It shows two strands of nucleotides twisting around each other. The outside of the helix is made up of sugar phosphates and the inside is nitrogen bases.”

			The other students sat stunned and gaping. Mrs. Starch herself rocked back slightly on her crutches.

			“Well done, Graham,” she managed to say. “This is an historic day.”

			Nick snuck a peek at Marta, who didn’t appear even slightly nauseated, as she often was in Mrs. Starch’s class. Marta smiled back and whispered, “I memorized the whole chapter, too.”

			Having recovered from the shock of Graham’s correct answer, Mrs. Starch told him he could sit down.

			“But I’ve got a question. A really important one,” Graham said.

			“It had better be.”

			“How are you?”

			“What?”

			“I mean, are you gonna be okay?” Graham asked. “Everybody’s been worried.”

			Mrs. Starch seemed overwhelmed. Her eyes flickered first to Nick and Marta, and then over to Duane Scrod Jr.

			After a moment of fluster, she said, “Thank you for your concern, Graham. I’m going to be fine.”

			She plucked a yellow Ticonderoga No. 2 pencil from the cup on her desk and tapped the eraser against her left hip.

			“The bullet entered right here, below the joint,” she said, “and passed all the way through my leg. Luckily, it missed the femoral artery, though barely.”

			With a skeptical eye she scanned the rapt faces of her students. “I don’t suppose anybody besides Libby Marshall can describe the role of the femoral artery in the human circulatory system.”

			Libby’s cheeks flushed. Mrs. Starch said, “Relax, young lady. There’s no shame in being smart.”

			Because of her injury, Mrs. Starch didn’t cover as much territory as when she paced before. However, as always, she stayed in motion.

			“Before we discuss the features of the double helix,” she said, moving down the center aisle, “I have one small piece of unfinished business.”

			She stopped at Smoke’s desk and handed some papers to him. He examined them closely, his brow knitted.

			“That’s your acne essay,” Mrs. Starch said.

			“Right.” He brushed a shock of black hair away from his forehead.

			She said, “The title is quite clever: ‘The Curse of the Persistent Pimple.’ A nice touch of alliteration.”

			“Thanks,” Smoke murmured warily.

			“I knew you had a sense of humor, Duane. Didn’t I tell the whole class? A wicked sense of humor.”

			He looked up at her. “But it says here I got an A-minus.”

			Mrs. Starch nodded. “Correct. If you hadn’t misspelled ‘endocrine,’ I would’ve given you an A.”

			Marta whistled under her breath. Mrs. Starch was notoriously stingy with A’s.

			Smoke said, “But Dr. Waxmo gave me a D-plus.”

			“That’s because Dr. Waxmo is hopeless,” said Mrs. Starch. “A dim bulb, if I may be so frank.”

			The cruel red slashes from Wendell Waxmo’s pen were as vivid as ketchup stains all over Smoke’s essay. So, too, was the supersized A– that Mrs. Starch had scrawled on the top page to block out the substitute teacher’s grade.

			“I never got an A before,” Smoke said. “This isn’t some kinda joke, is it?”

			Nick hoped it wasn’t. He hoped Mrs. Starch wasn’t messing with the kid, not after he’d helped Twilly lug her out of the boonies and rush her to a hospital so she wouldn’t bleed to death.

			Balancing on her crutches, Mrs. Starch said, “Duane, I don’t joke about academic matters. Not ever.”

			“Do I still have to read it aloud?”

			“Not unless you want to.”

			“Nope,” Smoke said.

			“You wrote a solid, well-researched paper. I learned a few things about pimples that I never knew before.” Mrs. Starch reached over and waggled the tip of her yellow Ticonderoga at the A– she’d marked on the essay. “You earned this,” she told Duane Scrod Jr.

			“I guess,” he said. Then he casually chomped the pencil in half, chewed up the splinters along with the graphite, and downed the entire mouthful with a crunchy gulp.

			The classroom fell quiet as a tomb; nobody could believe what they’d just seen. Nick was vaguely aware that his own jaw was hanging open. From the corner of one eye, he noticed Marta clutching her head in gloom.

			Mrs. Starch narrowed her eyes and ominously studied the moist stump of wood in her fingers. Then, slowly, she broke into a rare grin.

			“You got me that time, Duane.”

			“Totally,” he said, returning the smile.

			

			—

			That same morning, Jimmy Lee Bayliss posted bail at the Collier County Jail. A female guard named Waters escorted him from his cell to the front desk to collect his belongings.

			“Did he turn up yet?” Jimmy Lee Bayliss asked.

			He was referring to his ex-boss, Drake McBride, who’d been missing in the Big Cypress since the day he’d run off into the fog. In the meantime, to avoid a long prison hitch, Jimmy Lee Bayliss had agreed to plead guilty to setting the illegal fire in the Black Vine Swamp. He’d also promised to testify against Drake McBride, who faced a pile of serious charges, including the attempted killing of an endangered Florida panther.

			“Funny you should ask,” Officer Waters said to Jimmy Lee Bayliss. “Mr. McBride turned up yesterday at a fancy hotel in Miami Beach. He’d grown a goatee and shaved his head and was using a fake name.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss was astonished that the moron even made it out of the wilderness, considering his lack of survival skills and lame sense of direction. The jail guard said Drake McBride had lost twenty-two pounds while hiking in circles through the Black Vine Swamp. Eventually he’d stumbled out on Route 29, where a sympathetic trucker had picked him up.

			“They busted him while he was getting a massage,” Officer Waters said.

			“How’d they know where he was hiding out?” Jimmy Lee Bayliss asked.

			“His own father turned him in.”

			“Beautiful.”

			“Apparently Mr. McBride had called up begging for money. His dad got so ticked off that he phoned the police and gave them the address of the hotel. The room number, too.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss said, “Couldn’t happen to a sweeter guy. Is my lawyer here?”

			“He’s waiting outside,” said Officer Waters.

			She handed Jimmy Lee Bayliss a paper bag containing his wristwatch, wallet, cell phone, and a crumpled empty wrapper for Tums stomach tablets. He thanked her and proceeded to the meshed steel door that led to the outside world.

			The guard said, “Before you go, Mr. Bayliss, there’s something else you should know. My son was one of the students in the swamp that day you started the fire. He was also out there when your pal went ballistic with that rifle.”

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss realized he was a captive audience, literally. Officer Waters held the keys to the jail door, and she seemed in no rush to open it.

			“I’m real sorry, ma’am. I hope your boy wasn’t hurt,” he said. “But please believe me, Drake McBride was never my ‘pal.’ ”

			“Man up, Mr. Bayliss. You guys were in on the oil scam together. Everything that happened out there was your fault as much as his.”

			She was right, and Jimmy Lee Bayliss didn’t have the nerve to argue.

			“I’m gonna try to make up for it,” he said dismally.

			“You were greedy.”

			“Yes, ma’am, that’s true enough.”

			“And reckless,” she added.

			“I know.” Jimmy Lee Bayliss gazed longingly at the locked exit door. Officer Waters stepped closer and poked him in the chest.

			“My son fractured his arm out there,” she said.

			“Geez, how many different ways can I say I’m sorry?” Jimmy Lee Bayliss felt nervous and trapped. Up until now, the female guard had always treated him decently.

			She said, “When you go to court, Mr. Bayliss, you’d better get up on that witness stand and give the truth. That means telling the judge everything you did, and everything you know.”

			“Sure. Of course.”

			“You made a deal. Keep it.”

			“I aim to,” Jimmy Lee Bayliss insisted.

			“And don’t get any clever ideas.” Officer Waters produced a stack of glossy travel brochures from Mexico. Jimmy Lee Bayliss paled.

			“I found these under the mattress in your cell,” she said.

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss managed a shrug. “A man can dream, can’t he?”

			“Not when a judge is holding his passport, he can’t. Goodbye, Mr. Bayliss.”

			Nick Waters’ mother unlocked the heavy steel door, and Jimmy Lee Bayliss walked out of jail with no bounce in his step.

			The lawyer, whom he’d met only over the phone, was waiting in the lobby. He wore a black double-breasted suit and carried a briefcase made from a dead crocodile. His name was Bernard Beanstoop III.

			“But everyone calls me Bernie the Bean,” he said brightly.

			Jimmy Lee Bayliss shook the lawyer’s hand and said, “Pleasure to meet you, Bernie.”

			But he didn’t really mean it.

			

			—

			Millicent Winship banged on the screen door with as much force as she could summon from her seventy-seven-year-old, ninety-two-pound body. She was determined to be heard over the Mahler symphony that was blaring from her son-in-law’s house.

			Finally she stalked down the steps and picked up a rusty crowbar that was lying in the cluttered yard. Her chauffeur knew better than to interfere as Mrs. Winship calmly walked up to a window and shattered it with one swing.

			The music stopped immediately and Duane Scrod Sr. appeared on the porch, the macaw screeching hysterically on his shoulder.

			“Millie, you’re out of your mind!” he yelled.

			“Kindly tell your parrot to hush up.”

			“Don’t you touch Nadine!”

			“Help!” cried the bird. “Au secours! Hilfe!”

			A brown, floppy-eared head poked sleepily out of the frame of the broken window, startling Mrs. Winship.

			“Somebody gave Junior a bloodhound,” Duane Scrod Sr. explained unhappily. “His name is Horace.”

			Mrs. Winship set the crowbar down against the house. She said, “We had a luncheon engagement at noon sharp. It’s now half past one.”

			Duane Scrod Sr. slapped himself on the side of the head and said, “Damn.”

			Mrs. Winship stroked the hound dog’s furrowed forehead. “You know how I feel about rudeness, Duane.”

			“I got mixed up—I thought our lunch was tomorrow.”

			“You also know how I feel about carelessness.”

			“Sorry, Millie.”

			The macaw squawked and flared its wings as if it were about to make a dive at Mrs. Winship. She glowered at the bird and said, “Don’t even think about it, Nadine.”

			Duane Scrod Sr. hustled his noisy pet into its cage. Then he threw on a clean shirt and ran a comb through his hair.

			Mrs. Winship had made reservations at a restaurant near the Naples Pier. She chose a table on the patio, where they could see the gulls and listen to the waves on the beach. Duane Scrod Sr. was too nervous to enjoy the sunny setting.

			“I’ll pay you back,” he blurted at his mother-in-law.

			“For what?”

			“Hiring that lawyer for Junior. I know he didn’t come cheap.”

			Mrs. Winship shook her head and speared a shrimp from her salad. “The man thinks he’s Perry Mason, but he sure lost interest in D.J. once the arson charges were dropped. Two whole weeks in juvenile detention? Let’s just say Mr. Beanstoop and I have negotiated a steep reduction in his fee.”

			“Who’s Perry Mason?” Duane Sr. asked.

			“Oh, never mind.”

			“I still want to pay you back.”

			“You take care of the broken window and we’ll call it even.”

			“But I’ve got a job now, Millie. I’ll have money coming in.”

			Her fork halted in midair, carrying another impaled shrimp. “What kind of a job?” she asked.

			“Piano teacher. I already have three kids signed up for weekly lessons.”

			Mrs. Winship smiled. “That’s excellent.”

			“I won’t get rich,” Duane Scrod Sr. said, “but it’s good work. I’m liking it.”

			“You’ve always had talent. That wasn’t the problem.”

			“Guess what else? I got my wheels again—Smithers Chevrolet put a new transmission in the Tahoe! They finally gave up, Millie. I won!”

			“Congratulations,” Mrs. Winship said.

			“They’re gonna repaint it, too.”

			“As they should.”

			Mrs. Winship didn’t mention her recent phone conversation with Randolph Smithers. As she’d suspected, the car dealer had seen the newspaper stories and TV reports about the panther rescue, and he was aware of the important role played by young Duane Scrod Jr.

			Mrs. Winship had told Randolph Smithers that her grandson hadn’t yet given any press interviews, but that if he did, he would certainly be asked about his father.

			The father who had no car, no life, no future—all because the vehicle he’d purchased in good faith from Smithers Chevrolet had blown a transmission.

			Randolph Smithers had quickly agreed with Mrs. Winship that it was time to let bygones be bygones, even though Duane Scrod Sr. had burned down the dealership. Smithers said he’d repair the Tahoe on the condition that the Scrods would speak only kindly of his auto business or, better yet, would not mention it at all.

			“Junior went back to school today,” Duane Sr. said, finally taking a chomp of his fried grouper sandwich.

			“How’s his attitude?” Mrs. Winship asked.

			“Anything beats sitting in jail. I bought him a new book bag.”

			“I’m impressed, Duane. Seriously.”

			“And a waterproof tent for his camping trips. I intend to do better by that boy, Millie, I swear.”

			Mrs. Winship said, “He doesn’t need more stuff. He needs a father.”

			“You’re right. That’s what I meant.”

			“Duane, do you really want to pay me back? Then be a dad to your son.” Mrs. Winship daintily devoured the last pink shrimp on her plate. She knew what the next topic of conversation would be.

			“How’s Whitney?” asked Duane Scrod Sr.

			“Not happy. The health department shut down her shop after some government minister got sick from spoiled brie that he’d bought there.”

			“She got busted by the health department in Paris?”

			“The French take their cheeses very seriously,” Mrs. Winship explained.

			“So, does that mean Whitney’s coming home?”

			“No, Duane, she’s not.”

			“Good,” he said.

			“In fact, she’s filing for divorce.”

			“That’s okay with me.”

			Mrs. Winship blinked. She wasn’t sure she’d heard him correctly.

			Duane Sr. said, “There’s a lady I intend to ask out on a date. She plays folk guitar at the Unitarian church.”

			“A haircut and a shave wouldn’t hurt your chances,” Mrs. Winship suggested.

			“D.J. said the same thing.”

			“You might want to clean up the house, too, in case your guitarist also works for the health department.”

			“Don’t worry,” said Duane Scrod Sr. sheepishly.

			“And you must definitely get rid of that awful parrot.”

			“Millie, she’s not a parrot!”

			Mrs. Winship said, “Just think about it, please.”

			

			—

			In all the media accounts of the panther episode there was no mention of Twilly Spree, which is how he wanted it. Mrs. Starch and the kids had agreed to leave him out of the story, although his role was not small.

			After driving Mrs. Starch to the hospital (and leaving Duane Scrod Jr. to stay with her), Twilly had rushed back to get the two other kids. Sprinting through the Black Vine Swamp, he’d encountered first Horace and then Drake McBride, only one of whom would fit in the helicopter along with Nick and Marta. The dog was the obvious choice.

			By the time Twilly reached Nick and Marta, the fog had burned away and the woods were bathed in soft sunlight. The boy’s right arm was badly broken and he’d passed out from the pain. The girl hovered beside him protectively, the rifle poised and ready. Twilly had no reason to tell her that he’d removed all the bullets before he left.

			Using a crude splint made from a branch, he had stabilized Nick’s injured arm. Then, with Marta’s help, he’d hoisted the boy on his shoulders and carefully made his way toward the clearing where the chopper would land.

			It was there Twilly had spotted the panther trotting a hundred yards ahead of them, carrying her cub toward a thicket of palmettos. Before vanishing, the cat had looked back just once. “Keep on moving, momma,” Twilly had urged, under his breath.

			After the helicopter had landed, Twilly had strapped Nick inside and told Marta to keep an eye on him. He had no intention of riding back to Naples with them—the authorities would have more questions than he cared to answer. His pilot had been briefed on what to say: that he’d been flying from Miami to Fort Myers when he’d spotted the two kids lost in the Glades.

			As for Horace the bloodhound, Twilly had instructed Marta to give him to Duane Scrod Jr., who was already at the hospital with Bunny Starch. Since dogs weren’t allowed in the emergency room, Twilly had told Marta to tie Horace to the nearest tree and give him some water.

			After the chopper had buzzed away, Twilly had returned to camp and quickly packed his gear. He knew the swamp would be bustling in the coming days—news reporters, wildlife officers, and of course the work crews removing Red Diamond’s outlaw drilling equipment.

			So Twilly Spree had trekked south through the Big Cypress, crossing Alligator Alley in the black of night and, a few days later, the Tamiami Trail. Zigzagging to avoid several small wildfires, Twilly had plenty of time to think about Drake McBride, whose fate he’d left to chance.

			There was a time when Twilly would have dealt more harshly with such a brainless greedhead, inflicting some sort of poetic public humiliation. Instead, he’d just walked away and left the man hollering in the wilderness, unharmed and unshamed. Twilly wondered whether he was going soft, or wising up.

			He also found himself thinking fondly of Duane Jr., Marta, and Nick, who’d risked their necks for that little panther cub. The kids were tough and brave and determined to do the right thing, qualities that were often lacking among the grown-ups Twilly knew.

			Aunt Bunny Starch was right, he’d mused. Hope springs eternal.

			Eventually he hooked up with the Turner River and followed it all the way to the mouth of Chokoloskee Bay, where a small blue canoe had been stashed for him in the mangroves.

			Twilly stocked up on food and water at Everglades City, and he also stopped at the post office to mail something to Nick. Then he loaded the canoe and began paddling through the Ten Thousand Islands with no particular destination. It was an easy place to get lost, which was precisely what he had in mind.

			

			—

			Three weeks after returning from the Walter Reed Army Medical Center, Nick’s father announced they were going fishing.

			They rode to Chokoloskee through heavy fog, which reminded Nick of the day he’d come face to face with the mother panther. The fog made him think about Twilly, too; the man had dropped completely out of sight. A few days earlier, a plain brown package addressed to Nick had arrived by mail. Inside the package was a book: Hayduke Lives! by Edward Abbey. An unsigned note said, “From your favorite monkey wrencher. We’ll meet again.” Nick thought it was one of the coolest presents he’d ever received.

			The fishing guide, tanned and bearded, was waiting for the Waters family at the marina. The fog was dissolving, and revealed a clear and cloudless morning. Nick and his parents got into the boat and smeared sunblock on their faces.

			The guide headed straight for Chatham Bend, zipping across miles of glassy shallows strewn with tree snags and stumps. He said the tide was perfect for snook and redfish.

			When they got there, Capt. Gregory Waters moved to the bow, uneasily contemplating his fly rod.

			Nick said, “Go for it, Lefty.”

			Most fly rods are designed to be held and cast with one hand, while the other hand is used to strip in the line. That’s what makes the fly scoot like a minnow through the water, and attracts big fish.

			Surgeons at Walter Reed had fitted Nick’s father with an artificial right arm equipped with an actual bionic hand. The hand, called an i-LIMB, contained a computer chip that transmitted impulses from the nerves in Greg Waters’ damaged shoulder. Amazingly, all five fingers of the bionic hand were able to move, almost as nimbly as real ones.

			Nick’s father had been practicing left-handed casts every afternoon at a pond near the Truman soccer field. He could now shoot a fly seventy feet through the air, true as a bullet.

			Stripping back the slick plastic line is what gave him fits. The artificial hand was protected by a special glove made of silicone, which got slippery. In addition, the mechanical fingers weren’t quite coordinated enough to keep a firm grip.

			“This could get ugly,” Nick’s father muttered after a few exasperating tries on the skiff.

			“Oh, be quiet and catch us a fish,” Nick’s mother said.

			Nick didn’t care if they caught anything or not. He was perfectly happy watching his father sweep the slender rod back and forth, the line carving graceful loops in the pale sky. The snook fly, a white sparkled streamer, would settle so lightly in the water that it scarcely caused a ripple.

			Nick’s father had several hard strikes, but he couldn’t set the hook in time; the reflexes of his artificial hand were too slow. Still, it was much better than having no hand at all.

			There would be frustrating times, Nick knew, but in the end his dad was going to be fine. Only the day before, they’d staged a backyard pitching contest. Nick’s mom, who’d borrowed a radar gun from a friend on the Naples police force, clocked one of Greg Waters’ fastballs at eighty-one miles an hour—not too shabby for a rookie southpaw. Nick’s fastest lefty pitch was only fifty-nine, and he’d almost beaned a neighbor’s Siamese cat.

			“Your turn, Nicky. I need a coffee break.” His father stepped off the bow and passed him the fly rod.

			Nick tried over and over to make a decent cast, but his timing was all messed up. The bulky plaster mold on his right arm didn’t help; the clockwork motion of stripping the line was virtually impossible if you couldn’t bend your elbow. More often than not, Nick wound up thrashing in a comic tangle of knots, and after twenty minutes he good-naturedly surrendered the fly rod. Throwing a baseball, he declared, was a thousand times easier.

			Naturally, his mother caught the first and only fish of the morning. It was a husky ten-pound snook that jumped half a dozen times before the guide netted it.

			Said Nick’s dad: “We’ll never hear the end of this.”

			By noon a westerly wind had kicked up, so the guide moved the boat to Pavilion Key, staking out on the leeward side. For lunch Nick’s mom had fixed smoked turkey sandwiches and an avocado salad, which Capt. Gregory Waters pronounced the best meal he’d ever eaten. When Nick asked what sort of food he got on combat duty, he laughed and said, “It didn’t matter. Everything tasted like sand.”

			The island was spangled with birds—herons, egrets, cormorants, terns, gulls, and even a cluster of white pelicans. The fishing guide said that only a week earlier, he’d seen a big bobcat swimming across the shallows.

			Intently Nick scanned the shoreline. “Are there any panthers out here?”

			The guide shook his head. “They mostly stay up in the Big Cypress and the Fakahatchee.”

			“You ever seen one?” Nick’s father asked.

			“No, sir, and I was born and raised here. Never laid eyes on one in fifty-four years.”

			“Nick has,” said his mother. “A mother and her kitten.”

			The guide was impressed. “There ain’t hardly any of ’em left to see,” he said.

			“It was on the news,” Nick’s mother said proudly. Once she’d learned what he’d done that day, high in the dead pine, she had immediately forgiven him for skipping school.

			“I’m ’fraid I don’t watch much TV,” the guide remarked.

			Nick’s dad chuckled. “You’re not missing a darn thing.”

			“Can I ask what happened to your arm?”

			“I was in Iraq,” Capt. Gregory Waters said simply.

			“My oldest, he’s over there now. I wish he wasn’t.” The guide took a bite of his sandwich and looked at Nick. “What about you?”

			“I fell out of a tree. No big deal.”

			“I’ll bet it was.”

			“You’re right,” said Nick’s mother. “It was a very big deal.”

			Another skiff came speeding past, closer to the island. The seabirds exploded from the shore, filling the air like a starburst. Nick spotted something blue way up on the beach, and the guide said it appeared to be a small canoe.

			Then he said lunch was over and it was time to go fishing again. He said the two lefties had better get with the program.
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			This book is for Quinn, Webb, Jack and, of course, Claire, who suggested the toothy title.

			For his insight and many true wild stories, I am grateful to Joe Wasilewski, a renowned wildlife biologist and world-class animal wrangler. Nobody is better at reasoning with a grouchy rattlesnake or a hungry crocodile.
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			ONE

			Mickey Cray had been out of work ever since a dead iguana fell from a palm tree and hit him on the head.

			The iguana, which had died during a hard freeze, was stiff as a board and weighed seven and a half pounds. Mickey’s son had measured the lifeless lizard on a fishing scale, then packed it on ice with the turtle veggies, in the cooler behind the garage.

			This was after the ambulance had hauled Mickey off to the hospital, where the doctors said he had a serious concussion and ordered him to take it easy.

			And to everyone’s surprise, Mickey did take it easy. That’s because the injury left him with double vision and terrible headaches. He lost his appetite and dropped nineteen pounds and lay around on the couch all day, watching nature programs on television.

			“I’ll never be the same,” he told his son.

			“Knock it off, Pop,” said Wahoo, Mickey’s boy.

			Mickey had named him after Wahoo McDaniel, a professional wrestler who’d once played linebacker for the Dolphins. Mickey’s son often wished he’d been called Mickey Jr. or Joe or even Rupert—anything but Wahoo, which was also a species of saltwater fish.

			It was a name that was hard to live up to. People naturally expected somebody called Wahoo to act loud and crazy, but that wasn’t Wahoo’s style. Apparently nothing could be done about the name until he was all grown up, at which point he intended to go to the Cutler Ridge courthouse and tell a judge he wanted to be called something normal.

			“Pop, you’re gonna be okay,” Wahoo would tell his father every morning. “Just hang in there.”

			Looking up with hound-dog eyes from the couch, Mickey Cray would say, “Whatever happens, I’m glad we ate that bleeping lizard.”

			On the day his dad had come home from the hospital, Wahoo had defrosted the dead iguana and made a peppercorn stew, which his mom had wisely refused to touch. Mickey had insisted that eating the critter that had dented his skull would be a spiritual remedy. “Big medicine,” he’d predicted.

			But the iguana had tasted awful, and Mickey Cray’s headaches only got worse. Wahoo’s mother was so concerned that she wanted Mickey to see a brain specialist in Miami, but Mickey refused to go.

			Meanwhile, people kept calling up with new jobs, and Wahoo was forced to send them to other wranglers. His father was in no condition to work.

			After school, Wahoo would feed the animals and clean out the pens and cages. The backyard was literally a zoo—gators, snakes, parrots, mynah birds, rats, mice, monkeys, raccoons, tortoises and even a bald eagle, which Mickey had raised from a fledgling after its mother was killed.

			“Treat ’em like royalty,” Mickey would instruct Wahoo, because the animals were quite valuable. Without them, Mickey would be unemployed.

			It disturbed Wahoo to see his father so ill because Mickey was the toughest guy he’d ever known.

			One morning, with summer approaching, Wahoo’s mother took him aside and told him that the family’s savings account was almost drained. “I’m going to China,” she said.

			Wahoo nodded, like it was no big deal.

			“For two months,” she said.

			“That’s a long time,” said Wahoo.

			“Sorry, big guy, but we really need the money.”

			Wahoo’s mother taught Mandarin Chinese, an extremely difficult language. Big American companies that had offices in China would hire Mrs. Cray to tutor their top executives, but usually these companies flew their employees to South Florida for Mrs. Cray’s lessons.

			“This time they want me to go to Shanghai,” she explained to her son. “They have, like, fifty people over there who learned Mandarin from some cheap audiotape. The other day, one of the big shots was trying to say ‘Nice shoes!’ and he accidentally told a government minister that his face looked like a butt wart. Not good.”

			“Did you tell Pop you’re going?”

			“That’s next.”

			Wahoo slipped outside to clean Alice’s pond. Alice the alligator was one of Mickey Cray’s stars. She was twelve feet long and as tame as a guppy, but she looked truly ferocious. Over the years Alice had appeared often in front of a camera. Her credits included nine feature films, two National Geographic documentaries, a three-part Disney special about the Everglades and a TV commercial for a fancy French skin lotion.

			She lay sunning on the mudbank while Wahoo skimmed the dead leaves and sticks from the water. Her eyes were closed, but Wahoo knew she was listening.

			“Hungry, girl?” he asked.

			The gator’s mouth opened wide, the inside as white as spun cotton. Some of her teeth were snaggled and chipped. The tips were green from pond algae.

			“You forgot to floss,” Wahoo said.

			Alice hissed. He went to get her some food. When she heard the squeaking of the wheelbarrow, she cracked her eyelids and turned her huge armored head.

			Wahoo tossed a whole plucked chicken into the alligator’s gaping jaws. The sound of her crunching on the thawed bird obscured the voices coming from the house—Wahoo’s mother and father “discussing” the China trip.

			Wahoo fed Alice two more dead chickens, locked the gate to the pond and took a walk. When he returned, his father was upright on the sofa and his mother was in the kitchen fixing bologna sandwiches for lunch.

			“You believe this?” Mickey said to Wahoo. “She’s bugging out on us!”

			“Pop, we’re broke.”

			Mickey’s shoulders slumped. “Not that broke.”

			“You want the animals to starve?” Wahoo asked.

			They ate their sandwiches barely speaking a word. When they were done, Mrs. Cray stood up and said: “I’m going to miss you guys. I wish I didn’t have to go.”

			Then she went into the bedroom and shut the door.

			Mickey seemed dazed. “I used to like iguanas.”

			“We’ll be okay.”

			“My head hurts.”

			“Take your medicine,” said Wahoo.

			“I threw it away.”

			“What?”

			“Those yellow pills, they made me constipated.”

			Wahoo shook his head. “Unbelievable.”

			“Seriously. I haven’t had a satisfactory bowel movement since Easter.”

			“Thanks for sharing,” said Wahoo. He started loading the dishwasher, trying to keep his mind off the fact that his mom was about to fly away to the far side of the world.

			Mickey got up and apologized to his son.

			“I’m just being selfish. I don’t want her to go.”

			“Me neither.”

			The following Sunday, they all rose before dawn. Wahoo lugged his mother’s suitcases to the waiting taxi. She had tears in her eyes when she kissed him goodbye.

			“Take care of your dad,” she whispered.

			Then, to Mickey, she said: “I want you to get better. That’s an order, mister.”

			Watching the cab speed off, Wahoo’s father looked forlorn. “It’s like she’s leaving us twice,” he remarked.

			“What are you talking about, Pop?”

			“I’m seein’ double, remember? There she goes—and there she goes again.”

			Wahoo was in no mood for that. “You want eggs for breakfast?”

			Afterward he went out in the backyard to deal with a troublesome howler monkey named Jocko, who’d picked the lock on his cage and was now leaping around, pestering the parrots and macaws. Wahoo had to be careful because Jocko was mean. He used a tangerine to lure the surly primate back to his cage, but Jocko still managed to sink a dirty fang into one of Wahoo’s hands.

			“I told you to wear the canvas gloves,” scolded Mickey when Wahoo was standing at the sink, cleaning the wound.

			“You don’t wear gloves,” Wahoo pointed out.

			“Yeah, but I don’t get chomped like you do.”

			That was hogwash. Mickey got chomped all the time; it was an occupational hazard. His hands were so scarred that they looked fake, like rubber Halloween props.

			The phone rang and Wahoo picked it up. His father weaved back to the couch and flipped through the TV stations until he found the Rain Forest Channel.

			“Who was it that called?” he asked when Wahoo came out of the kitchen.

			“Another job, Pop.”

			“You send ’em to Stiggy?”

			Jimmy Stigmore was an animal wrangler who had a ranch up in west Davie. Mickey Cray wasn’t crazy about Stiggy.

			“No, I didn’t,” Wahoo said.

			His father frowned. “Then who’d you send ’em to? Not Dander!”

			Donny Dander had lost his wildlife-importing license after he got caught smuggling thirty-eight rare tree frogs from South America. The frogs had been cleverly hidden in his underwear, but the adventure ended in embarrassment at the Miami airport when a customs officer noticed that Donny’s pants were cheeping.

			Wahoo said, “I didn’t send ’em to Dander, either. I didn’t send ’em anywhere.”

			“Okay. Now you lost me,” said Mickey Cray.

			“I said we’d take the job. I said we could start next week.”

			“Are you crazy, boy? Look at me, I can’t see straight, I can’t hardly walk, my skull’s ’bout to split open like a rotten pumpkin—”

			“Pop!”

			“What?”

			“I said we,” Wahoo reminded him. “You and I together.”

			“But what about school?”

			“Friday’s the last day. Then I’m done for the summer.”

			“Already?” Wahoo’s dad didn’t keep up with Wahoo’s academic schedule as closely as his mother did. “So who called about the job?”

			Wahoo told him the name of the TV show.

			“Not him!” Mickey Cray snorted. “I’ve heard stories about that jerk.”

			“Well, how does a thousand bucks sound?” Wahoo asked.

			“Pretty darned sweet.”

			“That’s one thousand a day.” Wahoo let that sink in. “If you want, I’ll call ’em back and give him Stiggy’s number.”

			“Don’t be a knucklehead.” Wahoo’s father rose off the sofa and gave him a hug. “You did good, son. We’ll make this work.”

			“Absolutely,” said Wahoo, trying to sound confident.

		

	
		
			TWO

			Hundreds of iguanas had died and tumbled from the treetops during the big freeze in southern Florida. As far as Wahoo knew, his dad was the only person who’d been seriously hurt by one of the falling reptiles.

			Mickey Cray had been standing with a cup of hot cocoa beneath a coconut palm in the backyard when the dead lizard had knocked him stiff. Later, after he was brought home from the hospital, Mickey had ordered Wahoo to search the property, capture any iguanas that had survived the frigid weather and relocate them to an abandoned orchid farm half a mile away.

			Wahoo hadn’t searched very hard. It wasn’t the fault of the iguanas that they’d frozen to death. They weren’t meant to be living so far north, but Miami pet dealers had been importing baby specimens from the tropics for decades. The customers who bought them had no idea they would grow six feet long, eat all the flowers in the garden and then leap into the swimming pool to poop. When that rude reality set in, the unhappy owners would drive their pet lizards to the nearest park and set them free. Before long, South Florida was crawling with hordes of big wild iguanas that were producing hordes of little wild iguanas.

			The cold snap had put an end to that, at least temporarily.

			On the first morning of summer vacation, Wahoo found his father in the backyard scanning the trees.

			“See any, Pop?”

			“All clear,” Mickey Cray reported.

			Although months had passed since the accident, he was still paranoid about getting clobbered with another falling lizard.

			“You must be feeling better,” Wahoo remarked. He was pleased to see his dad up and moving around so early.

			“My headache’s gone!” Mickey announced.

			Wahoo said, “No way.”

			“All those pills the doctors made me swallow, they didn’t do a darn thing. Then all of a sudden I wake up and, boom, it’s like a miracle.” Mickey shrugged. “Some things just can’t be explained, son.”

			But Wahoo had a theory that his father had been cured by five simple words: one thousand dollars a day.

			Mickey said, “Go fetch some lettuce for Gary and Gail.”

			Gary and Gail were two ancient Galápagos tortoises that Wahoo’s dad had purchased from a zoo in Sarasota many years earlier, when he was new to the wildlife business. These days there wasn’t much demand from the TV nature shows for Gary and Gail, because tortoises were not exactly dynamic performers. Mickey Cray kept them around mainly for sentimental reasons. Each of the animals was more than a century old, and he didn’t trust any of the other wranglers to treat them properly. The night before the big freeze, Mickey had gone out back and carefully cloaked Gail and Gary with heavy quilts so they wouldn’t die. Wahoo had watched from his bedroom window.

			“I don’t suppose he’s interested in these two,” Mickey muttered while the tortoises munched loudly on their lettuce.

			“No, they said he wants Alice,” said Wahoo, “and a major python.”

			They were talking about their famous new client, Derek Badger. He was the star of Expedition Survival!, one of the most popular shows on cable. Every week, Derek would parachute into some gnarly wilderness teeming with fierce animals, venomous snakes and disease-carrying insects. Armed with only a Swiss army knife and a straw, he would hike, climb, crawl, paddle or swim back to civilization—or until he was “rescued.” Along the way, he’d eat bugs, rodents, worms, even the fungus on tree bark—the grosser it looked, the happier Derek Badger was to stuff it into his cheeks.

			Wahoo and his dad had watched Expedition Survival! often enough to know that most of the wildlife scenes were faked. They were also aware that at no time was Derek’s life in actual danger, since he was always accompanied by a camera crew packing food, candy, sunblock, water, first-aid supplies and, most likely, a large gun.

			“Derek’s never done a show in the Everglades,” Wahoo said to his father.

			“They say he’s a humongous pain in the butt, this guy.”

			“Just be nice, Pop. It’s a lot of money.”

			Mickey promised to behave. “So, when do we get to meet the man himself?”

			“His assistant is supposed to stop by later.”

			“What kind of python do they want—Burmese? African rock?”

			Wahoo said, “Honestly, I don’t think it matters.”

			They set to work building a pen for a young bobcat that was being delivered from a ranch up in Highlands County. The cat had been struck by a Jeep and suffered a broken leg that wouldn’t mend, so it could never be released back into the wild. Mickey Cray had agreed to raise the animal, and he hoped to make it tame enough for TV work.

			Bobcats were strong, meaning the pen had to be sturdy. Wahoo knew that a person with double vision shouldn’t be using a nail gun, so he put his dad in charge of measuring and cutting the chicken wire. By noon Mickey’s headache came roaring back, and he was in misery. Wahoo steered him to the house and made him lie on the couch and fed him four aspirins.

			Minutes later, somebody started knocking on the front door. Mickey raised up and said, “That’s probably the guy with the bobcat.”

			Wahoo looked out the window and saw a woman with a shining stack of red hair. She wore tan shorts and jeweled sandals, and she was carrying a leather briefcase.

			“No cat,” he said to his father.

			“Well, open the darn door.”

			“But what if she’s from the bank?” Wahoo whispered. The Crays were months behind on their mortgage payments.

			Mickey peeked out the window. “She is definitely not from the bank.”

			Wahoo invited the woman inside. She introduced herself as Raven Stark.

			“I’m Derek Badger’s production assistant,” she said. “I brought your contract.”

			“Excellent,” said Mickey.

			Wahoo noticed that Raven Stark had a strong accent. He tried not to stare at her hairdo, which looked like a sculpture made of red chrome.

			She asked, “May I take a look around?”

			“Nope,” said Wahoo’s father.

			Raven Stark seemed surprised.

			“First you’ve got to sign a release form,” Mickey said. “I don’t want to get sued if you fall into the gator pond and get bit.”

			She laughed. “I’ve been doing this a long time, Mr. Cray.”

			“You sign the release, my son will be happy to give you the grand tour.”

			A few years earlier, Mickey Cray had invited Wahoo’s elementary school class to come see his wild animals. A boy named Tingley had ignored Wahoo’s warning and reached into one of the cages to tug the tail of a grumpy raccoon, which had spun around and clawed the kid’s arm so badly that it looked like a road map of Hialeah. Mickey paid for Tingley’s doctor bills, though not before telling his parents that their boy was dumb as a box of rocks. Ever since then, Mickey’s insurance company insisted that everyone who came on the property had to fill out a legal form saying it wasn’t Mickey’s fault if they got hurt.

			While Raven Stark signed the release, Mickey signed the contract from Expedition Survival! Wahoo noticed that he scrawled his name crookedly below the line where it was supposed to go, which meant his eyesight was still jumbled.

			“How long is the shoot going to take?” Mickey asked.

			Raven Stark said, “Until we get it right.”

			Wahoo’s dad looked pleased. “So it’s one thousand a day, plus location fees and the animal rentals.”

			“Correct.” She took an envelope from her purse and handed it to him. “Here’s eight hundred dollars as a deposit.”

			Mickey counted the cash and then turned to Wahoo. “Son, go show this fine lady whatever she wants to see.”

			Because it was going to be an Everglades show, Raven Stark was keenly interested in Alice the alligator. Wahoo led her to the pond and unlocked the gate.

			Raven whistled. “That’s a monster, eh?”

			“Twelve feet,” said Wahoo.

			“How much?”

			“One hundred and fifty dollars a foot, so that’s…”

			“Eighteen hundred even,” Raven said. “No problem.”

			Wahoo couldn’t wait to tell his father.

			“Do you have another one that’s smaller?” asked Raven.

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Something Derek could wrestle?”

			“Wrestle?”

			“Maybe a four-footer,” Raven said. “Five feet, max.”

			“I’ll have to check with Pop.” Wahoo foresaw trouble. His father didn’t like anybody messing with the animals.

			“Where are your pythons?” Raven asked.

			Wahoo led her to the heavy glass tanks where the constrictors were kept. South Florida had become infested with huge exotic snakes that, like the iguanas, had been imported for the pet trade. Hurricane Andrew had blown apart several large reptile farms and scattered baby pythons and boa constrictors all over the place.

			“Derek wants a beast,” Raven stated.

			Wahoo showed her a fourteen-footer that had been captured while devouring an opossum in a Dumpster behind the Dadeland Mall. The man who’d found the snake was supposed to turn it over to state game officers, but instead he’d sold it to Mickey Cray for three hundred bucks.

			Raven agreed it was an impressive specimen. “But can he be handled safely?”

			“It’s a she,” Wahoo said, “and she’s a biter.”

			“Oh.”

			“Pop can work with her. She’ll be okay.”

			“I hope so,” said Raven Stark. “How much?”

			“Seven hundred for the day.” Wahoo tried to sound steady and businesslike. He wasn’t used to handling the negotiations. The standard rental rate for pythons was fifty dollars a foot.

			“Okay, fine. What did you say your name was?”

			He told her.

			“Is that ‘Wahoo,’ like the fish?”

			Everybody made that assumption. “My dad named me after a wrestler,” the boy explained. “How interesting.”

			“Not really,” said Wahoo.

			“Can I ask what happened?” She pointed at the white bump on Wahoo’s right hand, where a thumb should have been.

			“Yes, ma’am. Alice got it.”

			“You’re serious, aren’t you?”

			Quickly Wahoo said, “It wasn’t her fault, it was mine.”

			One day he’d been showing off for a girl who had come over after school to see the animals. Wahoo had brought her down to the gator pond for a feeding, but he stepped way too close to Alice, who jumped up and snapped the thawed chicken out of his grasp, taking his thumb along with it. The girl’s name was Paulette, and she’d fainted on the spot.

			Changing the subject, Wahoo asked, “Where is Mr. Badger?”

			“Paris,” Raven said.

			Wahoo had never heard of any dangerous jungles or swamps in Paris, so he assumed the famous survivalist was taking a vacation.

			Mickey Cray came outside and joined them at the snake tanks. Wahoo told him that Ms. Stark was interested in using Beulah, the big Burmese.

			“Good choice,” said Mickey. He appeared to be feeling better.

			“You’ve seen the program, of course,” Raven said.

			“Sure,” said Wahoo. “It’s on Thursday nights.”

			“And rerun every Sunday morning,” she said. “So you already know that we’re all about verisimilitude.”

			Wahoo didn’t even pretend to understand what the word meant. His father just looked at him and shrugged.

			“Making it real,” Raven explained. “On Expedition Survival!, we’re all about making it real. Derek considers that his sacred mission, a bond of trust with our viewers.”

			Wahoo glanced at the massive snakes, coiled in their tanks. They were real enough; they just weren’t wild and free.

			The production assistant turned to Wahoo’s father. “Any questions?”

			Mickey smiled. “We put our animals on TV all the time. That’s what we do.”

			Raven Stark bent down and tapped a scarlet fingernail on the glass panel that separated her from Beulah the python.

			“Well, Mr. Cray,” she said, “I promise you’ve never done a show like Derek’s.”

		

	
		
			THREE

			Derek Badger’s real name was Lee Bluepenny, and he had no training in biology, botany, geology or forestry. His background was purely show business.

			As a young man he’d traveled the world with a popular Irish folk-dancing group until he broke a toe while rehearsing for a street parade in Montreal. As he waited in the hospital emergency room, he happened to meet a talent agent who had gotten ill from eating tainted oysters. The queasy talent agent thought Lee Bluepenny looked tough and handsome, and asked if he’d ever considered a career in television.

			As soon as Lee Bluepenny’s dance injury healed, the agent arranged for him to fly to California and audition for a new reality show. The producers of Expedition Survival! loved Lee Bluepenny’s new Australian accent, which he had shamelessly copied from the late Steve Irwin, the legendary crocodile hunter. The producers also liked that Lee Bluepenny could swallow a live salamander without throwing up. What they didn’t particularly like was his name. Lee Bluepenny was okay for a jazz piano player or maybe an art dealer, they said, but it wasn’t rugged-sounding enough for someone who had to claw and gnaw his way out of the wilds every week.

			After trying out a few different names—Erik Panther, Gus Wolverine, Chad Condor—the producers settled on Derek Badger, which was fine with Lee Bluepenny. He was so thrilled to be on television that he would have let them call him Danny the Dodo Bird.

			Expedition Survival! got off to a rocky start. The first episode was staged in a jungle in the Philippine Islands, where the man now called Derek Badger was supposed to be lost and starving. Disaster struck on the second day, when Derek was bitten severely by a striped shrew rat that he was attempting to gobble for dinner. The rodent had appeared to be dead, but it was only napping. Derek’s punctured lips swelled up so badly from the bite that he looked like he was sucking on a football. A medical helicopter rushed him to Manila for rabies shots.

			Eventually the rough spots in the show were smoothed out, and Expedition Survival! turned into a smash hit. It wasn’t long before Derek Badger was an international celebrity, and he quickly learned to act like one.

			“How’s France?” Raven Stark asked when she called.

			“Heaven,” he said. “The cheese here is fantastic.”

			“I’m sure,” said Raven Stark, with a note of concern. Survivalists were supposed to be lean and fit, and one of her main responsibilities was to keep Derek from getting too flabby. It wasn’t easy—the man loved to eat, and cheese was high on his list.

			“Did you find me a proper alligator?” he inquired.

			“Yes, a beauty.” She could hear him chewing and smacking his lips.

			“How big?”

			“Twelve feet,” said Raven Stark.

			“Brilliant!”

			“And they’ve got a slightly smaller one you can tussle with.”

			There was a pause on the other end that made Raven Stark uneasy.

			Derek said, “But I don’t want to wrestle the small one. I want to wrestle the monster.”

			It was exactly the response she had feared. “Too dangerous,” she said.

			“Excuse me?”

			“We can chat about this later, Derek.”

			“Indeed we will. What about a python? I told you I wanted a python.”

			“The gentleman has offered us a very large Burmese, though it’s not tame.”

			“Even better!” chortled Derek.

			Raven Stark sighed to herself. She was accustomed to working around Derek’s enormous ego, but there were times when she felt like reminding him that he was basically a tap dancer, not a grizzled woodsman.

			“Anything else that’s super-scary?” he asked.

			“I noticed they had a large snapping turtle,” she said.

			“How large?”

			“Large enough to take off a hand.”

			“Excellent,” Derek said. “Set up an underwater scene—I’m swimming along through the Everglades, minding my own business, when the hungry snapper charges out from under a log and drags me to the bottom of the lagoon.”

			“Right. Except turtles don’t eat people.”

			“How do you know?” Derek demanded.

			“Call me when you land in Miami,” said Raven Stark.

			

			—

			Wahoo had an older sister named Julie who was finishing law school at the University of Florida in Gainesville. His father was secretly proud of her, but he wouldn’t let on.

			“Just what the world needs—another darn lawyer,” he’d grumble.

			“I love you, too, Dad,” Julie would say, and pinch his cheek.

			Wahoo thought his sister was pretty cool, although he sometimes felt intimidated because she was so smart and funny and sociable. Wahoo was shy, and not as self-confident. Julie had always been a straight-A student while Wahoo wasn’t: his best-ever report card was two A’s, four B’s and a C (in algebra, naturally).

			“Just do your best,” his mom would say. “That’s good enough for us.”

			Mickey Cray never really took an interest in the children’s schoolwork because he was too busy with the animals.

			“Put the old man on the phone,” Julie said when she called.

			“He’s out working with the pythons,” Wahoo reported.

			“It’s about the Expedition contract. I see problems.”

			Wahoo always faxed the TV contracts to his sister for her to see, even though his father normally signed them without reading a word.

			“What’s wrong, Jule?”

			“Like, on page seven, it says the show ‘shall have unrestricted use of the designated wildlife specimens for the duration of the production period.’ That means they can do pretty much whatever they please with the animals—and they don’t need to ask Pop’s permission.”

			“This is bad,” Wahoo said. He remembered what Raven Stark had said about Derek Badger wanting to wrestle one of the gators.

			“Did the old man take any money yet?” Julie asked.

			Wahoo told his sister about the eight-hundred-dollar deposit. She said Mickey could still get out of the deal if he returned the cash.

			“Too late. He already spent it,” said Wahoo.

			“On what—monkey chow?”

			“The mortgage.”

			“Ouch,” said Wahoo’s sister.

			“We’re sort of broke, Jule. Ever since he got hurt, it’s been tough.”

			“So that’s why Mom went to China. Now I get it.”

			Wahoo didn’t want his sister to worry, so he tried to sound upbeat. “Pop’s been doing way better since we took this job.”

			“Who is this Derek Badger character, anyway?”

			“You’ve never seen the show?”

			Julie chuckled. “I don’t even own a TV, little bro. All I do up here is crack the books.”

			“Derek Badger is a survivalist guy,” Wahoo said. He explained the adventure format of the program.

			His sister said, “Give me a break.”

			“He’s huge, Jule.”

			“Tell Dad what I said about the contract.”

			“Do I have to?” Wahoo said.

			He was only half kidding. He knew it would be his problem soon enough.

			

			—

			Mickey Cray was barefoot in the backyard with Beulah the python. He was admiring the markings on her skin—rich, chocolate-colored saddles on a sleek silvery background. Fourteen feet of raw muscle, and a brain the size of a marble.

			Ever since he was a boy, Mickey had kept snakes for pets—green tree snakes, king snakes, rat snakes, water snakes, ring-necked snakes, garter snakes, even a few poisonous rattlers and moccasins. Mickey had caught them all. He still found them fascinating and mysterious.

			Now the Everglades was overrun with foreign pythons that were eating the deer, birds, rabbits, even alligators—it was really a rough scene. The pythons weren’t supposed to be there; Southeast Asia was their natural home. So the U.S. government and the state of Florida had declared war on them.

			Wahoo’s father understood why: the snakes were totally disrupting the balance of nature. A single adult Burmese could lay more than fifty eggs at a time. They were among the largest predators in the world, growing to a length of twenty feet, and at that size had no natural enemies. Even panthers avoided them.

			Because of his knowledge and experience, Mickey Cray had been asked to go into the swamps and capture as many of the intruder reptiles as he could. The state was paying decent money, but Mickey said no. He knew that every python he caught would be euthanized, and he couldn’t bring himself to take part in that. He liked snakes too much. That was the problem.

			He sat down on the ground near Beulah and she glided slowly in his direction. Her brick-sized head was elevated, the silky tongue flicking slowly.

			Mickey grinned. “When’s the last time you got fed?”

			Beulah responded by clamping down on Mickey’s left foot and throwing a meaty coil around both his legs.

			“Easy, princess,” he said.

			The python wrapped upward with another coil, and then another. Mickey quickly locked both arms in front of his chest to protect his lungs from being crushed, but he was out of shape and Beulah was extremely powerful.

			“Wahoo!” he hollered. “Yo!”

			“What?” called a voice from the house.

			“Get your butt out here!”

			The snake was chewing on Mickey’s foot as if it were a rabbit. He knew better than to struggle, for that would only cause Beulah to tighten her grip.

			Wahoo came running. When he saw what the python was doing to his father, he yelled, “Don’t move!”

			“Oh, that’s a good one,” Mickey gasped. “I was thinking of dancing a jig.”

			“What the heck happened?”

			“You forgot to feed her is what happened.”

			“No way! She ate last week, I swear, Pop.”

			“What did you give her—a cup of yogurt? Look at the poor girl, she’s starving!”

			Wahoo suspected his dad might be right—adult pythons often went weeks between meals. Maybe he had forgotten to feed her.

			“Get the bleeping bourbon,” Mickey said, “and make it fast.” He was already gulping for air.

			Wahoo ran back to the house and grabbed a bottle of liquor that his dad kept around for such emergencies. Pythons are equipped with rows of long, curved teeth that cannot be easily pried from their prey. The fastest way to make them let go is to pour something hot or obnoxious into their mouths.

			Snakes don’t have taste buds on their tongues like people do, so it wasn’t the flavor of bourbon that Beulah hated. It was the sting. Wahoo got on his knees and sorted through the muscular coils until he located the toothy end of the creature, which had already swallowed half of his father’s foot.

			“You didn’t even wear your boots?” Wahoo said.

			Mickey grunted. “Get on with it already.”

			Wahoo uncapped the liquor bottle and dribbled the brown liquid directly down Beulah’s throat. Within seconds the python began to twitch. Then she hissed loudly, unhooked her chompers and spit. Mickey purposely remained limp while Wahoo began unwinding the massive reptile.

			Beulah didn’t put up a struggle; she’d lost all interest in making a meal of Wahoo’s father. The alcohol in the bourbon was highly irritating, and she kept opening and closing her mouth in distaste.

			It took a few minutes for Mickey to catch his breath and for the circulation to return to his legs. He was able to hop along beside Wahoo as they lugged the big snake back to her tank. Then they went inside to take care of Mickey’s foot, which looked like a purple pincushion.

			“Promise you fed her? Tell the truth, son.”

			Wahoo felt awful. “I must have forgot.”

			“Springtime is when they get active and really start chowing down. I’ve only told you about a hundred times.” With a groan, Mickey sprawled on the couch.

			“Dad, I’m really sorry.”

			“Soon as we’re done here, you go fetch her a couple of big fat chickens from the freezer. And nuke ’em good in the microwave, okay? Pythons don’t like Popsicles.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			Wahoo emptied a tube of antiseptic ointment on his father’s foot, and with a butter knife he spread the goop over all the puncture holes. There were too many to count. Pythons weren’t poisonous, but a bite could cause a nasty infection.

			“I’m sorry,” Wahoo said again. “I really messed up.”

			“Enough already. Everybody makes mistakes,” his dad told him. “Heck, I shouldn’t have been playin’ with a snake that size, like she was a fuzzy little poodle.”

			“Hold still, Pop.”

			Mickey stared up at the ceiling. “Look, I know this ain’t exactly a normal life for a kid your age.”

			“Don’t start again,” Wahoo said.

			“No, I mean it,” Mickey went on. “What would I do without you and your mom? I’m lucky she stuck around all these years.”

			“Yes, you are. Where’s the gauze?”

			Wahoo waited until his dad’s wounds were bandaged before telling him what Julie had said about the Expedition Survival! contract.

			“I knew the guy was trouble,” Mickey muttered.

			“So what do we do now?”

			“Our job, son. We do our job.” Mickey levered himself up, swinging his puffy, snake-bitten foot up on the coffee table. “I don’t care what their stupid paperwork says—I’m the only one in charge of my animals. Mr. Dork Badger can go fly a kite.”

			“It’s Derek Badger.”

			“Ha! You think it matters to these critters what his stupid name is?”

			“No, Pop.”

			“Know what Beulah would say? ‘All you stupid humans taste the same!’ ”

			Wahoo found himself wondering if that was really true.

		

	
		
			FOUR

			When his mother called from China, Wahoo was brushing his teeth.

			He heard his dad say, “Susan, your boys are miserable! Please fly home!”

			Wahoo spit out the toothpaste froth and ran to the living room. Mickey cupped a hand over the phone and whispered: “It’s eight in the morning in Shanghai—she’s finishing breakfast.”

			“Can I talk with her?”

			“Egg noodles again—she’s gonna overdose on carbs.”

			“Please?” Wahoo said.

			Mickey handed over the phone.

			“So much drama,” Wahoo’s mom said to him. “For heaven’s sake, doesn’t your father ever give it a rest? You think I want to be here?”

			“We took a big TV job. Actually he’s doing better.”

			“But what about the headaches?”

			“Gone, he says.”

			“Keep a close watch on him,” Wahoo’s mother advised.

			She asked about school. Wahoo said he thought he did okay on his finals.

			“Even Spanish?”

			“That was a killer,” he admitted.

			“As long as you tried your best.”

			“Miss you, Mom.”

			“I miss you, too, big guy. This really sucks.”

			Wahoo swallowed hard to keep his voice from cracking. He didn’t want her to know how bummed he felt because she was so far away. “I found your hotel on Google Earth,” he said. “Looks pretty sweet from the satellite.”

			“Tell me about the TV thing,” she said.

			“It’s real good money.”

			“But is it a good job?”

			“Yeah, awesome,” Wahoo said, thinking: When you’re broke, any job is a good job.

			Mickey Cray piped up: “Hey, my turn. Give it here.”

			Wahoo told his mother goodbye and went outside with a five-gallon bucket of cat food for the raccoons. He was the only kid in school whose father was a professional animal wrangler, and life in the Cray household definitely wasn’t routine. Still, despite his missing thumb, Wahoo was able to do most normal things. He’d taught himself to write, shoot baskets and throw a baseball with his left hand. He could even turn a clean three-sixty on his wakeboard, when his dad had time to take him out on the boat.

			One normal thing that the Crays couldn’t do together was go on summer vacations. Mickey didn’t trust anybody else to take care of the animals. One time, when Wahoo’s aunt Rose had passed away, the whole family flew up to West Virginia for the funeral. Mickey had asked Donny Dander to look after the critters, which turned out to be an expensive mistake. The Crays were gone only three days, but during that short time two rare parrots escaped, a lemur caught the flu and Alice bit the tail off of a crocodile.

			“Where’s the darned aspirin?” Mickey hollered from the house.

			“On the kitchen counter next to the coffee machine,” Wahoo called back.

			The raccoons were always excited to see him because Wahoo’s arrival meant it was mealtime. When he entered the enclosure, they clustered around him, chittering noisily and tugging with their hand-like paws at his pockets. He poured the cat chow equally into four separate dishes, one for each corner, so that the hungry animals would split up. Whenever they stayed in one group, vicious fighting would erupt over the food. So loud was the screeching and snarling that one time a neighbor had phoned the police because she feared a gruesome murder was taking place behind the Cray house.

			Wahoo slipped out of the raccoon pen, padlocked the gate and began washing his hands with a garden hose.

			“Don’t forget the soap, mate,” said a voice behind him.

			Wahoo spun around and there stood Derek Badger. At his side was Raven Stark.

			“Take me to your alligator,” Derek commanded.

			“I’d better go get my dad.”

			“Hurry, then. Chop-chop.”

			Raven Stark spoke up. “Derek’s totally exhausted. He traveled all night from Paris.”

			“A wretched flight,” said Derek. “Didn’t sleep a wink.”

			Wahoo had no trouble believing it. The man’s eyelids were puffy, his pale cheeks were blotched and his hair—more orange than blond—was matted and oily. He wore black loafers with no socks, wrinkled white linen trousers and an untucked safari-style shirt that failed to hide his roundish belly. To Wahoo, Derek Badger looked more like a groggy tourist than a sturdy survivalist.

			“I’m on a tight schedule,” he said, glancing at his wristwatch.

			Wahoo ran to the house and returned with his father. Raven Stark handled the introductions. Mickey managed a smile as he shook Derek’s hand.

			“We’re lookin’ forward to working with you,” Mickey said, which wasn’t exactly true but it sounded good.

			Wahoo appreciated his father’s effort to be respectful. Staging a nature show for a network star like Derek was a big deal. If everything went smoothly, it might lead to more TV jobs.

			“Let’s go see Alice, shall we?” said Raven Stark.

			The gator was snoozing on the bank of the pond. Derek took one look at the huge reptile and said, “She’s perfect.” Then he turned to Raven Stark. “When can we move her?”

			“Move her?” Mickey asked.

			Raven Stark said, “We’re going to be shooting on location out by the Tamiami Trail.”

			Wahoo thought: Here we go.

			“She weighs six hundred and twenty pounds,” his father said.

			Derek chuckled. “No worries, mate. We’ll hire a crane and a truck.”

			Mickey Cray stepped close to Derek. “Alice doesn’t travel,” he said. “You want Alice? Shoot the scene here.”

			Years earlier, Wahoo’s father had constructed a small but convincing Everglades set at one end of the property. There was a lush pool ten feet deep, complete with pickerelweed and water lilies, for staging underwater scenes.

			Derek didn’t want to hear about it. “Save your pretty little lake for an air-freshener commercial.”

			Mickey said, “If it’s good enough for Disney, it’s plenty good enough for you, mate.”

			Wahoo worried that his father would say or do something so insulting that he’d lose the Expedition Survival! job even before it got started.

			Raven Stark edged between the men. “What about the smaller gators?”

			“They fit in the back of my pickup,” said Wahoo’s father. “They travel fine.”

			Derek looked down at Alice, who was still asleep. “She’s the only one I want,” he declared.

			Then he turned and stalked off.

			In a stiff tone, Raven Stark said, “Mr. Cray, you signed a contract.”

			“Which I intend to use as toilet paper—”

			Wahoo cut in with a bluff: “Our lawyer looked at the contract. She said it won’t stick.”

			Julie wasn’t really a lawyer yet, but it wouldn’t be long.

			“Good luck finding another tame gator like Alice,” Mickey said.

			Raven Stark bristled. “We paid you a deposit, remember? Eight hundred dollars.”

			“Good luck finding that, too.”

			Wahoo volunteered to show the fake Everglades set to Derek so he could see for himself how authentic it looked. Raven walked to the car to get him, but she returned alone.

			“He’s on the phone,” she reported soberly, “with our producers in California.”

			Mickey mumbled something sarcastic under his breath and headed back to the house.

			“Look, we can still make this work,” Wahoo said to Raven.

			“Not if your father insists on being difficult.”

			“I’ll deal with Pop, okay?”

			“You’re only a kid, no offense.”

			Wahoo tried to remain polite. “I’m his kid. He listens to me.”

			“And you guys need the money, right?” Raven looked around at the pens and cages. “It’s got to be expensive, keeping all these animals. This would be a nice payday for your family, no?”

			Wahoo felt his throat tighten. “Tell Mr. Badger we’re on.”

			Raven was smiling. “How old are you, Wahoo?”

			“Old enough to get it done,” he said.

			Back at the house, he found his father lying on the couch with an ice pack over his forehead.

			Wahoo sat down beside him. “Pop, this show is really important.”

			“So’s Alice.” Mickey reached for the TV remote. “Hey, look what I TiVo’d the other night.”

			He touched a button and an episode of Expedition Survival! came on the screen—Derek Badger, roaming a rainy jungle in Costa Rica. A teaser at the beginning showed the star sleeping in a hammock made of vines while a fat hairy spider crawled up his bare arm.

			Wahoo’s father shook a scarred finger at the TV. “Five bucks says he kills that thing and fries it up for dinner!”

			“I’m not taking that bet.”

			“You know there’s a cameraman standing two feet away with a can of Raid, ready to blast that poor, pitiful tarantula.”

			“It’s showbiz,” said Wahoo.

			“The guy’s such a tool!”

			“I know, Pop, but we need the work.”

			They watched the program for a little while longer. Sure enough, Derek Badger pretended to awaken just before the creeping spider reached his neck. Then he knocked it away and stomped it with a boot. He didn’t fry the flattened victim, though; he grilled it over a small fire, all the time smacking his wormy lips and yammering about how he’d narrowly escaped a horrible, painful death.

			However, Wahoo and his father knew something that most faithful viewers of Expedition Survival! didn’t know—that tarantulas almost never bite people. When they do, the sting is no worse than a bumblebee’s.

			Grumbling in disgust, Mickey Cray switched off the TV and tossed the remote onto the coffee table. “The other shows we’ve done, even the lame ones, were all about the wildlife,” he said, “but this is just about him.”

			Wahoo didn’t like the idea of working for Derek Badger any more than his father did. “Pop, we’ve got bills to pay,” he said. “Alice needs to eat, right?”

			“Okay, but Alice doesn’t travel. And that’s final.”

			“Fine, Alice doesn’t travel,” said Wahoo. “But you’ve gotta admit, it would’ve been fun watching those bozos try to haul her out of the pond.”

			Mickey Cray laughed. “Oh yeah.”

		

	
		
			FIVE

			Although she would never say it aloud, Raven Stark believed she was grossly underpaid. Her job title was “senior production assistant,” but in reality she was also a babysitter, nurse, chauffeur, bartender, courier, valet, personal groomer and amateur psychologist.

			Derek Badger was a handful.

			“We’re late,” she said, knocking once more on the door of his hotel suite.

			There was still no response, so she used the plastic key card. Derek wasn’t inside the room; he was standing on the balcony, overlooking a golf course.

			Raven said, “For heaven’s sake, put on some clothes.”

			The star of Expedition Survival! was clad only in tartan boxer shorts and a pair of black knee-high socks. It wasn’t a pretty sight.

			“I refuse to work with that ignorant redneck,” he said, meaning Mickey Cray.

			“People are staring, Derek. Let’s go inside.”

			“Are you telling me that’s the only humongous alligator available in South Florida, which is the humongous alligator capital of the world?”

			Raven was quite familiar with Derek’s tantrums. “This particular specimen happens to be perfect for what we need.”

			“Perfect how?” he whined.

			“Time to put on your pants. Let’s go.”

			The script for Derek’s Everglades adventure called for him to swim beside a huge gator, which required renting one that would tolerate Derek’s nonsense and resist the urge to bite off his fool head. Mickey Cray’s son had assured Raven that Alice had never purposely hurt anybody (he’d again blamed himself for the thumb removal), and that the reptile was accustomed to the noisy presence of camera crews.

			“But we can’t stage our biggest scene in some nitwit’s backyard,” Derek complained in the car, traveling to the Crays’ house.

			Raven assured him that the family’s Everglades set didn’t look like a backyard. “It looks like a real-life swamp. You’ll be impressed.”

			Derek sniffed. “No, they’ll be impressed when they see me jump that monster gator.”

			“Not happening. The insurance company says no way.”

			“They said the same thing about the cobra dance, but I did it anyway.”

			Thanks for reminding me, thought Raven.

			They had been shooting an Expedition Survival! in Cambodia when Derek decided to play snake charmer with a spitting cobra that had been rented from a local handler named Mr. Na. When Mr. Na saw what Derek was doing, he leaped between Derek and the dangerous reptile just as it released a jet of deadly poison. A few drops landed in Mr. Na’s hair, and as a precaution he rushed off to take a shower. Upon returning to the set of Expedition Survival!, Mr. Na was dismayed to learn that Derek had chopped up his pet snake with a rusty machete and eaten it for supper in the program’s final scene.

			“The Crays won’t let you lay a finger on Alice,” Raven said.

			Derek chuckled to himself. “We shall see about that. What sort of people would name a dumb old alligator Alice?”

			“The sort of people who treat it like one of the family.”

			“Hillbillies,” Derek said. “Did you bring extra cash?”

			

			—

			The crew of the television program arrived early to set up. With amazement the cameramen and lighting technicians watched Mickey Cray lead Alice from her enclosure to the swamp-like Everglades set at the other end of the property. Swishing her thick armored tail for balance, the huge gator trailed Mickey like a puppy. He was carrying a plump thawed chicken under each arm, so Alice would have followed him anywhere.

			Wahoo was busy tending the crippled bobcat, trying to coax it to eat. The poor thing was limping in circles around the new pen, still frazzled by the long truck ride from Highlands County. Every now and then the cat would scrabble up and down an old telephone pole that Mickey had planted for that very purpose. Still, it took Wahoo almost an hour to get the animal calm enough to nibble from a dish.

			He arrived on the Everglades set just as Derek Badger was emerging from the air-conditioned motor coach that served as a dressing room. The vehicle was jet-black and as big as a Greyhound bus. Derek wore crisply pressed khaki shorts, a matching safari shirt and hiking boots splattered with wet oatmeal to look like mud.

			“What a poser,” Mickey said.

			“Chill out, Pop.”

			“Don’t we have some fire ants?”

			“That’s enough.”

			A rumpled assistant in orange sneakers and a corduroy vest began spraying something on Derek Badger’s arms and legs. Wahoo assumed it was insect repellent until the man in the vest told Derek to shut his eyes and then misted his face.

			“What is that stuff?” Wahoo asked Raven Stark.

			“Spray-on tan,” she said matter-of-factly.

			Wahoo thought that even a showbiz survivalist should have a real tan, but evidently nothing about Derek Badger was real. The star went back to the motor coach to await his bronze glow while the TV crew snacked on donuts and bagels. Wahoo helped his father trim a patch of saw grass to clear space for one of the three cameras that would be filming the water scenes.

			“How’s Alice?” Wahoo asked.

			“Pigged out and happy,” said his dad.

			The well-fed gator was resting at the bottom of the brackish lagoon. Every now and then a pair of bubbles would float to the surface, betraying the location of the animal’s nose.

			“Where’s the gun?” Raven asked Mickey Cray.

			“Oh, relax.” He lifted his T-shirt to reveal the butt of a pistol that he was carrying on his waist. The contract with Expedition Survival! required Mickey to keep a firearm with him, in case something went wrong and one of the critters attacked.

			“It’s a .45,” Mickey said. “Feel better?”

			Raven went to retrieve Derek while Wahoo fetched the snapping turtle that would be featured in the first segment. Even though the turtle was bulky, Wahoo carried it at arm’s length from his body. The snapper had a long, flexible neck and was lightning quick on the strike.

			“Doesn’t this one have a name?” Derek asked snidely. “How about Timmy the Terrible Turtle?”

			Wahoo ignored him. He set the craggy reptile down beside the pool and backed out of the scene. The director, a shaggy-bearded guy, yelled, “We’re rolling!”

			Immediately Derek knelt down and positioned his glossy face beside the turtle’s, although he wasn’t nearly as close as the camera made it appear. Breathlessly he began reciting the lines he had memorized from his script:

			“These snapping turtles are one of the most ferocious predators in the Everglades! They’re camouflaged to look exactly like a mossy rock, and their sharp, powerful jaws unlock to reveal a juicy, worm-like tongue, which they deviously wiggle as bait—”

			Derek abruptly halted and said, “Cut!” He motioned impatiently to Mickey Cray. “We definitely need to see Timmy’s tongue.”

			“His name’s not Timmy,” said Wahoo’s father, “and I can’t make him open his yap if he doesn’t want to.”

			“Then what are we paying you for?”

			“Mainly to keep you out of the emergency room.”

			“Excuse me?”

			Wahoo quickly stepped forward. “Mr. Badger, the turtle only wiggles his tongue underwater, when he’s hungry.”

			“That’s just great.” Derek looked over at Raven. “I had a bad feeling about this whole operation—didn’t I tell you?”

			Wahoo’s dad said, “You wanna see the inside of his mouth?” He broke a thin branch off a pine tree, stripped away the sprigs and handed it to the TV star. “Try this.”

			Raven grew concerned. “Derek, you be careful.”

			“Yes, Mum!” He laughed and got down on his knees again, this time a bit closer to the turtle. As soon as the cameras started rolling, he used the sharp end of the branch to poke at the pointy snout of the reptile, which shut its eyes and drew itself into its shell.

			“C’mon, Terrible Timmy,” Derek cooed, “say aaahhhh.”

			Wahoo knew he had to do something fast. Quietly he moved behind the cameraman nearest to Derek and made a pushing motion with both hands, a signal to back off. Either Derek didn’t see him, or pretended not to.

			The bite was a hissing blur. Everyone flinched at the crack of the branch being chomped in half, a few short inches from Derek’s wide eyes. He gasped in surprise and tumbled sideways into the lagoon. The turtle wasn’t far behind, paddling furiously toward the cool, quiet bottom, where Alice the alligator had been—until that moment—peacefully snoozing.

			The director hollered, “Cut! Cut!”

			Mickey Cray was applauding. “Hey, that’s good stuff.”

			Two crew members hurried forward to drag Derek, cursing, from the water. The beak of the snapping turtle had peeled a sliver of flesh from the tip of his artificially tanned nose, now punctuated with a bright red dot of blood.

			Raven Stark angrily cornered Wahoo and his father. “You two think this is funny? Derek could have been maimed!”

			Mickey shrugged. “That’s why they’re called snappers, not yawners.”

			“You’re the one who gave him that stick!”

			“Well, it’s better than using a finger,” said Mickey. “Right, son?”

			Wahoo nodded ruefully, displaying the fleshy bump where his right thumb once had been. Behind him Derek was bellowing at the director, ordering him to erase all the video footage of the turtle encounter.

			“If I see one minute of that on YouTube, everybody on this crew is fired!” Derek warned as he toweled off. “And I mean everybody!”

			Next they tried the python, Beulah.

			Wahoo and his father uncoiled the beautiful, multi-hued constrictor and laid her out at full length. The script called for Derek to creep up and seize Beulah behind her head, instigating a fake life-or-death struggle. Mickey Cray didn’t mention that Beulah had tried to eat his foot a few days earlier; the swelling had gone down and his limp was barely noticeable.

			Over Derek’s objections, Mickey insisted on conducting a rehearsal so he could demonstrate the safest way to handle the big snake.

			Derek barely paid attention. “Piece o’ cake, mate,” he kept saying.

			“Sometimes she bites,” Wahoo reminded him.

			“Ha! Never show you’re afraid, because animals can sense it,” said Derek. “Do you even know what true primal fear smells like?”

			“Not really. Asparagus?”

			Derek’s eyes narrowed as he tried to figure out if he’d just been insulted.

			As it turned out, Beulah showed no interest in biting anyone during the run-through. She was sleepy and sluggish, her belly still full from the microwaved chickens that Wahoo had fed her after she’d tried to make a meal of his father.

			“Okay, this one’s for real!” said the director. “Action!”

			Soon Derek was crawling through Mickey Cray’s manicured palmetto scrub, whispering dramatically into a bug-sized microphone clipped to his shirt collar:

			“As if the Everglades weren’t dangerous enough, in recent years this tropical river of grass has been invaded by lethal predators from another continent—Burmese pythons! Imported by wildlife brokers for the exotic pet trade, hundreds and hundreds of baby pythons got scattered throughout the Glades when Hurricane Andrew destroyed breeding farms west of Miami. Now all those cute little buggers have grown into fierce levithanians, some of them twenty feet long!”

			“Cut!” the director called.

			“What’s wrong?” snapped Derek. “That bit was totally brilliant.”

			“The word is ‘leviathan,’ not ‘levithanian.’ ”

			They attempted the scene nine more times, but Derek couldn’t get the pronunciation right. Finally the director gave up. “Forget it, okay? Just say ‘monster’ instead.”

			Derek nailed it on the first take:

			“Now all those cute little snakes have grown into voracious monsters, some of them twenty feet long! They can swallow a whole deer, a panther and, yes, even a human being.

			“Today I’m crawling through the most remote, untouched and dangerous stretch of the Everglades, following the trail of an enormous wild python—and look! There she is!”

			With a cameraman on his heels, Derek wriggled forward and pounced with a triumphant cry upon Beulah. He locked both hands two feet below her head, which is just about the worst place to grab a snake. Wahoo was surprised that Beulah didn’t twist around and sink her chompers into Derek’s fat face.

			“I’ve got her! I’ve caught the beast!” he crowed.

			The python wasn’t particularly concerned. She hooked her tail around one of Derek’s ankles but didn’t even tighten up. Grunting and huffing, he rolled back and forth on the ground, shaking Beulah by the neck, trying to provoke her to fight back.

			It was like wrestling a fourteen-foot noodle. All Beulah wanted to do was curl up and take a nap.

			Wahoo glanced at his father and didn’t like what he saw. Mickey Cray was clenching and unclenching his fists.

			Derek panted into the microphone:

			“Whatever happens, I can’t let this jungle killer wrap her massive coils around my chest! She would literally crush the life out of me!”

			Mickey turned to his son. “That’s what I’m fixin’ to do,” he whispered. “Literally.”

			“No, Pop, wait—”

			It was too late. Wahoo’s dad hurled himself furiously at Derek Badger, but the double vision caused him to miss.

			Mickey got up, dusted off and tried again. This time he scored a direct hit, clinching both arms around Derek’s pudgy midsection. He dragged him away from the dizzy python and began to squeeze with all his might.

			“Cut! Cut!” cried the director. “Are you nuts? Somebody stop this lunatic!”

			The crew members seemed entertained by the scuffle. No one except Wahoo made a move to rescue Derek. By the time Wahoo was able to unfasten his dad, the famous survivalist’s face had turned the color of cranberries. He was down on all fours, coughing and whimpering with Raven Stark at his side, brushing the leaves and twigs from his hair.

			“Now you’ve done it,” Wahoo said.

			His father looked somber. “Let’s move Beulah back to her tank.”

			Mickey took the front half while Wahoo hoisted the tail section.

			“That’s the worst excuse for a python I ever saw!” It was Derek, lurching to his feet. “You call that a snake? Ha! I call it an overstuffed earthworm.”

			Beulah opened her shovel-sized mouth and burped, displaying rows of hook-shaped teeth. Derek cringed and hopped backward.

			“Take a hike,” advised Mickey Cray.

			“What?”

			“You heard me, Dork Man.”

			Raven stood speechless. Wahoo noticed one of the cameramen chuckling.

			Derek stiffened. “Listen, mate, we’ve got a contract.”

			“Are you kidding?” said Mickey.

			Wahoo and his dad began hauling the hefty python toward the snake tanks.

			“Hey! What about the gator?” Derek Badger shouted after them.

			“Over my dead body,” Mickey said.

			“Three grand for a scene with Alice! Cash!”

			“Pop, you hear that?” Wahoo whispered.

			“Hear what?”

			“Thirty-five hundred!” Derek called out.

			“Pop, come on.”

			“Keep walking.”

			“Four grand!” cried Derek. “Four thousand dollars!”

			Mickey Cray turned around, smiling. “That I heard.”

		

	
		
			SIX

			
				Wahoo sat at the kitchen table, tapping the keypad of a calculator. His father was stretched out on the sofa. Outside, the rain poured down and the yard was turning to mud. The taping of Expedition Survival! had been suspended until the weather cleared.

			“How much do we owe the bank?” Wahoo asked.

			Mickey Cray grunted. “I don’t recall.”

			“I bet Mom knows.”

			“Down to the penny.” Mickey sat up. “Hey, let’s call her.”

			“We can’t, Pop. She said once a week, remember?” Wahoo would have loved to hear his mother’s voice, but she’d warned about phoning too often. “It costs, like, ten bucks a minute,” he reminded his dad. “Plus, it’s the middle of the night in Shanghai.”

			“Put that stupid calculator away,” Mickey said sourly. “Let me deal with the bleeping bank.”

			Wahoo’s mom, who hated to hear cussing, made his father put a dollar in the cookie jar every time he said a bad word. Consequently, Mickey had trained himself to use “bleep” or “bleeping” instead. He’d gotten the idea from watching reality police shows, which replaced the criminals’ profanity with electronic toots.

			Wahoo said, “I’m not trying to be nosy, Pop.”

			He had a friend at school whose parents had lost their house to the bank because they couldn’t make the mortgage payments. Now the whole family was crammed into a small apartment in Naranja. Wahoo knew his mother was determined not to let that happen to them—that’s why she’d taken the job in China.

			Still, he worried.

			“Relax, would ya? We’ll be okay,” Mickey said.

			Clutching the TV remote, he lay back down. He flipped through the channels until he found a show called When Animals Go Bonkers. The first segment featured a crazed Canada goose attacking a garbage truck. Mickey didn’t even crack a smile; his thoughts were a million miles away.

			Wahoo was troubled to see his father acting so listless and distracted. He grabbed a weather jacket and walked outside.

			Rain always made the animals sleepy, so the backyard was peaceful. The TV crew had stowed its equipment and gone to lunch. Only the hum of Derek Badger’s humongous motor coach could be heard over the patter of raindrops. As Wahoo passed by the vehicle, he looked through a side window and saw Derek standing with Raven Stark in front of a mirror. With a tissue she was dabbing makeup on his nose, undoubtedly trying to conceal the button-sized turtle bite. Wahoo smiled to himself and kept walking.

			Alice the alligator was floating serenely in the faux Everglades pond. It was three times as large as a regular backyard swimming pool and twice as deep. Mickey Cray and two friends had dug out the hole and poured the gunite themselves. Wahoo, who was only five at the time, had taken a turn with the shovel, too.

			“Hey, girl,” he said to Alice. He waved to her with his thumb-less hand, a private joke.

			Every year, the new kids at school would stare at Wahoo’s knobby scar and ask what had happened. Initially they wouldn’t believe the story, then they’d want to hear all the gory details. His classmates were always amazed when he told them he hadn’t felt any pain at first.

			In truth, Wahoo hadn’t even realized anything was wrong until Paulette, the girl he’d been trying to impress, shrieked and keeled over. Only then had Wahoo looked down at his hand and seen the empty, bloody socket where a perfectly good thumb had been attached.

			He’d wrapped the nub with his sweatshirt and dashed for the house, leaving Alice munching happily on the chicken and unseen appetizer. By the time the ambulance had arrived, Wahoo was in a world of hurt.

			He never saw Paulette again. Her parents moved her to a private school where the boys came from normal homes and kept hamsters or goldfish as pets, not giant flesh-eating reptiles. Wahoo understood completely.

			Yet he wouldn’t have traded his childhood for anybody else’s.

			He said goodbye to Alice and went to check on the injured young bobcat, which was still acting skittish. His dad trudged past, hatless in the downpour, and pointed toward the gator pond. Wahoo sat down and tried speaking softly to the wild cat, which eyed him with uncertainty.

			When the rain finally let up, someone in the motor coach began blasting the ridiculously loud air horn; it sounded like a Mississippi tugboat. Then the door of the big bus banged open, and a familiar voice yelled: “Get a move on, mates! La siesta is over!”

			Wahoo rose and said, “Showtime.”

			The bobcat, showing good sense, scooted up the telephone pole.

			

			—

			While Raven Stark was applying makeup to his wounded nose, Derek Badger asked, “Are snapping turtles edible?”

			“Not that particular turtle, no.”

			“But what a fabulous campfire scene—cooking it up over a bed of hot coals. I could use the snapper’s shell as a soup kettle!”

			“Mr. Cray would never agree,” Raven said. “Now hold still.”

			Derek frowned. “So what am I supposed to eat to survive? For the show, I mean.”

			“The script calls for bullfrogs and crawdads.”

			“What else? I want something truly disgusting.”

			“Centipedes,” said Raven. “Florida has some seriously vile centipedes.”

			“But we already did centipedes—down in South Africa, remember?”

			Raven consulted her Everglades research notes. “Wild mushrooms, lichens, cabbage palms—”

			Derek groaned. “Boooor-ing. What about an opossum?”

			“They’re too cute. We’ll get angry letters.”

			“Opossums aren’t cute. They’re ugly as the devil!”

			“Not everyone thinks so.” Raven Stark had recently visited FAO Schwarz, a very famous toy store in New York City, where she’d noticed a whole shelf of hand puppets that were made to look like smiling, pink-nosed opossums. They were fairly adorable.

			“How about maggots?” she asked Derek. “We can dig up plenty of maggots.”

			“But they’re rather small, aren’t they? How many would I have to eat?”

			“All depends.” Sometimes Derek needed a dozen tries to get the campfire dinner scene just right. “I should think no more than a pound or so,” Raven speculated.

			“A slam dunk,” he said gaily.

			“You do know we’re talking about fly larvae, right?”

			He leaned closer to the mirror and started brushing his hair. “Speaking of food, who’s doing our catering? Please tell me it’s Candy and Anabelle.”

			Although loyal viewers of Expedition Survival! never would have guessed, Derek Badger dined like a king during his televised survival missions. No matter how remote the jungle setting, his contract required sumptuous five-star menus: steak, lamb, lobster, sockeye salmon, homemade pasta, pheasant or venison, accompanied by fresh garden vegetables and of course an array of rich, artery-clogging desserts.

			Naturally, these feasts were consumed off camera, so as not to spoil the illusion of hardship.

			“Candy and Anabelle are on a job in Argentina,” Raven Stark said, knowing her boss would be miffed. “We’re using Leticia Oxford’s outfit.”

			“Not again! That fool nearly poisoned me,” Derek cried. “Remember that dreadful Brie?”

			There had been an incident, two years earlier, involving a wheel of spoiled cheese. In Leticia Oxford’s defense, the temperature that day in the Guyanese rain forest had reached 107 degrees, and the supply of ice had been limited.

			“It’s Bear Grylls, isn’t it?” Derek whined, referring to one of his rival TV survivalists. “I’ll bet that’s who Candy and Anabelle are catering. Tell the truth, Raven. Are they cooking for that little twerp?”

			“The rain’s stopped.”

			Derek cocked his head to listen. “Well, so it has.”

			“Alice awaits,” Raven said.

			“Yes, in all her glory.” He put down the hairbrush and inspected his turtle-nipped nose once more in the mirror. Then he mashed the horn on the steering wheel, flung open the door of the motor coach and hollered, “Get a move on, mates. La siesta is over!”

			

			—

			The first time Mickey Cray got chomped, he was only four years old.

			His mom (Wahoo’s future grandmother) was sweeping the patio when she let out a yell. Mickey ran outside and found her waving a broom at a small garter snake, which he promptly snatched up by the tail. The frightened reptile twisted around and sank its sharp little nippers into Mickey’s tender wrist.

			He stood there, staring in wonderment. It was just about the coolest thing he’d ever seen.

			From that day on, Mickey Cray was fascinated with creatures small and large, furry and scaly. He spent every minute of his spare time in the woods and wetlands, chasing after snakes, chameleons, turtles, toads, eels, even baby gators. If it slithered, scampered or hopped, Mickey would grab for it.

			As a result, he frequently got bitten. That wasn’t his favorite part of the outdoor experience, but the pain was nothing, really, compared to the fun he was having. Rare was the evening when he rode his bicycle home with no fresh puncture wounds or bloody spots on his jeans. His parents knew better than to ask about the squirming pillowcase he’d be carrying, as long as he remembered to lock whatever creature it held in the utility room.

			Mickey’s family had hoped his passion for wildlife was just a youthful phase, but he never outgrew it. His mother and father were amazed when he met a bright and seemingly normal young woman who didn’t mind his motley collection of animals, and they were even more amazed when she agreed to marry him.

			But that was Susan—she was amazing, period.

			Mickey missed her like crazy, and she was 8,297 miles away. Wahoo had gone on the Internet and computed the distance, which had turned out to be depressing for both of them.

			Not only did Mickey have a heavy heart, he was fighting another skull-splitting headache.

			“The Curse of the Iguana,” he muttered to himself, slouched in the rain.

			The falling droplets dimpled the brackish pool. Two fat bubbles appeared, and Alice rose slowly. Only her plank-sized snout and knuckled brow broke the surface.

			“You’re lookin’ good,” Wahoo’s father said to the gator. “Heck, you always look good.”

			In his world, Alice was a much bigger star than Derek Badger. Mickey had found her when he was a teenager and she was practically a hatchling, so she was as close to being tame as any ravenous, pea-brained dinosaur could be. Female alligators rarely grew so huge in the wild, but Mickey fed his favored specimen generously, and often.

			“We’ll be out of your hair tomorrow,” he said to Alice, who hovered motionless and unblinking. “This TV guy, he’s a royal bonehead. Just roll with it, okay?”

			Wahoo’s father sometimes held one-sided conversations with the animals, but he wasn’t a whack job; he never imagined that they could actually talk back. They all came to know his voice, though. Of that he was certain.

			Finally the rain stopped and Mickey straightened up, dripping like a dog. Alice sank slowly toward the depths of the pool.

			An air horn blew, and then a man hollered something about a siesta. The words were hard to make out, but the Australian accent was unmistakable.

			“Mr. Dork Badger,” Wahoo’s father said to himself.

			Then, to his favorite reptile, now at the bottom of the pond: “Don’t worry, princess. He tries anything funny, I’ll personally bite his head off.”

		

	
		
			SEVEN

			The underwater camera, bolted to an aluminum rod, was operated by remote control. Another camera was stationed at ground level by the side of the pool, while a third was mounted with a microphone on a high boom extending above the set.

			Derek Badger waded in up to his ankles; he wore a spotless safari shirt and creased khaki hiking shorts. Strapped to one leg was a black-handled diver’s knife.

			“Don’t worry—it’s just a prop,” said Raven Stark. She was fanning Derek’s face while the TV lights were being arranged.

			“Looks like a real knife to me,” Mickey Cray said. He was down on one knee, chewing a wad of bubble gum. Wahoo could see the bulge from the .45 pistol tucked under his dad’s shirt.

			Alice was still ten feet deep, invisible.

			Derek peered into the pond. “Well?” he said.

			“Go for it,” the director told him. “We’re rolling.”

			“ ’Kay, mate.”

			Derek slipped up to his neck into the water, careful not to muss his hair. “No mistakes!” he shouted at the crew, and went breathlessly into the script:

			“Soon the sun will be setting over the Everglades, and I find myself in a perilous predicament. I must now swim across this deep, murky pond to reach dry ground, where I can camp for the night and hopefully start a fire.

			“Getting across this water is absolutely crucial to my survival, but here’s the problem—in the bush I’ve discovered fresh signs of an extremely large alligator, and I mean HUGE, lurking close by! Unfortunately, I don’t know where this massive beast is hiding right now, but it surely can’t be far….”

			Wahoo glanced over at Mickey, who didn’t look enthralled.

			Derek was treading water, facing the camera mounted on the shore:

			“The American alligator is one of the most primitive brutes on the planet. In millions of years this toothy species hasn’t changed hardly at all, and there’s a good reason for that. You see, gators are perfect predators—powerful, silent and unbelievably fast!

			“If that monster were to attack me right now, the only chance I’d have of escaping alive would be to fight back ferociously, desperately, and gouge it in the eyes….”

			Wahoo watched his father’s expression darken.

			Meanwhile, the guy with the remote control for the underwater camera was urgently pointing at the screen of his video monitor, trying to get the director’s attention. Apparently Alice was on the move.

			Mickey Cray stood up. Wahoo’s eyes flicked toward the cattails, where he’d concealed a long bamboo pole. The pole could be used to poke the alligator if she decided to attack.

			Derek slowly began swimming across the pool, calling back to his imaginary viewers:

			“Well, wish me luck. Here I go!”

			Wahoo and his father sidled closer to the video monitor and peeked over the cameraman’s shoulder. The screen showed a view from the submerged camera—Derek’s pale arms stroking and his legs kicking, leaving a wake of foam and bubbles.

			And there was Alice, suspended beneath him, gazing up at the odd, obnoxious creature that had invaded her space.

			“This is insane,” Wahoo whispered.

			“Naw, she won’t touch him,” said his father. “Not on a full belly.”

			But there was an edge of tension in Mickey’s voice. “What if you’re wrong, Pop?”

			“Don’t think like that. Who knows Alice better than I do?”

			Sure enough, Derek Badger made it safely across the pond and slogged up into the shallows. The last line of the scene was supposed to be: Whew! That was a mighty close call!

			But what he said was: “Hey, where was that stupid bloody gator?”

			Mickey looked pleased. Wahoo felt a wave of relief—Alice had been a good sport.

			The director assured Derek that the scene had turned out fantastic. “Your tippy toes were just millimeters from her jaws! Incredible stuff!”

			Derek trudged around the bank of the pond and rejoined the crew. “I want to do another take,” he said sullenly.

			“But why? Come see the replay—it’s perfect.” The director looked at Raven for backup. She pleaded under her breath with Derek, but he wouldn’t budge.

			With a sigh of surrender, the director said, “Okay, then. Let’s try another one.”

			Wahoo’s father stepped forward. “Naw, we’re done. You got what you need.”

			Derek, who was smoothing his hair, gave no sign of hearing a word. Raven said, “Just one more take, Mr. Cray. That’ll do it.”

			“Only if he gets rid of that bleeping knife.”

			“But I told you, it’s just a toy—”

			Wahoo’s dad reached over and snatched the dive knife from the sheath on Derek’s leg. He pressed the point of the blade to the tip of his forefinger, and a crimson bubble appeared. Raven cleared her throat. Derek shrugged, turning away.

			Mickey wiggled the knife and arched his eyebrows. “That’s some toy.” He closed one hand firmly around the handle, as if testing the grip.

			The mischievous glint in his dad’s eyes made Wahoo uneasy. “Give me that thing, Pop. I’ll put it somewhere safe.”

			“Don’t worry. I got just the place.”

			Mickey wiped the blade on the collar of Derek’s safari shirt, the blood droplet leaving a small brownish smear. Then he tossed the knife high in the air and watched it spiral down into the middle of the pond, where it disappeared with a sploosh.

			Derek was now paying attention. “Are you totally, completely out of your mind?”

			Mickey clicked his teeth. “You got fifteen minutes, brother. One more shot.”

			The TV crew began scrambling. Somebody brought Derek a clean shirt, and Raven retouched the makeup on his nose. The director checked the angles on all three cameras while his assistants adjusted the lighting.

			A swelling appeared in the glassy pool—Alice, rising to take a breath. This time the full breadth of her back broke the surface, the black scales glistening like barnacles. She was as wide as a railroad track.

			Derek said, “Ha! Nice of you to finally make an appearance.”

			Everyone on the crew stopped to gaze at the enormous creature that floated only a few feet away. Wahoo could tell they were impressed. He could also see they were jittery about being so close to such an animal.

			“Don’t you move!” Derek barked at the reptile. He wheeled on Mickey: “Make sure she stays right there till I’m back in the water.”

			Wahoo’s dad just shook his head.

			The director yelled, “Action!” and Derek jumped into the pond. He was about as graceful as a potbellied pig.

			Alice immediately sank out of sight.

			“No! No!” Derek squawked. “Where’d she go now?” He was dog-paddling in circles.

			Wahoo was glad that the dive knife was sunk out of Derek’s reach—there was no telling what he might do to provoke the gator. Watching the underwater monitor, Wahoo saw her hunkered once again at the bottom of the pool.

			“Start your lines!” the director called.

			Derek refused. “Not till that silly bloody lizard pops up again.”

			Raven leaned close to Wahoo and inquired how long Alice could hold her breath.

			“Hours,” he replied.

			“Are you serious?”

			“Her personal record is three,” Mickey interjected. “Three hours and fifteen minutes. It was during one of the hurricanes.”

			“Oh, brilliant.” Raven glanced crossly at her wristwatch. “We don’t have three hours to kill.”

			The director said, “Yeah, let’s bag it.”

			“No, keep rolling!” It was Derek, now tangled in the lily pads. “Keep rolling!”

			Wahoo’s father murmured, “What a jackass,” and headed for the house.

			“Where are you going?” Raven asked.

			“To get some aspirin.”

			“Bring the whole bottle,” she said.

			Ten minutes passed, then fifteen more. Derek continued to flounder around the fake Everglades lagoon while Alice remained out of sight.

			The man operating the remote control for the underwater camera said the battery was running low. “Want me to put in a new one?”

			“Don’t waste your time,” the director said. “This is hopeless. We’ll just use the first take.”

			Wahoo looked toward the house and wondered if his dad was all right. He would have gone to check on him, but he didn’t want to leave as long as Alice was alone in the water with Derek….

			Five, ten, fifteen more minutes dragged by. Finally the director said to Raven, “That’s enough. Get him out.”

			Derek angrily waved them off. “No way! I’ll stay here all night if I have to—”

			“Hey!” It was the guy in charge of the underwater camera. “Look at this.”

			They gathered closely around the video monitor—the director, the cameraman, Raven and Wahoo. Slowly but surely, Alice was rising from the bottom of the pool. Her great fluted tail fanned the water gently, stirring a haze of greenish mud.

			On the way up, the alligator paused with her blunt nose only inches from the camera’s lens. Even with her mouth shut, the lethal downward teeth were on full display, a crooked picket fence along her upper jaw.

			“Wow,” said the director. “Check out those pearlies.”

			“She definitely needs an orthodontist,” joked the cameraman.

			From the pool, Derek shouted, “What’re you looking at?”

			Suddenly the picture went black. The underwater camera’s battery was dead.

			“Where’d she go?” Raven asked anxiously.

			The director stroked his scraggly beard. “This is not ideal.”

			Wahoo stepped to the edge of the pond and called to Derek. “She’s coming up!”

			“Well, it’s about bloody time,” he said.

			“Don’t move!”

			“Ha! Are we still rolling, mates?”

			

			—

			During their 150 million years of existence, alligators have survived global upheavals that wiped out thousands of other species—volcanic eruptions, raging floods, sizzling droughts, melting glaciers and crashing meteorites. After all the other great dinosaurs vanished from earth, the hardy gator remained.

			The most serious threat to emerge was man, who in the twentieth century began killing the reptiles for their hides, which were used to make expensive purses, belts and shoes. By the 1960s, alligators had been slaughtered to the brink of extinction throughout the southeastern United States, their main habitat. Eventually the government stepped in and halted gator hunting until the species bounced back, which didn’t take long.

			Nothing in nature is tougher.

			Contrary to media hype, wild alligators are born with the instinct to avoid people and will usually stay away if given a choice. However, gators that become accustomed to a human presence soon lose all fear, which creates serious problems for both species.

			It was impossible for Wahoo to know what was going on in Alice’s prehistoric brainpan as she rose to the surface of the pool. But compared with all the epic disasters that her ancestors had endured, a flabby fake Australian probably wouldn’t have been viewed as a serious threat. On the other hand, she had never before encountered a human so foolhardy.

			Whether Alice failed to see Derek Badger because he was in the lily pads, or whether he purposely positioned himself to intercept her, the result was the same. Somehow he wound up straddling her back, like a tipsy cowboy on a bronco.

			“Wooo-hooo!” he hollered idiotically.

			All Raven Stark could say was: “Oh Lord.”

			Wahoo was astounded that Alice was holding still. Apparently she was trying to figure out what exactly was on top of her, and if there was any room left in her tummy for dessert. Young egrets and herons sometimes mistook alligators for logs and perched on them, only to be gobbled in a blur.

			“Get off!” Wahoo yelled.

			Derek hooted back.

			The director sternly motioned for Wahoo to be quiet. He didn’t want any voices other than Derek’s on the audio loop of the scene.

			Time slowed to a crawl. Wahoo knew that Alice wouldn’t tolerate such nonsense for long. He was alarmed to see Derek lie down lengthwise along the gator’s spine and try to wrap his arms around her, locking his fingers into the rubbery ridges of her hide. It was a pose that lasted for approximately one second.

			Members of the Crocodilia order of reptiles don’t buck like horses do when shedding an unwanted rider. Instead, they thrash and spin. Derek managed to hang on for three full revolutions before being launched airborne. Alice was still twirling violently when he splashed down for a landing. Wahoo feared he would be killed.

			Both ends of an alligator possess lethal power—the jaws can crush a person like a grape, while a swift blow from the heavy tail can smash every important bone in the human body. Derek happened to reenter the pond at the biting end of Alice, and through pure misfortune his khaki shorts became snagged on two of her eighty teeth. This connection caused him to begin rotating in unison with the spinning reptile, creating a frothy turmoil on the water.

			Raven Stark screamed for help, but none of the crew knew what to do. Jumping in the pool to help Derek seemed like a sure way to get mangled or drowned. Wahoo snatched the bamboo pole from the cattails and thrust it outward in the hope Derek might be able to grab on, but Derek was too dizzy and confused.

			Wahoo gave up and tossed the pole aside. Jabbing it at Alice would have accomplished nothing but to agitate her even more—the unhappy gator wanted only to be rid of her pesky human leech.

			“Shoot that thing!” Raven shrieked, and Wahoo realized she was addressing his father, who’d reappeared at the scene.

			“Shoot it! Shoot it!” she begged.

			Mickey Cray removed the .45 from his belt and handed it to his son. Then he calmly kicked off his shoes and dove into the water, where he grabbed a fistful of oily, orange-tinted hair as Derek Badger bubbled past.

			The director ordered the cameramen to keep the video rolling. Wahoo’s heart was pounding in his eardrums. He was so riveted on the chaos in the pool that he didn’t see Raven approach him from the side and lunge for the gun. She plucked it from his hand and aimed the barrel at the portion of the turbulence that looked more reptile than human.

			“No, don’t!” Wahoo cried, yet she pulled the trigger anyway.

			Click. Click. Click.

			Raven gaped in disbelief at the pistol. It was empty, of course. Wahoo’s father hadn’t loaded a single bullet.

			“This is madness,” said Raven, trembling.

			She looked back at the pond. Alice had vanished again, but there stood Mickey in the shallows, Derek spluttering in his grasp. Derek’s knees were skinned, his mouth was bleeding and his khakis had been torn off, but otherwise the famous survivalist seemed to have survived the crazy gator ride without serious injury. Wahoo was amazed.

			His dad waded from the pool and deposited Derek in a dripping heap on the ground. “Here’s your so-called star,” he said to the director. “Now pack your gear and get off my property.”

			Then he grabbed the gun away from Raven and walked back toward the house. Wahoo hurried to catch up. He didn’t say a word. Nothing upset his father more than the mistreatment of an animal.

			When they reached the porch, Mickey said, “I guess we’re not gettin’ the rest of the money.”

			“That’s okay, Pop.” Wahoo’s heart was still racing. It had been a close call—too close.

			“That moron’s lucky all he lost was his pants.”

			“We’re lucky, too,” said Wahoo.

			Mickey peeled off his wet clothes and hung them over a chair. “Bring me the phone,” he said. “And I don’t care what bleeping time it is in China.”

		

	
		
			EIGHT

			
				The crew carried Derek Badger to his motor coach, dried him off, bundled him in a fuzzy Expedition Survival! bathrobe and put him in bed.

			Raven Stark stayed to fuss over him. “I thought we’d lost you this time,” she said.

			“Where’s my green tea?” he asked irritably.

			The director popped in. He said the trucks were being loaded to go.

			Derek displayed the raw scrapes on his knees and a scabby lip. “This is all your fault.”

			The director thought: I’m not the clown who climbed on the alligator’s back.

			Raven said, “The most important thing is that nobody got seriously hurt.”

			“No, the most important thing is my show,” Derek snapped.

			He was trying to sound tough, but it was just an act. The tussle with the reptile had frightened him. He’d truly thought he was going to drown, or be devoured. Over the years there had been other mishaps while staging wildlife encounters, yet nothing as harrowing as his encounter with the swamp beast called Alice.

			“By the way,” Derek said to the director, “consider yourself fired.”

			“I brought something to show you.”

			“A letter of resignation, perhaps?”

			The director held up a disk. “The pond scene,” he said.

			“Destroy it immediately!”

			“Not so fast,” the director said.

			Derek glowered. “Are you threatening to blackmail me?” He looked over at Raven and snapped, “You’re my witness. Obviously he wants a payoff.”

			“Just chill out,” the director said. He inserted the disk into a DVD player that was mounted under a high-def TV.

			Derek motioned for Raven to fluff his pillows. He said, “Let him have his fun and be on his way.”

			Raven sat on the edge of the bed to watch the scene. She was prepared to be depressed. Her boss, the executive producer of Expedition Survival!, would be furious to learn that the Everglades episode was being scrapped. It cost big money whenever something like this happened, because the director and crew still had to be paid.

			On one memorable occasion, Derek had leaped from a baobab tree in Madagascar and sprained both ankles. The script hadn’t called for him to jump; a baby gecko had scurried up his shorts and frightened him.

			On another set, in Mexico, Derek had clumsily tripped over a tortoise and sprawled into a yucca plant. His face had swollen up like a puffer fish. For two weeks afterward, he had worn a veil and refused to go out in public.

			While shooting a program in Australia—a very expensive trip—Derek had ignored the local wrangler’s warnings and tried to tackle a wallaby, which he’d hoped to fry up as one of his televised campfire dinners. The result: five broken ribs, a torn Achilles tendon, sixteen stitches in his scalp and five days in the hospital.

			In each instance, filming had to be canceled and the expenses settled. Raven knew that if Expedition Survival! hadn’t been such a smash hit, Derek would have been booted off the show a long time ago.

			“Let’s get this over with,” she said to the director.

			He pressed the Play button on the DVD console. Thirty-three seconds later, he turned it off.

			Raven took a heavy breath. Derek sat bolt upright and goggle-eyed.

			“Well?” the director said.

			“That…was…bloody…brilliant!” Derek punched the air jubilantly with both fists. “I almost died, didn’t I? That vicious monster almost killed me!”

			Witnessing the scene all over again, even on a video disk, had left Raven a bit shaken.

			The director said, “Do you still want me to destroy it?”

			Derek roared. “Destroy it? Are you crazy, mate? This stuff is killer. This is genius. Am I right, Raven? Is this not the bomb?”

			“The bomb it is,” said Raven quietly.

			“That crazy redneck—did you see what he did?”

			“A total madman,” the director agreed.

			Derek lowered his voice. “Can you edit him out of the scene?”

			“No problem. Snip, snip.”

			“Excellent!”

			Raven said, “But he saved your life, Derek.”

			“And he shall be compensated handsomely.”

			With a hopeful smile, the director asked, “Does this mean I’m not fired?”

			“Fired? Ha!” Derek bounded from the bed and threw an arm around the man’s neck. “You, my friend, just got yourself a big fat raise.”

			

			—

			As Wahoo and his father had predicted, Susan Cray knew exactly how much the family owed the bank for overdue mortgage payments: “Seven thousand nine hundred and twelve dollars and four cents.”

			“Don’t forget, I just sent ’em eight hundred bucks,” Mickey said.

			“Yes, honey, I already subtracted that.”

			“Oh.”

			“We’re also two months behind on your truck,” she said.

			“You sure about that?”

			“May I speak to Wahoo?”

			“He’s right here.” Mickey handed the phone to his son.

			“Sorry we woke you, Mom.”

			“How’s the job going?”

			“Not so great.”

			“What happened?”

			“Long story,” Wahoo said. Too long for an expensive overseas phone call. “How’s China?”

			“I’m homesick, big guy. Is your dad feeling okay? Tell the truth.”

			“Some days are better than others.”

			Susan Cray sighed. “He’s as stubborn as a darn mule. You keep an eye on him.”

			“I’m trying,” Wahoo said.

			Somebody knocked on the door and Mickey went to open it.

			“Let me talk to him again,” said Wahoo’s mother.

			“He’ll call you back, Mom—when it’s daytime over there, I promise.”

			Derek Badger and Raven Stark were standing in the living room. Wahoo said goodbye to his mother and set down the phone. Then he told his father to put away the fire extinguisher.

			“I’m serious, Pop.”

			“But they’re supposed to be gone!”

			Raven said, “We need to chat, Mr. Cray. Please?”

			“I don’t ‘chat.’ ” He pulled the trigger on the fire extinguisher, blasting a cloud of white vapor toward the ceiling. “Now get out!”

			“Knock it off,” said Wahoo.

			Derek puffed his chest. “Mate, there’s no need to be cranky. We come in peace.”

			It was hard to take the man seriously because he was dressed in a purple bathrobe and matching slippers. Mickey placed the fire extinguisher on the kitchen counter. Wahoo suggested that everybody sit down, which they did.

			Raven said, “Derek’s got something he wants to say.”

			“Imagine that.” Mickey was rubbing his temples.

			Derek leaned forward. “That wrestling scene with the alligator—”

			“Alice is her name.”

			“Yes, Alice. The scene turned out fabulously, Mr. Cray. Perhaps the most extraordinary thirty-three seconds of footage in the history of Expedition Survival!”

			“But you almost got drowned.”

			“Exactly! And the best part is it was real.”

			“You’re seriously gonna use that in your show?” Mickey asked, and right away Wahoo knew what his father was thinking.

			“Of course we intend to use it,” Raven said.

			“It’ll be all over YouTube the same night,” Derek added. “Trust me—we’re talking worldwide viral. Millions of hits!”

			Mickey’s eyes narrowed. “That means you’re gonna pay us the rest of the money, right?”

			Derek chuckled. “Not only are we going to pay you all of it, we’re hiring you to lead us into the Everglades to put the finishing touches on this masterpiece. What do you think of that?”

			Wahoo felt slightly queasy.

			“What do you need me for?” his father said to Derek. “You’re gonna fake the rest of it, same as you always do.”

			Derek didn’t seem even slightly insulted. He twirled the sash on his robe and said, “You’re the most fearless man I’ve ever met, Mr. Cray. With you guiding us on location, we won’t need to ‘fake’ anything.”

			“In our line of work,” Raven cut in, “it’s known as ‘re-creating’ events for the camera.”

			Wahoo spoke up. “He can’t go. He’s got another job lined up that starts tomorrow.”

			Mickey threw him a puzzled look. “What job?”

			“You know, Pop. That scorpion scene for the Rain Forest Channel.” Wahoo was hoping his dad would get the hint and play along. A swamp trip with Derek Badger promised nothing but trouble.

			Mickey scratched his head. “I don’t remember booking a scorpion gig.”

			“And even if you did,” Derek said with a wink, “will it pay you two thousand dollars a day for four days?”

			Wahoo was stunned. With that kind of money, they could cover what they owed on the house and the truck. His mother wouldn’t have to give a nickel of her China paycheck to the bank.

			“Hold on—what about the boy?” Wahoo’s father said to Derek. “He’s my right hand.”

			“Then make it twenty-five hundred—plus we’ll give him screen credit as ‘First Assistant Wrangler.’ ”

			Mickey stroked his chin. “Let me think on this.”

			Derek looked aggravated. “Are you serious? This is the opportunity of a lifetime.”

			Wahoo didn’t know whether he should be flattered or suspicious that Derek had agreed to put him on the payroll. Five hundred dollars a day was more money than he’d ever made on any job. He was also secretly excited at the idea of seeing his own name among the crew credits that would roll on the screen at the end of the broadcast.

			Yet while part of him wanted his dad to accept Derek’s offer, another part of him feared something bad would happen. The real Everglades was a very different place from the homemade marsh in the Crays’ backyard.

			Feeling torn, he excused himself from the meeting and jogged down to see about Alice. She was still pouting; only her black nostrils showed on the surface of the pool. Wahoo sat down on a plastic milk crate and watched a baby leopard frog hop across the lily pads.

			Soon a piece of pale, ragged cloth floated to the top of the water. Wahoo used the bamboo pole to retrieve it: Derek’s torn khaki shorts. Two large, hollow alligator incisors remained stuck in the fabric.

			“You’ll grow new ones,” Wahoo said to Alice. The average gator went through three thousand teeth in a lifetime of chomping.

			“Yeah, she’ll be pretty as ever.” It was his father, who’d come up behind him. “And she knows it, too.”

			“What did you tell ’em, Pop?”

			“You mean the Dorkster?” Mickey Cray smiled. “He showed me the video. They put it on a disk.”

			“Come on. Did you take the job or not?”

			“They’re gonna cut me out of the gator scene. Make it look like an ‘escape’ instead of a rescue. One minute that knucklehead will be spinning like a propeller underwater, and next minute he’ll be lyin’ on the shore—as if he got free from Alice all by himself!” Mickey seemed more amused than upset. “You said it yourself: showbiz!”

			“You told them yes, didn’t you?”

			“Son, we seriously need the dough.”

			Wahoo couldn’t argue with that. He said, “After what happened today, maybe Derek learned his lesson.”

			“Sure. And maybe the raccoons will start their own lacrosse team.” Wahoo’s dad kicked the TV star’s shredded shorts into the cattails. “Now go fetch a chicken from the freezer. Let’s walk sweet old Alice back to her pen.”

			“Two chickens, Pop. She earned it.”
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			That evening, they drove down to Florida City and stocked up at the Walmart: sodas, Gatorades, bug spray, sunblock, coffee, bacon, powdered eggs, granola bars, Pringles, frozen hot dogs, black beans, matches and first-aid supplies, including a bottle of five hundred aspirins for Mickey.

			When they got to the register, Wahoo slipped ahead of his father and paid for the supplies with cash.

			Mickey eyed him warily. “Where’d you get that money?”

			“Robbed a bank,” Wahoo said. Actually his mother had left three hundred dollars inside an envelope in his sock drawer, for emergencies.

			Mickey said, “Don’t be such a wise bleep.”

			“Okay, I didn’t rob a bank. I won the lottery.”

			“I’m warning you.”

			“Here, grab a couple of these bags,” Wahoo said. He’d promised his mom he wouldn’t tell his dad about the cash in the drawer.

			They were loading the provisions into the back of the pickup truck when Wahoo heard someone call, “Wait up!”

			He turned around and saw Tuna Gordon, a girl from school. She had curly ginger hair and was small for her age, but she wasn’t shy. Wahoo didn’t know her well, although she had caught his attention in biology class because she knew the Latin names of all the local snakes and lizards.

			“I need a ride,” Tuna said. She wore a camo weather jacket, blue jeans and bright green flip-flops. Her canvas tote bag looked as if it weighed more than she did.

			“This a friend of yours?” Mickey asked Wahoo.

			“She’s in my biology class.”

			“Algebra, too,” said Tuna.

			Wahoo’s father was looking at the tote bag. “Which way are you headin’, hon?”

			“Anywhere,” she said. “Wherever you guys are going.”

			When she stepped closer, they saw she had a black eye.

			“Who did that to you?” Mickey asked.

			“I fell down the stairs.”

			“Baloney.”

			“Then never mind,” Tuna said, and turned to walk away.

			“Hold on.” Wahoo motioned her to come back. He didn’t know what to say or how to act. Who in the world would hit a girl? he wondered.

			His father asked Tuna where she lived. She pointed toward a dented old Winnebago at the far end of the parking lot.

			“Okay, but where do you keep it?” Mickey asked.

			“Right there.”

			“You live at the Walmart?”

			“They let motor homes stay for free,” Tuna explained. “We got electric and water, everything we need. It’s not so awful.”

			Mickey’s father shook his head. “If you like campin’ in a parking lot.”

			Wahoo knew Tuna was telling the truth. In fifth grade he’d met a boy who had spent a whole summer with his family towing a Gulf Stream trailer from one Walmart store to another, all the way from Myrtle Beach, South Carolina, to Portland, Oregon.

			“What really happened to your eye?” Wahoo asked.

			“I told you. I fell down.”

			Mickey said, “That’s bull. Somebody slugged her.”

			Tuna’s cheeks turned red. Wahoo was shocked that his father would say it aloud and embarrassed for Tuna that it was probably true.

			Mickey bent down and whispered, “Was it your old man?”

			Tuna pulled away. “So what if it was?”

			“Has he been drinkin’ tonight?”

			Her eyes welled up. “Every damn night,” she said quietly.

			“Where’s your mom?” Wahoo asked.

			Tuna covered up a sniffle. “Up north with my grandma.”

			Mickey Cray was staring darkly across the parking lot at the Winnebago, and Wahoo knew he was considering paying Mr. Gordon a visit. Such a confrontation could only end badly, with police cars and ambulances. Wahoo’s father had absolutely no use for creeps who beat on small animals, especially kids.

			“You’re coming with us,” Wahoo said to Tuna, “on a real camping trip.”

			Her eyes brightened. “Seriously?”

			“We’re heading out to the Everglades for a few days.”

			“Sweet.”

			Mickey said, “I’ll be right back,” and started striding toward the camper where Tuna’s father was drinking.

			Wahoo ran up and cut in front of him. “No, don’t.”

			“He’s got a gun,” Tuna said, “by the way.”

			Mickey frowned. “Then somebody better take it away from him.”

			“Stay out of it, Pop. She’s safe now.” Wahoo unclenched his father’s right hand and pressed a twenty-dollar bill into it.

			“What the bleep is this for?”

			“Now that we’ve got company, we’ll need more food for the trip,” Wahoo said. He looked over at Tuna. “You like Coke or Mountain Dew?”

			“Anything’s good,” she said.

			Wahoo gave his father another five bucks. “Mountain Dew it is.”

			Mickey shoved the cash in his pocket and muttered, “You two wait in the pickup.” Then he trudged back toward the Walmart. Wahoo kept an eye on him, to make sure he didn’t make a detour to Mr. Gordon’s RV.

			Once they were seated in the truck, Tuna said, “Look, I don’t want to mess up your vacation.”

			“It’s not a vacation. It’s a job,” said Wahoo.

			“What kinda job?”

			When he told her, she didn’t believe him.

			

			—

			Swaddled in his fluffy purple robe, Derek Badger watched the replay of the alligator scene over and over.

			“Crikey, this is golden,” he murmured.

			Raven Stark sat beside the director at a small dining counter in Derek’s motor coach. A map of the Everglades was spread in front of them.

			“Have you arranged for a chopper yet?” Derek called from his bed.

			“It’s on my list,” Raven said patiently.

			Derek loved using helicopters to shoot high aerial scenes of himself traipsing through the bush, making it appear as if he were all alone. The key was to find a place where there were no obvious signs of human habitation. Fortunately, the Everglades covered a vast region, and much of it was remote.

			“Where’s the new script?” Derek demanded.

			“The writers are still working on it,” the director said.

			“I want fresh pages by tomorrow morning. Understood?”

			The pages were being rewritten to put the gator “attack” at the very end of the show. Because the scene was so brief, it would be shown several times in slow motion and dragged out to fill the last ten minutes of the program.

			For the earlier part of the show, the director would need other videotaped segments—Derek hacking his way through the saw grass, building a campsite and, of course, cooking some poor luckless creature for supper.

			“What about using your face-to-face with the snapping turtle?” the director asked. “It’s really not so bad—”

			“I told you to erase that!” Derek exploded.

			“All right. Consider it done,” the director said, although he had no intention of destroying the turtle tape. The nose-nipping scene would be digitally added to a secret DVD of Derek’s spectacular blunders that would be played on a giant flat screen when the crew of Expedition Survival! held its annual end-of-the-season party, which Derek never attended because he considered himself too important. The DVD was always the high point of the evening—even Raven had found herself weeping with laughter.

			She wasn’t laughing now, scanning the map of the Everglades.

			At first the Miccosukee tribe had agreed to let Expedition Survival! base its operations at one of its settlements along the Tamiami Trail. Unfortunately, Raven had just been informed by a tribal lawyer that Mr. Badger and his crew were no longer welcome.

			“Because of the incident involving the Navajos,” the attorney had explained stiffly. “We found out about it on the Internet.”

			Raven had grimaced at the memory.

			Derek had been doing a cave-camping scene in New Mexico when he’d brainlessly decided to use an ancient Navajo prayer pipe to scratch an itch on his back. The sacred relic had snapped into three pieces, greatly upsetting the tribal leaders. Derek had been ordered to depart the reservation and never return.

			Now, on the eve of the Everglades taping, Raven was scrambling to find a new place to use as a headquarters.

			The director tapped a place on the map. “What about here, down in Flamingo?”

			Raven frowned. “That’s in the national park.”

			“So what? Call ’em.”

			“I think we’re on some sort of blacklist.”

			“You’re joking,” the director said. “Because of what happened at Yellowstone? Geez, that was three, four years ago.”

			“Not my fault!” Derek protested from the folds of his robe. “I didn’t know it was a bloody eagle nest.”

			That wasn’t true. Everyone on the set had warned him it was an eagle nest. Before climbing the old cottonwood, he’d strapped on his Helmet Cam, thereby making sure that the whole idiotic crime had been recorded. A park ranger who’d arrived during the fiasco retrieved the eagle egg as soon as Derek descended from the tree, depriving the survivalist of a tasty breakfast omelet and possibly a prison term.

			For disturbing a federally protected species, Derek had been slapped with a ten-thousand-dollar fine that was hastily paid by the producers of Expedition Survival! Miraculously, the story had never leaked out to the media.

			Everglades National Park was a long way from Yellowstone, so it seemed possible to Derek’s director that the authorities in Florida were unaware of the nest-robbing incident.

			“Fine,” Raven said. “I’ll call the park superintendent and give it a shot.”

			Her lack of enthusiasm annoyed Derek. “Be sure and tell them we’re the number one rated survival show on TV!”

			“Right.”

			“Broadcast twice weekly across all eight continents!”

			“Eight continents?” whispered the director.

			Raven put a finger to her lips. “Let it go.”

			Derek beckoned them both to his bedside. “This is pure gold,” he said, touching the Replay button again and setting the alligator scene in motion. “It’s a once-in-a-lifetime, near-death experience.”

			Neither Raven nor the director could disagree. If it weren’t for Mickey Cray, Derek probably wouldn’t have survived the struggle with Alice.

			“The rest of the show,” he said dreamily, “must all build up to this incredible, heart-stopping moment. We’ll spare no expense!”

			Raven waited for Derek to finish savoring the replay so that she would have his full attention. She said, “Mr. Cray would like to know which animals to bring along when we go on location.”

			“Tell him not to bring any.”

			“But—”

			“No tame animals, darling. This time we’re going totally raw and wild.”

			Raven glanced apprehensively at the director, who said to Derek, “Why not have a few ringers handy, just for backup? They’ve got a gimpy bobcat that I’m sure we could use in a scene or two—”

			“No more faking it, mate. From now on, we’re putting the ‘real’ back in ‘reality.’ ”

			Raven didn’t like the sound of that.

			Derek basked on the bed like a walrus, jowly and content. “Surely our talented Mr. Cray can track down some beasties for me to tangle with in the deep, dark Everglades,” he said. “I’m totally psyched about this show, aren’t you?”

			The director was the opposite of psyched. Surviving the alligator scare obviously had inflated Derek’s already-bloated ego and filled his head with foolish notions.

			“But what if we don’t come across any wild animals?” the director asked. “Then we’ve basically got fifty minutes of you schlepping through the muck.”

			From somewhere inside his robe Derek produced a sprinkle-covered donut and crammed it in his cheeks. “No worries. Cray and his lad will come through—God knows we’re paying ’em enough.”

			Raven went outside to think. The director caught up with her by the primate pen, a safe distance from the motor coach. There was no way Derek could hear them over the shrill din of monkey chatter.

			“I’m not loving this scenario,” the director confided.

			“Me neither,” Raven said grimly. “That’s his third donut since lunch. Pretty soon he’ll be too fat to fit in his khakis.”

			“No, it’s the show I’m worried about. We’ve never done one with strictly wild animals.”

			Raven decided to be positive. “This is just a phase. Derek will come to his senses, you’ll see.”

			“If he doesn’t, then everything depends on that crazy redneck—and he’s not exactly a charter member of the Derek fan club.”

			“Think positive,” Raven said.

			At that moment, a disgusting glop of something flew out of the monkey pen and splatted in her hair.

			“You have got to be kidding,” she said.

			The director ran for cover as the monkeys threw more, yowling uproariously.

		

	
		
			TEN

			Mickey Cray was surprised to learn that Derek Badger didn’t want any of his captive critters on location. Mickey had never wrangled for a nature show that used only wild animals, nor had he ever encountered a person less qualified than Derek to handle untamed specimens.

			“How ‘bout if I bring a water moccasin? I got a three-footer so calm that a baby could play with it,” he said. “Or maybe a couple of the raccoons—they’re always fun to have around the set.”

			Raven Stark said no thanks. “Derek wants to do this totally wild and raw.”

			“Slow and dumb doesn’t mix with wild and raw.”

			“Thanks for your input, Mr. Cray.”

			“Seriously. The man almost got killed by the world’s laziest alligator.”

			Raven said, “See you bright and early.”

			The next morning, Mickey got the kids up first. While he went out back to check on the animals, they ate a quick breakfast and loaded the truck. Wahoo told Tuna that she should call her father to let him know she was all right.

			“I already did,” she said. “He hadn’t even noticed I was gone.”

			“Didn’t he ask where you were?”

			“Nope. He was too busy yelling.” She tossed her tote bag into the back of the pickup. Her black eye looked worse than it had the night before.

			Wahoo said, “Your dad could go to jail for what he did.”

			“What if I told you I hit him back? Let’s just say he won’t be riding any motorcycles for a while.”

			They spritzed each other with bug repellent and walked down to the pond because Tuna wanted to have a look at Alice.

			“Wow. That’s a major Alligator mississippiensis.”

			“A queen,” Wahoo agreed.

			“To think, she almost ate the great Derek Badger.”

			“She wasn’t trying to eat him. He climbed on her back and she spazzed out.”

			Tuna grinned. “Whatever. It’s still epic.”

			Expedition Survival! was one of her all-time favorite TV shows, and she was excited about the opportunity to see Derek Badger in action. Wahoo didn’t want to burst her bubble by revealing that the man was a menace to all other life-forms. She’d figure that out for herself.

			“Do you think I’ll get to meet him?” she asked. “Would he autograph my jacket?”

			Before Wahoo could compose a diplomatic answer, a racket arose from a nearby enclosure—the raccoons, demanding food.

			“Procyon lotor,” Tuna said.

			Wahoo wanted to know how she’d learned the scientific names for so many animals. She explained that the study was called taxonomy, which classified all living things into categories based on traits and common ancestors. The first part of the scientific name identified the genus, and the last part was the species.

			“Every organism, from a fungus to a whale, has its own special place on the taxonomy chart. You should Google a guy named Linnaeus,” said Tuna. “Speaking of names—not Latin names—we both ended up as fish. How’d that happen?”

			“I wasn’t named after the fish. I was named after a wrestler.”

			“Yeah, but the wrestler was probably named after the fish,” Tuna said. “I was named for my aunt, who worked at a sushi bar. Any which way you look at it, we’re both named for something with scales, gills and fins. Personally, I’d prefer to be called something else.”

			“Me too.”

			“I see you as a Lance.”

			“No way,” said Wahoo. “If you call me Lance, I swear, I’ll start calling you…Lucille.”

			Tuna seemed delighted. “Cool. I could roll with Lucille.”

			Wahoo’s father walked up and said it was almost time to go. Donny Dander was at his side, awaiting instructions on what to feed the Crays’ array of animals, and how often.

			“If I come home and find any of ’em sick—and I mean one little monkey with a runny nose—you’re in deep trouble,” Mickey warned. “I will haunt you like a bleeping ghost.”

			“Take it easy, bro,” Donny said. After what had happened the last time—when the parrots escaped, a lemur got sick and Alice mauled the crocodile—he knew better than to make Mickey mad.

			“I’ll treat ’em like they’re my own,” Donny promised.

			Mickey massaged his forehead. “Yeah, that’s what I’m afraid of.”

			Leading the convoy to the Everglades were two equipment trucks hauling all the lights, scaffolds, wiring, batteries, sound boards and video cameras. Next was a rented minivan transporting Raven Stark and the crew, followed by the huge luxury motor coach carrying only Derek himself. Last in line was Mickey’s pickup truck.

			They were on the road barely ten minutes when Wahoo saw his father wash down four aspirins with a slug of coffee.

			“How are you feeling, Pop?”

			“Like a million bucks.”

			“Can you see okay?”

			“One of everything. Quit worryin’.”

			But Mickey’s hands were locked in a death grip on the steering wheel, and he was squinting like a stamp collector through the windshield.

			“What’s wrong?” Tuna asked.

			Wahoo told her about his father’s iguana injury. Tuna, who was sitting between them, said, “I’ve got some medicine that works pretty good.”

			“I’m fine,” Mickey insisted.

			“Then how come your eyes are watering?”

			“Mind your own business.” He dragged a sleeve across his face to dry his cheeks.

			Tuna said, “I’ll be right back.”

			Before Wahoo could stop her, she slid open the back window of the cab compartment and squirmed out onto the open bed of the truck, among the groceries and camping gear. His father watched worriedly in the rearview mirror as she rummaged calmly through her tote bag.

			Wahoo told his father to slow down. Tuna was so small that he feared she’d be bounced skyward if the pickup hit a bump.

			Frowning, Mickey laid off the accelerator. “It was a big mistake, inviting that girl to come along.”

			“What else could we do?” Wahoo said. “Send her back to her dad so he could punch her around some more? Plus, he’s got a gun!”

			“Call the cops is what we should’ve done.”

			“And where would she go if her old man was in jail? Stay all alone in that crappy motor home? In a Walmart parking lot?”

			Mickey said, “Settle down. What’s done is done.”

			Tuna slithered back through the window and repositioned herself between Wahoo and his father.

			“You oughta be an acrobat,” Mickey said. “Join a circus or somethin’.”

			Tuna uncapped a small brown bottle and tapped out two pink tablets. “Say aaahhh,” she instructed him.

			“Are you nuts?”

			She jabbed him sharply in the gut. When he opened his mouth to moan, she flicked the pills into his throat. He had no option but to swallow.

			“Akkk-akkk!” he said.

			“It’s a killer on migraines,” Tuna informed Wahoo.

			Sure enough, within minutes Mickey’s eyes quit watering and his hands relaxed on the wheel. When Wahoo asked if he was feeling better, he denied it.

			“Tell the truth, Pop.”

			“Okay, maybe a little better. But so what?”

			“Aren’t you even going to thank her?”

			“Hey, I’m sorta busy right now. Driving?”

			Wahoo turned to Tuna and said, “He’s too stubborn to say so, but thank you for the medicine.”

			She smiled. “You’re welcome, Lance.”

			Ahead of them, Derek Badger’s enormous black motor coach jounced and swayed on the road to the Everglades.

			

			—

			The man’s name was Sickler, and a year earlier he’d been run out of Tennessee for selling fake rubies at a fake mine outside of Gatlinburg. Now he had a souvenir shop on the Tamiami Trail, a two-lane road that crosses southern Florida between Miami and Naples.

			There Sickler peddled counterfeit Seminole artifacts and charged tourists twenty dollars a head for a one-hour airboat tour—five bucks more when they asked for a box lunch. He promised a full refund if they didn’t spot at least one alligator during the boat ride, which they always did. That’s because Sickler had purchased an eight-footer from a taxidermist in Homestead and nailed it to a cypress log half a mile from the dock. He named the stuffed gator “Old Sleepy,” and the tourists never caught on.

			For the sum of one thousand dollars, Sickler had agreed to let the crew of Expedition Survival! use his store and dock as a center of operations. He’d never seen the show because his television had been malfunctioning for years; the only channel that came in clearly was the Pastry Network, which was the main reason that Sickler weighed two hundred and ninety-one pounds.

			“We’ll need all three of your airboats,” Raven Stark told him.

			Sickler said that was fine. “But it’ll cost you another grand.”

			“Five hundred,” said Raven. “End of discussion.” She handed him the cash.

			Derek Badger sauntered up and introduced himself. “Would you like me to autograph the wall of your shop?”

			“I’ll whip your hide if you do,” said Sickler. “I just repainted the place.”

			“Easy, mate. Don’t you know who I am?” Derek looked at Raven. “Is he for real?”

			“Let’s go look at the new script,” she suggested.

			Derek remained focused on the portly Sickler. “What can we expect to encounter out there?” he asked, jerking his marshmallow chin toward the shimmering wetlands.

			Sickler, who ventured into the wilderness as seldom as possible, sensed that Mr. Badger and his TV crew were seeking an element of danger.

			“Poison snakes,” he replied ominously. “And gators, for sure.”

			“What kinds of snakes?”

			“Water moccasins, diamondbacks. We’re Snake Central.”

			Derek’s face glowed. “That’s fantastic!”

			“And now we got them killer pythons from Asia. They grow thirty feet long and eat the tourists right off the boardwalk.” This was utter nonsense, but Sickler laid it on thick.

			“Panthers?” Derek inquired hopefully.

			“You bet.” Sickler thinking: In your dreams, pal.

			Maybe a hundred panthers were left in the entire state. Every so often a federal game officer would stop by the shop to ask if the airboat drivers had seen any sign of the big cats, which was sort of pointless. Powered by large automobile engines, the airboats were equipped with deck-mounted aviation propellers that worked as giant fans, pushing the flat-bottomed crafts at high speed. They were so loud that panthers heard them coming from miles away and ran for cover.

			Raven raised a hand. “How about bears?”

			“Absolutely, ma’am,” said Sickler, who hadn’t seen a bear since a field trip to the Atlanta zoo with his third-grade class, forty years earlier.

			But Derek was sold. “We’ve come to the right spot! Now, where’s Cray?”

			“Right here.”

			The wrangler was leaning against a soda machine in a corner of the souvenir shop, where he’d been listening to Sickler’s baloney.

			“Can you deal with a bear?” Derek asked Mickey. “What about panthers?”

			Mickey gave Sickler such a cold, cutting stare that the crooked proprietor sheepishly excused himself and waddled off to the stockroom.

			To Derek, Mickey said, “Whatever’s out there, I can handle.”

			The TV star raised a cheery thumb. “That’s all I need to hear, mate.” Through a window he caught sight of the catering truck, and he hurried out the door on a quest for boysenberry pancakes.

			Raven, who’d lain awake all night worrying about the show, asked Mickey if she could have a word with him.

			“Aw, don’t worry,” he told her. “We’re not gonna run into any bears or panthers.”

			“Promise me you’ll stay close to Derek,” she said. “We cannot have a repeat of what happened with your alligator. Is that clear?”

			“Lady, do I look like a bleeping babysitter?”

			“He nearly died.”

			“Yeah, because he’s a fool,” Mickey said. “There’s no known cure for that.”

			“Then do whatever’s necessary to keep him from getting harmed.”

			Mickey chuckled. “You got a call from your bosses in California. Am I right?”

			Raven blinked, but her tone remained firm. “We need Derek in one piece. He’s the whole franchise.”

			“The franchise, huh?” Mickey whistled sarcastically. “Then I guess we’d better make sure a cottonmouth doesn’t crawl into his sleeping bag and bite him on the butt.”

			Now it was Raven’s turn to chuckle. “Oh, Derek won’t be camping with the rest of us, Mr. Cray. He’ll be staying at the Empresario.”

			“Isn’t that a hotel?”

			“One of Miami’s finest,” Raven said.

			Mickey was puzzled. “How’s he gonna get from the middle of the Everglades to the middle of the city every night?”

			Raven touched a red fingernail to her ear. “Hear that?”

			“What?”

			“Listen.”

			Mickey heard it now. “I should’ve guessed,” he muttered.

			It was the sound of a helicopter.
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			Wahoo had been riding in airboats since he was two years old, but this was the biggest one he’d ever seen. It was designed to carry a driver and fifteen stout tourists.

			Wahoo’s father said, “It’s nuthin’ but an old tin barge.”

			“Hop in, mates!” Derek Badger chirped.

			The other passengers included Raven, the director, two cameramen (without their cameras) and Tuna.

			“And who would you be?” Raven asked.

			“Oh, I’m the taxonomist,” Tuna replied as she took her seat.

			Wahoo said, “It’s okay, Ms. Stark. She’s with us.”

			Raven looked doubtful. “A taxonomist?”

			Tuna nodded cheerfully.

			“What happened to your eye, young lady?”

			“I fell down the stairs. What happened to your hair?”

			Raven’s face purpled. “I don’t know what you mean.”

			Derek rose and demanded to speak with Mr. Sickler.

			“He ain’t comin’,” said the airboat driver, a beefy, dull-eyed man called Link.

			“And why not?” Derek couldn’t understand why anyone would pass up the opportunity to take a nature ride with a world-renowned survivalist.

			“Because he too big,” Link said.

			Derek misunderstood. “You hear that?” he sneered to the others. “Mr. Sickler is too ‘big’ to be bothered with the likes of us.”

			“Nossir, he too big for the boat,” Link explained. “He climb in now, we sink like a rock.”

			Everybody laughed except Derek. Before starting the engine, Link handed out earmuffs to dampen the roar. Raven had difficulty fitting hers over her stupendous cliff of red hair, Tuna and Wahoo watching with amusement.

			The airboat skimmed along a watery trail through the saw grass for only a couple minutes before Link cut the power and glided the craft to a stop.

			“Bull gator,” he announced triumphantly, as if expecting a cash tip.

			The specimen was an eight-footer that appeared to be sunning on a log. Its mouth was yawning wide.

			Mickey Cray busted out laughing. Obviously Sickler hadn’t informed the driver that this wasn’t an ordinary group of suckers.

			“What so funny?” Link demanded.

			“That poor thing’s stuffed,” Mickey said, yanking off his earmuffs.

			“No, it ain’t!”

			Derek Badger stared curiously at the motionless reptile. It was a closely guarded secret that Expedition Survival! occasionally used taxidermied animals when the live ones were not cooperating. Still, he couldn’t tell if the alligator was real or not.

			Raven elbowed the director, who spoke up. “We’re not here for the tour,” he said to Link. “We’re scouting locations for a TV production.”

			The driver pondered that information, then said, “That-un’s Old Sleepy. He be round here ‘morrow, you wanna get some video for your show.”

			Mickey moved to the bow. “That gator’s way beyond sleepy.”

			“Let it go, Pop,” Wahoo implored.

			“But they’re lyin’ to everybody! It’s a scam.”

			“Tourists don’t know any better,” said Wahoo.

			His father’s shoulders stiffened. “I wasn’t talkin’ about the tourists, son. I was talkin’ about nature—it’s an insult to nature, putting a stuffed specimen in the middle of the swamp.”

			Tuna whispered, “He’s got a point.”

			Wahoo grunted. “Don’t encourage him.”

			“Mister, sit down,” Link snapped at Mickey from the stern of the airboat.

			“Yes, Mr. Cray, please,” said Derek. “Who cares if the alligator’s fake?”

			“But he ain’t!” It was Link, looking both confused and indignant.

			For a moment Wahoo wondered if the man actually believed that Old Sleepy was alive, napping in the exact same place and in the exact same pose, week after week, month after month, never moving a muscle.

			Mickey was squinting and rubbing his brow again. “Show some pride, brother,” he said to Link. “Tell Sickler to put that stupid thing in the gift shop, where it belongs.”

			Link scowled hatefully. Derek spun around and muttered something to Raven that Wahoo couldn’t hear.

			“Outta my boat!” Link commanded.

			Mickey looked at Wahoo and shrugged. “See what we’re dealing with?”

			“Sit down, Pop.”

			“Not a bad idea,” said Tuna.

			Derek huffed. “We’re wasting valuable time. Let’s go.”

			Wahoo’s father pointed wryly at Old Sleepy. “You want to practice your wrestlin’ skills, Mr. Beaver? That’s one gator you can probably handle.”

			“Very funny,” said Derek through clenched jaws.

			Link was also not amused. He charged to the bow of the airboat, seized Mickey Cray by the seat of his pants and heaved him like a sack of cement into the water.

			The director crammed a knuckle into his mouth to stifle a laugh. Wahoo’s father, who was an excellent swimmer, began paddling on his back in a circle, like a lazy otter.

			“Paradise,” he said.

			Derek snapped two fingers at Raven, who told the driver to start the engine.

			Link grinned, showing more gums than teeth. “We be gone.”

			“But what about Mr. Cray?” Tuna cried.

			Considering Link’s temper, Wahoo decided his father was probably safer in the water than he was on the boat.

			“Don’t worry about Pop,” he said, repositioning his earmuffs. “He’ll find his way.”

			

			—

			
				The crew of Expedition Survival! was using Sickler’s Jungle Outpost and Juice Bar because Raven Stark’s request to base the program in Everglades National Park had been rejected. A secretary for the park superintendent had informed Raven that, because of the earlier egg-robbing incident at Yellowstone, Derek Badger had been blackballed from the entire federal park system.

			“For how long?” Raven had asked.

			“Eternity,” the secretary had replied politely.

			Sickler’s place turned out to be a convenient one for scouting video locations using airboats. The director of Expedition Survival! selected for the first camp a tree island, far out of sight of the highway. The island was surrounded by a natural moat that was shallow enough to wade, but then the crew encountered a fierce tangle of thorny vines and clawing shrubs. It required tough work with sharp blades to hack a path into the cool canopy of the interior.

			Sickler’s boat drivers spent the remainder of the afternoon shuttling back and forth between the dock and the campsite, hauling the TV crew’s tents, provisions and gear. Wahoo and Tuna found some shade on the porch of the souvenir shop and waited there for Mickey to return. They made small talk and avoided the topic of fathers.

			Tuna captured a brilliant green anole lizard and helped Wahoo memorize its scientific name, Anolis carolinensis, which was a mouthful.

			Then, out of nowhere, she asked, “You got a girlfriend, Lance?”

			“Please quit calling me that.”

			“So that’s a yes?”

			“No, Lucille, I do not have a girlfriend.”

			“How come?”

			“ ’Cause I’m too busy.”

			“Oh please. Boys are never too busy for girls,” Tuna said.

			Wahoo was desperate to change the subject. He had told her the truth—he’d never had a real girlfriend. Most of his time, outside of school and sports, was spent tending his father’s animals. It was a high-maintenance, two-man operation.

			“I had a boyfriend once,” Tuna volunteered. “His name was Chad and he could do a hundred push-ups. Unfortunately, he had the personality of a cabbage, so I dumped him.”

			“Dumped him where?”

			“Ha-ha,” she said. “Aren’t you ever gonna tell me what happened to your thumb?”

			Wahoo was thrilled to be talking about something else, even a foolish injury. “Alice ate it,” he said. “My fault, totally.”

			“Can I see?”

			Without waiting for permission, Tuna reached over and took his right hand. She touched two fingers to the bony scar in such a gentle and curious manner that Wahoo didn’t mind at all. The delicate lizard, which she’d placed like a green brooch on the collar of her camo coat, jumped to the deck of the porch and disappeared between the planks.

			“If we lose this job,” Wahoo said, “the bank’s going to take our house.” He was startled to realize he was holding her hand, and she was squeezing back. “Yesterday they left a message on my cell phone. Actually, it’s our cell phone. Me and Pop share.”

			Tuna puffed her cheeks in sympathy. “I know all about banks. That’s how we ended up living at the Walmart. But here’s the difference, Lance: nobody’s drinking up your mortgage money the way my old man did. At least your dad’s out there trying.”

			“You saw what happened on the airboat today—it’s only a matter of time before he gets us fired from the show.”

			“No, he won’t,” Tuna said, “because we won’t let that happen.”

			“You don’t know him like I do.”

			“And you don’t know me.” She smiled and let go of his hand. “Now look sharp. You’ve got company.”

			Raven Stark marched up the steps of the porch and asked to speak with Wahoo privately. Tuna departed with an impish wave, leaving Wahoo stranded.

			“Listen to me, young man,” Raven began sternly. “Your father’s pushing his luck….”

			The remainder of her lecture was drowned by the rising whine of a helicopter revving. Raven glanced irritably over her shoulder. Turning back to Wahoo, she shook a finger and mouthed the words, “One more chance, buster!” Then she bustled off toward the vacant lot where the chopper carrying Derek Badger was preparing to depart.

			Wahoo heard someone call his name and he jogged down to the water. The director and a few remaining crew members were waiting in Link’s airboat to be ferried to the campsite for the night. Tuna had saved a place for Wahoo in the bow. He picked up his backpack and stepped aboard.

			“What about your dad?” she said.

			One look at Link and Wahoo knew there was no point in asking him to wait; the guy didn’t want Mickey on his boat again. Link unhitched the dock rope and climbed up in the driver’s perch, slapping a hairy left hand on the steering stick. He turned the ignition, and with his right foot he pumped the gas pedal, revving the engine.

			Instantly the large propeller began to turn. The airboat eased along briefly before gathering speed and shooting forward through the grassy, cinnamon-tipped sedge. Link took the first bend fast, producing a steep sideways slide that never failed to delight the tourists. For balance Tuna locked arms with Wahoo, who would have enjoyed the moment had he not been distracted by an object that appeared dead ahead in their path, no more than a hundred yards away.

			“Stop!” Wahoo yelled as they flew closer, but Link couldn’t hear him over the engine. It seemed impossible that from his elevated seat the driver didn’t see what Wahoo—and now the others—plainly did:

			A bare-chested man stretched out upon a black, knobby object, which he was paddling like a surfboard across the water.

			“Look out!” Tuna hollered.

			By now, the other passengers were waving and shouting, too. Yet the airboat wasn’t veering away or even slowing down. Link sat erect and stone-faced as the wind made his grungy hair dance.

			Psycho! Wahoo thought. Shaking free of Tuna, he yanked off his backpack, raised it above his head with both hands and hurled it at the control deck.

			Somehow he got lucky. The flying satchel knocked Link’s boot off the gas pedal, sending the boat into a sputtering stall. It skimmed to a halt only a few feet from Mickey Cray, who calmly grabbed on and hauled himself aboard.

			“Howdy, pilgrims,” he said.

			The other riders sat speechless. Their disbelieving eyes went back and forth from the dripping, shirtless man to the bizarre craft upon which he’d been traveling—a stuffed alligator bolted to a log.

			“Anybody got a towel?” Mickey inquired.

			Wahoo said, “Sit down, Pop.”

			Link was glaring at both of them. “Yeah. Sit your butt down.”

			Passing overhead, Raven Stark peered out the window of a rented Bell 407 helicopter and tried to make sense of the strange scene below. Sitting in front of her was Derek Badger, who was preoccupied by other matters.

			“Call the hotel,” he told Raven through her headphones. “Tell them to move me to a room with a Jacuzzi. Chop-chop!”

		

	
		
			TWELVE

			Susan Cray said her husband had the ideal occupation because he got along so much better with animals than he did with people. Sometimes that included his own family.

			“Let me get this straight,” Wahoo said curtly to his father. “You went into the water—”

			“That dumb goon threw me.”

			“—with the cell phone in your pocket! Seriously?”

			“He was way outta line—tellin’ me I don’t know a dead gator from a live gator!”

			Wahoo tossed another branch on the fire. “Fantastic, Pop. Now we’re in the middle of nowhere without a phone.”

			Mickey seemed unconcerned. “We can always borrow your girlfriend’s.”

			“Not to call China we can’t,” said Wahoo. “And she’s not my girlfriend.”

			The Crays had pitched their own small camp away from the TV crew because Mickey didn’t want to be around Derek Badger. Deep in the hardwoods, they were shielded from a breeze that would have otherwise kept away the mosquitoes. Now they were losing blood by the pint to the ravenous swarms.

			Wahoo had set up a separate pup tent for Tuna, who poked out her head and said, “I hear you two characters talking about me.”

			Mickey didn’t miss a beat. “Does your cell have one of those international chips? Don’t worry, I got a credit card.”

			Barely, thought Wahoo.

			Tuna pointed up at the clouds. “No signal way out here, Mr. C. Maybe when we’re back at the dock.”

			“Sorry, son,” Mickey said to Wahoo, pretending Wahoo was more bummed than he was. Twice they’d tried to reach Susan Cray from the house before leaving on the Everglades trip, but all they’d gotten on the other end was static.

			Tuna announced she was taking a walk. Wahoo’s father told him to go with her.

			“What for?”

			“ ’Cause you’re a gentleman.” Mickey looked serious. “Don’t make me ask twice.”

			Wahoo brought a flashlight, mainly to make sure they didn’t step on any water moccasins or pygmy rattlers. A curtain of low ragged clouds blocked out the stars and the moon. The night air was warm and heavy; Wahoo wondered if a thundershower was coming. Above the western horizon they saw white pulses of heat lightning.

			Centuries of water flow had shaped the island like a teardrop, the tallest trees clustered at the fat end. Tuna rattled off their Latin names as she walked: Myrica cerifera (wax myrtle), Annona glabra (pond apple) and Magnolia virginiana (swamp bay).

			Wahoo asked if she had a photographic memory.

			She said, “No, dear, I just study.”

			Before long they heard voices, and through the trees they saw the campsite of the Expedition Survival! crew. No fire was burning, but the clearing was well lit by cheesy bamboo tiki torches.

			A young woman from the catering company was cooking T-bone steaks on a big stainless-steel stove of the type used at fancy river camps in places like Alaska. The director, cameramen and sound technicians sat in a half circle of folding chairs, drinking beer, slapping at bugs and laughing boisterously.

			“Turn off the flashlight,” Tuna whispered to Wahoo. “Let’s get closer.”

			“No way. We’re not gonna spy.”

			“It’s not spying, Lance, it’s observing.”

			They crouched in a thicket of coco plums and inched forward. The crew members were taking turns telling stories. Wahoo couldn’t make out every word, but he got the gist. Even the catering lady was giggling.

			“Who are they talking about?” Tuna asked Wahoo.

			“Take a wild guess.”

			“Not Mr. Badger?”

			“I’m pretty sure.”

			They stopped moving so they could hear better. The next story, which was recounted uproariously by the show’s director, involved a close-up scene in which Derek accidentally snorted a live earthworm up his nose.

			“They make him sound like a horse’s ass,” Tuna whispered cheerlessly.

			“You know how people talk when the boss isn’t there.”

			Tuna hadn’t been around Derek long enough to know the truth. She was a genuine fan, one of millions, so it would take a while for her to accept that the real-life Derek was a different person from the one she saw on TV. Earlier, Wahoo had noticed her disappointment when she’d learned Derek was staying at a luxury hotel, not roughing it in the swamp as he pretended to do on the show.

			She tugged Wahoo’s sleeve. “Somebody’s coming!”

			“Be still.”

			One of the cameramen had left his chair and was cautiously making his way into the unlit wooded area where Wahoo and Tuna were hiding. He was only a few steps away when he stopped beside a bay tree and began to unzip his pants.

			Oh no, thought Wahoo. Not here.

			In the shadows he couldn’t see Tuna’s expression, but he could sense her alarm. He touched her arm so she would stay calm—if the two of them were caught snooping, Raven would immediately fire Mickey, just as she’d threatened to do.

			Tuna gently pushed Wahoo’s hand away. Next she did something completely unexpected: she grabbed one of the coco plum bushes and began to shake it.

			The cameraman who was about to relieve himself froze at the rustling noise in the darkness. Tuna wasn’t finished. She let out a low, rising growl that an untrained ear could easily have taken for an unhappy bear or an ill-tempered bobcat, or even a mama panther.

			With a yelp, the cameraman wheeled and took off running for the campsite, crashing out of the tree line at full speed.

			“Something big’s out there!” he hollered to the other crew members. “I heard it!”

			A wave of laughter followed, for the frightened fellow had neglected in retreat to pull up his zipper.

			Tuna said, “That was seriously rude. He almost peed on our heads!”

			Wahoo was on edge. “Let’s get outta here.”

			“Wait a minute—he dropped something.”

			“Come on, Lucille! Before one of the others needs a potty break.”

			“I said hold on.”

			She darted up to the bay tree and snatched an object off the ground. Wahoo, who was already slipping away, heard twigs cracking as she hurried to catch up. Only when they were safely out of sight, deep in the trees, did he turn on the flashlight to see what the cameraman had left behind.

			“What is this?” Tuna asked, riffling the pages. “Some sort of book?”

			Wahoo took it from her and held the cover sheet up in the narrow beam of light. He said, “It’s not a book. It’s a script.”

			The title, printed on the first page, was Expedition Survival! Episode 103—Florida Everglades.

			Tuna gave Wahoo an inquiring glance. “Guess we oughta give it back, huh?”

			“For sure,” he said. “First thing tomorrow.”

			She chuckled. “But tonight you’re gonna read it, aren’t you? Don’t lie to me, Lance.”

			“I’m absolutely gonna read it,” he said.

			What better way to prepare for another Derek Badger fiasco?

			
				NOON—ANGLE FROM HELICOPTER—high above the Everglades.

				A dark speck is moving ant-like through the endless, shimmering marsh. Gradually the aerial camera ZOOMS CLOSER AND CLOSER on our lone figure, sloshing and slashing through the dense grass.

				It’s DEREK BADGER. He is plainly exhausted from his hike, dripping sweat. His cargo pants are filthy and torn, and his shirt is unbuttoned to the waist.

				CUT TO CLOSE-UP with a Steadicam, moving side by side with DB.

				DEREK: I’ve been fighting my way through this swamp for four, possibly five hours straight—I’ve lost track of the time. The heat is virtually unbearable, and the mosquitoes are so thick that I have to stop every few minutes to cough them out of my lungs!

				You can see why they call this place a river of grass. But it’s not the same soft green grass that’s growing in your backyard. Check this out—

				Derek bends down and breaks off a piece of saw grass, which he holds up for the camera.

				CUT TO CLOSE-UP of Derek’s forefinger as he slides the edge of the grass blade across his skin, drawing blood.

				DEREK: See? Like a barber’s razor! They don’t call it saw grass for nothing.

				He licks the droplet from his finger and continues his lonely trek….

				DEREK: Time is running out. It’s absolutely essential that I locate a safe place to build a small fire and dry out these soggy clothes, hopefully before the sun goes down. That’s when the predators come out—alligators, panthers, bears and pythons big enough to devour a full-grown man!

				As always, I’ve brought no food or water on this expedition. Everything I eat and drink—and, believe me, I’m bloody famished—will come from the natural bounty of this savage but magnificent wilderness.

				CUT TO MEDIUM SHOT: Derek digs into a pocket and pulls out a Swiss army knife and a plastic straw.

				DEREK: See? This is all I brought—my trusty Swiss knife and a clean straw. Two simple—but essential—tools of survival.

				DB marches on.

				CUT TO STEADICAM SHOT from Derek’s point of view, the saw grass flattening ahead of him as he trudges forward.

				DEREK’S VOICE (surprised and hushed): Whoa! What was that?

				CUT BACK TO MEDIUM SHOT OF DEREK, as still as a statue. He’s peering with great intensity into the brown, shin-deep water.

				DEREK (whispering): I just felt something slither between my ankles! It was either an eel or a snake, hopefully not a poisonous one. The Everglades is literally crawling with deadly cottonmouth moccasins. One bite, even from a baby, and I could be a dead man.

				Ah! There it goes again!

				Derek drops to his knees with a splash. He stabs both arms into the murky water, probing and groping until…

				DEREK: Gotcha!!!

				He pops to his feet, holding up a very confused, very angry _________.

				DEREK: Crikey, what a feisty little bugger.

				CUT TO CLOSE-UP OF THE _________, writhing and snapping.

				DEREK: I’m afraid it’s not your lucky day, mate.

				Dangling the _________, he turns to look into the camera.

				DEREK (triumphantly): Dinner!

				CUT TO MEDIUM SHOT OF DEREK, turning a shoulder to the camera as he twists the neck of the _________, killing it instantly. He coils its limp body and places it in a pocket of his cargo pants. Then he resumes his journey.

				DEREK (somberly): I get no pleasure from taking the life of any wild creature, but if I don’t eat, I won’t have the strength to keep going. When you’re in a desperate survival situation, you must do whatever it takes to stay alive.

				Hovering above, the helicopter-mounted CAMERA pulls back its focus until once again Derek is a speck on the savanna, which unfolds in all directions as far as the eye can see. He is completely alone….

			

			Wahoo slapped the script closed. “I can’t show this to Pop. He’ll go ballistic.”

			Tuna looked bothered. “What kind of animal is the blankety-blank supposed to be?”

			“Whatever’s handy. A snake, a frog, a turtle—you’ve seen the show. Derek always fries up something.”

			They were hunkered by the dwindling campfire and using the flashlight for reading. Mickey Cray snored in his tent.

			“I watch his show every week,” said Tuna, “and I never knew the whole thing was written out beforehand. I thought all that stuff just, you know, happened.”

			Wahoo had to remind himself that most people had no idea how nature programs were produced. Lots of time and money were spent making every animal encounter appear spontaneous and real, even though the scenes were carefully planned in advance.

			“Derek’s probably piggin’ out on a big juicy steak at the hotel tonight,” Tuna said morosely.

			“And a humongous slice of Key lime pie.”

			“Then why does the script say he’s gotta go kill a blankety-blank for food?”

			“Because,” Wahoo said, “that’s one of the things he’s famous for.”

			Tuna planted her chin in her hands. “All those times on TV when he swallowed some little mouse or salamander, I thought he was really starving. Am I stupid or what?”

			“You’re not stupid. They don’t exactly advertise what goes on behind the scenes.”

			Wahoo stood up to stretch. He was still stuffed from their modest camp dinner of hot dogs, black beans and rolls. For dessert Mickey had handed out Chips Ahoy cookies.

			Tuna said, “Your old man’s not gonna go along with this scam, is he? Trap some poor old snake or toad just so Derek can cook it up on the show?”

			“Not Pop. No way.”

			“Good!”

			“It’s late. I’m going to bed,” Wahoo said.

			“I might stay up and read some more.”

			“Are you sure you want to?”

			Tuna nodded. Her brown eyes were bright and intent in the amber glow of the fire.

			He handed her the flashlight and the script. “Remember, it’s just show business.”

			“Not to me,” she said.

			

			—

			When Derek Badger became agitated, he sometimes misplaced his fake Australian accent.

			“You call this a lobster?” he snarled at the attendant who delivered his dinner to the hotel room. “I’ve eaten bloody shrimp that were bigger!”

			The man mumbled an apology, covered the tray with a silver lid and rolled the cart out the door.

			“And next time bring me a real one from Maine,” Derek barked after him.

			The star of Expedition Survival! was marinating regally in the Jacuzzi, which had a grand window view of Biscayne Bay and the Miami skyline. All evening he’d been thinking about the Everglades show—specifically, how to make it the most thrilling, hair-raising episode in the history of reality TV.

			Derek was highly motivated to do something spectacular. His contract with the Untamed Channel expired soon, and his agent was bargaining to get him a new three-year deal for a lot more money.

			And he definitely needed it. During the off-season, he’d purchased a ninety-nine-foot yacht that was currently being refurbished at a boatyard in West Palm Beach. Among the additions were a billiard parlor, a mini–movie theater and a gymnasium that Derek probably would never use. It was an extremely expensive project, more expensive than he’d ever dreamed. Just painting a new name on the yacht’s transom—he was calling it the Sea Badger—cost eighteen hundred bucks.

			Those cheap weasels at the network had offered to renew Derek’s contract with a 10 percent raise that he considered highly insulting, and well below what was necessary to maintain the proper lifestyle of an international television star (and now yachtsman). That’s why the Everglades episode had to be his best ever, a blockbuster. Then, fearing that another outdoor show might try to hire him away, the suits at the Untamed Channel would have no choice but to accept Derek’s extravagant demands.

			The scene with Alice the alligator had turned out marvelously terrifying—by now Derek had replayed the clip at least twenty times—and he felt inspired to make the rest of the program equally memorable. Lolling in the Jacuzzi tub, watching the jets of water make his belly quiver like a bowl of vanilla pudding, he envisioned many future talk-show appearances for himself, captivating Jay Leno or Anderson Cooper with breathtaking tales from the Florida swamp.

			Most people who were nearly drowned by a twelve-foot gator would feel grateful to be alive and not eager to repeat the foolhardy behavior that had gotten them into that situation. No such contemplations entered the mind of Derek Badger as he sipped French wine and admired through soapy toes the twinkling lights of downtown Miami. His reckless brush with death actually made him feel invincible.

			Ironhearted.

			Indestructible.

			“Here’s to Alice,” he said, raising his glass in a private toast.

			The decision not to use any more of Mickey Cray’s animals was risky, but risk was exactly what Derek desired. He knew that wild critters were more aggressive and unpredictable than captive ones. The disappointing python scene was a prime example—Cray’s lazy snake was about as fierce as a garden hose.

			To capture maximum drama on video, Derek wanted the real deal, wild and raw. The caution and common sense that would govern the actions of a clear-thinking person were in his case overpowered by a blinding hunger for more fame and wealth.

			He was very much looking forward to being poked, stung, scratched, clawed, chewed and chomped by authentic denizens of the Everglades.

			And he would get his wish.

		

	
		
			THIRTEEN

			Wahoo was accustomed to his father’s snoring, which sounded like a dump truck stripping its gears. That’s not what awakened him.

			It was a dream about Tuna.

			Her dad was furiously chasing her around the Walmart parking lot, and Wahoo was trying to tackle him so she could get away. In the dream, Tuna’s father had no face—only a slab of pocked gray flesh where his mouth, nose and eyes should have been. Wahoo’s imagination simply couldn’t picture a man who would try to harm his daughter that way.

			Wahoo crawled from his sleeping bag and emerged from the tent he shared with his father. A light rain had fallen overnight, and the sky remained overcast. The sun had been up for an hour, but the air beneath the tree canopy was cool and funky-smelling from the exotic vegetation. In the distance, a great blue heron croaked defiantly.

			Mickey Cray arose with a series of wolverine snuffles. Anticipating a demand for hot coffee, Wahoo restarted the campfire. There was no breeze, and the mosquitoes were delighted to see him. Tuna came out of her tent, mumbled a sleepy “G’morning” and sat down cross-legged on the ground.

			Wahoo’s father noticed the script in her hands and asked, “What’re you readin’, hon?”

			“Shakespeare,” she answered, casually flipping over the script to hide the title page. “I’m playing Ophelia in a summer production of Hamlet.”

			Wahoo was impressed by her quick thinking and the classy-sounding fib.

			“Shakespeare, huh?” said Mickey, with no shred of interest. He reached for the pot of coffee. “Hey, you wouldn’t happen to have any more of those headache pills, would ya?”

			Tuna said, “I’ll trade you two of ’em for a cup of that java.”

			“Fair enough.”

			“Pour one for me, too,” said Wahoo.

			Mickey laughed. “Since when do you drink this stuff?”

			“Take your pills, Pop.”

			Tuna suggested that they go get breakfast at the main camp, from which tantalizing smells wafted through the bay trees. Wahoo’s father again insisted on cooking, a humble but tasty serving of bacon and powdered eggs. He said that dining with Derek Badger would ruin his appetite.

			Soon they heard airboats, which meant that the crew of Expedition Survival! was preparing to load the gear and ride to the location of the opening scene. Tuna, Wahoo and Mickey hurried through the woods and joined up with the others, who were filling canteens with cold water from a fifty-gallon cooler and stuffing their pockets with granola bars. Raven Stark was there, though Derek had not yet arrived.

			It took a while to pack the equipment and get everybody seated. Tuna, Wahoo and his dad were assigned to ride with Link, who wasn’t exactly overjoyed to see them.

			“Not you,” he growled from the driver’s platform.

			Tuna gave a friendly little wave. “Play nice,” she said, and wedged herself safely between Wahoo and Mickey.

			Link poked Wahoo’s father in the back. “I keep my eye on you. We clear?”

			Mickey ignored him. Wahoo looked up and said, “We are absolutely clear.”

			“Clear as a church bell,” Tuna added.

			The ride lasted longer than Wahoo had expected, the three airboats flattening pathways through a prairie of tall saw grass that hadn’t been crossed in a long time—at least not by humans. After almost an hour, the lead boat carrying the show’s director halted at the edge of a wide-open pond that was teeming with dragonflies and wading birds called purple gallinules. The other boats stopped in the same place, and all the passengers removed their earmuffs.

			A walkie-talkie attached to Link’s belt began to crackle with instructions. Wahoo recognized the director’s voice.

			“Four minutes,” he announced. “Be ready.”

			In the first boat, a cameraman scrambled to position himself on the bow. At the front of the second boat stood Raven, wearing a flamingo-pink sun hat as wide as a sombrero. Derek Badger was nowhere to be seen.

			“Where the heck is he?” whispered Tuna.

			Mickey snickered. Wahoo pointed to an object in the sky. It was a helicopter approaching rapidly from the east, the thwock-a-thwock of its rotors growing louder.

			“He’s gonna do the Jump!” Tuna exclaimed. “Sweet.”

			Parachuting into the wilderness was one of Derek’s signature moves, although other TV survivalists occasionally used the same stunt. The difference was that Derek insisted on jumping from the aircraft while blindfolded. This was not only dumb but also pointless, as Wahoo’s father remarked whenever they watched the program.

			The chopper slowed down until it froze in a hover high above the fleet of airboats. A familiar-looking figure could be seen at the open door, his boots braced on the skid. Poised beside him was another man aiming a video camera.

			“Five,” said the voice coming over Link’s handheld radio, “four, three, two, one…and action!”

			The figure let go of the helicopter and dropped free, spreading his limbs like a spider. A moment later the chute opened, a green-striped starburst against the drab background of gray clouds. Mickey cupped his hands over his forehead to better follow the path of the glide.

			“I told ya!” Tuna said excitedly. “Look at him fly!”

			Wahoo anticipated a clumsy landing, but the parachute came in softly and right on target, fluttering to rest in the center of the pond.

			“Cut!” the director shouted into his walkie-talkie. “That was brilliant! Now let’s go get him.”

			All three airboats blasted off in unison; nobody had time to fit on their earmuffs. Link was the first to get there. He cut the engine and coasted on a line toward the billow of silk. Wahoo could see that Derek had successfully detached himself from the parachute and was treading water.

			Link stepped past the other passengers and poised himself for the retrieve. Once he was within reach, he grabbed the straps of Derek’s skydiving pack and hoisted him aboard. Everybody applauded except Wahoo and his father.

			Because it wasn’t really Derek. It was a professional stuntman whose safari shirt had been padded with foam and whose hair had been dyed orange-blond to match that of the TV star.

			As soon as the stuntman peeled off his blindfold, Tuna stopped clapping and her face fell.

			The director called out, “Nice job, Ricky!”

			“Easy ride,” said the stuntman.

			He was at least ten years younger and thirty pounds lighter than Derek, and his tan looked real—not sprayed on.

			“Did you know about this?” Tuna demanded of Wahoo. “Did you know the Jump was bogus?”

			Wahoo said, “I swear I didn’t.” But he wasn’t all that surprised.

			“Okay, people, heads up!” The director raised both hands clasped together, as if aiming a gun.

			The helicopter had looped back around and was slowly descending toward the airboats gathered in the pond. A large metal basket with a man inside was being lowered on a cable. The man was dressed the very same way as the parachutist, and his pudgy bare legs dangled through the canvas webbing of the basket.

			“Pathetic,” Tuna said.

			As the chopper dropped lower, the gusts from its whirling blades churned the surface of the pond and made the lily pads flutter and shimmy. When the dangling basket was almost touching the water, the real Derek Badger stood up, tied on his blindfold and hopped out.

			The helicopter shot straight up, dragging the basket out of the scene.

			“Action!” barked the director, and the cameraman in the front of his boat resumed taping, zooming in on the now-swimming figure.

			On cue, Derek began grunting dramatically with each stroke. Within seconds he’d managed to tangle himself in the cords of the waterlogged parachute.

			“Help!” he gasped.

			The director responded with an enthusiastic, upraised thumb.

			“No, I’m bloody serious,” Derek bleated. “Somebody help me before I drown!”

			“Cut!” Raven Stark shouted. “Cut! Cut!”

			“Okay,” the director said impatiently. “Let’s cut.”

			Mickey Cray looked quite amused when he turned to Wahoo and Tuna.

			“His Phoniness has arrived,” he said.

			

			—

			The director called a short break before the big scene in which Derek would trek alone across the saw grass plain. Having seen the script, Wahoo knew what was coming. His father didn’t.

			“Yo, Mr. Cray!” the director shouted. “Can we have a word?”

			The other airboat drew closer, and Mickey stepped aboard. The meeting was brief. Mickey slipped into the waist-deep water and motioned for Wahoo to do the same.

			As they waded through the lily pads, Wahoo said, “They need a snake, right?”

			“In fifteen minutes. How’d you know?”

			“What else did they tell you?”

			“They want me to make it swim up to Dorko so he can grab it.”

			“Pop, there’s something else.”

			“Lemme guess.” Mickey’s eyes moved back and forth across the pond, scanning for slithery movements. “He’s gonna kill it.”

			“That’s right.”

			“And cook it for supper.”

			“So they showed you the script?” Wahoo asked.

			“Naw, they didn’t have to.” His father lunged forward and reached into the water. He came up empty-handed, saying, “That was just a little bugger.”

			Wahoo hadn’t even seen it. His dad’s eyesight was astounding; obviously the double vision had gone away.

			“So, what are you gonna do?” Wahoo asked.

			“Just wait and see.”

			“Hold on, Pop—not a cottonmouth!”

			Mickey smiled mischievously. “That would be intense.”

			“No, that would be crazy. You’ll wind up in jail.”

			Cottonmouths, also known as water moccasins, were foul-tempered and hard to handle. They were also highly poisonous.

			“Don’t even think about it,” Wahoo warned his father.

			“It’s not like the man’s definitely gonna die—I’m sure these folks are smart enough to keep a snakebite kit in the first-aid bag. But if not…”

			“Okay, Pop, that’s enough.”

			“Hey, I’m only kidding. You need to chill.”

			Wahoo spied a small ribbon snake scooting through the reeds and started sloshing in pursuit. His dad told him to let it be. By now they were fifty yards from the airboat. Wahoo could see Tuna standing in the stern, close to Link. They appeared to be talking, although Wahoo couldn’t imagine what the conversation might be.

			“Whoa!” Mickey signaled for him to stop. “There’s a good one.”

			“I don’t see anything.”

			“Be still, son. He went down.” Mickey stared into the tea-colored water, ready to pounce.

			“Is it a moccasin?” Wahoo was trying not to sound anxious.

			“Aha!” his father exclaimed, and thrust both arms underwater. He brought up a banded water snake about three feet long.

			Wahoo was relieved. Water snakes release a foul musk, but they aren’t venomous. This one whipped back and forth, snapping wildly, before Mickey got a grip behind its neck and dunked it again, to wash off the stink.

			“Four minutes to spare,” he reported after checking his wristwatch.

			“Not too shabby,” Wahoo admitted. He’d never seen a better snake catcher than his father.

			But now what? he wondered.

			As they slogged back toward the boats, Mickey didn’t seem upset about what was supposed to happen to the newly captured reptile.

			“Hey, let’s call him Fang,” he said.

			Wahoo shook his head. “Let’s not.”

			“How come?”

			“Because.” Wahoo was annoyed. Why give the poor thing a name if it would be roasting on Derek’s TV campfire by sunset?

			

			—

			The director’s grin seemed to split his sweaty beard.

			“Super!” he crowed when Mickey showed him the captured snake. “Derek, have a peek at tonight’s delicious entrée!”

			“Oh, surprise me,” said Derek, who was busy getting his tan freshened and his facial makeup retouched.

			As soon as Wahoo climbed back in Link’s airboat, Tuna grabbed the fleshy part of his left arm and twisted.

			“Ouch!”

			“You said your old man wouldn’t let ’em do this,” she hissed. “You promised!”

			“I didn’t think he ever would.”

			“That’s not good enough, Lance.”

			“Look, we really need this job,” Wahoo said.

			“Not. Good. Enough.” She gave another sharp twist and let go.

			Derek entered the water gingerly as the helicopter rumbled into position above.

			Tuna leaned close to Mickey Cray and cupped a hand to his ear. “Where’s the blankety-blank?”

			“Huh?”

			“The snake,” she whispered.

			“Oh. You mean Fang.”

			“That’s real funny.”

			Wahoo’s dad unbuttoned the last three buttons of his shirt so that Tuna could see where he was stowing the pretty rust-and-tan-colored reptile, which was now curled up peacefully.

			“Nerodia fasciata,” she said. “But that’s not from Linnaeus. He called it Coluber fasciatus.”

			“I like Fang better.”

			“You would.”

			Wahoo slid closer. “So, what’s the plan, Pop?” Hoping he had one.

			“Heat,” Mickey replied with a wink.

			Tuna made a puzzled face. “What?”

			Mickey jerked his chin toward the snake, which was resting against his bare belly. “Heat is good,” he said.

			Tuna shrugged. “Whatever.”

			But Wahoo understood what his father had in mind. Maybe it’ll work, he thought, and maybe it won’t.

			The director ordered all the airboats to move behind a nearby tree island so that they wouldn’t be visible to the camera up in the hovering chopper. For Derek’s adventure to be believable, the Everglades had to appear empty and never-ending.

			
				A dark speck is moving ant-like through the endless, shimmering marsh. Gradually the aerial camera ZOOMS CLOSER AND CLOSER on our lone figure, sloshing and slashing through the dense grass.

				It’s DEREK BADGER.

			

			Taping that part of the scene proved easy, thanks to the steady hands of the helicopter pilot and cameraman. The director had supervised from behind the island, using a portable video monitor and a two-way radio.

			To the pilot, he said, “Another masterpiece, Louie!”

			“Thanks, buddy. We’ve got some weather moving in, so we’re gonna head home and refuel.”

			“Be back here at six to pick up the boss and Ms. Stark.”

			“That’s a roger.”

			The director holstered his radio and turned to the airboat drivers. “Okay, let’s hurry up and roll!”

			Derek was in a grouchy mood when they got to the spot where he was waiting, truly a lone figure on the horizon. “What took you so bloody long?” he whined. “There’s a whole flock of buzzards waiting for me to keel over.”

			The cameraman in the director’s airboat eased carefully into the water. He was toting an expensive Steadicam that allowed him to wade beside Derek while shooting, with very little motion or bumpiness in the picture.

			“Everybody ready?” the director hollered. “And…action!”

			Derek said, “Wait! What’s my line?”

			Raven stood ready with a copy of the script. “Your line is: I’ve been fighting my way through this swamp for four, possibly five hours straight—I’ve lost track of the time.”

			“Right,” said Derek. “Let’s do it.”

			“Take two. Action!”

			“I’ve been fighting my way through this swamp for hours and hours—I’ve lost all track of time….”

			When he got to the part where he was supposed to feel something swim between his legs, Derek stopped. The director brusquely motioned for Mickey to get in the water.

			“Where’s your scaly little pal, Mr. Cray?”

			“Right here. What’s my cue?”

			“The line is: Ah! There it goes again! That’s when you release the snake near Derek.”

			“No problem.”

			“And be sure to keep your paws out of the shot!” Derek interjected.

			Wahoo thought: Uh-oh. Here we go.

			Yet somehow his father remained calm. “All due respect, Mr. Beaver, this ain’t my first rodeo,” he said mildly.

			“It’s Badger, not Beaver!”

			Gently Mickey removed the newly named Fang from inside his shirt. Its reddish tongue flicked inquisitively as the snake coiled around Mickey’s forearm.

			Hearing a distant rumble of thunder, Wahoo and Tuna glanced up at the darkening sky.

			The director looked, too. He clapped and said, “Okay, ready? Three, two, one and…action!”

			Derek continued:

			“I just felt something slither between my ankles! It was either an eel or a snake, hopefully not a poisonous one. The Everglades is literally crawling with deadly cottonmouth moccasins. One bite, even from a baby, and I could be a dead man.

			“Ah-ha! There it goes again!”

			Reptiles are cold-blooded, which means their energy and alertness vary greatly depending on the temperature. During periods of chilly weather, a snake’s metabolism slows down, and it becomes sluggish and sleepy. The warmer the air, the more active and lively it becomes.

			By letting the banded water snake rest for so long against his skin, a comfortable 98.6 degrees, Mickey Cray had made sure the creature would be wide awake and full of attitude by the time he released it back into the pond. He also knew it would not take kindly to being grabbed again.

			“Gotcha!” Derek crowed, carelessly snatching the snake by its middle.

			From that moment on, the script was in tatters.

			As Mickey had anticipated, Fang went nuts. First it bit Derek on one arm, then it bit him on the other. It bit him on a knuckle. It bit him on a wrist. It even bit him on the chin.

			“Crikey!” he whimpered over and over, but he wouldn’t let go of it.

			Tuna pressed against Wahoo’s shoulder. “Wow” was all she said.

			The director was so stunned by what he saw that he forgot to yell “Cut!” Sitting behind him in the airboat, Raven Stark hunched down and covered her eyes.

			Meanwhile, the cameraman toting the Steadicam dutifully zoomed in on the bloodbath. Derek struggled in vain to gain control of the twisting, squirming, snapping reptile while at the same time he tried to recite his lines:

			“Looks like it’s not—ouch!—your lucky day, mate.”

			His determination to kill and eat his supercharged captive was fading with each new puncture wound. Still, he labored to keep a brave face for his TV fans.

			“Dinner!” Derek squeaked unconvincingly. Then: “Aaaggghhh!”

			Nerodia fasciata had found one of his thumbs and begun to chew.

			Derek flapped his wounded hand and toppled backward, producing a barrel-sized splash. By the time three guys from the crew had fished him out, he was spitting up pond water and the snake was long gone.

			“Good Fang,” Mickey said quietly.

			Tuna looked at Wahoo, and Wahoo looked away, trying hard not to laugh.

		

	
		
			FOURTEEN

			Derek Badger was rushed back to the camp, where his bite marks—tiny but numerous—were slathered with antibiotic cream. He was so shaken by his battle with the feisty water snake that he declared he was finished for the day.

			“Call the chopper,” he said to Raven. “I’m going back to the hotel.”

			She informed him that the helicopter was grounded in Miami due to bad weather.

			“That’s ridiculous,” Derek said just as a wave of thunder grumbled ominously in the western sky.

			“They can’t fly in lightning. It’s too dangerous,” said Raven.

			“Dangerous? Ha! Have you forgotten who you’re talking to?”

			When Mickey Cray approached, Derek held out his arms to display the result of the reptile’s attack.

			Mickey said, “That’s what happens when you go raw.”

			“But you’re the wrangler! We’re paying you big bucks to control these animals.”

			“Look, Mr. Beaver—”

			“Stop calling me that!”

			“There’s no such thing as a snake whisperer,” said Mickey. “I have some fat, sleepy ones back home that wouldn’t nip even if you tied them in a knot. But you wanted wild, and wild is what you got.”

			Derek jutted his chin to reveal yet another U-shaped series of dot-sized punctures, which glistened from the medicine cream. “This is all your fault, Cray!”

			Mickey felt no urge to apologize. He turned his attention to Raven.

			“So what’s next? You want me to trap a raccoon? Or maybe a skunk?”

			“We’re taking a break,” she said.

			“Good plan. There’s some heavy-duty weather moving in.”

			Derek muttered, “Thanks for the bulletin.” Then, to Raven: “Try the chopper pilot one more time. Make it fast.”

			Mickey returned to his mini-camp, swallowed a couple of Tuna’s headache pills and stretched out on his sleeping bag for a nap. To prepare for the oncoming downpour, Wahoo and Tuna were staking a blue plastic tarp over the fire pit so the wood stayed dry. Just as they finished the job, a double flash of lightning lit up the clouds. A blistering crack of thunder followed.

			The airboats all took off toward Sickler’s dock. Minutes later, the wind kicked up and the rain began to fall hard. Wahoo and Tuna scrambled into her tent and closed the flap, the squall drumming loudly on the canvas.

			Outside, another heron squawked between thunderclaps, prompting Tuna to remark: “That would be Ardea herodias, commenting on the foul weather.”

			Wahoo was mystified by this odd talent of hers. He said, “How many Latin names have you memorized?”

			“I don’t know—a couple hundred maybe.”

			“But why?”

			“Because I like to,” she said. “Every single species on earth has been classified that way by science. I’ll never learn them all, but I’m gonna try.”

			Wahoo couldn’t get over it. “My brain hurts when I’ve got to memorize one little poem for English class. What’s the secret?”

			“I told you. I study a lot.” Tuna paused to wait out another roll of thunder. “Before the bank took our house, I’d just go in my room, lock the door and start Googling like a fiend. Some nights I worked on insects. Other nights it might be fish or amphibians, whatever. I’d sit there and say their scientific names over and over again until they stuck in my head.”

			“Too much like homework. I couldn’t do it,” Wahoo said.

			“Sure you could—if your old man was trashed out of his skull and acting like a maniac. Then you’d find a place of your own to hide,” she said, “and something to keep your mind off all the craziness.”

			Wahoo felt his face turn hot and he thought he might be sick. He excused himself with a mumble and pawed his way out of the tent. Sucking raw shallow breaths, he began walking nowhere in particular, through the teeth of the storm.

			The rain lashed his cheeks, and soon his clothes were soaked. Fingers of blue lightning split the sky, but he never flinched; he just kept tromping like a zombie. Tuna’s story had made him feel angry and guilty at the same time—angry at her father for hurting her, and guilty because his own life was so good, so easy. Compared to hers, Wahoo’s world was paradise, a day at the beach. Nobody ever got drunk and tore up the house. Nobody ever punched him in the eye.

			“Get out of the rain, for heaven’s sake!”

			“What?” Wahoo looked up and realized he was standing in the main camp.

			Raven Stark motioned for him to come under the big fabric awning where the catering service was headquartered. Most of the crew members had gathered there to wait out the storm, which had somehow failed to disturb a single red hair on Raven’s head.

			“What’s the matter with you?” she asked Wahoo. “All we need is for you to get barbecued by a lightning bolt. Then your crazy father would sue us.”

			Wahoo was still in a sad daze. “Where’s Mr. Badger?”

			“Over there.” Raven waved toward a white hexagonal tent that was being puckered by gusts of wind. The entrance had been zippered tight. “He’ll come out after the thunder stops,” she said. “Here, put this on before you catch cold.”

			She gave Wahoo a shiny blue weather jacket that had the Expedition Survival! logo stenciled in gold lettering on the front. He peeled out of his dripping shirt and wrapped the jacket around his bare shoulders.

			On a nearby table sat a telephone in a black case that looked waterproof.

			“Do you get a signal way out here?” Wahoo asked.

			Raven said, “It’s a satellite phone, dear. I could get a signal on Mount Everest.”

			“Can I borrow it?”

			She looked amused by the request. “Exactly who are you going to call?”

			“Please?”

			“Sit down, young man.”

			As she toweled off his hair, Wahoo groped through his pockets until he located the piece of paper with the number written on it. The paper was wet, so he opened it slowly to keep it from falling apart.

			Raven removed the phone from the case and turned it on.

			“I’ll pay you back,” Wahoo said.

			“No worries. This is a company phone.”

			He handed her the number. “It’s in China,” he whispered. “Look, whatever it costs, you take the money out of my paycheck.”

			She smiled skeptically. “Who can you possibly know in China?”

			“My mom. She’s working there.”

			“Doing what?”

			“She’s a language teacher.”

			Fortunately, Raven seemed to believe him. She checked her watch and said, “Your mother’s probably sleeping now. It’s the middle of the night in that part of the world.”

			Wahoo nodded. “Yeah, I know. Please?”

			The thunderstorm was sliding to the east, and the rain had softened to a drizzle.

			As Raven dialed the number, she said, “Let me tell you a secret: I use this phone to call my mom back home every day, no matter where I am.”

			“Where does she live?” Wahoo asked. From Raven’s accent, he figured it was someplace exotic, like South Africa or New Zealand.

			“Fairhope, Alabama,” said Raven.

			“You sure don’t sound like you’re from Alabama.”

			She handed the satellite phone to him. “Ten minutes, okay?”

			

			—

			Susan Cray wasn’t sleeping; she was sitting up in bed, staring at a bulky old-fashioned telephone. When it rang, she knew who was calling even before she answered.

			Ever since Wahoo was little, he and his mom had shared an unusual mental connection that was almost telepathic. One day, in kindergarten, he’d fallen on the playground and received a nasty gash on his head. Susan Cray had arrived at the school before the ambulance did—before, in fact, Wahoo’s teacher had phoned to tell her about the accident. Susan had confided to her son that a strange and anxious sensation had swept over her at work, and that she’d known instantly that he needed her.

			The same thing had happened on the afternoon that Alice the alligator accidentally ate Wahoo’s thumb. Susan Cray had arrived at the house right behind the paramedics—and no one had called her about the mishap.

			When she picked up the phone in Shanghai, the first thing she said was: “What happened?”

			“Nothing, Mom. I just called to say hi.”

			“Well, that’s very sweet,” said Susan Cray, “but I don’t believe you.”

			“I’m fine. Pop’s fine. The job is going…okay.”

			“But what?”

			“I didn’t say ‘but’ anything,” Wahoo noted.

			“You don’t have to. I can hear it in your voice.”

			“Okay, there’s this girl—”

			His mother groaned.

			“Mom, come on.”

			“I’m listening.”

			“She sort of ran off with me and Pop.”

			“Sort of?”

			“Her dad beat her up,” Wahoo said.

			Susan Cray was silent on the other end.

			“Her mom’s gone. She didn’t have anywhere else to go.” Wahoo was still waiting for a response. When he didn’t get one, he said, “So we brought her along on the job. She’s out here in the Glades with us.”

			Finally his mother spoke. “How old is your new friend?”

			“She’s in my same grade at school.”

			“Your father should have called the police.”

			“He wanted to,” Wahoo said. “But if they locked up her old man, she’d be all alone. Mom, they live in the Walmart parking lot.”

			“Get out.”

			“I’m serious. In a crappy old RV.”

			Susan Cray said, “The police wouldn’t let her stay there alone. They’d find someone to take care of her.”

			“You mean, like foster parents?”

			“Or family. Doesn’t she have any aunts or uncles?”

			Wahoo said he hadn’t asked.

			“Well, find out.”

			“This wasn’t the first time it happened. Her dad, he drinks all the time.”

			“That’s awful.”

			“It’s hard to listen to her tell about it.” Wahoo heard his voice quaver and he thought, What’s the matter with me?

			His mother said, “She needs somebody to talk with. You have to be strong.”

			“I know. It’s just…”

			“Just what?”

			“She’s little, Mom. I don’t understand how a person could do that to their own kid. He slugged her with his fist!”

			On the other end, Wahoo’s mother sighed. He could picture her expression.

			“You can’t make sense of it,” she said, “so don’t even try. There are some seriously messed-up people in this world.”

			Raven Stark reappeared at Wahoo’s side and tapped her wristwatch. He held up a finger, seeking one more minute on the satellite phone.

			Susan Cray was saying, “When this job is over, you and your dad should take your friend to the police station so she can report what happened.”

			“But the black eye might be gone by then.”

			“They’ll still believe her. They’d better believe her.”

			“Miss you, Mom.”

			“I miss you, too, big guy. What’s her name? Your new friend.”

			“It’s not important.”

			“Are you kidding? Tell me.”

			Wahoo braced himself. “They call her Tuna.”

			Susan Cray laughed warmly. “Wahoo and Tuna! Maybe it’s fate.”

			“I knew you’d think that was funny.”

			“Hey, you’ve got to admit. It’s quite a fishy coincidence.”

			“I’d better go now,” said Wahoo. “This lady needs her phone back.”

			“Not before you tell me how your father’s doing?”

			“Much better, Mom. Really.”

			“Does that mean he’s behaving himself?”

			“Well,” Wahoo replied carefully, “we haven’t been fired yet.”

			

			—

			The weather got worse, not better. One band of thunder-showers was followed by another, and then another. Late in the afternoon, Derek Badger emerged from his private luxury tent and glared at the roiling sky.

			“Still no chopper?” he said peevishly to Raven Stark.

			“It doesn’t look good,” she allowed, which was an understatement. The radar app on the director’s iPhone showed a series of flame-orange waves sweeping in from the west.

			“The helicopter can’t possibly take off or land in this mess.”

			“Then how am I supposed to get back to the hotel?” Derek protested.

			Sometimes Raven was surprised by her own patience. “It doesn’t look good,” she said again. “We might be spending the night out here with the crew.”

			Predictably, Derek pitched a tantrum, cursing and hollering like a brat. He drop-kicked a plastic bottle of mosquito repellent into the woods. He dumped a tray of turkey sandwiches into the mud. He snapped off a dead oak branch and hurled it wildly, inconveniently slicing a hole in his own tent.

			And of course he vowed to fire the helicopter pilot for insubordination.

			The childish performance ended abruptly when a spear of lightning struck no more than a hundred yards from the camp. Derek turned gray and retreated into his leaky quarters, where he cowered until nightfall.

			Dinner was served late, during a break in the storm—braised chicken, wild rice, buttermilk rolls and a garden salad. The wondrous aroma was too much for Derek, who crept out of his tent and joined the others beneath the caterer’s canopy. The wicks of the tiki torches were too soggy to hold a flame, and no one had thought to stockpile dry wood, so the crew members built a fire using folding chairs that they tore apart with hammers.

			After his third helping of chicken and rice, Derek croaked out a burp and asked, “What’s for dessert?”

			“Cheesecake,” the chef replied, “with bing cherries.”

			Derek beamed. “Hallelujah! Bring it to baby.”

			Firmly, Raven said, “One small slice for you.” She was scoping out his gut, a bulging orb that threatened to bust the buttons off his safari shirt.

			“Oh, lighten up, Mother,” he said. “After the terrible day I’ve had, I deserve to eat as much as I please.”

			His attack on the cheesecake was a gross spectacle. Raven could only stare in disgust. The director and the cameramen turned their backs on the scene; someone broke out a deck of cards, and a game of gin rummy was organized.

			By the time Derek finished gorging, there wasn’t a crumb on the platter. His snakebitten chin was shining from the creamy combination of cake goo and antibiotic ointment. He dabbed a paper napkin to his mouth and nodded at Raven.

			“The scene we shot this afternoon,” he said in a half whisper, “did you look at the footage?”

			“Not yet.”

			“Here’s a thought—what if we said it was a cottonmouth that fanged me?”

			“Then we’d get boxes of angry letters from snake collectors and herpetologists who would notice that it wasn’t a cottonmouth.”

			Derek smirked. “Come on, Raven, use your imagination. CGI?”

			He was referring to computer-generated imaging, a technique often used in movies to create illusions and special effects. “Those little geeks in postproduction,” he said, “they can turn it into a cottonmouth or rattler, or any kind of snake we want. Then we can shoot a scene where I’m injecting myself with the antidote and saving my own life!”

			Raven sat back and folded her arms. “You said we were done faking it. You said you wanted to put the ‘real’ back into reality.”

			Derek was annoyed to be reminded of his recent conversion to integrity.

			“Whatever,” he muttered lumpishly.

			The sky strobed, a jagged stutter of ice-blue light. A ripple of thunder rattled a tray of silverware.

			Derek frowned. “Get someone to patch that hole in my tent. Chop-chop.”

			“Fine,” said Raven.

			“While we’re on the subject, don’t they make one of those bloody things with air-conditioning? It must be ninety degrees in there—”

			Just then, a piercing scream arose behind them. They spun around and saw one of the catering staff, a lanky middle-aged woman sporting a green hairnet, hopping frenetically. She was pointing at a long-tailed clump of fuzz that lay quivering on the cake platter.

			Raven stood up and gasped. “What is that—a bird?”

			Derek was standing, too. “Birds don’t have big ears,” he said.

			“A rat!”

			“No. Rats don’t have wings.” Approaching the platter, he leaned down to examine the furry, twitching intruder. When he turned back to Raven, he was grinning.

			“Just as I suspected—a bat!”

			She said, “Lord, that’s a big one.”

			“Indeed.” Derek’s eyes twinkled in the golden flickering of the campfire.

			“It must be sick or hurt,” Raven said. “I’ll go get Mr. Cray.”

			“Wait, I’ve got a better idea.” Derek motioned to the director. “How long will it take you blokes to set up some lights?”

			The director folded his cards. “Seriously?”

			Raven looked down at the woozy bat, then back at Derek Badger.

			“Oh no,” she said.

			“Oh yes!” He licked his upper lip. “Let’s do this!”

		

	
		
			FIFTEEN

			Raven Stark had asked Wahoo to stay and eat with the crew, but he said no thanks. When he got back to camp, Tuna was sitting on a corner of the tarp, reading by flashlight.

			“Nice outerwear,” she said. “Does this mean you’re officially part of the team?”

			He took off the Expedition Survival! jacket and put on a dry T-shirt. From his father’s tent came the familiar croaks and snuffles of snoring. Mickey had gone to bed early.

			“I scared you off, huh?” Tuna said.

			Wahoo shook his head. “The stuff about your dad, it’s sort of…”

			“Heavy.”

			“Definitely.” Wahoo sat down beside her. “You ever thought about going to the cops?”

			The question hung there in the empty night and then evaporated, like a wisp of smoke.

			Tuna said, “Today the airboat driver asked about my black eye. He thought it was you who socked me.”

			“He actually said that?” Wahoo was mortified. “What did you tell him?”

			“The truth, of course, and guess what? His old man used to do the same thing to him and his little sister.”

			So that’s what Link and Tuna had been talking about on the boat. Once again, Wahoo wasn’t sure what to say.

			“Even on Christmas they got slapped around is what he told me,” Tuna said.

			“Did they call the police?”

			“I didn’t ask.” Tuna closed the book and handed the flashlight to Wahoo. “Hey, I didn’t mean to freak you out.”

			“No, it’s all right. Anytime you want to talk.”

			“The rain’s quit. Let’s get some food.”

			They pulled up the tarp, which had kept the kindling dry. Wahoo started the fire and cooked hot dogs wrapped in bacon strips. It wasn’t a fancy catered meal, but it tasted great. Dessert was Fruit Roll-Ups.

			Afterward, Tuna began telling him about the wild orchids of the Everglades. “There’s one called the ghost orchid. It’s incredibly rare and beautiful!”

			Wahoo wasn’t paying close attention. He was thinking about what his mom said when he told her about Tuna.

			“Earth to Lance. Am I boring you?”

			“Sorry,” Wahoo said. “I was just—”

			“What?”

			“You said your mother’s up north.”

			“In Chicago,” Tuna said.

			Wahoo didn’t want to seem pushy, but there were things he needed to know. “When’s she coming home?”

			Tuna shook her head. “I’m not sure. My grandma’s real sick.”

			“Did you tell your mom what happened? What your dad did to you?”

			“She’s got enough to worry about.”

			“But—”

			“Listen, he’s slugged her before, too,” Tuna said.

			Again Wahoo was stunned. He couldn’t picture his dad ever hurting his mother. Living with Mr. Gordon must have been terrifying.

			“Mom wanted me to go up with her to take care of Grandma,” Tuna said, “but I decided to stay here and finish out the school year. So she took Daddy aside and said, ‘If you lay a hand on that girl while I’m gone…’ Anyhow, it didn’t stop him.”

			“When did all this start?” Wahoo asked. “The hitting, I mean.”

			“Doesn’t matter. Sometimes you wait for somebody to change, and you end up waiting too long. Soon as Mom gets back, we’re outta there.”

			“But isn’t there anyone else you could stay here with until then? Aunts or uncles?”

			“I’m tired, Lance.”

			“Sorry. This is none of my business.”

			“Hey, we’re good.” Tuna smiled sadly. “If it was happening to you, I’d be asking the same questions.” She said good night and ducked into her tent.

			Wahoo had no hope for sleep. He moved closer to the fire and poked the embers with a stick. Aiming the flashlight up in the branches, he counted a half-dozen air plants topped with dark red flowers. They looked like crazy Halloween wigs. Something fluttered with hushed wings among the treetops—probably a barred owl or a hawk.

			From the other pup tent came a faint moan. Wahoo peeked inside and saw his dad was having a nightmare. Gently Wahoo shook him awake.

			“My head,” Mickey murmured.

			“You want Tuna’s pills?”

			“All I want is to feel normal again.” He sat up, blinking. Wahoo held up four fingers in the flashlight’s beam. “How many do you see, Pop?”

			“Quatro.”

			“Very good.”

			“What if that bleeping iguana gave me a brain tumor?”

			“That’s not even funny.” Wahoo had worried about the same thing after Googling his father’s medical symptoms. “A concussion won’t give you a brain tumor,” he asserted, although he wasn’t absolutely certain.

			“You know what I dreamed?” Mickey said. “I dreamed some poacher got after Alice. It was ugly.”

			As Wahoo helped him out of the tent, he couldn’t help but notice that the muscles in his father’s arms and shoulders were still as taut as ship cables. Even after weeks of inactivity, the man was in fairly solid shape.

			“Tell the truth, Pop. You ever had a dream that turned out to be true? I mean good or bad?”

			“Never once.”

			“There you go. Alice is just fine.”

			Mickey cocked his head and sniffed at the sky. “Rain again?”

			“Hey, I talked to Mom,” said Wahoo.

			“What! When?”

			“While you were asleep. Ms. Stark let me call on her sat phone.”

			“You should’ve got me up,” Mickey said crossly.

			“She thinks we should take Tuna to the police so she can tell them what her dad did.”

			“Yeah, then what?”

			“Exactly.”

			Mickey rubbed a knuckle across his stubbled chin. “What if the cops just take a report and send her back home? Or lock up her old man, like you said—then where the heck’s she supposed to live?”

			The wind picked up, cooler than before. Wahoo zipped on the Expedition Survival! jacket and said, “Let’s think on this. We don’t have to decide tonight.”

			“Well, boys, let me know when you do!” It was Tuna speaking, from inside her tent. “It’s only my life you’re talking about.”

			Wahoo had no time for another apology, because at that instant a tremulous cry pierced the darkness, followed by another and still another….

			

			—

			
				The Florida mastiff bat is the largest in the southeastern United States, reaching a length of almost seven inches. Its short, glossy hair can be black or cinnamon, and a thin, mouse-like tail extends well beyond its winged membrane. The wings are long and slender.

			Believed to have been carried by hurricane winds from Cuba to Florida years ago, the mastiff is quite rare and considered an endangered species. By day it sleeps, often in the shady crevices of palm fronds. It emerges not at dusk, as other bats do, but in the deep of night. A swift flier, the mastiff travels great distances in search of food. It feasts mainly on insects and has no natural appetite for the flesh or blood of humans.

			The specimen that ended up in the Expedition Survival! catering tent was a young female whose internal sonar had malfunctioned as she’d swooped low in pursuit of a flying beetle. After bouncing at high speed off the canvas, the creature had landed in a muddle on Derek Badger’s cheesecake platter.

			Like other nocturnal animals, the mastiff is extremely sensitive to light. The one that crashed at the TV camp was therefore frightened by an artificial blast of whiteness much brighter than that of the sun. The bat couldn’t see where this strange, blistering glare was coming from, nor could she see the cluster of humans that surrounded her.

			With leaf-sized ears she absorbed strange vocal vibrations that only heightened her confusion:

			“Deep in the Everglades, the swamp is unforgiving and food is scarce. Survival depends on making the best of the situation, and that means eating whatever you can get your hands on. Tonight the heavy squalls and dangerous thunderstorms have made it impossible for me to leave camp to hunt for the juicy bullfrogs and crayfish that I was hoping to cook for supper.

			“But by sheer luck—and, believe me, that’s what you need out here—the violent weather has literally dropped on my platter a tasty morsel that will provide enough nutrition to get me through another brutal day in this tropical wilderness.

			“Here, have a look….”

			Mastiffs, like most species of bats, are equipped to hang upside down. However, they are not accustomed to being snatched by their tails and dangled in midair.

			And even when half blinded by light, they are able at close range to recognize the presence of predators, particularly if such a predator has a shiny chin, a big oval mouth and vivid, orange-tinted hair.

			“There are probably only fifteen grams of meat on this fellow’s bones. But when you’re as hungry as I am, this little bugger looks as juicy as a T-bone steak!

			“Unfortunately, the rain has soaked all the tinder, so I can’t make a fire for cooking. That leaves me only one choice, I guess.

			“Now, please don’t try this yourself—wild bats can be vicious, and their teeth are needle sharp. Remember, I’m an experienced survivalist. I know how to handle these unpredictable rascals….”

			The mastiff bat that Derek Badger slowly lowered toward his gaping maw wasn’t vicious. She simply didn’t want to be eaten.

			And so she reacted defensively and without hesitation. She chomped down on the first chompable target that came within reach, which happened to be Derek’s plump, purple-blotched tongue.

			“Aaaieeeeeegh! Aaaieeeeeegh! Aaaieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeegh!”

			The shrieks were not part of the script that he’d hastily composed on a paper napkin following the bat’s unexpected arrival. The shrieks were totally spontaneous.

			“Don’t move! Don’t move!” Raven Stark cried, but Derek did move. He tipped backward into a wet patch of ferns, the flapping mammal still attached to his bloody face.

			“Cut!” barked the director. “Somebody go get Cray!”

			

			—

			Wahoo’s father stood over the fallen TV star, who lay rigid and goggle-eyed. The front of his safari shirt was dappled with wet crimson splotches, and the bat dangled from his mouth like a bizarre holiday ornament.

			“Unbelievable,” Mickey said.

			“Do something!” Raven pleaded.

			Mickey turned to his son. “I’ll need my serious gloves.”

			While Wahoo ran back to the other camp, Tuna stepped closer to take a look. “What kind of bat is that?” she asked. “It’s a freetail, I know, but what species?”

			Wahoo’s father shrugged. He directed the crew to re-aim their bright lights toward the spot where Derek Badger had fallen, illuminating the scene like a hospital operating room. As soon as Wahoo returned with the heavy gloves, Mickey fitted them on and told everybody to stand back.

			“Is he still breathing?” Raven said. “Please tell me he’s still breathing.”

			“They’re both breathing.” Mickey knelt beside Derek and pondered how to remove the frightened creature without also removing the tip of Derek’s tongue.

			Wahoo happened to know his father wasn’t fond of handling bats. They were tricky to wrangle and, like other mammals, they sometimes carried diseases. However, this was an emergency, and nobody else at the campsite was qualified to deal with it.

			Mickey leaned in to whisper in one of Derek’s ears: “Blink twice if you can hear me.”

			Derek blinked two times. The director clapped in relief, and some of the other crew members cheered.

			“Hush!” Mickey snapped over his shoulder. Then, to Derek: “Don’t worry, we’ll get your dumb butt out of this mess. The trick is to not make your furry little friend any madder than it already is. So you’ve gotta stay still, mate, no matter how much this hurts. Blink once if you understand.”

			Again Derek blinked. Mickey instructed Wahoo to strip the leaves off a fern, which left only the soft green stem. Wahoo handed it to his father, who said, “Perfect.”

			“What are you going to do?” Raven asked skeptically.

			“Tickle it,” said Wahoo’s father.

			“You can’t be serious.”

			“I believe he is,” said Tuna.

			Wahoo observed that the crew was preparing to videotape the delicate procedure. Normally Derek would have protested indignantly, not wanting his TV audience to see their super-masculine hero disabled by a creature weighing two ounces. On this occasion, though, he remained mute.

			Mickey got down on the ground so that he was level with the bat, which regarded him unpleasantly with moist black eyes. It didn’t appear to Wahoo and Tuna that the bewildered animal was enjoying the flavor of Derek Badger.

			Using the flexible stem of the fern, Wahoo’s father went to work on the bat’s belly, lightly prodding and stroking. Very soon the mastiff began to twitch and squeak.

			“Zoom in for a close-up! Hurry!” the director ordered the cameraman.

			Wahoo waved his arms and motioned for everyone to remain still. He feared that the agitated bat would let go of Derek and then glom on to his father.

			In fact, the critter had only one item on its agenda: escape.

			There are no scientific studies that address the question of whether or not bats can experience the sensation of being tickled, the way people do. But whatever Mickey was doing with the fern stem, it worked. With a shudder, the bat unhooked its fangs from Derek’s swelling tongue.

			“Now kill it! Kill it quick!” Raven cried.

			“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Wahoo’s father.

			The animal made a spitting noise and repositioned itself on Derek’s spray-tanned forehead, where it stretched its bony wings. Unlike most other bats, mastiffs can lift off from a flat surface, and that’s what this one did. On the next gust of wind it took flight, zigzagging through the hot beams of the TV lights until it disappeared into the dark canopy of the hardwoods.

			Wahoo and Tuna high-fived each other, while the director called out, “Bravo, Mr. Cray. Well done!”

			Raven rushed anxiously to Derek’s side, babbling something about rabies and distemper. Wahoo’s father assured her that the bat wasn’t sick. “She bit Mr. Beaver out of self-defense, pure and simple.”

			Derek showed no reaction to being called Beaver, another indication that he might have been in shock. Several crew members gathered around and carried him to his tent. Raven followed gravely, carrying a first-aid kit.

			To Wahoo and Tuna, Mickey said, “Come on. Let’s get some sleep.”

			A slashing rain chased them back to their camp. It poured all night long on the tree island, and no living thing stirred.

			Except one.

		

	
		
			SIXTEEN

			The airboat awoke Wahoo. He figured it was coming to get Derek Badger and take him away for medical treatment.

			Emerging from the tent, Wahoo saw Tuna reading a green book. It was a field guide to Florida mammals. She kept it in her canvas tote bag with several other books, journals and sketch pads. Tuna never let the bag out of her sight.

			“Here’s our prime suspect,” she announced. “It’s called a mastiff bat. Eumops glaucinus floridanus.”

			She showed the photograph in the field guide to Wahoo. “Yeah, that’s the one,” he agreed.

			“I’m gonna learn the Latin names of all tropical bats, starting today.”

			“You seen my dad?”

			“He went for a hunt.” Tuna was eating a lame breakfast—trail mix and Mountain Dew. “I bet they’re taking Derek to Miami for rabies shots,” she said.

			“Which way did Pop go?”

			“Relax, Lance. He said his head feels fine.”

			Their campsite was a mud pit because of the overnight rain. Wahoo didn’t bother trying to start the fire and cook some food. He settled for two snack bars and a lukewarm lime Gatorade.

			“So, what happens now?” Tuna asked.

			After seeing Derek’s trance-like condition the night before, Wahoo assumed that the Everglades episode of Expedition Survival! would be canceled and that his father’s wrangling job was over.

			“I guess we pack up and go home,” he said.

			“Home, sweet home.” Tuna chuckled bitterly. “I can’t wait.”

			Wahoo noticed that the bruise beneath her eye had faded a bit, taking on a yellowish tinge. “Maybe you can stay with us for a while,” he suggested.

			She was flipping through the bat chapter of the book. “I’m sure I’ll hear from Daddy, soon as he needs his laundry done. That’s the usual program. He’s the king of fake tears and phony apologies.”

			“You’ve run away before?”

			Tuna looked up. “Sure. Twice.”

			“And you go back.”

			“Yeah, but it’s not like forever. Mom’s serious about leaving him.”

			Wahoo had an idea. “Soon as Pop and I get paid for this job, we’ll get you a plane ticket to Chicago.”

			“No,” said Tuna, “but thanks anyway.” She turned away, trying not to choke up.

			“School’s out for the summer. There’s no reason for you to stay here.”

			She tucked the field guide in her bag and popped to her feet. “Look, I know you guys are tryin’ to help, but I’ll be okay. I can deal with my dad until Mom gets home.”

			“All right,” said Wahoo, thinking: But the man’s got a gun.

			Tuna broke into a smile when she spotted three striped butterflies, flitting in a casual ballet through the hammock.

			“Hey, Lance, check it out!” she said. “Zebra swallowtails. Eurytides marcellus!”

			Wahoo wondered if the butterflies were traveling together or had met by coincidence. High overhead he saw a string of somber turkey buzzards, riding the thermals under a mat of gray-blue clouds. The sun had been up for some time, but the heavy sky gave no clue it was morning. Wahoo was tired of the lousy weather, tired of being wet.

			His father stepped out of the scrub holding a pair of Everglades rat snakes. They were good ones—five-footers, dark orange with grayish stripes and butter-colored underbellies.

			“Look who I found,” he said cheerily.

			“Biters?” asked Wahoo.

			“Big-time.”

			Tuna agreed that the snakes were beautiful, but she kept a distance.

			“All right, Lucille,” said Wahoo, “tell us what Mr. Linnaeus would call ’em.”

			“Wait, I’m tryin’ to remember.” She closed her eyes in concentration. “The scientific name is Elaphe something-or-other. It’ll come to me.”

			Wahoo grinned. “Way to go, Pop. I think you stumped her.”

			Mickey wasn’t listening to the conversation. He heard something nearby—the heavy snapping of branches. “We got a visitor,” he said.

			Link, the hulking airboat driver, stalked into the clearing. He wore a grime-streaked undershirt, faded Wranglers and rotted hiking boots with no laces. He scanned the campsite, sneering slightly when his eyes settled on Mickey and the snakes.

			“Where’s he at?” Link demanded.

			“Who?” said Wahoo.

			“The TV man.”

			Tuna stepped forward. “You mean Mr. Badger?”

			“Yeah. He be gone.”

			Wahoo’s father muttered, “If only.” He had an Elaphe entwined on each arm.

			“Keep dem tings ‘way f’me,” Link warned.

			“Aw, don’t be a baby.”

			“TV man be gone from his tent dis mornin’.”

			Tuna said, “Maybe he went for a hike.”

			“Or mebbe he out here wid you.”

			Mickey laughed. “That’s right, Sherlock. We kidnapped him in the middle of the night! I remember now.”

			“Pop, lay off,” said Wahoo. Link was built like a refrigerator, and he didn’t have a rollicking sense of humor.

			“Dey tole me to come’n git him,” the airboat driver went on. “Take him back to Sickler’s. Hospital sent a ambulance on account of he got bit by a otter.”

			“Actually, it was a bat,” Tuna interjected.

			Wahoo couldn’t imagine why Derek Badger took off, or where he might have gone. The tree island wasn’t very large, maybe fifteen acres. “We’ll help you find him,” he said to Link.

			While Mickey bagged the rat snakes in a pillowcase, Tuna and Wahoo varnished themselves with bug spray. Link accepted a Gatorade, which he downed in four gulps. Then they all set out through the vines and the hardwoods in search of the missing reality TV star. Wahoo’s father led the way.

			Before long, they crossed paths with the director and the crew, accompanied by a distraught Raven Stark, her red hair laced with spiderwebs.

			“We’ve looked everywhere,” she lamented. “Derek’s gone! Vanished!”

			“Not possible,” said Mickey.

			The director pulled him aside and whispered, “What if a bear got him?”

			“Florida bears don’t eat people. Plus, there’d be blood and bones.”

			“Then he must be lost out here someplace….”

			Mickey said, “He’s not lost. He’s hiding.”

			They were gathered at the low, skinny tail of the island, where the trees thinned out.

			“Hiding?” Raven exclaimed. “From what?” She turned and called Derek’s name.

			Wahoo and Tuna felt obliged to do the same. There was no response. Mickey advised the group to split up once more and work their way back toward the main camp.

			“Here. Take a walkie-talkie,” said the director.

			That’s when they heard the loud growl of the airboat engine, cranking up. Link at first appeared confused, then angry.

			“DAT’S MINE!” he bellowed, and lowered his shoulders, crashing like a mad buffalo through the underbrush.

			The director cursed, and Raven let out a despairing moan. Wahoo and Tuna could hardly believe what was happening.

			Mickey Cray shook his head. “It just gets better and better.”

			

			—

			
				The executive producer of Expedition Survival! was a man named Gerry Germaine, a crabby, bullet-headed fellow who drove a canary-yellow Ferrari and wore loafers that cost nine hundred dollars. The sprawling office from which he ruled his television empire was in Studio City, California, not far from downtown Los Angeles. In addition to Expedition Survival!, Gerry Germaine produced three other popular reality shows—Rattlesnake Roundup, Shrimp Wars and Polar Madness, which featured a quarrelsome family that lived on a melting iceberg.

			Gerry Germaine seldom watched his own TV programs, but he paid close attention to the budgets. Derek Badger was a constant problem, and his latest salary demands had angered the bosses at the Untamed Channel, which broadcast all of Gerry Germaine’s reality shows. Having recently purchased an expensive vacation home in Aspen, Colorado, Gerry Germaine wanted to remain on good terms with the Untamed Channel. Therefore it was his view that Expedition Survival! would do just fine without Derek Badger, whose frequent tantrums and mishaps were expensive.

			“What do you mean by ‘gone’?” Gerry Germaine asked Raven, who had contacted him on her satellite phone from the Everglades.

			“Last night he was bitten by a bat.”

			“What else is new?”

			“A seriously ticked-off bat. Derek was bleeding all over the place,” Raven said. “And this morning, when we checked his tent, he was gone.”

			“Hmmm.”

			“It appears that he stole—let’s say ‘borrowed’—an airboat. We don’t know why.”

			“Where did that klutz learn to drive an airboat?” wondered Gerry Germaine.

			“Two years ago we taped that show in the Louisiana bayou. The one where Derek finds an old beat-up airboat and uses his Swiss army knife to fix the engine so he can escape—remember?”

			“I remember the bills,” Gerry Germaine said. “Twenty-four hundred bucks we paid some Cajun fisherman for ‘vessel repairs.’ ”

			Raven cleared her throat. “That’s the one. Derek crashed it into a cypress stump.”

			“Naturally.” In his mind, Gerry Germaine was sorting through the options. “What’s your plan to find him?”

			“Well, the local sheriff has a search team.”

			“Absolutely not. I don’t want to see this all over the media.”

			“But he’s hurt,” Raven said. “He needs help.”

			“How badly hurt? You think he might…die?” Gerry Germaine had pondered such coldhearted fantasies before. It would be a humongous night for the show’s TV ratings if Derek Badger failed to survive one of his survival expeditions. It would also open the way for him to be replaced with another actor who wasn’t as pompous, demanding and clumsy. Plenty of guys would jump at the job, for half the pay.

			Raven said, “It’s possible the bat had rabies. Derek could be losing his mind.”

			Out of curiosity, Gerry Germaine Googled “rabies symptoms” on his laptop.

			“We need to keep this ultra-hush-hush,” he said, “especially if your boy’s gone off the deep end. The show definitely doesn’t need that kind of publicity.”

			He could easily imagine the scene: Derek blathering and wild-eyed as deputies hauled him out of the marsh. There was no telling what kind of nutty nonsense the guy might spout with news cameras poking in his face. The Untamed Channel was a family network, run by fussy businesspeople who didn’t like being embarrassed.

			“No cops yet,” Gerry Germaine said firmly.

			Raven was silent on the other end.

			“Get the crew together and do what you can to find him.”

			“And if we can’t?” Raven asked.

			“Then call me back.”

			“We’ll need the helicopter, Gerry.”

			“Whoa, there, missy. Badger’s contract says he gets a chopper ride back to his hotel every night. It doesn’t say a word about chartering one of those fuel hogs if he happens to go bonkers and runs away. You know what it costs to keep a helicopter in the air?”

			“Eight hundred dollars an hour,” Raven said, “last time I checked.”

			“More like a thousand.”

			Raven was dumbfounded that Gerry Germaine was giving her grief about hiring the chopper to help with the search.

			“Four hours,” he told her, “not a minute more.”

			“But this is a man’s life we’re talking about!”

			“Good luck,” said Gerry Germaine.

			He hung up the phone and continued reading on his office laptop. Rabies, it seemed, was a most unpleasant disease.

			

			—

			By the time Sickler’s other two airboats arrived at the tree island, Derek Badger had been gone for more than an hour and Link was seething. Another thirty minutes was spent debating how and where the search should be conducted. Eventually it was decided that Mickey Cray and Raven Stark would go with one driver, while Link and the show’s director would ride with the other. Nobody anticipated that the first boat would break down and require towing by the second. The result was a waste of the entire morning that put everybody in a testy mood.

			Four big cruiser airboats were called in from the Miccosukee reservation to haul the crew, its video equipment and the catering team back to Sickler’s dock. Over a tense lunch of barbecued chicken wings, provided by Sickler at the criminal price of eight dollars a box, Raven and the director studied a map of the area while Link fumed.

			Mickey decided to start packing the gear in the truck.

			“Where’s the girl?” he asked Wahoo.

			“Inside the shop.”

			“Go fetch her. We’re outta here.”

			“Just a minute, dear.” It was Raven, peering over the rims of her glasses. “You’re not seriously quitting, are you?”

			Mickey was taken by surprise. “I figured the job was over, now that Mr. Beaver turned jackrabbit. But if you wanna pay me to hang around, ma’am, I’ll gladly oblige.”

			Link spoke up. “Let’m go. We don’t need him.”

			“I believe we do,” said Raven. She tapped a finger on the map. “This place goes on forever. By now, Derek could be anywhere.”

			Wahoo and his father knew that wasn’t true. Derek Badger wasn’t some sly old swamp rat who could outwit his trackers. The man had no clue where he was going or what he was doing. Most likely he would steer Link’s airboat wildly through the saw grass marsh until he beached it on dry land, plowed it into a stand of trees or simply ran out of gas.

			“He won’t starve,” Mickey Cray said to Raven, “but there’s other ways for a fool to die out here. I’ll help you find him.”

			The director stared hopelessly at the green, featureless swath of map that represented the area where Derek had gone missing. There were no roads, no canals, no levees to follow. It was pure swamp.

			Link said, “They’s a gallon of water on my boat.”

			Raven was relieved. “That should keep him alive for a while.” She stood up, all business, trying not to show her concern. “Let’s get moving while the rain holds off.”

			Wahoo went looking for Tuna. He found her standing by the cash register in Sickler’s tourist shop. “What’d you get?” he asked.

			“Nuthin’.” She handed him three one-dollar bills. He’d given her a five to purchase a snack.

			“Well, you must’ve bought something,” Wahoo said.

			She seemed flustered. “Oh yeah. I forgot—I had a burrito. Hard as a rock.”

			Wahoo could tell that something was wrong. “What’s up?”

			“I’m fine,” Tuna replied, but she definitely seemed different.

			“Come on. You can tell me.”

			“It’ll be fine.” She slipped past him and headed for the screen door. “Which boat are we in, Lance? I want to ride in the same one as Link.”

		

	
		
			SEVENTEEN

			Anyone taking the time to search Derek Badger’s luxury motor coach would have found a clue to his strange and sudden departure.

			Inside a silk pillowcase, tucked beneath his mattress, was a cherished collection of DVDs, volumes I through III of the Night Wing Trilogy. The movies were based on a series of popular novels featuring a handsome but sensitive high school baseball star named Dax Mangold and his girlfriend, Lupa Jean. In the first installment, Cartwheel of Doom, Lupa Jean turns into a vampire after being bitten by a bat during cheerleader practice. In the next volume, Bark of the Dark Prince, Lupa Jean bites Dax’s dog—a dopey but adorable beagle named Bixby—and the dog becomes a vampire.

			In the final saga, Revenge of the Blood Moon, Dax himself gets chomped by a bat, a flying squirrel, a crazed guinea pig, lovable Bixby and of course Lupa Jean (twice). Still, Dax manages to fight off the vampire curse and rescue both his beloved pet and girlfriend from the clutches of the undead. One reviewer, writing on Amazon, trashed the Night Wing Trilogy as “three of the most brainless books ever written in the English language, an insult to every unsuspecting reader who makes the tragic mistake of picking one up.”

			Derek Badger had never picked up any of the books because he strenuously avoided reading. However, he loved movies, especially scary ones. Vampire flicks were his favorites—he couldn’t get enough of them, going all the way back to Dracula, featuring the spooky Bela Lugosi. It was an addiction he kept secret, even from Raven Stark.

			Not that Derek had been thinking about vampires when the mastiff bat bit him. He’d simply intended to gobble the stunned critter, one of his trademark TV moves. Loyal viewers of Expedition Survival! had come to expect at least one such disgusting scene in every episode.

			Believing the animal to be disabled, Derek had been flabbergasted when it clamped onto his tongue. The pain was so piercing that he forgot about the lights and cameras and how ridiculous he must look on videotape with a flapping varmint attached to his face. Immediately he grew weak and woozy, slipping into a dream haze. The last thing he remembered was the redneck wrangler, Mickey Cray, bending down and tweaking the feisty bat with a twig.

			Hours later, when Derek awoke inside his tent, he was drenched with sweat and twitching with fever. His tongue had swollen to the size of a knockwurst sausage, making it impossible for him to speak—or, at least, be understood. It didn’t really matter, for he had nothing he wished to say.

			A bat’s teeth aren’t particularly sanitary, and the mastiff had given Derek an exotic infection that fogged his thinking and set off deep, disturbing fears. All he wanted to do was run and hide.

			The camp was pitch-black and silent when he tottered from the tent. He picked up a flashlight and the expensive high-tech Helmet Cam, which he sometimes wore to film himself on the show and further mislead TV viewers into thinking he was alone on his expeditions.

			Weaving through the dense hammock, Derek had no master plan. It was only later, when he was perched high atop a strangler fig tree, that his skittering thoughts returned to the creature that had chomped him. Could it have been a vampire bat? Could he himself be morphing into one of the sinister, night-roaming fiends?

			Had he not been so ill, Derek would have scoffed at such an absurd idea. But once the notion took hold, his fever-racked imagination was unstoppable.

			He decided to do what Dax Mangold did when he was attacked by a bat (and all those other critters) in the final Night Wing episode. Feeling the evil blood chill his veins, Dax Mangold fled deep into the woods to battle the terrible forces of the spirit underworld and to save his own soul.

			The director and crew of Expedition Survival! were worried that Derek Badger had been stricken with rabies, but Derek himself was worried about something even worse. He spent the remainder of the night clinging to the branches, wondering if by morning he’d be hanging upside down by his feet, sporting bat wings and fuzzy crinkled ears.

			Shortly after dawn, he heard an airboat arrive at the campsite. Soon Raven and some of the crew started shouting his name and launched a noisy search. When they passed beneath the old fig tree, none of them glanced up in the high boughs where Derek was hiding. Soon afterward, he scrambled to the ground and made his way to the moat, where Link’s airboat was moored.

			Unlike real survivalists, Derek had no natural sense of direction. He steered the flat-bottomed vessel across the liquid prairie in a snaking, aimless path that ended with him smacking into the embankment of another tree island. The airboat was traveling exactly twenty-nine miles per hour when it pancaked to a halt, ejecting Derek head over heels.

			He landed on his Helmet Cam, bounced twice and then rolled into a bitter-smelling thicket of poison ivy. There he lay, scratching frantically, until a spear of sunshine lanced through the leafy canopy and caught him squarely in the eyes.

			Derek recalled with alarm that daylight caused vampires to either melt or catch fire, possibly both. In a panic he crawled back to the mired boat and scrunched beneath its broad bow, where he cowered like an overgrown mole, shielding his face with the freshly dented Helmet Cam.

			He braced against the dreaded first symptoms of vampire-hood by reciting a chant of resistance that Dax Mangold kept repeating in Revenge of the Blood Moon:

			“Eee-ka-laro! Eee-ka-laro! Gumbo mucho eee-ka-laro!”

			The English translation was not known to Derek, but the word eee-ka-laro made him think of éclairs, his favorite dessert. Chocolate éclairs filled with French vanilla custard!

			Soon Derek’s stomach began snarling with hunger, a beast more bold and ferocious than any mere vampire.

			

			—

			Sickler wasn’t losing any sleep over the missing survivalist. The longer Derek Badger stayed lost, the better it would be for Sickler’s business.

			Before setting off on the search, the airboat drivers and TV crew had loaded up on bottled water, sodas, coffee, snacks and sunscreen at Sickler’s souvenir shop. Raven Stark had warned Sickler not to tell a soul that Derek was missing because it might leak to the media and then snoopy reporters would show up. Sickler had sort of agreed to keep his mouth shut. It would be good publicity for the shop if he got his face on the evening news, but for now he was willing to wait.

			He was sitting alone, devouring a box of powdered donuts behind the counter, when a burly, unshaven man opened the screen door. The man was too tan to be a tourist. He wore a faded Buffalo Bills jersey, baggy gray gym shorts and soiled sneakers with no laces. His hair was matted, and his eyes were red-rimmed and oozy.

			“Can I help you?” Sickler asked.

			“I believe so.”

			“You look thirsty, sport. Want a soda?”

			“Beer,” the man said.

			“Sure.”

			“In a bottle, if you got one.”

			“Absolutely.”

			“Is that real or fake?” The man pointed at the bleached skull of a fox that was displayed on a pine shelf above the microwave.

			“Course it’s real.” Sickler managed to sound indignant. “Shot it myself,” he said, which was a lie. “It’s yours for forty bucks.”

			“No thanks.”

			“How about thirty?”

			“How ’bout lettin’ me enjoy my brew?” The man swigged down half the bottle before he spoke again. “I’m tryin’ to find somebody.”

			Sickler thought instantly of Derek Badger, but it didn’t add up. The stranger didn’t look like a TV reporter.

			“Who’re you lookin’ for? What’s his name?”

			“Not he,” the man said. “It’s a she.”

			Sickler smiled and licked the sugary dust from another donut. “We don’t get lots of women coming through here, sport. I’m pretty sure I’d remember.”

			The man slapped a wallet-sized photograph on the countertop. “She’s not a woman,” he said gruffly. “She’s my daughter.”

			It was a school picture of the scrawny girl who’d been hanging around with Derek Badger’s television crew. She looked exactly the same, except that in the photo she didn’t have a black eye.

			“She’s real sick,” the man said. “She run off without her medicine.”

			“What’s the matter with her?” Sickler asked.

			“It’s called Floyd’s disease. She could die from it.”

			“Never heard of that one. Floyd’s disease?”

			“It’s rare,” the man said. “Only one out of twenty-two million kids get it is what the doctors told us.”

			Sickler had seen enough trouble over the years that he wasn’t looking for more. Maybe the stranger was telling the truth, and maybe he wasn’t. In any case, Sickler had no desire to get in the middle of a family hassle.

			He pushed the girl’s photograph away. “Sorry. She don’t look familiar.”

			“Oh, is that right?” The man lunged across the counter and hissed, “She called me from here, Slim!”

			Sickler shoved him back. He was larger than the stranger—at nearly three hundred pounds, he was larger than almost everybody—but he was hopelessly out of shape. That’s why he kept a claw hammer behind the counter.

			He took it out and said, “Settle down, sport.”

			The man raised his hands apologetically. “Sorry, buddy. I just gotta find her, that’s all, before she goes into a coma or somethin’. You can put that hammer away; I won’t make no trouble.”

			Sickler didn’t put it away. He said, “We get lots of tourists come in off the highway to borrow the phone when their cell batteries go dead. I don’t pay attention to what they look like, or their kids.”

			“She’s not a tourist.”

			The shop owner didn’t like that the man had grabbed at him, or the meanness in the man’s eyes. The “Slim” wisecrack was out of line, too.

			“I told you—the girl don’t look familiar. Now I got work to do, so be on your way.”

			“Hold on—”

			“But first, pay for the beer.” Sickler tapped the claw hammer on the countertop. “Four bucks even.”

			The stranger thumbed out the cash from a grimy wad. “Her name’s Tuna.”

			“Tina?”

			“No. Tuna.”

			“Like the fish?”

			“She said on the phone she was in Aruba,” the man said, “making lists of moths and butterflies. She told me not to worry, said she hitched a ride on a sailboat with some circus folks.”

			“Aruba?” Sickler laughed. “That’s quite a story.”

			“Thing is, I got caller ID on my cell. That’s how I know for a fact she was here.”

			Oh great, Sickler thought.

			“The name of this place came up on my phone when she called,” the man went on. “I looked up your address on the Internet, and here I am.”

			Sickler wasn’t ever going to admit that he knew the girl, or that he’d charged her two bucks to use his office phone. “What time did she call you?”

			“An hour ago,” the stranger said. He checked his watch. “Make it one hour and eleven minutes.”

			“Whatever.” Sickler shrugged. “I wasn’t here; I was over in Naples. But I’ll ask the lady who watches the shop for me, see if she recalls seein’ the girl. That’s the best I can do.”

			“I’ll leave her picture with you,” the man said. “Hey, is that your motor coach parked outside? The big black number with tinted windows?”

			“Sure is,” Sickler lied again.

			“Sweet. How much that bad boy set you back?”

			“You don’t wanna know.”

			“I got a Winnebago Chieftain that’s seen better days. Lucky I don’t have to drive it far.”

			Sickler said, “Hey, tell me somethin’.”

			“Sure.”

			“Why would this girl—”

			“My daughter,” the stranger interjected.

			“Why would she call to say she’s in Aruba if she ain’t? Why the heck would she lie about somethin’ like that to her own daddy?”

			The man finished his beer with a burp and headed for the door. “Long story,” he said.

			I’ll bet it is, thought Sickler.

		

	
		
			EIGHTEEN

			They searched all afternoon and couldn’t find Derek Badger. The helicopter had to quit early because of mechanical trouble with something called a trim actuator. When the boats returned at sunset to Sickler’s dock, the mood was grim.

			Contrary to what TV viewers were led to believe, never in the history of Expedition Survival! had Derek actually been lost. He always stayed close to the snacks and beverages.

			Raven had no confidence that the made-for-television survivalist would last very long alone in the Everglades, a fear shared by the show’s director. Derek did not have a surplus of common sense, and it was only a matter of time before he accidentally ate a toxic berry or stepped on a deadly cottonmouth.

			Assuming he wasn’t already dying of rabies.

			“You’re Mr. Expert,” Raven said sharply to Mickey Cray. “Any brilliant ideas?”

			“Yeah. We try again tomorrow.”

			The director looked up from his iPhone. “Bummer. The forecast calls for more rain.”

			“So we get wet,” said Mickey.

			Raven threw up her hands. “That’s your plan? Seriously? We get wet?”

			“It’s big country out there, lady. Plus, we’re hunting for a knucklehead who doesn’t want to be found.”

			“But that’s ridiculous! Why would Derek be hiding?”

			“Beats me. Critters I can figure out just fine. People like him? I got no clue what goes on in their itty-bitty brains.”

			Link, who’d hardly spoken a word all day, shocked the group by saying: “That man be wreckin’ my airboat, I break him in two.” He demonstrated by snapping a tree branch over one knee.

			Raven immediately called for a private strategy session in Derek’s motor coach. Mickey told Wahoo and Tuna to set up the tents while he was gone.

			They selected an open area near some picnic tables at the edge of Sickler’s property. The mosquitoes were thick and fearless, stinging any patch of bare flesh that wasn’t coated with bug repellent—eyelids, earlobes, even armpits. Tuna and Wahoo swatted themselves constantly as they worked. Their cheeks, already windburned from the airboat ride, became pink and puffy from self-inflicted slaps.

			Tuna paused to examine a mashed attacker in the palm of her hand.

			“Okay, what’s the verdict?” Wahoo said.

			“I’m guessing Aedes aegypti.” She flicked the dead insect away. “There are forty-three different species of mosquitoes in the Everglades, but only thirteen kinds like to bite humans. Isn’t that weird?”

			Wahoo smiled ruefully. “Where are the friendly ones?”

			After the tents were in place, he and Tuna unrolled their sleeping bags. She wanted to build a campfire, but a big yellow sign warned against it. As darkness fell, they ate a tube of Pringles and washed it down with Gatorade. Wahoo was glad that Tuna seemed her usual perky self again.

			“Who gave you the fish name?” she asked, out of the blue.

			He told her about the agreement his parents had made soon after they were married. His mom would choose the name of the first baby—who turned out to be Julie, his older sister—and his father would get to name the next one.

			“Too bad for you,” said Tuna.

			“When Pop was little, his favorite pro wrestler was a guy called Wahoo McDaniel. He was part Choctaw Indian, strong as a bear. He also played linebacker for the Dolphins.”

			“What’s your mom think? Does she seriously call you Wahoo?”

			“She’s not thrilled about it, but she says a deal’s a deal.”

			“You a wrestler, Lance?”

			“Nope. I’m not on the football team, either.”

			“But don’t you get picked on at school? Because of that goofy name?”

			“I used to,” Wahoo said, “until this happened.” He wiggled the bony nub where his right thumb once had been. “Now the jocks leave me alone. Anybody who gets bitten by a gator and walks away, they think he must be super-tough. But that’s got nothin’ to do with it.”

			“I’m not so sure.” Tuna opened her tote bag and saw, among her journals and nature books, the Expedition Survival! script. “I guess we can throw this thing away,” she said.

			“Wait, let’s see how it was supposed to end.” Wahoo took out the flashlight and sat on the sleeping bag beside her. They turned to the last page:

			
				CLOSE-UP OF DEREK’S SWISS ARMY KNIFE, chipping away at the core of a log.

				Only the log isn’t just a log anymore. It’s a dugout canoe, like the traditional craft once used by Seminoles to skim across the grassy shallows.

				CUT TO MEDIUM SHOT of the finished canoe.

				DEREK (exhausted): Isn’t she a beauty? I worked all night, and she’s finally ready to float! I can’t wait to get out of here, too.

				Crikey, I thought I was a goner after that monstrous gator ambushed me. One thing’s for sure: I don’t have the strength to fight off another one. It’s time to go.

				He straps on the HELMET CAM and grabs a tree limb for a paddle. Then he steps carefully into the canoe and pushes off.

				CUT TO ANGLE FROM HELMET CAM, Derek’s point of view, as he slowly makes his way across a lily-covered pond toward a sea of saw grass.

				DEREK (breathing heavily as he paddles): Everything looks the same in this part of the Everglades, no matter which bloody direction you go. By noon the sun will be so scorching hot that it could cause fatal heatstroke. My only hope is that somebody finds me way out here before it’s too late….

				ANGLE LOOKING UPWARD FROM HELMET CAM, buzzards circling. Derek keeps on paddling, the saw grass nicking his sunburned arms, until…

				DEREK: Maybe I’m hallucinating, but I swear I hear an airplane!

				CUT TO A SHOT FROM HELICOPTER CAMERA, looking down from high over the scene.

				Derek’s standing in the canoe and waving frantically.

				A small single-engine plane passes above.

				DEREK (shouting desperately): Hey, mates, down here! Come back!

				After several tense moments, the plane banks slowly and begins to turn around. Derek cheers and raises both fists in the air. The pilot dips a wing to signal that he sees the solitary traveler.

				CUT TO HELMET CAM SHOT of the aircraft, now circling closer.

				DEREK: Yes! Yes! Yes! What a fantastic sight!

				CUT BACK TO HELICOPTER CAMERA, pulling away, higher and farther.

				DEREK (now visible as just a dot on the immense Everglades prairie): For a moment, as I battled for my life against that ferocious gator, I wasn’t sure this expedition would turn out so happily. Now it looks like I’m actually getting out of this place alive!

				See you next week!

				ROLL CREDITS.

			

			Tuna tossed the script to the ground. “Nobody can chip out a whole canoe with a dinky pocketknife! Gimme a break.”

			“Welcome to the reality of reality TV.” Wahoo switched off the flashlight, which was attracting a cloud of insects.

			In the final layer of twilight, before the swamp darkness settled in, he heard Tuna say, “What if he croaks out there?”

			“You mean Derek?”

			“What if he’s already dead?”

			The same awful possibility had occurred to Wahoo. He reached for Tuna’s hand and said, “The airboat probably ran out of gas is all.”

			Wahoo couldn’t figure out why Derek had bolted from the base camp after the bat bite. Maybe he was just trying to stir up a little drama for the director and the crew. The man clearly enjoyed being the center of attention.

			“Look, I know he’s a total goober,” Tuna said, “but I used to love, love, love his show. Every Thursday night, nine o’clock. Just about the time my dad would pass out.”

			Wahoo could picture the scene all too clearly, though he still couldn’t put a human face on Tuna’s father.

			She went on: “The Walmart has a real good TV department—that’s where I go to watch Expedition and Shrimp Wars if Daddy’s snoring too loud.”

			“Derek’s not dead, Lucille. They’ll find him.”

			“I sure hope so.”

			Wahoo hoped so, too. Of one thing he felt certain: whatever the so-called survivalist was doing at large in the Everglades, he wasn’t carving a homemade canoe.

			

			—

			The snails tasted nasty, and Derek chewed up three of them in spite of his bloated tongue. They were small, and their thin, spiral shells crunched easily. He also captured a green tree frog, which he managed to gulp whole. It wriggled going down his throat and continued wriggling all the way to his stomach. He sucked on some leaves to get the slime out of his mouth.

			This happened after the sun had gone down, when it was safe for vampires to roam.

			Derek didn’t yet feel like a vampire, though he was jittery with anticipation. Almost twenty-four hours had passed since the bat attack, and there was no sign of a transformation from mortal human to undead night stalker.

			As thirsty as he was, Derek had no desire to drink blood from somebody’s neck. A cold Diet Coke, however, would have been cause for rejoicing. Every so often he ran his fleshy fingertips along his capped teeth in expectation of fangs.

			He was still sweaty and feverish, and now he noticed an annoying new symptom: dreadful, fiery itching all over his arms and legs. A knowledgeable person would have recognized the marks of poison ivy, but Derek was loopy from the infection. He wondered if the itch could be vampire-related, although he didn’t recall Dax Mangold or any of the other Night Wing characters scratching so much.

			He was still hungry after eating the frog and snails, which he had located using the small light mounted on the Helmet Cam. Despite being banged up in the crash, the device seemed to be working fine. Derek pawed through the items in the beached airboat until he came across Link’s jug of water, which he guzzled heedlessly.

			The night air thrummed and ticked with insects, and an occasional rustle came from deep in the brushy hammock. He stretched out on one of the airboat’s bench seats and stared up at the sky, which was again filling with clouds. The unfriendly moon remained out of sight.

			His stomach gurgled, and he desperately hoped it wasn’t the frog, seeking escape. A fabulously clever idea entered his head: he would record a video of himself morphing into a vampire for Expedition Survival! The ratings for such a show would be sensational!

			Derek activated the small camera connected to the Helmet Cam and propped it on the boat’s driving platform. Illuminated only by the slender spray of light, he positioned himself in front of the dime-sized eye of the lens and began to relate his frightful story:

			“Mmmphhrrroooffftteeeeblahhhkkktunnnghhh…”

			He was unable to speak regular words, of course, owing to the swollen condition of his tongue. He tried several times, but all that tumbled out was gibberish. Eventually he turned off the Helmet Cam and lay back down to itch and brood.

			Derek wasn’t in a good place, either physically or emotionally. Although the bat that had chomped him wasn’t carrying rabies, the germs from its saliva were toxic enough to blur his pampered sense of reality. In his overheated mind, the Night Wing vampire movies now loomed as true to life as a National Geographic nature documentary.

			Another search of Link’s airboat turned up a packet of leathery pork rinds that Derek struggled to swallow. His wounded tongue remained a major obstacle. A heron cawed in the distance, but to Derek it might as well have been a zombie calling.

			He huddled in the boat and shut his eyes. Once more, his thoughts turned to food—specifically, the scrumptious dessert tray delivered nightly to his hotel suite at the Empresario. He could practically smell the spicy carrot cake and taste the silky crème brûlée….

			The dark side will never own me, Derek vowed to himself, repeating the mystic line from Dax Mangold. Eee-ka-laro! Eee-ka-laro! Gumbo mucho eee-ka-laro!

		

	
		
			NINETEEN

			Wahoo awoke before sunrise and chased off a family of raccoons that was snooping around the tents, scrounging for food. The low sky promised more rain, so he zipped on the fancy weather jacket given to him by Raven Stark.

			Mickey Cray came out of the tent. He looked bleary and haggard.

			“How many fingers, Pop?” Wahoo held up two.

			“Aw, I’m just fine.”

			“No headache?”

			“I slept poorly, that’s all.”

			Wahoo knew why. His father was worried.

			“How long do you think Derek can last out there?”

			“Depends,” Mickey said. “If he flipped that airboat, he’s dead already. The prop would chop him into slaw.”

			“Say he didn’t crash the boat. Say he just ran the gas tank dry.”

			Wahoo’s father thought about it. “Well, the guy’s got plenty of body fat. It’ll take him a while to starve.”

			“A week?” Wahoo asked.

			“At least. Unless he does somethin’ stupid.”

			That’s what everybody on the crew was afraid of, too. Wahoo asked his father if he thought Derek had gone crazy.

			“Who could tell the difference?” Mickey said.

			Tracking down a spacey TV star was not what he’d been hired to do. In fact, it was his first manhunt. That’s why he’d tossed and turned all night. Although he had no respect for Derek Badger, Mickey was distressed by the thought of the man turning up dead—or not turning up at all.

			Tuna emerged from her tent and declared she was ready for coffee and a microwaved burrito. On the walk to Sickler’s shop they stopped at the dock, where the TV crew and the airboat drivers were getting a pre-search pep talk from Raven. Link was there, too, looking glum. Clearly the fate of his airboat was more important to him than the fate of Derek Badger. To Wahoo’s surprise, Mickey was sympathetic.

			“That boat’s his whole life,” he said in a low voice. “He probably built the darn thing himself.”

			“He tried to run you over, Pop.”

			Mickey smiled. “If that’s what he meant to do, I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t be standin’ here right now.”

			Raven was perched on an equipment box, talking at the top of her voice. “Today’s the day, okay? We’re going to find Mr. Badger and bring him back safe and sound! Are we clear?”

			There was a polite murmur of agreement, but Wahoo got the sense that nobody in the search party was bubbling with optimism. The weather looked ugly, and a distant quake of thunder caused one of the Miccosukee drivers to whistle unhappily. Anybody who knew the Everglades understood it was a bad place to be in an electrical storm. Tree islands were magnets for lightning bolts, and a metal airboat wasn’t much safer.

			“Everybody’s got fresh batteries in their walkie-talkies?” Raven went on. “First-aid kits? Come on, people, look at your checklist.”

			Wahoo’s father nudged him and said, “Let’s go grab a snack. Where’s your girlfriend?”

			“She’s not my girlfriend.”

			“Course she isn’t.”

			Wahoo hadn’t noticed Tuna slip away from the group. He peered around until he spotted her about fifty yards away, standing by a chain-link security fence that separated the parking lot from the rest of Sickler’s property. Wahoo called out, but she acted as if she didn’t hear him. Once more he called her name, louder, yet she still didn’t turn around.

			His father said, “Meet me at the shop. You want orange juice?”

			“Sure.”

			“Pulp or no pulp?”

			“Doesn’t matter, Pop.”

			Wahoo was halfway to Tuna when she wheeled from the fence and started running toward him, running so hard that he knew it wasn’t for fun. As she tore past, clutching her tote bag to her chest, her face was a gray mask of fear.

			

			—

			The souvenir shack was so busy selling junk food and stale protein bars to the search teams that at first Sickler didn’t notice him standing in line.

			“It’s me again,” the stranger said.

			Sickler leveled a granite stare. “What’s up?”

			“Well, my daughter Tuna is what’s up.”

			“I spoke to the help. Showed ’em her picture.”

			“Yeah?”

			“They don’t remember any kid like her askin’ to use the phone.”

			Sickler hadn’t run across the girl this morning, but he knew she was on the property somewhere. The last thing he needed was for her old man to see her and then the two of them get into it, scrapping like cats and dogs. Somebody might call the cops.

			The man asked, “Can we talk private?”

			“Now’s not a good time, sport.”

			“Just take a minute. Then I’ll be on my way.”

			“Sorry.”

			The stranger didn’t move from his position in front of the cash register. “I believe you’re lyin’ to me, Slim. I believe my little girl’s round here somewhere.”

			Sickler took out the claw hammer. “And I believe you’ve been drinkin’.”

			“What makes you say that?”

			“ ’Cause you stink of beer. Now git.”

			The drunk-smelling man shook his head. “Not till you show me where she’s hidin’.”

			“I’ll show you where,” said a voice from behind.

			Annoyed, Sickler looked past the drunk and saw the animal wrangler from Derek Badger’s television show.

			“In fact, I’ll take you there right now,” the wrangler said to the girl’s father. “We’ll go in my truck.”

			“Where’s she at?” the stranger demanded, squinting bloodshot eyes. “Who’re you?”

			The wrangler held out his right hand. “Name’s Mickey Cray. What’s yours?”

			“Gordon. Jared Gordon,” the man said. His handshake was limp and insincere.

			Sickler piped up. “Don’t listen to him, Gordon. He don’t know where your daughter’s at, neither.”

			Mickey Cray tilted an eyebrow, hoping Sickler would get the message: Butt out.

			“It’s all right,” Mickey assured Tuna’s father. “She’s expecting you.”

			Jared Gordon grinned. “How ’bout that?”

			Sickler was glad the shop had cleared out. Now it was just the three of them. He was no saint himself, but he didn’t like jerks who beat on their children.

			“How’d she get that shiner?” he asked Jared Gordon.

			“So you did see her after all!”

			“What happened to her eye?”

			“I tole you, she’s got the Floyd’s disease. That’s one of the signs—black-and-blue marks on your face.”

			“You’re so full of it,” Sickler said.

			Mickey cut in: “Come on, Jared. Let’s you and me get in the truck. We got a long drive.”

			“Nooooooo thanks.”

			“You want to see your daughter, don’t you?”

			“I most surely do,” said Tuna’s father, “but I believe you’re lyin’ to me, mister, same as Slim. I believe she’s still here, and I believe the both of you know ’zackly where she’s at.”

			That’s when Jared Gordon reached under his grungy Buffalo Bills jersey and whipped out the revolver. “And I do believe you’re gonna lead me to her right this second,” he said, “else somebody’s gonna have a big-time hole in their head.”

			

			—

			It was true that Link’s homemade airboat was the center of his life. It was also true that his life wasn’t very complicated. He lived by himself in a trailer near the tiny town of Copeland on Route 29. His interests were limited to fishing, hunting and tuning his boat’s engine, an old 454 with compression issues.

			Link’s mind operated in a simple way, uncluttered by curiosity and ambition. He was mostly comfortable in the Everglades and enjoyed being alone, especially after experiencing such a rough childhood. He wasn’t scared of bears, panthers or alligators, although snakes of all sizes made him skittish. Despite his thuggish appearance he was not a vicious person, but he wasn’t afraid to use his fists. When he did, he usually won.

			Few books or magazines could be found in Link’s trailer, for he’d always struggled with reading. He watched plenty of television, although not the nature channels, so he had no appreciation for Derek Badger’s fame. Link had accepted the Expedition Survival! job only because it paid two hundred bucks a day and he got to drive his airboat. So far he hadn’t been impressed by what he’d seen, and he had no plans to start watching the program on Thursday nights. He would stick to cage fights on pay-per-view.

			The manhunt for Badger wasn’t Link’s first. Usually the lost parties were amateur airboaters or backpacking tourists who were located within a day or two—sunburned, hungry and freckled with crimson bug bites. Link expected the searchers to find Badger in the same condition, miserable but unharmed. He couldn’t recall the last time anybody had got eaten by a gator or died from a cottonmouth bite.

			Of more concern was the fate of his precious airboat, which he’d put together by hand from a kit. He was the only one who’d ever driven the craft, until now. With a guy like Derek at the helm, anything could happen. Fearing that his creation might end up as a crumpled heap of aluminum, Link was a highly motivated searcher.

			As the teams gathered at Sickler’s dock to receive their final instructions from Raven Stark, Link fidgeted and paced. He couldn’t wait to get out on the water. Raven had assigned him to ride with a young Miccosukee driver named Bradley Jumper, who was sitting beneath a nearby banyan tree and feasting on a glazed donut.

			“Time to go,” Link said.

			“Dude, lemme finish my breakfast.”

			It seemed to Link that Bradley Jumper didn’t appreciate what was at stake.

			“Now!” Link said.

			“Chill.”

			This wasn’t the response Link had hoped for. Just as he was about to grab Bradley’s long black ponytail and assist him to the dock, the girl named Tuna ran up.

			“Help me,” she gasped.

			“Okay,” said Link.

			She hopped onto Bradley Jumper’s airboat—a twenty-foot swamp-tour special with an eight-bladed turboprop. Link followed her aboard and quickly started the engine.

			“Hey!” Bradley protested, spitting donut crumbs.

			But Link was already untying the ropes from the pilings. Tuna was joined in the bow by the wrangler’s son, who seemed to appear out of nowhere. Link didn’t ask any questions because he could see that the girl was frightened to the bone. He remembered the feeling.

			“Hurry!” she shouted over the rising whine of the engine.

			On the edge of the dock stood Raven Stark, hands on her hips. “Where do you three think you’re going?” she said. “The other teams aren’t ready yet! Where’s your radio?”

			None of her yapping could be heard by Link, who’d pushed the boat clear and taken his seat in front of the big aviation propeller. As he revved the engine, something stung him sharply below his right shoulder blade. He grunted and turned to glimpse a stranger in a football jersey standing on the bank of the canal. With one arm the man was aiming a stubby black pistol. His other arm was locked around the neck of Cray, the animal wrangler.

			Link was both puzzled and alarmed. He hit the gas and the airboat took off. Ten minutes and seven miles later, his brain finally made the unhappy connection between the worsening pain in his back and the stranger with the gun.

			Maybe I been shot, he thought.

			Everything in his vision—the clouds, the water, the tan waves of saw grass—began to turn fuzzy. The back of his T-shirt felt warm and sticky.

			For sure I been shot, he thought.

			Before collapsing, he managed to stop the boat. The kids apparently found the first-aid kit and started treating his bullet wound. Floating in and out of consciousness, Link picked up part of their conversation.

			“Can’t you stop the bleeding?” the girl was pleading.

			“I’m trying,” said the boy. “Did you see the gun? What was it?”

			“A .38 revolver.”

			How’d she know that? Link wondered in a fog.

			He lifted his head and cracked one eyelid. “You got a fix on who shot me?”

			“Yeah,” the girl replied. “My whacked-out dad.”

			“Ugh.”

			“A new low,” she added, “even for him.”

			“Am I gone die?” Link asked.

			“No way,” the boy said.

			“Good.” Link closed his eye and took a nap.

			

			—

			Wahoo was experienced at first aid. Keeping a backyard full of animals, he and his father frequently got scratched, scraped or chomped. Pain-wise, monkey bites were the worst, with raccoon nips a close second. Such injuries weren’t life-threatening, but they required speedy attention in order to prevent infections, which could be dangerous. From practice Wahoo had learned how to quickly stanch bleeding, clean a wound and apply antibiotics.

			Tuna knelt beside him while he worked on Link. He began by using a screwdriver from the boat’s toolbox to cut away Link’s bloody shirt. Then he applied some hydrogen peroxide, followed by a dab of alcohol, which caused Link to groan from the sting.

			After tweezing a crumb of broken lead from the pea-sized hole, Wahoo said, “The slug broke into pieces. It might’ve hit a bone.”

			Tuna took the jagged fragment and placed it in the palm of her hand. “Unbelievable,” she said. “My father’s officially out of his mind.”

			“How the heck did he find you?” Wahoo asked.

			“I’m a total idiot, that’s how. The battery in my cell was dead, so I borrowed the phone at the tourist shop. Sickler’s name must have come up on Daddy’s caller ID. Totally my fault—and now look what happened!”

			She stared forlornly at Link unconscious on the deck of the airboat, where she and Wahoo had rolled him facedown after he’d tumbled from the driver’s platform.

			“This is horrible,” she said.

			Wahoo couldn’t disagree. Despite what he’d told Link, he couldn’t be certain that the injury wasn’t fatal. Without X-rays and other hospital tests, there was no way to know how much internal damage the bullet had caused. It was overwhelming to think that Link might die, so Wahoo pushed the thought out of his mind. In that way he was able to remain steady-handed as he painted the gunshot wound with an antibiotic that looked like A1 steak sauce.

			Tuna was explaining the frantic scene at Sickler’s place: “When I spotted our dumpy old Winnebago in the parking lot, I almost had a stroke…. I couldn’t believe he tracked me down…. The only thing to do was run.”

			“Why’d you call him in the first place?” Wahoo asked.

			“I’ve got this pet hamster.”

			“So?”

			“He needs to eat, Lance, just like your animals. I phoned Daddy to ask if he would please feed him,” she said, “because he forgets when I’m not around. It’s been four days.”

			Wahoo thought: This whole mess broke loose because of a hungry hamster?

			“Don’t be mad,” Tuna said.

			“I’m not mad. Slightly stressed is all.”

			The rain began to fall. Link stirred. His breathing sounded heavy, but at least he was breathing. Wahoo cross-taped a square of medical gauze over the bullet hole, which was no longer bleeding.

			“What are we going to do? I can’t go back while Daddy’s there,” Tuna said.

			Wahoo didn’t know where they were or how to find help. Most importantly, he didn’t know how to run an airboat—and Link seemed in no shape to give lessons. The boats were fast and tricky to steer. Even experienced drivers flipped over on occasion.

			He wondered what was happening back at Sickler’s dock. Wahoo couldn’t picture his father standing around doing nothing while some drunk with a pistol went nuts. It wasn’t Mickey Cray’s style to lay back. When trouble sprang up, he usually got involved in a major way. Wahoo thought of himself as more calm and cautious—but then again, he hadn’t really been tested.

			“Was your dad trying to shoot you?” he asked Tuna. The question came out halting and raspy. It didn’t sound like his own voice.

			Tuna blinked the raindrops from her eyelashes and thought about the answer. Finally she said, “I think he was aiming for the motor. That’s what I choose to believe.”

			Wahoo nodded and took a deep breath. Then the wind shifted and they heard another airboat, coming full speed.

		

	
		
			TWENTY

			Derek Badger knew from the movies that it was dangerous for vampires to expose themselves to sunshine—but what about dark cloudy days, when the sun was blotted out?

			He decided to take a chance. From his shelter, a damp hollow beneath the grounded airboat, he cautiously extended a bare hand into the morning air. He was relieved when his flesh didn’t burst into flaming blisters, which sometimes happened to careless vampires in the Night Wing Trilogy.

			As Derek squeezed from his hiding spot, a cool rain began to beat down. He felt a slight chill crawl down his spine, as if the fever were breaking. He remembered a scene from a program he’d done in a Costa Rican jungle—a nifty trick that one of the writers had thought up. He took off the Helmet Cam and turned it upside down so it functioned as a bucket. The rain wasn’t as sweet as the bottled Italian spring water in the refrigerator of his motor coach, but Derek drank eagerly. It made him feel like a genuine survivalist.

			Afterward, using the airboat’s propeller blade as a mirror, he checked out his dental situation: still no fangs.

			His bat-punctured tongue had shrunk to a size that almost fit inside his cheeks. In addition, the dreadful itching rash that had tormented him all night seemed to be ebbing. A normal person would have been pleased by these developments, but Derek was disappointed. He’d sort of been looking forward to becoming a vampire, defeating the evil curse and then triumphantly morphing back into human form—just like Dax Mangold did.

			Sadly, there would be no special vampire edition of Expedition Survival! The Helmet Cam’s video recorder wasn’t working because of water damage to the wiring.

			Drenched to the bone, Derek struggled to shove the airboat off the bank and get it floating. It wouldn’t budge. Three inches of water puddled in the bottom didn’t help.

			As too often happened, his empty stomach took control of his brain. He was overpowered by a delicious vision of buttermilk pancakes flanked by strips of lean Canadian bacon, smoked Scottish salmon and luscious jade wedges of kiwifruit. Hot tears of desire welled up in his eyes.

			Derek wasn’t accustomed to the solitary life. The previous night, spent hunkered under Link’s airboat, was the first time he’d ever slept truly alone in the wilderness, a fact that would have shocked millions of TV fans. Derek missed having the crew and the director to boss around. He missed Raven Stark hovering constantly, tending to his every whim.

			Most of all he missed the nightly helicopter flights back to the swanky hotel, where he could get a massage and soak in the soothing Jacuzzi.

			As he watched the airboat continue to fill with rain, Derek grew more apprehensive. If the hull wallowed and the engine became submerged, he’d be stranded in the middle of the bloody Everglades with no way to get out. Resorting again to the Helmet Cam, he hurriedly began scooping water from the boat and dumping it over the side.

			In a downpour this was hard work, and Derek only lasted about fifteen minutes. Grumpy and exhausted, he took cover in a stand of trees—absolutely the dumbest place to hide when the clouds were full of thunder. From a wild coffee bush he plucked a handful of scarlet berries, which tasted exceptionally gross. He spat them out in a gummy clump, something he did only when cameras weren’t rolling.

			Disgusted, he sat down under a bay tree. The leaves were dripping and the ground was squishy, so he propped the Helmet Cam under his butt.

			As the wind freshened and swirled, Derek tried in vain to think about anything other than food. When a lovely butterfly with wings like white parchment landed on a vine, he snatched the unsuspecting traveler and popped it into his mouth. The taste was only slightly less awful than that of the coffee berries. As soon as Derek swallowed, he knew he’d made a mistake.

			He would have thrown up instantly if the lightning bolt hadn’t struck first.

			

			—

			“Did you find him yet?” Gerry Germaine asked.

			“There’s been a setback,” Raven Stark said. The satellite phone felt like a barbell in her hand. “Two of our search boats were…”

			“What?”

			“Hijacked,” she said.

			“By who? Pirates?” Gerry Germaine said sarcastically. “Are you in Florida, darling, or Somalia?”

			“I didn’t mean ‘hijacked.’ I meant waylaid.” Raven was in no mood to quibble. This was already the worst day of her entire adult life. “Apparently it’s a family dispute.”

			“Give me the short version, please.” The executive producer of Expedition Survival! was sipping a grapefruit-and-tangerine smoothie on the pool deck of his house, which overlooked the Pacific Ocean. He was wearing sunglasses, a short linen robe and ridiculous slippers lined with weasel fur. His laptop sat open on the table.

			“Here’s what I know,” said Raven. “The animal wrangler we’re using has a son. The son has a girlfriend. The girlfriend’s father has a drinking problem. This morning he showed up looking for his daughter. He also had a loaded gun—”

			“This is the short version?”

			“Nobody was killed—”

			“You’re ruining my sunrise,” said Gerry Germaine.

			“—at least, we don’t think anybody was killed.”

			“Meaning you don’t know for sure.”

			“He fired the gun once,” Raven said, “at the airboat carrying his daughter. Though, as I said, we don’t believe anyone was hit. Then he—”

			“Stop right there. While all this domestic drama unfolds, is somebody out searching for the unreliable and grossly overpaid Mr. Badger? The star of my show? Yes or no?”

			“Not at the moment.” Raven was sitting alone in Derek’s motor coach. Rain lashed at the windows. “We basically have monsoon conditions right now,” she said. Her free hand stirred a mug of hot tea. “Also, the other airboat drivers are extremely upset about the shooting and so forth—”

			“As they should be.” The seriousness of the situation was clear to Gerry Germaine. “Is that thunder I hear on your end, Raven?”

			“Yup.”

			With a full production crew on standby, weather delays were always expensive. So were lawsuits—and the set of a TV program was no place for a trigger-happy drunk. Gerry Germaine knew what had to be done. There was no choice.

			“Is the redneck with the gun still on the loose?” he asked Raven.

			“Yes, however—”

			“Then you’d better call the cops.”

			“They’re on the way. Unfortunately, they can’t do much until the storms pass. It’s too hairy out there.”

			Gerry Germaine sighed to himself. “Did you happen to tell the police about Derek running off?”

			“I did.” Raven wondered if she would be fired. In a way, it would be a relief. “Frankly, I felt things were getting out of hand down here.”

			“The understatement of the millennium.”

			“The police said anybody who calls himself a survivalist ought to be able to survive a rainstorm. They said they’re in the business of hunting down criminals, not TV actors. They won’t even start looking for Derek until after they’ve caught the nut with the gun!”

			“Hmmm,” said Gerry Germaine. It wasn’t the worst news he’d ever gotten.

			In fact, he’d already made a phone call to a buff New Zealander who starred in a low-budget outdoor program on the Evergreen Network. Once the young fellow heard how much money was involved, he said he’d be honored to take over as host and star of Expedition Survival!, in the tragic event that Derek Badger was unable to go on.

			From his Google search, Gerry Germaine had learned that a person infected with rabies might not show symptoms for weeks, months or even years. That presented an inconvenient roadblock to replacing Derek on the show, which was Gerry Germaine’s secret plan. Therefore, the executive producer wasn’t totally upset to learn that the police were more concerned with finding the disturbed gunman than tracking down a wayward celebrity.

			In Gerry Germaine’s view, the longer that Derek remained lost in the Everglades, the more likely that he’d be in no shape to continue doing the TV show after he was found. If he was found. Either way, Derek’s absence would give Gerry Germaine an opening to fly in the New Zealander for a tryout.

			Raven said, “There’s another complication, Gerry. It involves the wrangler—he’s been abducted.”

			“Not now. It’s time for my swim.”

			Raven’s loyalty to Derek had its limits. At this point she was getting worried about saving her own job. “Look, I know this is costing a fortune,” she said. “But even if Derek can’t finish the show, it isn’t a total loss.”

			“How so?”

			“The scene with him riding the giant alligator is golden, trust me. Plus, he gets nipped on the nose by a turtle, bloodied by a water snake—and then there’s the bat attack, which will be an instant classic on YouTube. All I’m saying, Gerry, is that we’ve got enough video to stitch together a pretty exciting Florida adventure.”

			“Except for the end,” Gerry Germaine said. “We don’t really have an ending, do we?”

			“No,” Raven replied glumly. “I guess we don’t.”

			

			—

			When Wahoo was six years old, he experienced a brush with death. At least that’s how he remembered it.

			His father was hunting for snakes near a railroad, Wahoo tagging along. His sister, Julie, was there, too, carrying the frayed old pillowcases that served as capture bags. Mickey ran off in pursuit of a speedy coachwhip snake, and Julie chased after him.

			Wahoo wandered away, following the railroad bed. He became preoccupied with counting the wooden ties that were set in gravel beneath the rails—his dad had told him there were three thousand planks for every mile of track. Wahoo didn’t believe it.

			He walked slowly to make sure he counted each tie, and he recited each number out loud. At 104, the rails began to hum. Wahoo turned.

			Speeding toward him was a freight train pulled by a dirty blue locomotive.

			In Hollywood movies, trains always blow a long whistle when something appears ahead on the tracks. That didn’t happen. Wahoo wasn’t very tall, so the engineer might not have seen him.

			Time crawled. Wahoo should have been terrified, but he wasn’t. He should have waved his arms, but he didn’t; he just stood there feeling the rumble in the soles of his feet. The train wasn’t slowing down, yet Wahoo’s legs seemed in no hurry to move. Later his father would tell him the locomotive was going fifty-eight miles an hour. That Wahoo believed.

			The tracks actually began to vibrate as the locomotive drew close. Its headlight was like a blazing white eyeball. With only seconds to spare, a life-or-death switch went off in Wahoo’s mind. He snapped out of his odd trance and jumped from the rails.

			What he remembered most clearly was the incredible whoosh of noise—coal cars, tankers, flatbeds, boxcars flying past in a blur—as he crouched only a few feet away. Covering his ears didn’t help much. For days afterward he awoke to the fearsome sound of that train in his head.

			The sensation rushed back to him now, the difference being that he could barely see his hand in front of his face. Tuna was huddled beside him and Link was sprawled at his feet. Through gusty winds and sopping rain, another airboat was definitely roaring in their direction.

			Wahoo thought: Whoever’s driving that thing must be crazy.

			Their own airboat had drifted into a tall patch of saw grass, making it even more difficult for them to be seen. Wahoo feared they would accidentally be run over.

			His options were limited. One was to stand on top of the propeller’s safety cage and hope the other boaters would spot him in time—although that was risky, with so much lightning in the sky. The elevated metal cage was a magnet for electricity.

			Still, Wahoo knew he had to flag down help. Link needed a doctor, and the approaching vessel might be the only one to pass so close for hours, or even days.

			“Lie flat,” he told Tuna, “in case they crash into us.”

			She got down next to Link. “What about you?” she called up to Wahoo.

			“Just stay low,” he said, and scrambled ape-style up on the safety cage.

			There, gritting into the wind, he made himself as tall as possible. For balance he wedged the waterlogged toes of his sneakers into the wire mesh. He hoped that the Expedition Survival! jacket would make him stand out, a glossy blue beacon above the grassy brown horizon.

			Although Wahoo still couldn’t see the other airboat, he knew it had to be very near—the high buzz of the engine cut through the weather like a million angry wasps. As the noise grew louder, uncomfortably loud, he felt the same racing sense of anticipation as he did all those years ago on the train tracks. Only this time he wouldn’t freeze.

			A violet flash in the clouds was followed by a thunderclap that made him wobble.

			“Get down, dummy!” Tuna shouted.

			“No!” Wahoo fixed his concentration on the engine sound. He squinted fiercely into the rain and prepared to shout with all his might.

			A sparkle-green airboat burst from the mist, a streaking silhouette that crossed perhaps forty yards behind the stern. The good news was that it wasn’t going to hit him. The bad news was that the two men on board were looking the other way.

			Wahoo began to wave and holler—then, suddenly, he stopped.

			Tuna watched him leap down so fast that he left his shoes stuck in the safety cage. He lay with his cheek pressed to the deck and he didn’t stir until the other boat was gone, a faint drone in the distance.

			“What’s wrong?” Tuna asked.

			“We’ve gotta wake him up.” Wahoo was shaking one of Link’s shoulders. “I don’t know how to drive this stupid thing. Help me wake him up.”

			“Take it easy, Lance. The dude’s been shot, remember?”

			“You don’t understand.” Wahoo’s voice was taut. “Your dad was in that other airboat!”

			Tuna looked puzzled. “Are you sure?”

			“It was definitely him,” Wahoo said.

			“But Daddy doesn’t know how to drive one of those things.”

			“No, my dad was the driver. Your dad was the one with the gun.”

			The color left Tuna’s cheeks. “Did he see us?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“Oh God. He must be out hunting for me.”

			“Well, now we’re going hunting for him.” Wahoo pinched one of Link’s grimy fingertips. “Come on, man, wake up!”

		

	
		
			TWENTY-ONE

			Derek Badger probably would have died if he hadn’t been sitting on the Helmet Cam.

			The lightning bolt shot down the trunk of the bay tree and came out at the roots, striking the metal headpiece and launching Derek like a bomb.

			He woke up later in a tingling daze, clueless about what had happened. For a while he failed to notice that the seat of his pants was smoldering, a wisp of smoke rising from the matted leaves where he sat. He picked up the Helmet Cam and stared curiously at the scorched, fist-sized hole. It was a mystery.

			In fact, the whole morning was a blank. The lightning strike had wiped out all memory of the storm. Still, Derek felt different, changed in some important way. At first a ringing filled his eardrums like the bell of a fire truck, though gradually it faded to a dull hum. Then he noticed a fluttery tickle running in a weird current up and down his body. It made him want to flap his arms and try to fly, like a hummingbird.

			Or maybe a bat.

			Finally! Derek thought. It’s really happening.

			Oddly, he was no longer hungry. In fact, the thought of chocolate éclairs made him queasy. To Derek it was proof that his mutation from mortal to vampire was in progress, for the vampires in the Night Wing movies showed no interest in food. They hungered only for human blood.

			Standing up, he felt a painful sensation on his butt. Reaching around, he discovered a hole in the backside of his khaki shorts, and inside that hole was a tender wound—a small burn caused by the lightning bolt punching through the Helmet Cam, which of course Derek didn’t recall.

			“It’s a mark!” he exclaimed. “The mark of the undead!”

			Actually it was the mark of the stupid, which is what you get for sitting under a tree during a thunderstorm. The jolt from the deflected lightning had frayed Derek’s last fragile link to reality. Combined with the nagging effects of the bat infection, it had left him marooned in an imaginary underworld where evil night creepers roamed.

			“I must resist,” he whispered to himself.

			Dizzily he made his way out of the trees to the place where he’d grounded the airboat. With dismay he saw it was now full of rainwater, way too heavy to move. A leopard frog swam happy circles between the seats. Derek felt no urge to snack on it. He shivered from the remains of his fever and returned to the shelter of the woods.

			In Revenge of the Blood Moon, the last of the Night Wing series, Dax Mangold took refuge in Slackjaw Forest, where he constructed a sleeping platform in the boughs of a towering wing nut tree in order to be safe from prowling critters.

			Derek had used a similar platform during an episode of Expedition Survival! in Sumatra. The structure had been built by local villagers and not by Derek himself, contrary to what he’d told his TV audience. Derek had been snoozing in an air-conditioned hotel suite two hundred miles away while the treetop hammock was being erected, so he had no idea how it should be done.

			Now, out of options, he flopped down on the soggy ground. Gingerly he probed inside his mouth—still no bat fangs, although he was pleased to discover that his tongue was nearly back to its normal size. His limbs continued to tingle electrically even as he let himself drift toward sleep. He needed to be rested by nightfall and ready to roam.

			

			—

			Mickey Cray wasn’t thrilled to have a gun pointing at him. It had happened before, late one night when he was getting money from an ATM outside a bank. A young man in a slime-green hoodie stuck a pistol in Mickey’s ribs and demanded cash. Mickey gave him all he had—seventy-five dollars—and the robber hopped in a car and sped off.

			He didn’t know Mickey was following. He found out later when he awoke in his apartment with a strange hand around his throat. The muscles in Mickey’s fingers were extremely strong from handling pythons and boa constrictors, and the robber was having an awful time trying to breathe.

			“Give me back my money,” Mickey advised.

			The gasping kid pointed to a pair of jeans on the floor, in which Mickey found his seventy-five bucks.

			“Now the gun,” Mickey said to the robber, who coughed up the fact that the weapon was stashed beneath the bed.

			Mickey confiscated the pistol, which he later tossed in a lake. “Where you from?” he asked the kid.

			“West Virginia.”

			“Go back,” Mickey said. “I mean first thing tomorrow.”

			“Seriously?”

			“Unless you want me to come here with the cops. Also, I went through your wallet and found your mother’s name.”

			“Leave her out of this!” the robber pleaded.

			“Safe travels, then,” said Mickey.

			Now, steering the airboat through a driving rain, Mickey doubted that Tuna’s father would be as sensible as the young robber. Jared Gordon had already fired his gun recklessly, once when he shot at the other airboat back at the dock and again at a floating gator that Mickey had recognized as Old Sleepy, Sickler’s stuffed tourist decoy.

			Mickey didn’t doubt that Jared Gordon would use the pistol again if the urge came over him. That was a problem when dealing with drunks. They weren’t rational.

			Under different circumstances, Mickey would have put the airboat into a steep turn to throw the man overboard. However, Tuna’s dad had used his belt to strap himself upright to the driver’s platform, where he could keep the gun barrel pressed to Mickey’s neck. He kept his finger on the trigger, too, which meant that Mickey had to be extra careful. The situation called for patience, which was not Mickey’s strong suit.

			The truth was he didn’t like guns, period. He seldom carried one and, when he did, often didn’t bother to load it. At the moment, his own pistol was under the front seat of his truck back at Sickler’s place. For once, Mickey wished he’d brought it with him.

			“Where are they? Where’d they go?” hollered Jared Gordon, spitting through the raindrops.

			Mickey said, “It’s a big swamp, brother.”

			He felt lucky his captor had been looking the wrong direction when they’d whisked past the other airboat, Wahoo waving at them. Jared Gordon hadn’t seen a thing, so Mickey just kept driving. By now they must have traveled several miles, giving Link enough time to take the kids back to Sickler’s dock. The police would be arriving soon, if they weren’t already there.

			“Okay, hotshot, slow down!” Tuna’s dad commanded hoarsely.

			Mickey stopped the boat. Jared Gordon unhitched himself from the driver’s seat and threw up over the side, somehow keeping the handgun aimed at Mickey.

			“Gimme a beer,” he said, wiping his mouth on the sleeve of his Bills jersey.

			“Sure,” said Mickey.

			Before hijacking one of the search boats and giving chase, Jared Gordon had dragged Mickey back to Sickler’s store and swiped a cold twelve-pack. That’s why Link and the kids had gotten such a good head start.

			“Why’s your daughter running from you?” Mickey asked, as if he didn’t know.

			“ ’Cause she forgot who’s the boss, that’s why.”

			“She looked pretty scared to me.”

			“Ha!” Jared Gordon took a swig of beer. “It’s called respect.”

			“What’s your line of work?”

			“Security. That’s how I got a carry permit for this bad boy.” He was referring to the revolver. “Right now I’m sorta between jobs. Hey, you hear somethin’?”

			“Nope,” said Mickey Cray, which was untrue. He heard the sound of another big engine. Maybe it was the police coming, or maybe it was…Link?

			But that didn’t make sense—chasing after a gunman who was chasing you. Not with two kids on board.

			Link was no Einstein, Mickey thought, but he wasn’t a total blockhead.

			“It’s just the weather you heard,” Mickey said to Tuna’s father.

			“Naw, that wasn’t no thunder.”

			Quickly Mickey started up the airboat in order to drown out any other sounds.

			Tuna’s father lobbed the empty beer can into the water. Mickey usually had harsh words for litterbugs, but this time he said nothing. The gun was definitely a game changer.

			“It came from over there,” Jared Gordon insisted. “Go thataway.”

			“You’re the navigator,” said Mickey.

			His plan was to go the opposite direction of the second airboat, in case it was Link and the kids. He wanted to keep Tuna’s father as far from them as possible, so he set off driving in an extravagant figure eight. Soon Jared Gordon got suspicious.

			“No, I said, that way!” He twisted the gun barrel painfully into Mickey’s flesh.

			They were riding nearly blind through the rain, which was hairy but at the same time helpful to Mickey’s strategy. In clear, calm conditions, the other boat would have been too easy to hear, and to follow. Tuna’s dad would have figured out right away that Mickey was giving him the runaround.

			“I can’t see nuthin’!” Jared Gordon shouted.

			“Join the club.”

			That’s when they struck a cypress log and flew from the water, reminding Mickey of what crusty old Everglades poachers used to say about such mishaps:

			Why do you think they call ’em airboats?

			

			—

			“How are you feeling?” Wahoo asked Link.

			“I kin drive.”

			Tuna spoke up. “No, you can’t. Not with a bullet hole in your back.”

			Wahoo agreed. Link was weak and shaky.

			“Can you teach me how?” Wahoo asked.

			“Not if you’re as thick as your pappy.”

			“The guy who shot you just went by us in another boat, and he’s got my dad as a hostage.”

			Wahoo knew Link wasn’t fond of Mickey Cray, so he watched his reaction closely.

			“The man that shot me? Where?” Link peered out across the wet savanna.

			Tuna said grimly, “The one and only Jared Gordon. My pappy.”

			Link nodded. He didn’t ask about Mickey.

			“Git up there and drive,” he told Wahoo. “Foot pedal is for gas. Stick is for steerin’.”

			“Where’s the brakes?” asked Tuna.

			“Ain’t no brakes,” Link said.

			Until then, the fastest thing that Wahoo had ever driven was the creaky old golf cart that his father used for hauling supplies to the animal pens. An airboat was five times faster, louder and harder to handle. The rudder stick worked awkwardly compared to a steering wheel, and Wahoo struggled to master the feel. After several stalls and jerky starts, he finally got the boat planed off evenly.

			“Which way dey go?” Link shouted.

			Tuna pointed out the matted trail made by the other airboat. Wahoo headed in that direction, but he was careful to take it easy on the gas pedal. He had no idea what they’d do if they caught up to Jared Gordon. He hadn’t thought that far ahead.

			From the driver’s platform, he could see better than Link and Tuna, and soon he forgot about being nervous. The sensation of gliding across wild water was thrilling, better than any theme-park ride. He didn’t mind the sting of raindrops on his face or even the ear-pounding roar of the big engine. Whenever he needed to move the steering stick, the airboat turned as fluidly as a hawk in flight. Wahoo felt totally in control and totally focused.

			They tracked the other boat’s watery path until the saw grass gave way to a wide, lily-covered pond. With one arm Link made a stirring motion, so Wahoo began to steer in ever-widening circles, searching for signs of Jared Gordon.

			Lightning crackled overhead, and Link turned toward the flash. “Bad” was all he said.

			Wahoo read his lips and nodded. It was dangerous to stay exposed on the marsh prairie during a violent storm: in a split second they could all be fried.

			The next lightning bolt produced a thunderclap that sounded like a bomb. Tuna let out a frightened cry, and Wahoo stomped on the accelerator.

			“We’re getting off the water!” he yelled.

			They barely made it. The engine blew a piston and died just as they were closing in on an island. Under a pelting deluge, the airboat coasted sluggishly to the bank.

			Within minutes the three of them were huddled under an oilskin tarp that Link found in a dry box bolted beneath the seats. By pure luck, they’d landed at the flat scrubby end of the tree island, a safe distance from the forty-foot cypresses that might attract lightning strikes.

			Dejectedly, Wahoo said, “I can’t believe I cooked the motor.”

			“Wasn’t you,” Link muttered. “That Bradley Jumper, he don’t take good care of his ‘quipment.”

			“Did you bring a phone?”

			They were a long way from a cell tower, but Wahoo thought it was worth a try. Link dug into a pocket and retrieved a flip-top cellular that turned out to be waterlogged—and useless.

			Tuna eyed it gloomily. “I hope you got insurance, dude.”

			Link was shivering. He had no shirt, and the rain had soaked through his trousers. Wahoo took off the slick Expedition Survival! jacket that Raven Stark had given him.

			“Here, put this on,” he said.

			The jacket was way too tight and the sleeves were short, but Link was grateful. He reached back and fingered the gauze that Wahoo had taped over the bullet wound.

			Then he turned slowly to Tuna. “Why’d your pappy try’n kill me?”

			“It wasn’t you, Link. He was just shootin’ wild, like a whacked-out fool.”

			Then, in a rueful voice, she added: “He promised me on a stack of Bibles that he pawned that stupid gun. Obviously he lied.”

			Wahoo couldn’t shake the image of Jared Gordon holding the revolver to his father’s neck as their airboat sped by. The guy was definitely out of control.

			And, thanks to the falling iguana, Mickey Cray wasn’t his usual indestructible self. One of those crushing headaches could dull his reflexes—and his judgment. Worse, a spell of double vision might cause him to crash the boat.

			Wahoo tried not to dwell on the dire possibilities. He knew the storm had reduced to almost zero the odds of catching up with his father before something serious happened.

			Link said, “I cain’t breathe so good.”

			Every time he inhaled, they heard a rasping in his chest. Wahoo wondered if a fragment of the bullet slug had punctured a lung. If so, there was only one thing to do: as soon as the weather cleared, they had to rush Link back to Sickler’s place for medical help.

			Leaving Mickey Cray alone to deal with Tuna’s crazed father, somewhere out in the boggy wilderness.

			“Lookie here,” said Tuna, plucking a cocoa-striped snail from a bush. “This would be the lovely Liguus fasciatus.”

			In spite of everything, Wahoo had to smile. “You’re too much, Lucille.”

			The wind yanked at the corners of the oilskin while the rain drummed down. Another boom of thunder made them all flinch at once.

			“I’m gone pray,” Link wheezed.

			Tuna patted his arm. “Excellent plan,” she said.

		

	
		
			TWENTY-TWO

			
				Raven Stark occasionally puzzled over her loyalty to Derek Badger, who was bossy and demanding, and who didn’t appreciate all her hard work. But she was a team player, and she took personal pride in the success of Expedition Survival! As exasperating and childish as Derek could be, he was still the star—and her main responsibility.

			“Never heard of him,” said the police sergeant, whose name was Ramirez.

			“Are you serious?” Raven asked.

			“I don’t watch kiddie TV.”

			“It’s not ‘kiddie’ TV. Fifty-seven percent of our viewers are adults!”

			They were sitting inside Derek’s motor coach, sipping coffee, hoping for the weather to clear so that a proper search could begin. Every passing minute was frustrating for Raven, knowing Derek was alone somewhere in the wilderness. Given his lame sense of direction, he had virtually no chance of finding his own way back to civilization.

			“I understand your concern,” Sergeant Ramirez said, “but we’ve got a violent suspect out there who’s holding at least one hostage. That’s our first priority: catch the guy before somebody gets hurt.”

			In her heart, Raven knew the policeman was right. Derek had run off on his own, but Mickey Cray had been kidnapped against his will. And those two kids—what if the gunman caught up with them?

			It’s a disaster, Raven thought.

			The Everglades show was in chaos, completely out of control. Real reality had thwarted TV reality.

			A local news crew had shown up at Sickler’s place five minutes behind the police, and by tomorrow an army of media would be camped outside. The director and the cameramen were making morbid bets on how long it would take for Derek’s body to be found. What else could go wrong?

			Meanwhile, back in California, Raven’s boss didn’t seem to be losing much sleep over his star’s disappearance. It was show business, after all. Anybody, no matter how famous, can be replaced. Raven knew the cold-blooded rules of the game.

			Ever since signing on with Expedition Survival!, she’d hoped to someday become a big-time TV producer, like Gerry Germaine. Now that dream would likely never come true, thanks to Derek’s latest fiasco. The script had said nothing about eating a bat!

			Raven partly blamed herself. Who knew Derek better than she did? The man would do anything to shock his audience and to make himself appear fearless.

			In truth, Raven wasn’t totally crushed that she’d lost her opportunity to become a producer. Being stuck in a Hollywood office all day long—taking meetings, yakking on the telephone—it didn’t sound like loads of fun.

			Coddling an egomaniac like Derek was a chore, but Raven did enjoy traveling to exotic locations and working outdoors. Maybe another job like that would open up at a different network.

			“This particular individual, Jared Gordon, we busted him a year ago for a DUI,” the police sergeant was saying. “He tried to punch one of our officers and got himself Tased.”

			Raven said, “His daughter had a black eye when she got here. I think she’s running from him.” It was something the authorities should know.

			“The witnesses said he stunk of beer,” Sergeant Ramirez remarked. “He also stole a twelve-pack from Mr. Sickler’s store. Alcohol and firearms—not a good combination.”

			The sergeant kept peering out a window to see if the rain was letting up. “Soon as we catch a break, we’ll get the chopper airborne,” he said. “Who knows—maybe they’ll come across Mr. Beaver while they’re looking for the others.”

			“It’s Badger,” Raven said.

			“I never met a ‘survivalist.’ How do you get a job like that, anyway?”

			She smiled wanly. “First you need a TV show.”

			The more she thought about it, the more ashamed she felt for suggesting to the police that finding Derek was more urgent than capturing the dangerous Jared Gordon.

			“What do you know about the hostage?” Sergeant Ramirez asked.

			“See for yourself,” Raven said. She placed a disk into the DVD machine and played the uncut footage of Derek being thrashed by Alice, the wrangler’s giant alligator.

			The sergeant was fascinated. “Who’s the chubby dude with the orange hair?”

			“That would be Mr. Badger.”

			“And the crazy guy who jumped in to save him?”

			“That’s Mr. Cray. The one who got kidnapped by the gunman.”

			Sergeant Ramirez cocked an eyebrow. “Could I see the video again?”

			“Certainly.”

			They watched the gator scene two more times. Afterward, Sergeant Ramirez said, “Wow. That Cray dude has no fear.”

			“He’s an unusual person,” Raven agreed.

			The sergeant put down his coffee cup. “I’m betting Jared Gordon’s got his hands full right now. What do you think?”

			

			—

			After T-boning the cypress log, the airboat crashed upside down in the grassy flats. Mickey Cray landed on a natural cushion of cattails ten yards away. Surprisingly, his head didn’t ache, and his vision was perfect.

			When he saw the wrecked boat, he felt sure that Tuna’s father was either dead or badly injured—but he was wrong. Jared Gordon clambered from beneath the overturned hull and trained his pistol on Mickey.

			“Don’t you move!”

			“Anything you say, brother.”

			“Come grab the beer!”

			Jared Gordon had chipped a front tooth but otherwise was unhurt. The leather belt with which he’d strapped himself to the driver’s platform had held tight, saving him from being thrown under the weight of the boat. Mickey was amazed that the man had hung on to the gun.

			“Let’s go!” Jared Gordon snapped.

			“Take it easy.”

			Together they set out through stinging rain in search of high ground. Mickey led the way, lugging the carton of beer. Overhead the sky continued to flash and quake.

			The muck was so thick that it sucked the boots off their feet. Jared Gordon staggered and cussed, then staggered some more. Mickey kept watching for an opportunity to snatch the revolver, but not once did Jared Gordon fall. It was very discouraging.

			After an hour, the lightning stopped and the downpour let up. They came upon an elevated ridge of hardwoods, and Tuna’s father insisted on stopping for “an adult beverage.”

			Mickey handed him a beer, which he chugged down hastily. He signaled for another and asked, “Now what?”

			“We wait.”

			“For what?”

			“Help.”

			“I don’t need help,” Jared Gordon said. “I need to find my little girl.”

			“Can you walk on water?”

			“What’re you talkin’ ’bout? Course I can’t walk on water.”

			“Me neither,” said Mickey, “which means we’re stranded.”

			Tuna’s father waggled the gun menacingly. “Oh no, we ain’t.”

			“What—you expect me to carry you through the mud? Like a baby?”

			“If that’s what it takes.”

			“Not happening, amigo.”

			“Huh?” It dawned on Jared Gordon that his captive wasn’t particularly afraid, despite the threat of a loaded weapon.

			“Without me,” Mickey said, “you’ll never find your way out of here. You’ll croak in this swamp—lost, drunk and all by your lonesome. That’s a fact.”

			Even on a good day, Jared Gordon’s brain didn’t run like a smoothly oiled machine. And today wasn’t a good day; it was a rotten day. He decided to show Mickey Cray that he meant business.

			“Git down on your belly,” he said.

			“Why?”

			“Just do it.”

			Mickey had been thinking hard about his situation and the smartest way to handle it. His main mission was to prevent Tuna’s father from finding Tuna and Wahoo, wherever they might be. For that reason, Mickey couldn’t afford to do something dumb and get himself shot. Until the police arrived, he was the only one standing between Jared Gordon and those two kids.

			So, reluctantly, he did as he was told. In the wet grass he lay down, prepared to roll away violently if the man began firing at him.

			However, Jared Gordon stepped off in another direction.

			“Look here,” he said, and leveled the pistol at a tall white heron in the reeds.

			Mickey raised his head. “Hey, don’t do that. I’ll catch us some fish.”

			“Ha! This ain’t about lunch.”

			It required every bit of Mickey’s self-control for him to remain still while Jared Gordon took aim. Herons were wondrous birds, sly and elegant stalkers of minnows. A curious young male sometimes visited the pond of the Everglades set behind the Crays’ house—Wahoo had named it Harry.

			“What the bleep are you trying to prove?” Mickey said.

			“Shut up.” Tuna’s father pulled the trigger and a single shot echoed.

			The white heron flew away, squawking indignantly.

			“Damn,” Jared Gordon muttered, lowering the gun.

			Mickey thought: Good. Only three bullets left.

			

			—

			The rain eased to a drizzle and the thunder faded. Wahoo and Tuna couldn’t sit still anymore. They left Link resting under the tarp and ventured out to explore the island.

			“Stay quiet,” Wahoo whispered.

			“Duh,” said Tuna.

			With caution they picked their way through underbrush.

			Wahoo spotted a patch of poison ivy and detoured around it. The first major sign of life—and death—was a Burmese python coiled around a limp purple gallinule. The python was only a seven-footer, much smaller than Beulah, but still the bird had no chance.

			Tuna stopped as if she’d walked into a brick wall. Never had she witnessed such a scene in person—only on TV nature programs. Unable to identify the reptile, she wanted to look it up in one of the field guides in her tote bag.

			“No, let’s keep going,” Wahoo said.

			“It won’t come after us later?”

			“Don’t worry, Lucille. We’re not on the menu.”

			He could see she was rattled. Memorizing the scientific names of wild species wasn’t the same thing as entering their world. The bird had died so that the snake wouldn’t starve.

			“Pretty brutal,” Tuna said.

			“Humans can be worse. They do things out of pure meanness.”

			“Tell me about it.”

			Wahoo heard the pain in her words. “I didn’t mean it that way,” he said.

			“No big deal. Daddy is what he is.”

			They circled the feeding python and moved on. Tuna’s flip-flops kept sticking in the mud, so she kicked them off. Because of the heavy downpour, the borders of the tree island had shrunk with the rising water. Wahoo pointed out a drag mark where a hefty gator had crawled up on the bank to sleep.

			“Where’s he at now?” Tuna asked, looking around.

			“Stop worrying.”

			“I am not worried.”

			Wahoo was the first to spy the empty airboat, its propeller blade showing through a gash in the cattails. He crouched low and pulled Tuna close.

			“Is it them?” she whispered anxiously.

			“I don’t know. Stay here while I check it out.”

			“No way.”

			“I’m serious,” Wahoo said.

			“Me too, Lance. I go where you go.”

			They approached with cat-like caution. Tuna’s legs were speckled with mosquitoes, but she didn’t dare slap at them for fear of being heard. Wahoo listened intently for voices—especially his father’s. The woods remained silent except for the murmur of raindrops on the leaves.

			Wahoo halted a few feet behind the beached airboat. “Wrong color,” he said.

			The one that Tuna’s father hijacked had a glam sparkle-green hull. This boat was hand-painted in dull camo colors.

			“It’s Link’s!” Tuna said with relief. “The one Derek took.”

			From deep in the underbrush came a grunt, followed by an odd, quavering chant.

			Wahoo edged closer. “Mr. Badger?”

			“Go away, mate!” The bogus Steve Irwin accent was unmistakable. Gah why, mite!

			“It’s totally him,” whispered Tuna.

			The off-key chanting resumed: “Eee-ka-laro! Eee-ka-laro! Gumbo mucho eee-ka-laro.”

			“Are you hurt?” Tuna called.

			“Get lost!” Derek barked. “If you know what’s bloody good for you!”

			Tuna followed Wahoo toward the hoarse voice in the woods. They came upon the TV star scrambling awkwardly up a Brazilian peppertree. The punctured Helmet Cam sat crookedly on his head, and a burn hole was visible in his shorts. He looked haggard and wild-eyed.

			“Come on down from there,” Wahoo said.

			“No! I’ve got the curse!”

			“What curse?” Tuna asked.

			“Run for your lives, both of you! Chop-chop!”

			Wahoo said, “We need that airboat, Mr. Badger.”

			“Are you blind, boy? The bloody thing’s full of water.”

			“You’re going to help us bail it out.”

			“Just leave me alone!”

			“Take it easy up there,” Tuna advised. This was her second up close encounter with the legendary survivalist—the first being his botched attempt at bat eating—and so far she hadn’t been dazzled. He certainly wasn’t much of a climber.

			“Eee-ka-laro! Eee-ka-laro! Gumbo mucho eee-ka-laro!” he yowled from the peppertree.

			Wahoo threw up his hands. “Who has time for this?”

			“It’s the curse of the undead!” Derek decreed hoarsely.

			More like the curse of the unglued, thought Wahoo.

			They heard a sharp pop, like a car backfiring. Then a heron began to screech.

			Tuna spun around. “Was that a—?”

			“Gun. Yeah.” Wahoo tensed. They were downwind from the shooter, although the distance was difficult to guess. One hundred yards? Two hundred?

			Something tumbled through the branches and landed with a thud at Tuna’s feet. It was the battered Helmet Cam.

			“Help me!” cried Derek Badger, suddenly with no trace of Australia in his voice.

			He was dangling upside down, arms flailing, one fleshy leg hooked over a bough that was plainly too thin to support his tubbiness.

			“Are you shot?” Tuna yelled. “Hang on tight!”

			“Somebody catch me!”

			“Uh-oh,” said Wahoo, tugging Tuna out of the way. “He’s gonna fall.”

			And fall he did.

		

	
		
			TWENTY-THREE

			Mickey Cray’s plan wasn’t complicated: trick Jared Gordon into wasting his last three bullets, then jump him.

			“Hear that?” Mickey asked with false excitement.

			“I don’t hear nuthin’,” Jared Gordon grumped.

			They were slopping across the flats, following a line of scrubby trees. Once the rain had slacked off, Jared Gordon had become restless and insisted they continue moving. Mickey had tried to stall, saying that the chances of finding Tuna were about a million to one since they no longer had an airboat to carry them across the marsh.

			Jared Gordon refused to be persuaded, his logic having been hopelessly polluted by beer. He was on a mission to catch and punish his runaway daughter.

			“Wait!” Mickey put a finger to his lips. “You hear it now?”

			Jared Gordon shook his head.

			“Sounds like a bear.”

			“Aw, no way,” scoffed Jared Gordon.

			“Seriously. Sickler said this place is crawlin’ with ’em.”

			“Bears?”

			Mickey dramatically dropped to one knee. “There! Over in those bay trees.”

			Jared Gordon craned his neck, but he couldn’t see a bear or any other varmint. His mouth was as dry as sawdust.

			“Is it a big one?” he asked Mickey.

			“How good are you with that gun, brother?”

			“Jest show me where he’s at.”

			Mickey pointed. “See those branches moving?”

			“Yeah!”

			There were branches moving everywhere, of course. It was only the wind.

			“Go ahead—take a shot!” Mickey urged. “Even if you don’t hit him, you’ll scare him off.”

			“You say so.” Jared Gordon fired.

			The slug pinged harmlessly through the trees.

			“Aim six feet to the right,” Mickey instructed.

			“No sweat.” Tuna’s father pulled the trigger again.

			“See that? You got him on the run!”

			“Not for long!” Jared Gordon took his third and final shot.

			As the echo of the gunfire died, Mickey rose up and said, “That’s darn good shootin’.”

			“You sure he’s gone? Better go have a look.”

			“Oh, he’s gone. Don’t worry.” Mickey was already eyeing the pistol.

			“I’ll wait here,” said Jared Gordon, stepping back.

			Mickey played along. He entered the cluster of bay trees and pretended to scout for tracks. He didn’t mind stringing out the act a little longer. His plan had worked perfectly—Tuna’s father had emptied the gun at an imaginary beast. Finally it was safe for Mickey to take control and put an end to Jared Gordon’s nonsense.

			He returned to the clearing and said, “Nice job, brother. That poor critter’s halfway to Shark River by now.”

			Tuna’s father wore a smug grin that featured his jagged front tooth. “I told you I was good!”

			“Well, you weren’t lyin’,” Mickey said, but the words trailed off in dejection.

			He was staring at Jared Gordon’s left hand. It held six shiny new bullets, which Jared Gordon loaded one by one into the cylinder of his revolver.

			“I always keep a handful of spares,” he said, “jest in case.” He clicked the gun shut and raised the barrel. “Okay, Sparky, let’s get movin’ ’fore the rain kicks up again.”

			Mickey Cray nodded heavily. “Onward,” he muttered.

			

			—

			For once in Derek Badger’s show-business career, being chubby turned out to be a blessing. The flab cushioned his fall from the Brazilian peppertree.

			“I’m alive!” he gasped, his accent still missing in action. He lay flat on a spongy bed of wet leaves and stared up at the two pesky kids, who stared back.

			“You are definitely alive,” Wahoo confirmed.

			“Did I break my neck?”

			“I think you’d notice,” Tuna said.

			Derek was a mess. Without his TV makeup and spray-on tan, he displayed all the vivid damage from the Everglades fiasco—the nicked nose from the snapping turtle; the tooth marks on his chin, arms and thumb from the water snake; the scabbed lip and skinned knees from his wrestling match with Alice; the angry rash from the poison ivy; the punctured tongue from his bat encounter.

			“Where’s Raven? Oh, never mind.” Derek sat up.

			Wahoo said, “We need to go. Link’s been shot and my dad’s in trouble.”

			“No, you need to go,” said Derek, “before the sun sets.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“Get out of here, both of you! I’ve got the dark curse, don’t you see?” His gaze settled on Tuna’s canvas tote. “Hey, you wouldn’t happen to have a bottle of sparkling mineral water?”

			“Why’d you run away from camp?” she asked.

			Derek struggled to his feet. “Because I was savagely attacked by a vampire bat. You know what that means.”

			“What attack?” Wahoo said. “It bit you because you tried to eat it.”

			Tuna added, “It wasn’t a vampire bat, Mr. Badger, it was a mastiff. The scientific classification is Eumops glaucinus floridanus.”

			“Which translates to what in the King’s English—’hairy bloodsucking fiend’?”

			“So what’s this ‘curse’?” Wahoo asked.

			In an icy whisper, Derek replied, “The same one as Dax Mangold got. That curse.”

			Wahoo turned quizzically to Tuna, who said, “Oh-my-God.”

			“What?”

			“The Night Wing Trilogy.”

			Derek nodded. “Exactly! You know what happens next!”

			“Okay, I give up,” Wahoo said impatiently. “What’s the Night Wing Trilogy?”

			Tuna’s review was harsh: “I barely got through the first book. It was the stupidest thing I’ve ever read.”

			“The movie was a classic!” Derek protested.

			“Wall-to-wall vampires,” Tuna went on. “Vampire shortstops, vampire cheerleaders, even a vampire beagle. I’ll spare you the plot.”

			“This isn’t funny. We need to go, like now.” Wahoo kept thinking about the lone gunshot they’d heard earlier. Had it been a signal? Or had Jared Gordon shot at Wahoo’s dad?

			Derek tilted his stubbled chin toward the clouds. “What time is it?”

			“Time to get real. You’re not a vampire.” Wahoo reached for Derek’s arm, but he ducked away.

			“How long until dark?” he asked anxiously. “Will there be a moon?”

			Tuna rolled her eyes.

			“Mr. Badger, if you don’t knock it off,” she said, “I’m going on your Facebook page and rat you out big-time. I’ll tell all your fans how you got lost in the Everglades and started whining like an epic crybaby. I’ll tell about your bogus parachute jump and the bat on your tongue and the puny little water snake that almost gave you a heart attack and how you can’t even climb a tree, you’re such a pitiful phony. Is that something you want the whole world to know?”

			Derek paled. “Hold on, sweetie, don’t get your knickers in a knot. I’ll help you with the boat.”

			The lightning zap had not scrambled Derek’s senses so much that he couldn’t recognize a serious threat to his stardom. Regardless of whether he was destined to become one of the undead, he wanted to keep his reputation—and his TV show. How else could he afford the payments on his magnificent Sea Badger, the yacht of his dreams? As spacey as he was at the moment, Derek still understood that he could never, ever go back to being Lee Bluepenny, unknown Irish folk dancer.

			“Just start walking,” said Wahoo. They’d wasted too much time already. His dad’s life was in danger, and this nutcase was yammering about weird curses and vampires.

			A close examination of Link’s airboat proved disappointing. From bow to stern it brimmed with rainwater. Wahoo located a rusty drain plug in the transom, but the release lever broke off in his fingers. The hole in the Helmet Cam made it useless as a bucket, so they were forced to bail with their hands.

			Derek proved worthless as a helper. He dribbled more than he scooped, complaining all the while. Ruefully Tuna thought of all the hours she’d spent glued to episodes of Expedition Survival!, even the Sunday repeats. She felt like a fool for ever thinking Derek’s adventures—and his ruggedness—were real. He was no tough guy; he was just a Hollywood fake.

			And obviously a whack job, if he really believed in vampires. Tuna no longer had any desire for an autograph.

			Meanwhile, Wahoo bailed furiously. If they could lighten the weight in the hull, they might be able to slide it off the bank and into the shallows. An airboat like Link’s could float in only three or four inches of water. The next challenge would be getting the engine started.

			“Mates, I need a break,” Derek said wearily.

			Tuna snorted. “Oh please. You think Dax Mangold would take a break?”

			Wahoo noticed that Derek didn’t look too lively. His forehead was pink and beaded with sweat, as if from a fever. Although he’d received first aid at the base camp, it was possible that he’d still gotten an infection from the bat bite. That had happened a few times to Mickey Cray after being chomped by various critters.

			“Take a rest,” Wahoo said to Derek, who nodded gratefully and sprawled next to the boat.

			“Here,” he said, and handed one of his “survival” soda straws to Wahoo. It was imprinted with a tiny likeness of Derek’s signature. “Use it as a siphon,” he suggested.

			Wahoo wasn’t sarcastic by nature, but this straw was, literally, the last straw. “Gosh, I’ll cherish it always,” he said thinly, and flicked it away.

			With her hands, Tuna ladled another cup-sized portion of water over the side of the boat. “This is gonna take forever, Lance. You get that, right?”

			Wahoo refused to become discouraged. The airboat was their only means of finding his father and Jared Gordon before something bad happened.

			If it hadn’t happened already.

			And if Link’s medical condition didn’t take a turn for the worse—in which case, they’d need the boat to haul him straight to the mainland. Mickey Cray would be on his own.

			Don’t think that way, Wahoo told himself. Stay positive.

			It wasn’t easy. He was the one who’d talked his dad into taking the Expedition Survival! job, and he was the one who had talked him out of quitting when quitting would have been the smart thing to do.

			Tuna lowered her voice so Derek wouldn’t hear. “I’m really sorry for all this. You don’t know how sorry.”

			“It’s not your fault,” Wahoo said.

			“I’m the one who dragged you guys into this mess. I should never have run away. I should’ve stayed and hidden at the Walmart.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“The garden department is immense. It would take Daddy a week to find me in there.”

			“Okay, that’s just crazy,” Wahoo said.

			Between the two of them, water was flying out of the boat in all directions.

			Tuna clenched her jaw, fighting back tears. “I never thought he’d shoot a person. Not in a million years.”

			“Maybe it was an accident, like you said.”

			“No, he’s totally gone off the deep end. What if he kills someone, Lance?”

			Wahoo didn’t look up. “My father can take care of himself.”

			“Well, my father…” Tuna laughed bitterly. “My father can’t take care of breakfast—”

			Three more shots rang out, one after the other. Wahoo and Tuna stopped bailing and turned to listen. Derek, who was dozing, didn’t stir.

			“How far?” Tuna whispered.

			“Closer than before.”

			Most likely, the gunfire was coming from Jared Gordon. Maybe a bobcat or a python had crossed his path—or maybe Mickey Cray was trying to escape. The thought made Wahoo’s stomach pitch.

			A gust of wind brought a faint, swirling fragment of human conversation. They were male voices, two of them, which likely meant Mickey was still alive—at least that’s what Wahoo elected to believe.

			Had to believe.

			“Sounds like they’re heading this way,” he said to Tuna.

			Derek woke up and asked what was going on.

			“We need to hide,” Wahoo told him. “Let’s move.”

			“Hide from what? Vampires?”

			“Worse,” said Tuna. “Lead the way, Lance.”

		

	
		
			TWENTY-FOUR

			Once the weather began to improve, Sergeant Ramirez sent the searchers into action. Four airboats, each with a police officer aboard, departed at high speed from Sickler’s dock. A sheriff’s helicopter carrying infrared equipment was flying in from South Miami, and the Coast Guard was sending a chopper from Opa-locka.

			Meanwhile, Raven Stark had locked herself in Derek Badger’s motor coach in order to hide from a throng of news reporters who’d learned that the famed survivalist was missing in the Everglades. The reporters were trying to make a connection between Derek’s disappearance and the “crazed gunman” who’d terrorized the crowd at Sickler’s store, but a spokesperson for the police department said the two incidents were totally unrelated.

			The media frenzy got even more stirred up by the director of Expedition Survival! He blabbed to a tabloid columnist about Derek’s bloody encounter with the mastiff bat, sparking speculation that Derek had been stricken with rabies and was dying alone in the murky wetlands. Thousands of frantic fans posted messages on Derek’s Facebook page and Tweeted anxiously among themselves.

			Raven was miffed at the director, but, back at his office in California, Gerry Germaine remained unfazed. The executive producer believed that the publicity surrounding Derek’s predicament—no matter what happened—would increase the TV audience for Expedition Survival! That would lead to higher advertising rates, which would lead to bigger profits for the Untamed Channel.

			In the semi-tragic event that Derek indeed perished from rabies (or some other tropical disease), Gerry Germaine was preparing to broadcast a two-hour tribute, with highlight reels. The ratings would be epic from coast to coast.

			“Let’s release a statement to the media,” said Raven, “saying we’re confident that Derek, being such a skilled outdoorsman, is alive and well.”

			“Not so fast,” Gerry Germaine cautioned. “It isn’t such a terrible thing to have the whole world worrying about him. Remember those trapped miners down in Chile? When they got out, they were total rock stars.”

			The comparison was flimsy. The Chilean coal miners had been true survivalists, the real deal. Derek Badger wouldn’t have lasted twenty-four hours in that cold black hole without losing his marbles, as both Raven and her boss knew.

			“It’ll be getting dark here soon,” she said. “That will slow down the search.”

			“Hmmm.” Gerry Germaine was cleaning his fingernails with a sterling silver letter opener. Engraved with his initials, it had been a gift from one of Expedition Survival!’s biggest sponsors, the company responsible for Pit Power, an underarm deodorant for “the raw adventurer in all of us.” Derek Badger refused to endorse the product, saying it smelled like rotten mangoes.

			“With a little luck, the cops will come across Derek before they track down this lunatic Gordon,” Raven was saying. “If that happens, we’re golden. Derek will be the top story on every newscast in America!”

			Gerry Germaine agreed politely. “Raven, dear, have you ever seen this reality show from New Zealand called Snake Diver?”

			“What does that even mean, ‘snake diver’?”

			“The star is a fellow named Brick Jeffers, and he’s quite good on camera—witty, down-to-earth and seriously ripped. He does the blindfolded parachute entrance, like Derek, only for real. No stuntmen.”

			“What are you getting at, Gerry?”

			“You know. Worst-case scenario?”

			Raven was stunned. “You mean, if Derek doesn’t make it out of the Everglades, this guy would replace him on Expedition? This Brick Jefferson snake-diving nobody?”

			“The name is Jeffers. And we’re flying him in from Auckland for an interview.”

			“I can’t believe this!”

			“Worst-case scenario, like I said. It makes sense to have a backup ready in case Derek can’t do the show anymore.”

			“Like if he’s dead, you mean.”

			“I’m just saying.”

			“Well, he’s not dead,” Raven asserted. “I just know it.”

			Gerry Germaine said, “Call me as soon as you hear something.”

			Then he hung up the phone and asked his secretary to make some calls. He wanted to know which restaurant in Beverly Hills served the tastiest New Zealand lamb chops.

			

			—

			Wahoo had more patience than his father did, but Derek Badger was pushing him to the limit.

			“You call this a hiding place, mate?”

			“Keep your voice down,” Wahoo said.

			They were hunkered in a thicket of sticky vines and coco plums. Derek wouldn’t quit griping. He insisted his fever was worse. He prattled on about muscle cramps and strange tremors in his feet.

			Tuna fished in her tote bag. “Here, try these.” She handed him two of the same chalky pink tablets that she’d been giving to Wahoo’s father.

			“What’s this?” Derek asked skeptically.

			“Twenty milligrams of advanced formula Raguserup 2800.”

			“Ragu-what?” He made a face as he swallowed the tablets. Yet soon he stopped complaining about his aches and pains, and within an hour he was napping again.

			Wahoo asked to see the bottle. “What kind of medicine is Raguserup? I definitely need to stock up on this for Pop.”

			Tuna laughed. “It’s not medicine, Lance. It’s just a sugar pill.”

			“What?”

			“Seriously—I made up the name myself. It’s pure sugar, spelled backward,” she explained. “I even printed up a label for the bottle.”

			“I don’t get it,” Wahoo said.

			“You ever heard of the placebo effect? That’s when doctors test a new drug by giving it to half the sick patients, while the others get a placebo—a pill with no medicine, just sugar. Nobody knows who’s on the real stuff and who’s not, but here’s the awesome part: some of the patients taking the bogus pills get better anyway. It never fails.”

			Tuna smiled and tapped a finger to her temple. “The mind’s a powerful force for healing. If you believe something can cure you, it just might.”

			“But if the pills are only sugar, why do you need them?”

			“Oh, I feed ’em to Daddy. Sometimes it quiets him down,” Tuna said. “He gets lots of ‘headaches,’ too. And back pains, chest pains, neck pains, you name it. He thinks Raguserup is some sort of fantastic miracle drug. That, and the booze.”

			Wahoo was troubled to think his own father’s symptoms were mostly mental and could be cured by fake medicine. “So, basically, both of our dads are whack jobs,” he concluded glumly.

			“Don’t even go there,” Tuna said sharply. “They couldn’t be more different from each other.”

			She was right about that part. “I’d better go check on Link,” Wahoo said. “You okay staying here with Dracula Junior?”

			“Aye, aye.” She crossed her heart and gave a salute. “You go. We’re good.”

			Quietly Wahoo slipped through the woods, pausing every few steps to listen. There had been no more random gunshots, no more voices on the breeze. Either the men they’d heard earlier had changed their course or the wind had switched directions, smothering the sounds of their conversation.

			In his father’s absence, Wahoo had come to feel responsible for the safety of everyone on the island—Derek, Link and especially Tuna. It was a new experience, being out of Mickey’s shadow. Things looked different to Wahoo now that he was making the key decisions. Gut-check time, as his dad would say.

			Link hadn’t moved far from the glen where the kids had left him. He was sitting up, bare-chested, with Wahoo’s Expedition Survival! jacket draped over his knees.

			“I tried to walk,” he said. “No gas in the tank.”

			He looked drained, and his breathing was still ragged. “Food?” he asked.

			Wahoo was carrying half of a granola bar. He gave it to Link and said, “Good news. We found your airboat.”

			“Totaled?”

			“Nope. Believe it or not, Derek didn’t wreck it.”

			Link’s expression was one of pure relief. “Miracle,” he said.

			Wahoo was glad the weather was breaking. Slices of clear sky were showing among the clouds.

			“Did you hear those gunshots a while back?” he asked Link.

			“Yep. Dey’s a ways off.”

			“There were men talking, too.”

			Link shook his head. “All I heared was some owl.”

			Wahoo peeled back a corner of the bandage he had taped to Link’s back. The bullet wound remained fairly clean, and there was no fresh blood.

			“Still hurt when you take a breath?”

			“Some,” Link admitted.

			“Worse than before?”

			“Little.”

			Wahoo was practically certain that one of Link’s lungs had been punctured. It was shocking that a little piece of lead could put down such an ox of a man.

			“Hang in there,” Wahoo told him. “We’ll get you to a hospital.”

			“How far’s my boat?”

			“It’s a hike. Just stay here and chill.”

			Link took a shallow gulp of air. “What ‘bout the dude that shot me? The girl’s old man.”

			“The police will catch him for sure. He’ll be in jail soon.”

			“Jail?” Link grunted. “Das it?”

			“Can I ask you something?” Wahoo said.

			“Guess so.”

			“I know you don’t like my dad, and that’s okay. He can be a pain. But the other day, when he was in the water and you were driving straight at him…”

			Link hacked out a chuckle. “Heck, I only meant to scare the man is all. You think I’s really gone run him over and put a big old dent in my airboat? No way.”

			“You sure fooled me and Tuna,” Wahoo said.

			“Not your pappy, though. He weren’t one bit ’fraid.”

			Wahoo had to smile. “Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be back in a little while.”

			“You’s just a kid. What you gone do?”

			“Get us all out of here.”

			Link chuckled dryly again. “Here, take your jacket. It don’t fit me anyhows.”

			“Listen!” Wahoo raised a finger in the air. “You hear that, right?”

			“I do.”

			“Airboats! A bunch of ’em!”

			A hopeful spark showed in Link’s eyes.

			“I was you,” he said to Wahoo, “I’d start me a big ol’ campfire.”

			

			—

			The problem was—and Mickey Cray would be the first to admit it—he wasn’t much of a “people” person. He preferred hanging out with animals (with the exception of his family, whom he adored unconditionally).

			Because he spent so little time in social situations, Mickey wasn’t good at behaving passively when the circumstance seemed to call for action. His experiences as an animal wrangler had taught him to respond on instinct—no fooling around. Psychology doesn’t work when you’re dealing with a stubborn six-hundred-pound gator or a cranky fourteen-foot python. The task calls for sure-footed commitment and quick reflexes, not mind games.

			Mickey believed Jared Gordon’s brain was less complicated than that of the average reptile. However, the average reptile didn’t carry a loaded gun and guzzle beer.

			“Gimme another one,” Jared Gordon barked. “I’m a thirsty soul!”

			He didn’t seem to mind that the beer was as warm as spit. Most people would have been groggy after drinking so much, but he kept the pace, trudging along in Mickey’s muddy footprints. Every time Mickey glanced over his shoulder, he saw the pistol pointed at his back.

			“Don’t try nuthin’ funny,” warned Tuna’s father.

			“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

			They’d been hiking for a while, and soon the sun would be setting. Mickey hoped that by now Link had returned to Sickler’s dock and that Wahoo and Tuna were safe.

			A swarm of airboats could be heard in the distance—the search teams, fanning out across the marshes. It was a welcome sound, but Mickey wasn’t ready to celebrate. Once darkness fell, the chances of being found would be slim. The Everglades by night was a tangled, boggy maze. Searchers would be relying on handheld spotlights and pure luck.

			At the sound of the search boats, Tuna’s father appeared to sober up. His shoulders pinched tensely and his steps got heavier.

			“This ain’t workin’ out so good,” he grumbled.

			The plan to recapture his runaway daughter at gunpoint, which had seemed so brilliant in the early stages of Jared Gordon’s beer binge, now looked like a big mistake.

			“They’ll catch up with us sooner or later,” Mickey told him. “That’s a fact.”

			“Why don’t you shut up?”

			Jared Gordon was no longer consumed with finding Tuna. He was focused on escape.

			Sucking air through his teeth, he said, “Jest so you know—I ain’t goin’ to no prison.”

			“You are if they catch you with that .38.”

			“How far to the highway?”

			“Too far,” Mickey said. “Too far, too deep, too everything. We can’t get there on foot.”

			Tuna’s father jabbed him with the pistol barrel. “That’s okay, Sparky. I always got a plan B.”

			“Does the B stand for ‘brew’?”

			“Ha! You’re my ticket outta here and you don’t even know it.”

			Mickey said, “There’s no ticket out, brother. The cops know who you are.”

			“Don’t matter. When they git here, I’m gonna make ’em a deal they can’t refuse: your life for my freedom.”

			“You watch too many movies.”

			Jared Gordon was dead serious. “Like you say, they’re bound to find us out here—if not tonight, then tomorrow for sure. And when they do, I’m gonna stick this gun to your fat head and tell ’em to give up one of their airboats or else. Which they will do, ’cause it’d make ’em look real bad if they just stood back and let me shoot you dead. Am I right?”

			“Go on,” said Mickey.

			“Soon as we git a boat, you’re gonna take me direct to the big road.”

			He was talking about U.S. Highway 41, the Tamiami Trail.

			“Then what?”

			“Then we say adios.” Jared Gordon smirked at his own cleverness. “You drop me off on a nice, empty stretch, and I disappear like a ghost. Sneak away to the Bahamas, whatever. There’s a place I saw on the Travel Channel called Harbour Island—you can ride horses on the beach. And the sand, they say it’s the color of an Easter rose. I could seriously get used to that.”

			“What about your daughter?”

			“Oh, I’ll come back and deal with her later. She’s the cause of all this trouble.”

			Mickey had no intention of letting Jared Gordon get away, but he played along.

			He said, “We should stop and make a fire. They’ll find us quicker that way.”

			“Fine by me, Sparky.”

			Not far ahead was a patch of hardwood trees that promised higher ground. When they got there, Mickey started searching for dry tinder. Most everything was still soggy from the long downpour, and the funky ground mulch had been disturbed by some type of animal activity. Mickey spied a single track in the dirt, and his heart began to thump against his ribs. It was a human footprint, belonging to a small person who wasn’t wearing shoes. Mickey quickly smudged over the telltale mark with one of his boots.

			To Tuna’s father he said, “Too wet here. Let’s look someplace else.”

			“It’s wet everywhere. I’m sick of walkin’.”

			Mickey strained to hear the engines of the search boats. It was hard to tell if any of them had gotten closer.

			Jared Gordon picked something off the ground and crowed, “Well, look here!”

			He was waving a lime-colored flip-flop with rhinestones on the strap. Mickey didn’t need to be told whose it was. He recognized it right away.

			“What’re the odds—like a million to one? Isn’t that what you said?” Tuna’s father was gloating. “But this here’s her sandal, Sparky. That means she’s around someplace, and I’m gonna git her. Million to one? Ha!”

			The odds weren’t really a million to one, as Mickey knew from studying Raven Stark’s map. Within range of Sickler’s dock were no more than a half-dozen tree islands, lush emerald groves rising from the pan-flat marsh. They were the most obvious places for a Glades traveler to seek cover, as well as solid ground.

			But why did Link stop here? Mickey wondered. Did his boat break down, or was there some sort of emergency?

			One chilling fact was clear: if Tuna was hiding on the island, so was Wahoo. He would have never left her alone. For Mickey, the stakes couldn’t possibly get any higher. The kids were nearby. It was time to do something.

			“Let’s go find your girl,” he said to Tuna’s dad, and headed the opposite direction of where the small footprint had pointed.

			Jared Gordon came up from behind and slapped the top of his head with Tuna’s flip-flop. “Hey, you think I’m stupid or what? I got you figgered out.”

			Mickey balled his right fist. One solid punch to the jaw would knock the guy cold. He wouldn’t have time to pull the trigger.

			“I know what you’re up to,” Jared Gordon went on. “You wanna take me down, huh? You wanna be a hero.”

			Mickey shifted his balance. “I’m no hero. What’re you talkin’ about? Do I look like a hero?”

			“Shut up and git your paws in the air.”

			“Why?”

			“You got three seconds.”

			“That’ll work,” Mickey said.

			He wheeled around, swinging hard, but the punch never got there.

		

	
		
			TWENTY-FIVE

			Wahoo smelled wood burning and wondered if Derek Badger had built a fire. Maybe even a lame TV survivalist could scrounge up some twigs for kindling.

			But once he drew close enough to see the flames, Wahoo dropped flat and held motionless among the trees. Three figures were visible in the clearing, and Derek wasn’t one of them. Tuna sat cross-legged on the ground, her curly-topped head bowed. Kneeling beside her was Mickey Cray, his brow bloodied and hands bound behind him with vines.

			A stocky, stubble-cheeked man who Wahoo presumed was Tuna’s father paced by the small campfire. In one hand was a revolver and in the other was a small green flip-flop, which he occasionally waggled over his head. Even from thirty yards, Wahoo could see well enough to put detailed features on the blank-faced attacker from his nightmare, the one who’d chased Tuna around the Walmart parking lot. In real life, Jared Gordon didn’t look like a zombie monster; he looked like a loser with a mean streak.

			The conversation rose and fell around the crackling flames. Wahoo could hear most of it. Jared Gordon’s new plan was to escape with Tuna in Link’s airboat, and he wanted Mickey to drive.

			“We’ll crash” was Mickey’s raw response.

			“And why’s that?” Tuna’s father demanded.

			“ ’Cause you brained me with your pistole, and now I’m seein’ double.”

			“Ha! Nice try, Sparky.”

			Tuna looked up. “Mr. Cray’s telling the truth, Daddy. He’s had a concussion for months, and you just gave him another one.”

			Jared Gordon scowled. “He can still run the danged boat. Just go slow is all.”

			“Are you serious?” said Wahoo’s father. “My head’s about to split open.”

			“You want a bullet to finish the job?”

			Mickey shrugged. “Couldn’t feel any worse.”

			Again Tuna spoke up. “Daddy, just wait a little while for his vision to settle. Then he can take us to the highway.”

			Wahoo knew she was stalling for time, which was smart. Once darkness fell across the Glades, Mickey could steer the airboat in circles and Jared Gordon probably wouldn’t know the difference.

			“Hey, I got an idea.” Jared Gordon kneed his daughter in the back. “Give ’im some of your magic pink pills.”

			Tuna didn’t react. She made eye contact with Mickey, who said, “Sure, why not?”

			There were four tablets left, and Wahoo’s dad swallowed them dry. Jared Gordon tossed away the telltale flip-flop and plopped down to wait, as fidgety as a bug.

			To Tuna he said, “I still can’t believe you run off the way you did. This is the thanks I get after all these years? You sneak off in the night?”

			The girl’s response was a whisper, but Wahoo clearly heard Mickey weigh in:

			“Say, Gordon, you must be proud of that shiner you gave her. Tell me—what kind of sorry-ass excuse for a man would beat on a child?”

			Wahoo lay there cringing. Lay off, Pop, before he loses it.

			But all Jared Gordon said was: “Shut up, fool.”

			The flames were dying. Tuna found more dry sticks and peat, yet the freshened fire was still rather small—too small to be spotted by searchers, Wahoo feared. The buzzing of the other boats sounded as distant as ever.

			Jared Gordon complained that the beer was all gone, but nobody had much else to say. The sun slipped below the western horizon and a buttery half-moon appeared in the east. It was the first cloudless sky in a week, and the stars began to sparkle as night deepened.

			Still hunkered in the trees, Wahoo wondered what had happened to Derek. Had he done something to provoke Jared Gordon into clobbering him unconscious—or worse? Wahoo struggled to steady his nerves and think of a plan. One wrong move and his father might wind up dead.

			Jared Gordon tossed a pocketknife to his daughter and told her to free Mickey’s hands, which she did. Jared Gordon snatched the knife back and said, “Time to roll. Them pills got to be workin’ by now.”

			“Not yet they aren’t,” Mickey said.

			“Too bad for you, then. Suck it up.”

			Staying close to the ground, Wahoo frantically groped through the leafy mulch. He was hoping to locate a heavy stick or maybe a rock for a weapon.

			He listened to his father saying: “Gordon, I’ll take you to the highway but only on one condition: you let your daughter stay here and wait for help.”

			“No! I told you, she’s real sick with the Floyd’s disease. She needs a doctor, like, right away.”

			Tuna raised her voice. “Don’t believe a word he says, Mr. Cray. I’m not sick—and Floyd happens to be the name of my hamster.”

			“Adorable,” said Mickey.

			“But I’ll go with Daddy, if that’s what he wants.”

			“No, you won’t. Not as long as I’m drivin’ the boat.”

			Wahoo gasped as he watched Jared Gordon step forward and level the gun at his father’s heart.

			“That girl’s my flesh and blood, Sparky, and I ain’t leavin’ this swamp without her.”

			“Then you ain’t leavin’,” Mickey Cray said.

			Wahoo was not prepared to watch his dad die right in front of him. Never in his life had he experienced such a powerful flood of emotions—fear, dread, desperation and rage. He wasn’t as bold or impulsive as Mickey, but Wahoo’s sense of devotion was equally fierce. He had to do something big, and he had to do it fast. In his own mind, it was never a matter of courage.

			But courage it was.

			

			—

			Like his son, Mickey Cray didn’t have a death wish.

			Yet there was no way he could allow Tuna to go away with her father, not after what Jared Gordon had already done to the girl. If that meant Mickey had to take a bullet, so be it. At least the gunfire would alert Wahoo to the trouble.

			Where is that kid, anyway? Mickey wondered.

			Lying low, I hope. Playing it smarter than his old man.

			The roundhouse punch that Wahoo’s father had thrown at Jared Gordon never landed because Jared Gordon had seen it coming and clubbed Mickey with the pistol butt. Mickey had awakened with the second-worst headache of his life (the falling iguana was more painful) and with his wrists crudely knotted together with air potato vines.

			He’d been lying to Tuna’s father when he complained about seeing double. His vision was fine. He was merely scheming to get the man alone with him on the airboat, away from Tuna and Wahoo, wherever the heck Wahoo might be.

			Although Jared Gordon’s gun was now aimed squarely at Mickey’s chest, he didn’t panic. He was waiting for Jared Gordon to realize that, being unable to operate an airboat himself, he needed Mickey alive if he hoped to get out of the Glades.

			The incredible stupidity of shooting his only driver would have been obvious to a person of semi-average intelligence, but Tuna’s father had so far failed to impress Mickey with his keen logic.

			Mickey’s other problem was his own anger and disgust for Jared Gordon, which he struggled to keep under control. Susan Cray sometimes joked that her husband needed a special filter implanted between his brain and his mouth to prevent him from blurting every single thought that entered his mind.

			Such as when he called Tuna’s father a “sorry-ass excuse for a man.”

			Probably not the smartest way to address a beer-soaked oaf with a loaded weapon.

			Now the same oaf was holding his gun on Mickey and saying, “That girl’s my flesh and blood, Sparky, and I ain’t leavin’ this swamp without her.”

			To which Mickey, who’d grown annoyed with the whole “Sparky” routine, replied: “Then you ain’t leavin’.”

			An epic gamble, as the kids would say.

			And possibly an epic fail—if Jared Gordon wasn’t bright enough to see the foolishness of killing the one person who could guide his escape.

			“Well,” said Mickey, “what’s it gonna be?”

			Jared Gordon didn’t answer. He was peering beyond Mickey, and his face was twisted like a dirty rag.

			“Now what?” he growled.

			“Wahoo!” Tuna cried.

			Mickey felt a sickening chill and spun around. There was his son, jumping up and down at the edge of the trees. He looked like he was being attacked by bees.

			“Wahoo, run!” Tuna shouted.

			Jared Gordon said, “ ‘Wahoo’? What’s that mean? Is it some kinda code?”

			“No, Daddy, it’s his name.”

			“Wahoo who?”

			“He’s just a boy from school,” Tuna said.

			“Sure he is. Doing jumpin’ jacks in the middle of the boonies?” Jared Gordon distractedly let the revolver swing away from Mickey, who said nothing to give away his relationship with Wahoo. He understood what his son was trying to do. It was brave, but way too dangerous.

			Wahoo was hoping to draw fire from Jared Gordon so that Mickey could jump the man.

			“What’s a matter with you?” Tuna’s father called out.

			Wahoo stopped hopping. “What’s the matter with you?” he snapped back.

			“Run away!” Tuna yelled.

			“No, boy,” said Jared Gordon, “you get your butt over here right now.”

			“Make me,” Wahoo said.

			“Make you?” Tuna’s father cackled. “See this gun, boy?”

			“See this phone, Mr. Gordon?” Wahoo held up Link’s waterlogged cellular, which from a distance appeared undamaged. “I’m calling the cops and telling ’em exactly where you are!”

			“No, you ain’t! And how’d you know my name?”

			“It’s got a GPS, too!”

			Jared Gordon purpled with rage. He shook the pistol at Wahoo, who retreated into the hardwoods, where he resumed bouncing like a cartoon kangaroo.

			“Hold still, you!” Jared Gordon hissed.

			“Daddy, leave him be,” Tuna pleaded. “He’s sort of sick in the head.”

			“Yeah, well, he’s fixin’ to be dead in the head.”

			Wahoo’s father hastily stepped in front of the gun. “Don’t waste a bullet on that crazy kid.”

			“You’re right,” said Jared Gordon, and shot Mickey Cray point-blank.

			Wahoo came bolting in horror out of the trees. “Pop! No!”

			“Did he say ‘Pop’?” Jared Gordon grinned. “Now we’re gettin’ somewheres.”

			

			—

			Derek Badger had gone off into the woods to relieve himself, and wasted no time getting lost. He was peering up at the half-moon, wondering if it meant he would turn into a half-vampire, when another gunshot split the air.

			Hoping it was a signal from a search team, Derek aimed himself in the general direction of the sound. Thrashing clumsily through the underbrush, he began making up a script for the occasion of his rescue, which could be later reenacted to juice up the ending of the show:

			“My harrowing Everglades adventure is finally drawing to an end, and not a moment too soon. I’m completely out of food, out of water and dangerously weak after being attacked by a rare but deadly vampire bat.

			“Its savage bite left me dazed and delirious, racked with fever. Why, at times I even imagined myself morphing into a real-life vampire! Hopefully, the gunshot I just heard means that search crews are approaching, and my ordeal is almost over….”

			But it wasn’t over.

			A bulky shadow appeared in Derek’s path, and he lurched to a halt. Cloaked by darkness, the creature was difficult to identify—a bear? a panther?—but it produced a series of volcanic snorts that were unmistakably hostile.

			For protection, Derek whipped out his famed Swiss army knife, a cheap replica of which was sent to lucky viewers of Expedition Survival! who correctly answered a weekly trivia question. (Example: What does fried cobra meat taste like? Answer: Chicken.)

			Derek tested the knife’s blade, which was barely long enough to slice a kumquat.

			“Scram!” he said to the mystery intruder.

			Another surly snort was the only reply. The thing made no move to flee.

			Derek was rethinking his decision to stage the Everglades episode without Mickey Cray’s captive animals—to “put the ‘real’ back in ‘reality’ ” by using only wild critters. The beast now blocking his escape probably never had laid eyes on a human, and it showed no fear.

			Interestingly, Dax Mangold had faced a similar predicament in Revenge of the Blood Moon. A mutant possum the size of a Saint Bernard had cornered Dax deep in Slackjaw Forest, but the stouthearted young fighter had used his vampire superpowers to subdue the monstrous marsupial by wrestling it to the ground and gnawing through its jugular vein.

			Derek wasn’t sure that such a bold tactic would work for him, a doubt that was well founded.

			Had he bothered to do any research about South Florida before his arrival, he would have known that the woods and marshlands had become plagued by wild pigs. These free-roaming marauders were descended from ordinary porkers that had escaped from farms, although the Everglades version was bigger, hairier and more foul-tempered. The boars were especially dangerous, growing long, curved tusks that were sharp enough to kill.

			A funky heat radiated from the massive form confronting Derek Badger. In a way, the night shadow was a blessing, because Derek wasn’t able to see the look in the creature’s coal-black eyes. If he had, he might have fainted.

			“Scram!” he said again, and the boar did exactly the opposite.

			Derek tried to flee but, after years of French cheese and rich pastries, he wasn’t exactly a speedster. The pig’s tusks scooped the celebrity survivalist from behind and tossed him halfway up the trunk of a sabal palm, to which he clung like a terrified frog.

			After circling a few times, the wild hog huffed loudly and trotted away. To better secure his elevated position, Derek attempted to spike his Swiss army knife into the bark of the palm. The blade promptly snapped off, and he hit the ground like a sack of beans.

			That’s it, he thought dismally, brushing himself off. No more tree climbing for me.

			

			—

			Mickey Cray looked up at his son and said, “Don’t tell your mom.”

			“How bad does it hurt, Pop?”

			“How bad does it look?”

			“Pretty bad,” Wahoo admitted.

			Jared Gordon had put a bullet through Mickey’s left foot.

			“The same one Beulah tried to eat,” he noted sullenly.

			Tuna cried, “Daddy, what’s wrong with you? Have you totally lost your mind?”

			“The man wasn’t takin’ me serious. Now he will,” said Jared Gordon.

			Wahoo removed his father’s bloody shoe and said, “Oh boy.”

			The bones in Mickey’s foot were shattered, and his big toe had been shot clean off.

			He winced at the sight. “Now we match,” he said to Wahoo.

			“Not quite, Pop.”

			“You’re right. I’d rather lose a toe than a thumb.”

			“Be still.” Wahoo pulled off his T-shirt and tore it into strips, which he wrapped tightly around his father’s foot.

			“Hope you’re smarter than your old man,” Jared Gordon grunted. “What’re you doin’ way out here, boy? Tell the truth.”

			“Working for a TV show.” Wahoo didn’t have to glance up to know that Tuna’s dad was still brandishing the gun.

			“What TV show is that?” Jared Gordon asked.

			Tuna told him.

			“The one with that Australian survivor dude?” Jared Gordon snickered. “No way! He’s big-time.”

			“The Crays are professional animal wranglers, Daddy.”

			“You mean, like, they can teach a polar bear how to ride a bike? Stuff like that?”

			Wahoo sighed and said, “Never mind.”

			Jared Gordon poked him. “Your daddy’s good to go. Now let’s git outta here.”

			“In case you didn’t notice,” Mickey said, “I can’t walk.”

			“Yeah, but you can still drive a boat.”

			“It’s not hard. I’ll teach you how.”

			“No, Sparky,” said Tuna’s father. “You’re gonna be my sho-fer!”

			Wahoo knotted his Expedition Survival! jacket around the stump of a buttonwood branch and poked it in the embers of the fire to make a torch, which he handed to Tuna. Then he and Jared Gordon boosted Mickey upright, one on each side, acting as human crutches. Tuna led the way as they set off on the short trek to the water’s edge.

			With six hands scooping (Jared Gordon’s being occupied by the revolver and now the torch), bailing the airboat took about an hour. After a forceful group shove, the craft was safely afloat.

			Wahoo hopped up in the driver’s seat and said, “I can do this.”

			His father frowned. “Since when?”

			“I learned how this afternoon.”

			“Ha! No way,” Jared Gordon said. “Git down from there, boy, and let your old man drive. Move it!”

			Mickey rose to his knees. “Do what he says, son.”

			He was in major pain as Wahoo and Tuna helped him get positioned at the controls.

			“Crank ’er up, Sparky,” Jared Gordon commanded. “Take us to the big road.”

			“We’ll see,” Mickey said through gritted teeth.

			The engine burped and stuttered, but it wouldn’t start. He tried a half-dozen times, waited a few minutes, then tried again.

			“Maybe some rain got in the bleeping gas tank,” he said.

			“Or maybe you’re jest jerkin’ my chain.” Jared Gordon was glaring in the torchlight. “Maybe you don’t really want to git ‘er started.”

			Wahoo’s father laughed emptily. “Yeah, that makes sense. I’d much rather stay out here and watch my leg rot off than get to a hospital.” He gave Tuna a look of sympathy. “No offense, young lady, but your daddy’s not the brightest bulb on the Christmas tree, is he?”

			“Knock it off, Pop,” Wahoo said.

			Tuna cocked her head. “You hear that?”

			Mickey raised his eyes to the sky. “Sounds like a chopper.”

			Now Jared Gordon was steaming. “Jest git the motor runnin’! Now!”

			“Try again,” Wahoo told his father.

			This time the engine coughed to life, and the airboat’s jumbo propeller began turning.

			“Well, hooray,” Tuna’s dad muttered, though no one could hear him over the racket.

			Then, just as suddenly: silence.

			“No! No! No!” Jared Gordon was hopping with exasperation. “Are you kiddin’ me? Did you flood this stupid thing?”

			Mickey said, “Actually, I turned it off.”

			“What! You better have a damn good reason, Sparky.”

			“I believe the owner of this vessel wants a word with you.”

			“Uh?” Tuna’s father swung the torch toward the shoreline, where a broad-shouldered stranger loomed.

			“Git out my boat,” he said. It was Link.

			Jared Gordon sneered. “And who the heck’re you?”

			“The man what you shot in the back.”

			“Yeah? Well, I’ll shoot you in the front, too, you don’t vamos outta here.”

			Tuna shouted, “Daddy, that’s enough!” She lunged to grab him, but he shoved her to the deck.

			Wahoo helped her sit up. Where is that chopper? He scanned the sky anxiously.

			“Gimme my airboat,” Link said, and he began sloshing toward them.

			Mickey Cray raised a hand. “Easy, brother. It ain’t worth dyin’ over.”

			“Says you.” Link was wheezing.

			“Stop!” Wahoo said. “You’ll get your boat back, I promise.”

			But Link kept coming.

			Jared Gordon steadied himself against the propeller cage. He raised the torch higher to better illuminate the intruder, and with his gun arm he took aim.

			“I warned you, Tarzan,” he said.

			His mistake was taking his eyes off the wrangler’s son. Wahoo nailed him broadside with a flying tackle that carried both of them overboard. The revolver in Jared Gordon’s hand went off harmlessly, and the torch flew up on the muddy bank.

			The option of doing nothing had never occurred to Wahoo, even for a split second. He was acting on gut reflex and pure adrenaline. There’d been no time to ponder the extreme danger of tangling with Tuna’s whacked-out father. The man plainly intended to shoot Link—and not just in the foot, either. His pistol had been leveled at the center of Link’s forehead when Wahoo had sprung at him.

			Tuna jumped in to help while Mickey, cursing his crippled foot, watched from the driver’s seat. The scene in the shallows was pure turmoil, a frantic thrash of arms and legs. It reminded Mickey of bull gators fighting. Link was trying to gain control of the gun as the kids struggled to subdue Jared Gordon, who kicked and flailed like a madman.

			Mickey couldn’t stand being a bystander. He restarted the airboat and nosed it against the shore at an angle from which the propeller’s gale-force backwash blew full blast into Jared Gordon’s face.

			Incredibly, the man didn’t go down. Somehow he got his back turned and held his balance. Soon he shook free from his daughter, then from Wahoo.

			Only Link kept his hold on Jared Gordon, though barely. The pain from the lung shot had sapped his strength. Mickey could see him begin to wobble and wheeze, while the revolver remained firmly in Jared Gordon’s fist.

			Meanwhile, Wahoo and Tuna were preparing to rush at her father again. Mickey shut off the boat engine and hollered for them to stay back. A rumble drew his gaze to the southern sky. It wasn’t thunder; it was the helicopter, locked in a low hover no more than a mile away. Its violet search beam was sweeping back and forth across the black swamp below.

			“Let’s go, Sparky!” Jared Gordon rasped. His shirt was in tatters and his face was clawed. The airboat’s slipstream had made a spiky nest of his hair.

			Mickey saw Link keel and go down. The kids began hauling him toward dry land, trying to hold his head above the water.

			Jared Gordon fired into the air. “I said let’s go!”

			Wahoo’s father motioned him toward the boat. “Whenever you’re ready.”

			The helicopter was moving closer. Jared Gordon glared up at it. “They spotted our fire,” he mumbled sourly.

			“Hop in,” Mickey said. “I’ll take you wherever you want.”

			Wahoo and Tuna had placed Link on the ground and were working to make him comfortable. Jared Gordon waded to shore and snatched his daughter by the jacket collar. Wahoo grabbed him around the knees but got booted in the jaw and fell back.

			Furious, Mickey attempted to climb off the boat and help his son. His mangled foot was useless, and he tumbled in agony from the driver’s platform.

			“Git up, you! Git up and drive!” screamed Jared Gordon as he slogged with his daughter toward Mickey.

			Wahoo rolled over and tried to call Tuna’s name. She couldn’t hear him over the din of the oncoming chopper. She fought to break away, but her father hooked a beefy arm around her neck. The gun he waved at Mickey Cray, still crumpled on the deck.

			“I’m gonna count to three!”

			“I can’t move, brother.”

			“You will move, Sparky! Or you’ll die!”

			“But—”

			“One!…Two!…”

			The counting faded away. Wahoo rose to his knees and saw Jared Gordon hunched in a bright spear of bluish light, Tuna writhing in his grasp. The police helicopter was no more than a hundred feet above them.

			Under a halo of flitting insects, Jared Gordon appeared demented in the eerie cone of the search beam. Squinting like a shrew, he ranted and cussed up at the chopper, his drooling threats smothered by the heavy thump of its rotor blades.

			Wahoo knew what would happen next, and he knew he couldn’t possibly cover the distance between him and Tuna’s father in time to stop it.

			Jared Gordon aimed his revolver directly at the cockpit of the helicopter.

			Sick with dread, Wahoo almost looked away. Had he done that, he would have missed a truly unforgettable sight, one he could never have foreseen.

			Derek Badger exploded with a howl out of the woods. At a dead run he bounded from the bank of the island to the bow of Link’s airboat, from which he vaulted himself at Tuna’s father, who stood there gaping in disbelief.

			The three of them toppled with a heavy splash—Derek, Jared Gordon and Tuna. By the time Wahoo reached them, Tuna was back on her feet and she was clutching the gun.

			Jared Gordon had worse problems. Gagging on swamp muck, he found himself pinned underwater by a plump, wild-eyed stranger.

			A stranger who, for some reason, was chomping him ferociously on the throat.

		

	
		
			TWENTY-SIX

			“It’s not even a full moon,” Tuna pointed out.

			Derek Badger shrugged. “What can I say?”

			He had no future as a vampire. Jared Gordon’s blood had tasted awful.

			Wahoo reached out and shook Derek’s hand. “That was huge. Thanks.”

			“No worries.” Derek didn’t know what in the world had come over him. It wasn’t in his nature to risk his life for others. Attacking the gunman seemed more like something Dax Mangold would have done, in the movies.

			“Incredible,” Tuna agreed. “We should get your saliva tested. Yours too, Lance.”

			They could hear the rescue boats racing through the saw grass prairie toward the island. Overhead the helicopter circled, the pilot expertly keeping the search beam trained on them to mark their location.

			With Tuna standing guard, Wahoo had bound Jared Gordon’s wrists and ankles with a nylon rope from the airboat. Link himself had helped secure the knots, which would later have to be cut with a fish knife.

			The bite wounds on Jared Gordon’s neck were painful but not life-threatening, due to Derek’s lack of proper fangs. Still, he’d clamped onto Tuna’s father with enough force that it had required all of Wahoo’s strength to pry him off.

			One cheek in the dirt, Jared Gordon glowered up at the man who’d flattened him. “You sure don’t look the same as on TV.”

			“Pipe down, mate,” said Derek. “You got owned.”

			Wahoo’s jaw was throbbing as if he’d been slugged by Mike Tyson. Before dousing the campfire, he relit the torch that he’d made from his Expedition Survival! jacket. Then he returned to the airboat and sat down beside his father, who was still lying on the deck.

			“I’m proud of you,” Mickey told him.

			“I didn’t do anything.”

			“Tell that to Link. You saved the man’s life.”

			“I didn’t save you from getting shot,” Wahoo said.

			“Hey, I asked for it.” Mickey winked. “Alice got me, okay?”

			“What?”

			“Mom asks how come I’m limpin’, it’s ’cause Alice chomped me.”

			“Weak,” Wahoo said.

			“Yeah? Isn’t that what happened to your thumb?”

			“Okay, Pop. We’ll give it a try.”

			Link was upright again, his breathing shallower than before. It hurt to talk, so he didn’t. He was so elated to see his beloved airboat that he wasn’t worrying about the bullet in his body.

			Derek asked, “What are you people going to tell the police?”

			“The truth,” Wahoo replied. “Everything?”

			“He wants us to leave out the Night Wing stuff,” Tuna said. “Right, Mr. Badger?”

			He nodded uneasily. “Please.”

			“Okay—but only if you sign my coat.” She fished through her bag and took out a black Sharpie.

			Derek looked dubious. “You want my autograph?”

			Tuna said, “You’re the first real TV star I ever met. Plus, you did a seriously brave thing tonight. Twisted, but brave.”

			“Bull!” her father blurted. “That maniac tried to drown me!”

			“Hush up, Daddy.” She pulled off one of Jared Gordon’s moldy wet socks and crammed it in his mouth.

			Then she handed the Sharpie to Derek. “The name’s Tuna,” she said, “like the fish.”

			With a flourish, he wrote on her coat sleeve: To my friend Tuna, a true survivor! Your fan, Derek Badger.

			She was still beaming when the first rescue boat arrived. With no small effort, the driver and the police officer lifted Link off the ground and laid him on one of the bench seats. Next they loaded Mickey Cray.

			Wahoo gave the torch to Tuna and climbed in beside his father.

			“These two need a doctor,” said the driver, who wore a frogger’s lamp on his head. “We gotta go.”

			Wahoo waved his thumbless hand. “Later, Lucille.”

			Tuna laughed and wiggled four fingers in return. After the boat sped away, she gave her father’s pistol to the police officer, who’d stayed behind to read Jared Gordon his legal rights and officially place him under arrest.

			Meanwhile, Derek Badger was basking in his heroic moment. “Say, mate, would you happen to know if that chopper’s equipped with a video camera?”

			The cop said he wasn’t sure. “You’re the Beaver guy from cable, right? My kids watch your show every week.”

			“It’s Badger,” Derek said tightly.

			A second rescue boat pulled up carrying two more uniformed officers, who jumped out and yanked Tuna’s father to a standing position.

			He spit out the sock and said, “I want a lawyer.”

			“You got a name, mister?” asked one of the policemen.

			“No comment.”

			“Homo sapiens,” said Tuna, “but a really lame specimen.”

			She tossed the torch into the shallows, where it hissed and went cold.

		

	
		
			EPILOGUE

			
				Episode 103 of Expedition Survival! was broadcast nearly three months after the crew departed the Everglades. Derek Badger’s final appearance drew 17.2 million viewers worldwide, a cable-television record for non-sports programming.

			The director and editors did a clever job of splicing the video clips into a believable story, the climax being Derek’s thirty-three-second struggle with Alice, who was of course portrayed as a random wild alligator instead of the old show-business pro that she was.

			Derek’s embarrassing encounters with the snapping turtle and the water snake were digitally “improved” to save him from looking like a total klutz. At the urging of the Untamed Channel’s lawyers (who feared young viewers might try to imitate the stunt), Derek’s ill-fated attempt to eat the mastiff bat was cut entirely from the program. However, the scene would turn up later on the director’s private DVD of Derek’s worst bloopers, another smash hit at the crew’s end-of-the-year bash.

			Jared Gordon watched the Everglades episode in the medical wing of the Miami-Dade County jail, where he was faking stomach cramps in order to receive favored treatment. Imprisonment had been depressing, especially when his defense attorney advised him to take a guilty plea rather than risk the wrath of a judge and jury. Tuna’s father hadn’t yet made up his mind what to do, but in any case the odds were slim that he’d be a free man before his ninety-ninth birthday.

			Meanwhile, the person responsible for his bleak predicament was grinning down at him from a jailhouse television, flashing the same bleached teeth that had been embedded so ferociously in his throat, leaving a pattern of niblet-sized scars.

			“Turn off that idiot!” Jared Gordon begged, but no one at the infirmary paid him any attention.

			Raven Stark TiVo’d the Everglades broadcast in Derek’s luxury motor coach, which she’d been driving all summer, ever since the night Derek was found safe on the tree island. The bus was a sweet ride, and Raven—sporting her sombrero-sized sun hat—had decided to take the slow, scenic route back to California. She’d already visited Disney World; her mother’s house in Fairhope, Alabama; the French Market in New Orleans; the Great Smoky Mountains; and Graceland, the famed estate of Elvis Presley. Still ahead lay the Grand Canyon, Pikes Peak, the Custer battlefield and Glacier National Park, where she hoped to see a wild grizzly.

			After everything that had happened, Raven felt she deserved a vacation.

			It was she who’d composed the glowing press release about Derek’s starring role in the capture of a dangerous gunman and the rescue of four innocent persons. She had kindly made no mention of his daffy vampire delusion or of his biting Jared Gordon’s neck.

			It was Raven who’d set up the secret doctor’s visit so that Derek could be tested for rabies (negative) and pumped full of antibiotics to combat the lingering infection from the bat wounds. It was also she who had arranged for Derek to be interviewed by Matt Lauer, David Letterman, Jimmy Kimmel and even Dr. Oz.

			And it was she who’d persuaded the governor of Florida to present Derek with the Sunshine State Medallion of Distinction, which was shaped like a navel orange and not usually awarded to TV celebrities.

			The wave of media attention gave a major ratings boost to Expedition Survival! Consequently, no one (besides Derek himself) was more shocked than Raven when Derek’s contract wasn’t renewed. The show’s executive producer, Gerry Germaine, went on Entertainment Tonight to say that, after the grueling Everglades ordeal, Mr. Badger would be taking some time off to “recharge his batteries” and “explore other career opportunities.”

			That was Hollywood code for getting fired.

			It was Derek’s own fault. Hoping to cash in on his new hero status, he’d demanded an even more outrageous raise for his new contract, which Gerry Germaine had been all too happy to reject. Brick Jeffers, the buff young outdoorsman from New Zealand, was grateful to work for half of Derek’s salary.

			Raven had been bitter about Derek’s dismissal until Gerry Germaine called her on the road. She assumed he was going to yell at her for taking the motor coach, but instead he offered her a line producer’s position on the new, revamped edition of Expedition Survival!

			At first she had said no, but then she Skyped with Brick Jeffers for an hour. He turned out to be charming, extremely good-looking—and he was at least twenty-five IQ points smarter than Derek Badger.

			So Raven had accepted the job, and now Derek wasn’t returning her calls.

			He was sulking on his yacht, the Sea Badger, moored off the Caribbean island of St. Barts. That’s where he watched his final appearance on Expedition Survival!

			He thought the program was suitably flattering, although his life-or-death fight with Jared Gordon would have made a more spectacular ending than his wrestling match with Mickey Cray’s pet gator. Unfortunately, the police helicopter pilot had forgotten to turn on the video camera, so there was no tape of Derek’s real-life act of valor on the swamp island.

			Getting fired from the show had dented his oversized ego. He’d immediately filed a grievance with his TV union—Guild 154 of Mountaineers, Ice Truckers and Survivalists—but he’d received no response. A couple of other networks wanted him to star in new reality programs, and he’d been pondering his options.

			He was leaning toward the Catastrophe Channel, which had offered him a sick pile of money to intentionally place himself in the path of oncoming hurricanes, typhoons, lava eruptions, wildfires, mud slides, avalanches and tidal waves. Best of all, the show—titled Bring It On!—would be shown during the same Thursday-night time slot as Expedition Survival!, giving Derek an opportunity to humiliate young Brick Jeffers in the ratings contest and make Gerry Germaine miserable.

			There was only one catch: the producers of Bring It On! wanted Derek to perform his own stunts, including the opening parachute jump. Currently he wasn’t in prime physical shape, having gained nineteen jiggly pounds during his sojourn in St. Barts, a cruel calorie trap for lovers of Brie cheese, soufflés and chocolate mousse.

			Normally Derek would have relied on Raven Stark to endure his childish whining, but she’d deserted him. So he sat alone in the Sea Badger’s master cabin, engulfing his third cinnamon éclair of the evening and watching his own breathless finale on Expedition Survival! As soon as the show ended, he dialed up the menu of his private video library and ordered all three Night Wing movies, to be played one after another in high-def.

			Through the port hatch, Derek spied a full moon, pale as the petals of a spider lily, in the tropical sky.

			Life, he admitted to himself, could be a whole lot worse.

			Back in Florida, surgeons had successfully removed a bullet fragment from Link’s right lung. Once he was out of the hospital, he bought another flip phone and called up Wahoo Cray, the kid who’d saved his life by tackling the shooter at the tree island.

			“Thanks for what you done,” Link said.

			“Sure.”

			“You ever want ’nother airboat drivin’ lesson, jest lemme know.”

			“It’s a deal,” said Wahoo.

			After all the media coverage about the dramatic events in the swamp, Link found himself a minor celebrity among his fellow Gladesmen. That made him uncomfortable, since he wasn’t a person who liked to socialize.

			On the night of Derek Badger’s last show, Link had reluctantly agreed to attend an Expedition Survival! screening party at Sickler’s Jungle Outpost and Juice Bar. Sickler was in jolly spirits because the publicity about the lost survivalist and fugitive gunman had turned his cheesy roadside shop into a hot spot for curious tourists.

			Scammer that he was, Sickler had acquired a large poster of Derek Badger, forged the star’s autograph on the bottom and tacked it to the wall beside the cash register. He’d also strung the weather-beaten mount of Old Sleepy from the ceiling beams, telling customers that it was the very same alligator Derek had wrestled on the TV program and that it had drowned after he battled it to exhaustion.

			Sickler’s souvenir business was booming, with eager suckers lining up to purchase overpriced coconut carvings, polyester rattlesnake skins and “authentic” Seminole bead shirts that were actually made in Vietnam.

			The crowd at the store that night cheered throughout the broadcast of Expedition Survival!, the loudest applause erupting when Sickler’s name appeared among the credits as a “location consultant,” whatever that was. Link himself wasn’t particularly enchanted by the television show and grew bored with the repeated slow-motion replays of Derek Badger being tossed like a rodeo cowboy by the gator.

			Ten minutes before the big ending, Link snuck out Sickler’s back door and went home to tinker with his airboat, which he’d recently named Lucille in honor of the kind-hearted girl with the mean, hard-drinking father, like his own. Eventually Link became a tour guide at the Miccosukee reservation, and he never took his boat on another TV job.

			Wahoo Cray watched Derek’s last episode at home. His mother had returned at long last from China (and, naturally, did not believe Mickey’s version of how he’d lost his big toe). However, Susan Cray had been pleasantly surprised to learn that the house mortgage had been paid up, thanks to Mickey and Wahoo’s earnings from Expedition Survival! She’d been even happier to see that her husband had completely recovered from his iguana concussion and was no longer suffering with headaches or double vision.

			Despite his damaged foot, Mickey had resumed work soon after surgery, hobbling around the backyard pens and tending to his animals. Beulah the python had made the mistake of trying to chomp him again and gotten her teeth stuck in his cast.

			The night that Derek Badger’s Everglades adventure was broadcast, the Cray family sat down with a large bowl of buttered popcorn in front of the television. Wahoo thought the program turned out pretty tame, compared to what had really gone down in the swamp. Still, he was impressed by how the video editors had stitched the different scenes together in an entertaining way, including a shaky tree-climbing sequence they’d salvaged from Derek’s broken Helmet Cam.

			Mickey Cray didn’t have much to say about the show, except that Alice had performed like a champ. Susan Cray thought the whole thing was overhyped and hokey.

			The first phone call came from Julie, Wahoo’s sister.

			“Let’s hear your review,” he said.

			“The show was okay. That Derek guy, though, he’s still a tool.”

			“He’s not so bad, Jule.”

			“I’m just glad you and Pop finally got your money.”

			“Thanks to you,” Wahoo said.

			Gerry Germaine at first had refused to give the Crays the agreed-upon wrangler fee, claiming their involvement with Tuna Gordon and her trigger-happy father had disrupted the show’s production, endangered the crew and cost the company thousands of dollars.

			The next day, Julie Cray had placed a phone call to Mr. Germaine, threatening to sue both him and the Untamed Channel for gross negligence by failing to provide safe working conditions on the set of Expedition Survival! She’d noted that her father’s traumatic foot injury had reduced his agility when handling large reptiles and other unpredictable creatures, which made his job more dangerous and even life-threatening. For extra ammunition, Julie Cray had also listed several obscure wildlife regulations that Expedition Survival! had ignored, information that she volunteered to share with the prosecutor’s office in Miami.

			Gerry Germaine backed down in a heartbeat. He told Julie Cray that he’d be happy to pay Wahoo and Mickey the full contract amount for their services, and also take care of Mickey’s medical bills, which amounted to thirteen thousand dollars. It was Wahoo’s belief that his sister had a bright future in the legal profession.

			At the end of his conversation with Julie, Gerry Germaine had a brainstorm: Would Mickey consider a full-time role as Brick Jeffers’s wrangler sidekick on the new, madeover version of Expedition Survival!?

			Julie passed the offer along to her father, who responded with two words: “Bleep no!”

			The next phone call after the show came from Tuna in Chicago, where she’d gone to join her mother.

			“I saw my name in the credits!” she exclaimed. “ ‘Tuna J. Gordon—Taxonomist’!”

			“You’re a rock star,” Wahoo said.

			“How about you? ‘Wahoo Cray—First Assistant Wildlife Wrangler’!”

			“Okay, we’re both rock stars.”

			Wahoo’s parents had given him a cell phone as a birthday gift. He and Tuna had been texting regularly—he with one thumb—until Jocko, the bratty howler monkey, plucked the device from Wahoo’s jeans and beat it to smithereens with a banyan branch.

			Since then, Wahoo and Tuna had spoken only a few times, when she’d called him on the Crays’ house phone.

			“How’s your grandmother?” he asked.

			“She’s hangin’ in there, thanks to Mom. We’re all hangin’ in.”

			“And how’s Floyd dealing with the move?”

			“He’s a hamster, dude. Every day’s a good day.”

			Wahoo was curious to know if there was any wildlife to be classified in Chicago.

			“Autumn is overrated,” Tuna said. “It’s already too cold for butterflies, though last month I logged a Vanessa atalanta.”

			“Which is…?”

			“A red admiral. He was just flyin’ around Grant Park, having a big old time.”

			“Guess what I saw yesterday up in one of our palm trees.”

			“Not an iguana!”

			“Oh yeah,” Wahoo said. “A serious iguana.”

			Tuna chortled. “Did you show your dad?”

			“Absolutely not.”

			“Smart call.”

			She told Wahoo about her grandmother’s neighborhood on the city’s north side, which was overrun with obese and fearless raccoons. “They love chimneys,” she said, “otherwise known as coon-dominiums.”

			Wahoo laughed, and he remembered how funny Tuna could be. He missed her, but he was glad she was safe, living in a place where she didn’t have to hide in her room at night with the door locked.

			“Daddy might plead guilty,” she said.

			“That’s good news.”

			She and Wahoo had sometimes talked about hanging out together at the Miami courthouse while the case against her father was being heard. In truth, neither of them was looking forward to testifying while Jared Gordon sat only a few feet away, glaring murderously. It would be best if there was no need for a trial.

			Selfishly, though, Wahoo felt disappointed that he might not get to see Tuna.

			“So, you don’t know when you’ll be back in Florida?”

			“At Christmas break, for sure,” she said. “Mom promised.”

			“Really?”

			“Maybe even sooner.”

			“Cool,” he said. “We’ll go catch some critters.”

			“I’d like that, Lance.”

			“Me too, Lucille.”
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			For all those who stand up

		

	
		
		
			
			ONE

			This one kid, he got kicked out of school.

			That’s not easy to do—you need to break some actual laws. We heard lots of rumors, but nobody gave us the straight story.

			The kid’s name was Jammer, and I got his locker.

			Who knows what he kept in there, but he must’ve given out the combination to half the school. Kids were always messing with my stuff when I wasn’t around.

			So I put a snake inside the locker. Problem solved.

			It was an Eastern diamondback, a serious reptile. Eight buttons on the rattle, so it made some big noise when people opened the locker door. The freak-out factor was high.

			Don’t worry—the rattlesnake couldn’t bite. I taped its mouth shut. That’s a tricky move, not for rookies. You need steady hands and zero common sense. I wouldn’t try it again.

			The point is I didn’t want that rattler to hurt anyone. I just wanted kids to stay out of my locker.

			Which they now do.

			I set the diamondback free a few miles down Grapefruit Road, on the same log where I found him. It’s important to exit the scene fast, because an adult rattlesnake can strike up to one-half of its body length. Most people don’t know that, and why would they? It’s not a necessary piece of information, if you live a halfway normal life.

			
			Which I don’t.

			

			—

			“What does your dad do?”

			I hear this question whenever we move somewhere new.

			My standard answer: “He runs his own business.”

			But the truth is I don’t know what my father does. He sends a check, Mom cashes it. I haven’t seen the guy since I was like three years old. Maybe four.

			Does it bother me? Possibly. Sure.

			I’ve done some reading about this, how it can mess up a person when his parents split, especially when one of them basically vanishes from the family scene. I don’t want to be one of those screwed-up kids, but I can’t rule out the possibility.

			Mom doesn’t say much about Dad. The checks always show up on time—the tenth of the month—and they never bounce. We might not be rich, but we’re definitely not poor. You wouldn’t believe how many pairs of shoes my sister owns. God, I give her so much grief.

			The way I look at it, Mom doesn’t get a free pass just because she doesn’t want to talk about my father. That’s not what you’d call a healthy, open approach to an issue. So I stay on her case, though not in a mean way.

			“What does he do for a living?” I’ll say, like I’ve never asked before.

			
			“Well, Billy, I’m not exactly sure what he does,” she’ll begin in the same tight voice, “but I can tell you what he doesn’t do.”

			Over time, based on my mother’s commentary, I’ve scratched the following professions off my Phantom Father list:

			Astronaut, quantum physicist, lawyer, doctor, heavy-metal guitarist, veterinarian, architect, hockey player, NASCAR driver, jockey, plumber, roofer, electrician, pilot, policeman, car salesman, and yoga instructor.

			Mom says Dad’s too claustrophobic to be an astronaut, too lousy at math to be a quantum physicist, too shy to be a lawyer, too squeamish to be a doctor, too uncoordinated to play the guitar, too tall to be a jockey, too hyper for yoga, and so on.

			I don’t like this game, but I’m making progress, information-wise. Mom’s still touchy about the subject, so I try to take it easy. Meanwhile, my sister, Belinda, acts like she doesn’t care, like she’s not the least bit curious about the old man. This fake attitude is known as a “coping mechanism,” according to what I’ve read.

			Maybe my father is a psychiatrist, and one day I’ll lie down on his couch and we’ll sort out all this stuff together. Or not.

			At school I try to keep a low profile. When you move around as much as my family does, making friends isn’t practical. Leaving is easier if there’s no one to say goodbye to. That much I’ve learned.

			But sometimes you’re forced to “interact.” There’s no choice. Sometimes staying low-profile is impossible.

			
			The last week of school, some guy on the lacrosse team starts pounding on a kid in the D-5 hallway. Now, this kid happens to be a dork, no question, but he’s harmless. And the lacrosse player outweighs him by like forty pounds. Still, a crowd is just standing around watching this so-called fight, which is really just a mugging. There are dudes way bigger than me, major knuckle-draggers, cheering and yelling. Not one of them makes a move to stop the beating.

			So I throw down my book bag, jump on Larry Lacrosse, and hook my right arm around his neck. Pretty soon his face goes purple and his eyes bulge out like a constipated bullfrog’s. That’s when a couple of his teammates pull me off, and one of the P.E. teachers rushes in to break up the tangle. Nobody gets suspended, not even a detention, which is typical.

			The dorky kid, the one who was getting pounded, I didn’t know his name. The lacrosse guy turns out to be a Kyle something. We’ve got like seven Kyles at our school, and I can’t keep track of them all. This one comes up to me later, between sixth and seventh period, and says he’s going to kick my butt. Then one of his friends grabs his arm and whispers, “Easy, dude. That’s the psycho with the rattler in his locker.”

			I smile my best psycho smile, and Kyle disappears. Big tough jock who likes to beat up kids half his size. Pathetic.

			But lots of people are terrified of snakes. It’s called ophidiophobia. The experts say it’s a deep primal fear. I wouldn’t know.

			
			During seventh period I get pulled out of class by the school “resource officer,” which is what they call the sheriff’s deputy who hangs out in the main office. His name is Thickley, and technically he’s in charge of campus security. He’s big and friendly, cruising toward retirement.

			“Billy, I’m going to ask you straight up,” he says in the hallway. “There’s a rumor you’ve got a snake in your locker. A rattlesnake.”

			“A live rattler?” I laugh. “That’s crazy.”

			“Can we have a look?”

			“No problem. Who’s we?”

			“Me. Just myself.”

			“Sure, Officer Thickley. You don’t need to ask first.”

			“Oh, I always ask,” he says. “See, if I show respect for the students, they’ll show respect for me. It’s a two-way street.”

			“Be my guest,” I tell him. “You can just pop the lock, right?”

			“I’d like you to come along with me.”

			“But I really can’t miss this class,” I say. “Mrs. Bowers is reviewing for the final.”

			“Please, Billy. I’m not a fan of snakes.”

			We walk down the hallway to my locker. Thickley stands at least ten feet behind me while I open the door.

			“Here you go,” I say.

			“Holy crap!”

			“It’s not real, man.” I dangle the rubber snake, its tail jiggling. “See? Just a toy.”

			The color returns to Thickley’s face. I bought the joke snake for like three bucks at a party store. It’s black and skinny, and doesn’t look anything like a diamondback rattler. They had it on the same aisle with the fake vomit and dog poop.

			
			“Billy, why have you got that thing in there?”

			“Because other kids keep breaking in and messing with my stuff. You knew Jammer, right? This was his locker before he got expelled.”

			“Oh,” says Thickley. “Then we should get you a different one.”

			“No necesito.”

			“But the locker still smells like Jammer’s…stuff.”

			“Is that what stinks so bad?”

			Thickley says, “I’ll get you a can of Febreze.”

			

			—

			You’re probably thinking: This is a disturbed young man.

			Based on what happened with me and the rattler, right?

			But I’ve been catching snakes since I was a little kid, and I know what I’m doing. Usually I don’t handle the poisonous ones, because a split-second mistake will put you in an ambulance, speeding to the E.R. You might not die from the bite, but from what they say, the pain is extreme.

			Right now at home I’ve got a corn snake, a king snake, two yellow rat snakes, and a banded water snake, all non-venomous. I can’t say “harmless” because the water snake is mean and nasty. Honestly, the rattler was way easier to handle.

			
			I never keep a snake for more than a week or two. They stay out in the garage, inside dry aquarium tanks with lids that screw down tight. My mother isn’t thrilled about the arrangement, but she’s gotten used to it. She says it’s safer than wakeboarding or BASE jumping, neither of which is on my list of future hobbies.

			A wild snake won’t hurt anybody, as long as you give it some space. That’s true for rattlers, same as the others.

			“What is wrong with you,” my sister often says. This is never a question. “These aren’t normal pets.”

			“They’re not pets, Belinda. I don’t own them.”

			“At least a puppy gives you love. A snake gives you nothing but a blank stare.” My sister, the comedian.

			In a few months she’s leaving for college—Cornell University in Ithaca, New York. Big-time school. Good for her.

			Belinda says she’s looking forward to northern winters, but she hasn’t got a clue. Like me, she has spent her entire life in Florida, the place everybody up north wants to be every January.

			She didn’t know about the rattlesnake, of course. Neither did Mom. They steer clear of my aquarium tanks in the garage.

			I’m holding the king snake when Mom pokes her head out the door and says, “What happened at school today, Billy? Put that creepy thing away and come inside.”

			Turns out the dorky kid—Chin is his last name—he friended my mother on Facebook. Who does that? He sent her a message thanking me for saving him from the beatdown in D-5. He said nobody’s ever stuck up for him before.

			
			See, this is why I’m not on social media. Way too much human contact.

			“Why didn’t you tell me about this?” Mom asks.

			“ ’Cause it was no big deal.”

			“Fighting is too a big deal. You’ve got a week left of school before summer. Can you please try not to get kicked out?”

			“They won’t kick me out, Mom. I’ve got straight A’s.”

			“But what if you’d hurt that other boy?”

			“Only thing I hurt was his shiny blond ego.”

			She sighs. “We’ve had this discussion, Billy.”

			“What—I’m supposed to turn the other way when I see something bad going down?”

			“No, of course not, no. What you should do is immediately report it to a teacher. Or run to the office and tell somebody. That’s how cases of bullying are supposed to be handled. It says so in the school Code of Conduct.”

			I have to chuckle. I’m not trying to disrespect my mother, but seriously—the Code of Conduct? Kyle the lacrosse star was punching that poor kid in the head. Come on.

			Next day, I notice Chin eating by himself in the cafeteria. He’s got a bruised eye and white gauze taped over one ear. He never looks up from his lunch tray, so he doesn’t see me.

			I walk straight to the lacrosse kids’ table, sit down next to Kyle, and start eating my ham-and-fried-egg sandwich. He just glares at me. It’s not what you’d call a bonding moment.

			
			One of Kyle’s jock friends tells me to move to another table.

			“Aw, but you guys are so cool,” I say. “I want to be just like you. Talk the same cool way. Wear the same cool clothes. Hang with the same cool girls. It’s truly an honor to sit with you here at your special cool table. Seriously, this lunch is the high point of my entire life.”

			And they thought they were pros at sarcasm.

			“Move it, Snake Boy!” the kid barks.

			I can’t help but laugh. Is this what they’re calling me now?

			“So, you guys are into reptiles, too?” I put down the sandwich, whip out my phone.

			Kyle’s angry, but nervous at the same time. Doesn’t say a word.

			I google a picture of a wild-hog hunter who got bitten by a diamondback over near Yeehaw Junction. That’s a real place, you can look it up. The hog hunter’s arm is swollen thick as a pine stump. His fingers look like boiled purple sausages. I hold up the phone so that Kyle and his all-jock posse can see the photo.

			“That’s what can happen,” I say, “when you’re not careful.”

			Kyle goes pale and edges back his chair. “Dude, you are a total psycho.”

			
			“Can I have the rest of your Doritos?” I ask pleasantly.

			They all get up, snatch their trays, and walk off, Kyle in the lead.

			FYI, that hog hunter didn’t die from the snakebite. He was back in the woods a month later—but way more careful.

			Kyle won’t bother Chin again. That’s my guess.

			

			—

			The night before the last day of school, Mom’s in the kitchen working on the household budget. She has a yellow notebook, two sharpened pencils, and a calculator. I notice the monthly check from my father on the table. His name is printed on it, but no address.

			Mom doesn’t care if we see the check, but she always cuts up the mailing envelope and throws away the pieces—which I later dig out of the garbage can and try to tape back together.

			Usually it’s impossible, because the snipped pieces are as small as confetti, but on this particular night she must have been in a hurry with the scissors. When she’s not looking, I collect the fragments of the envelope and smuggle them to my room. This time they fit together like a miniature jigsaw puzzle, and it’s easy to read the return address printed in the upper left-hand corner.

			So I walk back to the kitchen and say, “Mom, how much is a plane ticket to Montana?”

			“What are you talking about?”

			I show her the taped-together envelope.

			
			She frowns. “We can’t go anywhere this summer. I’ve got a brand-new job here, remember?”

			“They’ve got Uber cars in Montana.”

			“I doubt that,” Mom says. “Uber tractors, maybe.”

			My sister and I don’t approve of her working for a car-service app, because it’s so dangerous on the roads. Florida has possibly the worst drivers in the universe. Also the most trigger-happy.

			But Mom said she was bored with accounting and wanted a job where she could meet new people every day.

			“Let me fly out there by myself,” I tell her. “I can pay for it from my savings.”

			“And where would you stay?”

			“With Dad. Where else?”

			“But he didn’t invite you, Billy.”

			“I’m inviting myself.”

			Mom looks sad. “He’s got a whole new life now, honey.”

			“That’s bull,” I say. “Just because you get a new zip code doesn’t mean you get a new life. Look at us.”

			She closes her eyes for a moment, then says: “I wish I could let you go, but it’s not a great idea. He got remarried.”

			“Doesn’t he still ask about me and Belinda?”

			“I send him pictures.”

			“That’s it?”

			“Let’s not talk about this now, Billy.”

			Back in my room, I go online to check the balance of my bank account: $633.24. This is what I’ve saved up from Christmases and birthday presents, and also from working at Publix for five weekends until I couldn’t stand it anymore. Bagging groceries requires friendly conversation with strangers, which I’m not especially good at.

			
			Truthfully, I’m surprised I’ve got so much cash in the bank. There’s a travel site offering $542 round-trip tickets from Orlando to Bozeman, Montana, so I write Mom a check and slip it into her handbag after she goes to bed.

			Then I “borrow” her credit card to order the plane ticket off the airline’s website.

			

			—

			The last day of school is short because I’ve got only one final exam, in algebra. I’m done at noon, and Mom is waiting in the parking lot. She found my check in her purse, and she’s angry.

			“You are not going to Montana,” she declares.

			“It’s a nonrefundable ticket.”

			“Don’t be a smart-ass, Billy. I don’t even have your father’s phone number!”

			“Then how do you know he’s married?”

			“He told me in a letter. This was a few years ago.”

			“Were you mad?”

			“I’m mad he doesn’t call you guys. That’s all.”

			“And you seriously have no idea what he does for a living?”

			Mom sighs. “He says he’s working for the government—whatever that means.”

			“How come you never told me?”

			
			“Because I was embarrassed I didn’t know more.”

			I reach over and squeeze her arm. “If he doesn’t want to see me, I’ll come straight home. That’s a promise.”

			She says, “This is all my fault.”

			“Please don’t cry. It’s just a plane ride.”

			But she knows better than that. So do I.

			Too much time has passed. I need to talk to the man.

			That evening, I take the snakes out of their tanks and put them in pillowcases, which I knot snugly at the open ends. My mother drives me down Grapefruit Road until I find the right place to stop. She stays in the car, as any normal person would, while I walk into the trees, open the pillowcases, and free the snakes.

			I’d waited until dark so they could crawl away safely. Most hawks don’t hunt at night, another piece of information you’ll probably never need.

			The next morning, Mom takes me to the airport. I’ve told her I spoke to my father and he’s excited about my visit.

			Not true. I’d spent an hour on the internet but couldn’t find a phone number anywhere. All I have is the return address on that envelope.

			And now I’m getting on an airplane, flying across the country to meet a man who might not even want to see me.

			Brilliant.

		

	
		
		
			
			TWO

			My family moves around so much because Mom has a weird rule:

			We’ve got to live near a bald eagle nest, and by “near” my mother means fifteen minutes, max. She’s totally obsessed with these birds, which I agree are pretty impressive. Still, it’s a strange way to arrange your life.

			You can go online and look up all the active nests in the state. Mom always picks one close to a good school district, and that’s the neighborhood where she buys a house.

			Sunday is our eagle-watching day. The nests are usually at the top of a tall dead tree. Mom, Belinda, and I each carry our own pair of binoculars—like I said, we’re not poor—and for an hour or two we’ll just sit on the hood of the car, looking up at the birds.

			“They mate for life,” Mom often whispers.

			Many do, but some don’t. I leave that subject alone.

			Florida baldies usually don’t migrate north once they find a mate. After the babies grow up and leave, the mother and father birds sometimes fly off. I’ve explained to Mom that they often build more than one nest, but she always starts worrying if they don’t show up again after a few days. She thinks they got sick from eating fish in polluted water, or somebody took a shot at them. Those things do happen, but there are times when eagles go away just because they’re in a mood to explore.

			
			Then the nest starts to crumble, and pretty soon you’re staring up at an empty heap of sticks and dead branches.

			Before long, Mom starts tap-tapping on her laptop again, searching for a new nest to adopt. Next thing I know, the house goes up for sale, a moving van appears, and we’re on our way to another eagle town. In the time since my father left, we’ve lived in Key Largo, Clearwater, Everglades City, Punta Gorda, and now Fort Pierce.

			Of all those places, Everglades City was my favorite, because it’s surrounded by wilderness—or the closest thing to wilderness that’s left in Florida. We stayed there two years and three months, until the nest was blown down by a funnel cloud, which is basically a tornado over water. The nest was a short boat ride from our house, and on Sundays a neighbor would loan us his skiff to go see the eagles. They usually had two babies, both fledged and gone by midsummer. It was the first weekend of October when the funnel cloud dropped out of a thunderhead on Chokoloskee Bay and shredded the nest.

			After that we didn’t see the mother and father birds again, though I doubt they died in the storm. Baldies are tough. They probably just made a new nest somewhere else. Mom didn’t want to talk about it—she was so bummed.

			I thought of a plan to cheer her up so we could stay in Everglades City, but it sort of backfired and she sold the house anyway. The night we took down the FOR SALE sign, I bagged up my snakes and let them go near a gravel road off the Tamiami Trail.

			
			Mom waited in the car with the doors locked. That’s our routine.

			

			—

			On the morning I’m leaving to see my father, the last thing she says at the airport is: “Billy, please don’t bring back anything alive.”

			“You mean like snakes?”

			“I mean anything that needs a bag or a cage,” she says, and kisses me on the cheek.

			You can’t fly straight from Florida to Montana, so I’ve got to change planes in Atlanta. A skinny guy wearing a Delta name tag is waiting to walk me to the new gate, even though I tell him I can find my own way (which isn’t true, because the airport is ridiculously huge and confusing).

			The jet going to Montana is larger than the first one. Sitting beside me is a woman who smells like the bacon cheeseburger she gorped while we were waiting to take off. Her husband is reading a book about World War II on his tablet.

			I spend the entire flight with my face at the window. It feels like I’m gliding through an IMAX movie. We pass directly above the Mississippi River, winding and broad and muddy. After that it’s the Great Plains, checkerboards of gold and green. Some of the farm fields are cut in humongous perfect circles.

			
			But the best sight, by far, is the Rocky Mountains. From the sky, the first thing you notice is the foothills, which look like the bony brown knuckles of a giant. Then suddenly these amazing peaks appear, bright and jagged, with clouds wisping along steep ridgelines. Even in June the mountaintops are still white! I’m totally jacked because I’ve never seen snow before.

			The Bozeman airport is laid out next to a towering row of white-capped crests. After we land, a flight attendant asks me to stay in my seat until the other passengers get off. I can’t figure out what I’ve done to get myself in trouble. Once the plane is empty, the flight attendant leads me down the jet bridge into the terminal building.

			“Your uncle’s waiting right there,” she says, pointing to a young bearded dude wearing black jeans and a hoodie. I’ve never seen him before in my life. She hands him some papers to sign, then nods goodbye to me.

			I look at the bearded guy and say, “I didn’t know I had any uncles.”

			He grins. “Just go with it.”

			Apparently, kids my age aren’t allowed to travel alone unless an “approved” adult is meeting them when the plane lands. My mom has a friend whose nephew attends Montana State, and that’s who was waiting at the airport. Mom didn’t tell me ahead of time, probably because she didn’t want me to arrive with an attitude. I sure don’t need a babysitter.

			The guy’s name is Kurt and he tells me he’s majoring in middle-childhood education.

			
			“Perfect,” I say.

			“So, I’m giving you a ride to Livingston?”

			“Is that far?”

			Kurt chuckles. “In Montana there’s no such thing as far. People drive six hours to a Little League game and it’s no big deal. Livingston’s only thirty minutes on the interstate.”

			The first part of the car ride is almost as unreal as the flight, the highway climbing and dipping through valleys of bright green timber. Every third word out of my mouth is “wow,” so it’s obvious to Kurt that I’ve never been out of Florida. We zigzag through a steep pass called Bear Canyon, and like an idiot, I ask him if it has any bears.

			“Uh, yeah. Lots of ’em,” he says.

			“I’d love to see a grizzly.”

			“Ha, you and two jillion other tourists. I know lots of people born and raised here that have never laid eyes on one.”

			“How about you?”

			“Nope.”

			“Maybe I’ll get lucky,” I say.

			Kurt tells me about a roadside attraction that features captive grizzlies. The biggest of the show bears has appeared in major movies. “The place is just a few miles ahead,” he says. “They’re amazing critters. You want to stop?”

			“Thanks, but I’d rather see a wild one.”

			“Well, they don’t hang out in Livingston.”

			“They do in Yellowstone Park,” I say.

			“For sure. Major griz country.”

			
			“My dad’s gonna take me there. We see any bears, I’ll text you a picture.”

			“Yeah, right,” says Kurt.

			

			—

			The house is on Geyser Street. It’s pale gray with navy-blue shutters. There is a genuine picket fence in front, a neatly planted garden, and a porch with a wooden swing. I’m a long, long way from Florida.

			Two bicycles are propped against the fence. I wonder if Kurt dropped me at the wrong place, so I double-check the address on my father’s envelope. It matches the number on the mailbox.

			I wheel my suitcase up to the front door and knock. A girl answers. She has long, straight brown hair and matching eyes, and she’s a little taller than me.

			“I’m looking for Mr. Dickens,” I say. “Dennis Dickens.”

			The girl sighs. “Oh brother. Come on in.”

			“What’s wrong?”

			“I said come in, brother.”

			I drag my bag inside. The girl’s name is Summer Chasing-Hawks. It turns out I’m actually her stepbrother. She says my dad “sort of” married her mother a few years earlier.

			“He’s not here,” Summer informs me.

			“When will he be back?”

			“You want some lemonade? Mom’s floating the river over near Billings. She won’t be home till dinnertime.” Summer goes to the kitchen and returns with two cans of Pepsi. “No more lemonade. Sorry,” she says, tossing me one of the cans. “We’re Apsáalooke Indians, which you probably never heard of. Nowadays they call us Crow. My mom met your dad on the rez. His drone crash-landed on our trailer.”

			
			“Aren’t the Crows the ones who nailed General Custer?”

			“Nope. Our tribe was on the other end of that deal—we sent scouts to help the U.S. soldiers.” She shrugs. “Back then we had major issues with the Lakotas.”

			I sit beside an orange tabby on a chewed-up sofa. The cat is old and twitchy, with a bald patch on its rump. There’s also a weird-looking mutt sniffing around. It looks half Labrador and half greyhound, a bad combination of goofy and fast. Summer says the dog’s name is Satan.

			“It used to be Sparky,” she adds, “until he ate Mom’s favorite boots.”

			“I’d really like to see my dad. Do you know where he went?”

			“I predicted you’d show up here one day, Billy.”

			“Is that why he took off?” I ask. “Because he found out I was coming?”

			“He travels for his job. Something came up, short notice.” Summer finishes off her Pepsi and crumples the can.

			The windows of the house stand open, and the air feels cool and dry. On one wall hang some framed photographs of my father and his new family. Dad’s hair looks lighter than mine, and in some of the photos he’s got a scraggly goatee. I don’t think I look anything like him, but Summer says she definitely sees a resemblance.

			
			“I knew who you were the minute I opened the door,” she says, nodding.

			“It sucks he’s not here. I flew all the way from Florida.”

			“Then your arms must be really tired.” She shrugs and smiles. “Old joke. Bad joke. Sorry about that.”

			“Can I hang out until your mom gets home? I need to ask her some questions.”

			“Of course you can hang here, Billy. Where else would you go?”

			We walk down to the Yellowstone. I can hear it from blocks away, which is wild. Florida rivers are so lazy and quiet that you can barely tell the water’s moving. Summer says the Yellowstone is running high and dirty because of heavy snowmelt from the mountains. Standing on the bank, I see the pure power of the racing current. I toss a stick and watch it vanish downstream.

			The sun is dipping behind the mountains and the air’s getting colder. Back at the house, Summer stacks a few logs in the fireplace and lets me light the kindling.

			“What exactly does my father do?” I ask. “His job description, I mean. My mother said he does something for the government, but she’s not sure what.”

			“You never asked him?”

			“I haven’t seen the man since I was little. Or talked to him.”

			
			Summer looks honestly surprised. “He’s never once called?”

			“Nope. But he always sends a check.”

			“Which arrives by the tenth of every month, right? Five thousand bucks.”

			It feels weird talking about this kind of stuff—about the money my family gets—with a girl I hardly know.

			“So, Dad must’ve told you,” I say.

			Summer Chasing-Hawks sits forward and holds her hands close to the fire.

			“Billy Boy,” she says, “I’m the one who writes those checks.”

			

			—

			I hadn’t wanted to leave Everglades City. Belinda said she was ready for a change, ready for a town with an outlet mall.

			Not me. There weren’t many snakes in the salty mangroves, but I could ride my bike to plenty of places that were loaded. Once I went fishing in a canal where I saw a python and an alligator trying to eat each other. The battle went on for like three days, until finally they both gave up and swam away.

			True story. I got video to prove it.

			After the funnel cloud trashed the eagle nest, I came up with a scheme to calm my mother so we wouldn’t have to move. This was the plan that backfired.

			One afternoon I asked to borrow her laptop.

			“Why, Billy?”

			
			“You’ll see.”

			A couple of clicks later, we’re watching a mother eagle feed tiny pieces of gnawed catfish to her baby. It was live-streaming from a nest at the National Arboretum in Washington, D.C. The website said the nest was on top of a poplar tree.

			Suddenly the father baldy showed up with another fish, which he dropped into the nest beside the mother. The baby eaglet was small and fuzzy, a ball of gray lint.

			“Hey, look, there’s another egg!” Mom exclaimed.

			There were tears on her cheeks, she was so excited. We spotted a hairline crack in the other egg.

			“That one’s starting to hatch, too,” I said.

			“I know, I know! This is so amazing!”

			“See, Mom, we don’t have to keep moving. They’ve got these eagle-cams all over the country. You can watch ’em anytime you want.”

			“Really?”

			“And you can see way more on the video than you can with a pair of binoculars. Right? I mean, this is like being inside the nest. It’s like being one of the birds!”

			Her eyes were riveted to the screen of her laptop. “Billy, I’m worried about that other egg.”

			Oh no, I thought. Here she goes again.

			“Eagle eggs don’t always hatch at the same time,” I reminded her. “Sometimes one is late. Relax, Mom, I’ve read up on this.”

			She didn’t sleep or leave the house for days. You couldn’t pry the laptop from her hands. Belinda did the cooking, I took care of the laundry. Mom chewed her fingernails down so far that she needed Band-Aids.

			
			I was at school on the morning the second eaglet finally hatched. When I got home, my mother was snoring on the sofa, hugging the laptop. Belinda and I helped her to bed. That night she bought fresh stone crabs and threw a little party, just for the three of us. We toasted the baby eagle with Gatorade.

			The next afternoon, Mom was crying again. She said the big eaglet was being mean to the newborn.

			“That’s totally normal. They’re just fussing,” I said. “Don’t worry—the momma bird won’t let anything bad happen.”

			“But, Billy, she’s not in the nest all the time! When she’s out hunting with the poppa bird, she can’t keep an eye on those babies.”

			“Here, let me see.” I took her laptop and walked to the kitchen, where, accidentally on purpose, I dropped it on the floor.

			My clever plan had flopped. I should’ve known Mom would get totally obsessed. After her laptop came back from the repair shop, I rigged the parental controls to block out all eagle-cams. I did this for her own peace of mind. Otherwise she would have been glued day and night to those websites—basically, a bird-watching zombie.

			Soon afterward we moved to Fort Pierce, where we live now. The nest she’d found here was in a half-dead Australian pine on the shore of the Indian River Lagoon. The good thing was, from the ground you couldn’t see the eaglets until they grew taller than the edge of the nest. By then they were fairly big and strong, so Mom couldn’t get too worried about them. Best of all, the mother and father birds stayed in the area after the young ones fledged and flew off in the spring. That means we won’t have to leave again for a while, unless the nest gets wrecked by another storm.

			
			“You’ve got bald eagles out here, right?” I ask Summer Chasing-Hawks.

			“Sure. Goldens, too. They’re even badder than baldies.”

			“I’d like to get a picture of one, for my mother.”

			“Maybe you’ll luck out.”

			“Also I want to see a wild grizzly bear.”

			Summer chuckles and says, “Montana ain’t Disney World. You don’t just buy a ticket and stand in line for the show.”

			“You ever seen one?”

			“A griz? Yup.”

			“Really? Where? In Yellowstone?”

			“He was dead in a creek,” she says with a glum shrug. “There wasn’t much left.”

			She places another log on the fire.

			“What happened to him?” I ask.

			“Who knows,” Summer says. “Maybe a bigger bear got him, or maybe it was old age. Survival of the fittest, Billy.”

			Right now I’d rather talk about bears and eagles than about my father. Summer told me he’d put her in charge of his checkbook because she was good at math. She said he’s got plenty of money and he’s very generous to her and her mom.

			
			He told them he works for a security agency of the government, a drone program he’s not allowed to talk about. To me, it sounds like baloney.

			And even if it were true, why would you let a kid sign your name on all your checks?

			I don’t share these doubts with Summer, but my mind is buzzing with sketch theories about what Mr. Dennis Dickens actually does for a living. He could be a bank robber, for all they know, or a cyber hacker. Maybe even a dope dealer!

			“Where do golden eagles live?” I ask Summer.

			“High on cliffs. They eat gophers and jackrabbits.”

			“Snakes, too?”

			“No doubt.” In the fire’s glow she looks a lot younger than me, her face as smooth and round as a doll’s. The patchy old cat jumps in her lap, and the goofy-looking dog curls up at her feet.

			“Stop worrying,” Summer says. “Your dad’s a good guy. If he wasn’t, my mom would’ve dumped him a long time ago.”

			“Did he say where he was going on his trip?” I ask.

			“He never does. His missions are always, like, top-secret.”

			“But doesn’t that make you wonder?”

			“He always comes home. That’s all that matters.”

		

	
		
		
			
			THREE

			Summer’s mother says her Crow name is Little Thunder-Sky.

			“But everyone calls me Lil,” she adds. “Have some more mashed potatoes.”

			I’m starving, so I basically inhale everything on the plate. My stomach is still on east-coast Florida time, which is ten-thirty at night. For dinner Lil grilled buffalo sliders, possibly the best burgers ever.

			At the table not a word is spoken about my father. Lil wears her long hair in braids, and her face has a permanent raccoon stripe from wearing sunglasses all the time. She looks about the same age as my mom. Summer told me she’s a professional trout guide, rows a drift boat down the rivers.

			“Did you catch anything today?” I ask.

			“Six nice rainbows and a fat old cutthroat.”

			“Wow. Are they good eating?”

			Lil laughs. “They’re all swimming in the river. I’m strictly catch-and-release.”

			“Fly-rodders only,” Summer adds proudly. “No worm-slingers allowed.”

			I don’t know how to cast an artificial fly, but I’ve watched lots of videos and always wanted to learn.

			“The sports I had on the boat, they couldn’t hit the water with a brick,” says Lil. “It’s a miracle we landed anything. They’re from Indianapolis—one’s a dentist and the other owns a chain of funeral homes. But, hey, it’s a payday. And they had some funny stories, believe it or not.”

			
			“You’re in the funeral business,” I say, “you better have a sense of humor.”

			“So true.” Lil cuts up the last remaining slider and feeds it to Satan the dog. The creaky old cat shows no interest at all.

			It’s almost embarrassing to admit that Lil and Summer are the first two Native Americans I’ve met. They don’t seem so different—not that I was expecting them to live in tepees or stitch deerskin moccasins. I haven’t read up on the Crow Nation yet, but I know what happened to most Indian tribes in the Old West. That’s not a subject for a guest like me to bring up.

			After Summer and I clear the dishes, we join Lil by the fireplace. She says, “I’m sorry Dennis isn’t here. You came a long, long way, Billy.”

			“Last time I saw him, I was three years old. Maybe four. I don’t even remember what his voice sounds like.”

			“Doesn’t it make you mad he hasn’t called?” Summer asks.

			“It makes me curious, that’s all.” And, okay, maybe a little angry.

			Lil folds her hands on her lap. “Well, here’s the story of how your dad came into our lives. It was a Saturday morning, springtime, a few years ago. I was home tying some trout flies—”

			“And I was finishing an art project for elementary school,” Summer cuts in.

			
			“—when all of a sudden, bang! The whole trailer shook, so I knew it was too big to be a bird. Sometimes robins get confused and crash into the windows, but this was a different kind of bang. So I run outside, and there’s a major dent in the wall and this broken…thing…on the ground. I didn’t know what the heck it was. There were four little propellers and plastic wings—”

			“And a camera,” Summer says. “Like a GoPro, only bigger.”

			“I’d never seen a drone before,” Lil goes on. “Anyhow, we pick up the parts and take ’em inside the trailer. Before long, there’s a knock on the door. It’s Dennis, your dad. Blue jeans, flannel shirt, hiking boots. He’s holding something that’s beeping, which turns out to be the remote control. He says he lost his ‘aircraft.’ That was the word he used! And I say, ‘Aircraft? You mean that silly toy helicopter?’ His face gets all serious and he goes, ‘It’s not a toy, ma’am.’ So I point to the kitchen table, where we’d laid out the plastic pieces of his wrecked drone, and he says, ‘Oh no!’ I mean, the poor guy looked like his heart was shattered.”

			Summer says, “Cut to the hot romance part, Momma.”

			“So I invited him to stay for lunch. Pork sandwiches and coleslaw. He asked me out. I said no thanks. Afterward, he kept calling and calling, until finally I ran out of excuses. We dated a few months, and then he asked us to move in with him here in Livingston, me and Summer.”

			“Was it hard to leave the reservation?” I ask.

			“I’ve always liked this town. And the school’s good.”

			
			Summer says, “Life on the rez can be…challenging?”

			“What did my dad tell you about his actual job?” I ask Lil.

			“Some sort of surveillance work for the government. They bought him a new drone right away. Dennis says the less we know, the better. As you can imagine, Billy, after all that’s happened, our tribe doesn’t have a whole lot of trust in your government. Originally they left the Crow Nation with thirty-eight million acres. Know what it is today? One-tenth that size. They stole back the rest and paid us five lousy cents an acre.”

			“That sucks,” I say, possibly the understatement of the century.

			“But we don’t see your dad as the ‘government,’ ” Lil adds. “He’s a good, honest man.”

			Summer nods. “He’d never hurt anybody.”

			“Nice to know. I’d really like to see him,” I say.

			“He checks in every few days to let us know he’s okay,” says Lil. “He’s never gone long, Billy. A week at the most.”

			“Can we try to call him now?”

			“I already did. His phone’s off. That’s not unusual.”

			I’ve got lots more questions, but I’m tired. The fire is beginning to die, the embers popping and hissing. Lil says I should take the spare bedroom. Satan follows me through the door, flops down on the rug, and farts.

			Before saying good night, Summer comes in and turns on the baseboard heaters because, she says, “you Florida boys have thin blood.” The temperature tonight is supposed to drop to 45 degrees—and it’s June.

			
			Lying in bed under a homemade quilt, I wait for Mom’s goodnight phone call. I texted her after the plane landed, but we haven’t had time to talk. She’s been out on Uber jobs all day.

			First thing she asks: “So, how’s your father?”

			“I haven’t seen him yet. He’s off on a business trip.”

			“But you told me he knew you were coming.”

			“He got called away at the last minute,” I say.

			When you’re not used to lying, it’s easy to get tripped up. I can’t tell whether Mom believes what I’m saying.

			“What kind of business trip?” she asks.

			“The usual, I guess.”

			“There’s nothing ‘usual’ about your father. Did you find out what his actual job is?”

			“I met his family. They’re really nice.”

			A beat passes before Mom says, “You mean ‘family’ as in children?”

			“His wife and stepdaughter,” I say. “They’re Crow Indians.”

			“Oh wow.”

			“I know, right?”

			Another beat. Then: “So, you like Montana?”

			“It’s a great big place,” I say. “That’s for sure.”

			

			—

			Mom hasn’t remarried after the divorce. She’s gone out with a few guys, and as far as I could tell, none of them were total jerks. Belinda’s favorite was a piano teacher named James, who could play jazz, rock, and classical. One night he brought his electric keyboard to the house and put on a show. My mother clapped politely, but we could tell she wasn’t exactly enchanted.

			
			The guy I liked best drove an airboat, taking tourists through the Everglades. One time he gave me a ride up and down the Lopez River. His name was William, and he only had eight fingers. He’d lost both thumbs in the propeller of his airboat, in separate accidents. Mom informed us she wasn’t in the market for a clumsy boyfriend.

			These days she doesn’t go out on many dates. I’ve asked her if it’s hard being single with two kids, and she says Belinda and I are a blessing, because we scare off the men who are selfish and shallow. “The last thing they want is an instant family,” she says.

			I don’t mind not having a stepfather, though I know Mom gets lonely at times. She’ll never admit this, because in her mind loneliness is a sign of weakness.

			You might be wondering: What kind of mother lets her son fly 2,000 miles to meet a man he doesn’t even remember?

			To be honest, I was surprised Mom didn’t put up more of an argument. But here’s my theory: she’s still looking for answers about what went wrong with their marriage. Letting me go to Montana is the next best thing to going there herself, which her pride wouldn’t allow.

			At midnight she calls back to chat some more. It’s two a.m. Florida time.

			“Did I wake you, Billy?”

			
			She did, but I say, “No. Whassup?”

			“Listen—at the first sniff of trouble, you grab a cab to the airport and come home.”

			“Yes, Mom.” Like they have flights every hour.

			“I don’t care how nice his new family might be. If you don’t get the straight story from Mr. Dennis Dickens, I want you out of there. Is that understood?”

			“Don’t worry,” I say.

			After she calms down, Mom tells me that my sister landed a summer job as a cashier at T.J. Maxx. We talk about how weird and quiet it will be around the house after Belinda goes off to college.

			“I went out to see the eagles today,” Mom says.

			She sounds wide awake. Unbelievable. I can barely hold my eyes open.

			“One of them caught a fish. I think it was a snook.”

			“Yummy,” I try to say, but the word comes out like a caveman’s grunt.

			The wind is rattling the window of the bedroom, and the baseboard heater is making a ticking noise.

			“I should let you go to sleep,” she says.

			“Yeah, I’m beat.”

			“First I need to ask you something, Billy. What does she look like? Your dad’s new wife.”

			I’m not really comfortable with the question. “She’s brown,” I say.

			“Don’t be a smart-ass. She’s Native American, so of course she’s brown.”

			
			“No, I mean really brown. She’s out on the river all the time.”

			“What for?” Mom asks.

			“Because she’s a fishing guide. She’s got her own boat and everything. She rows ten, twelve miles every day. Sometimes more.”

			For a couple of moments my mother doesn’t say anything. Then: “That’s pretty cool, I’ve got to admit. What’s her name?”

			“Little Thunder-Sky.”

			“No way! How beautiful is that?”

			“She wants everyone to call her Lil.”

			“A request you will honor. Is she young?”

			“Same age as you,” I say, “so, yes, she’s young.”

			My mother likes that answer. “ ‘Little Thunder-Sky.’ Wow,” she says. “That’s mountain poetry.”

			“Mom, I need to ask you something. Why’d you always cut up the envelopes that Dad’s checks came in?”

			“Because that’s not how I wanted you to find out where he was. I wanted him to be the one to tell you,” she says. “I wanted him to want you to come see him, but he never asked.”

			“I’m going to find out why.”

			“Call me tomorrow. Love you, Billy.”

			I lie there listening to the low whistle of the wind outside. Satan jumps in bed with me, and I don’t have the heart to kick him out. Both of us are sound asleep in about two minutes.

			

			—

			
			The next morning, Summer makes cheese omelets and bacon for breakfast. Lil packs a lunch. We load the cooler in her boat, which is hooked to her SUV, a blue Ford Explorer. It’s chilly outside, so Summer loans me a fleece that belongs to my dad. The arms are too long, but I don’t care. It’s warm.

			Lil drives to a ramp called Mayor’s Landing, where she backs the boat into the water all by herself. She tells me to get in the bow except I’m not sure which end is which, since there’s no motor. Summer finds this hilarious.

			Before we shove off, Lil gives me a quick lesson with a fly rod. She makes casting look incredibly easy, but when it’s my turn, I promptly snag myself in the back of the head with the streamer fly. It doesn’t hurt at all when Lil tugs the hook from my scalp because she’d already bent down the barb, to do less harm to the fish. She tells me to keep casting. I’m expecting a sarcastic comment from Summer, but she restrains herself.

			The river is a breathtaking obstacle course—gravel beds, boulders, snags, stumps of massive dead trees. We glide through all of it, untouched. Lil rows from the middle seat, and she’s totally pro with oars, steering the boat with one dip at a time. Summer lounges in the stern, reading a book.

			“Can we try calling Dad again?” I ask Lil.

			“Sure. Summer, would you dial for Billy?”

			Summer puts down her book and takes out her phone. “Straight to voice mail,” she reports, and lets me listen. It’s an automated recording, not Dad’s voice. I end the call without leaving a message.

			
			“Does he do this on all his trips?” I ask.

			“Ninety-nine percent of the time there’s no cell service where he’s at,” Lil explains.

			I cast the streamer fly snug to the shoreline and something grabs it underwater. I jerk back hard—too hard—and the thin monofilament line snaps.

			“Major brown trout!” Summer says.

			I bow my head and reel up. Lil beaches the boat on a gravel bed and ties another fly on my rig. Overhead I hear a familiar cry—an osprey, just like the ones we have in Florida. Lil points out a second bird perched high in a cottonwood tree. Like eagles, ospreys often work in pairs, and they hunt by sight. It’s hard for them to find fish on days like today, when the water is cloudy.

			I’m casting like a crazed robot again, hoping for a strike from another big fish. “I need to figure all this out,” I say to Lil. “Who does Dad work for? The CIA? FBI?”

			“Don’t think we haven’t asked, Billy.”

			After an hour I finally catch something—a slippery little rainbow trout, as bright as chrome. The splashes of rosy color on its sides look hand-painted. I’ve never seen anything like it, and all I can do is stare. Lil gently unhooks the fish and it’s gone in a flash, literally.

			Later we stop to eat lunch on the shady side of the river. A flock of white pelicans floats past. This species—possibly the very same birds we’re watching—migrates all the way to Florida Bay every winter. Summer and her mother smile at each other when I tell them that.

			
			“Look it up,” I say, “if you don’t believe me.”

			After lunch the wind starts gusting, which makes it way harder to cast. Still, I manage to land two more small rainbows and a nice cutthroat, a fish that gets its name from orange gashlike markings below the gills. In the treetops we count several more ospreys and hawks, but no bald eagles. Lil points to a pale rock bluff where she spotted a golden a few days ago, but the bird isn’t there now.

			She rows effortlessly, even in the swift water. One careless stroke and the boat could crash against a boulder and flip. The stretch of the river leading to the takeout is flat and slower, so Summer asks for a turn on the oars. She aims the bow toward a bare notch on the shore and beaches the boat perfectly. Lil’s Explorer is already parked at the ramp, thanks to a shuttle service that the trout guides use. Summer and I steady the boat in the current while Lil backs the trailer down the slope. I get the feeling she can do this with her eyes closed.

			On the drive back to Livingston, we pass a herd of pronghorn antelopes standing in a field watching the cars on the interstate. This blows me away. Summer says the pronghorns always disappear before the first day of hunting season.

			“They’ve got a survival calendar in their brain,” she adds, tapping her head. “Same goes for the elk and deer.”

			
			When we arrive back at the house, there’s a Montana state patrol car parked out front. The trooper steps from the car and asks Lil if her name is Little Thunder-Sky.

			“Am I in trouble?” she asks.

			“We found a vehicle that’s registered to you. A red Chevy king cab?”

			Summer leans close, whispering: “That’s what Dennis drives.”

			“He doesn’t have his own car?”

			“Oh, it’s totally his. He put it in Mom’s name. Everything’s in her name, including the house.”

			Lil tells the trooper that the truck is used by her husband, who’s away on a trip.

			“A camping trip?” the trooper asks. “Because the vehicle was left on a dirt road way up the Tom Miner Basin. It’s been there a week, at least. Two of the tires are flat.”

			Summer blurts, “What! How did that happen?”

			“A sharp object is how.”

			“Like a broken bottle?”

			“No,” the trooper says. “Like a knife.”

			“Oh no,” Lil murmurs.

			“Have you spoken to him lately?”

			“His phone’s off. He’s in a dead zone,” Summer cuts in.

			The trooper frowns. “I’m afraid we’ll have to tow the truck if your husband doesn’t show up soon. Meanwhile, you should get somebody to go up there and take some new tires.”

			Lil says, “I’ll do it myself, first thing tomorrow.”

			
			“When is he due home, ma’am?”

			“Honestly, I’m not sure.”

			“Is he alone?”

			“I believe so,” Lil says.

			The trooper glances uneasily at me and Summer, like he’s got something else to ask Lil but doesn’t want to do it in front of us.

			Then he says it anyway: “If you don’t hear from your husband soon, you should call the sheriff’s office. They’re in charge of search-and-rescue.”

			“Thanks for your concern,” says Lil, “but I’m sure he’s all right.”

			After giving us directions to the location where the red king cab was found, the state trooper drives away. Lil hurries into the house.

			Summer and I unpack the drift boat. We lower our voices to discuss this unexpected news about Dennis Dickens—her stepfather, my father.

			None of the possibilities are good.

		

	
		
		
			
			FOUR

			Everything I know about my dad is what my mother has told me, which isn’t much.

			He was born in South Miami, no brothers or sisters. His parents died while he was away at college in Gainesville, but Mom doesn’t seem to know the details. When she and Dad first met, he was the assistant manager of a Foot Locker store in Pembroke Pines—he fitted her for a pair of cross-trainers. She said he loved the outdoors, like she did. Their first date was a trip to the Corkscrew Swamp looking for otters.

			In their seven years together, my father held thirteen or fourteen different jobs. All the people he worked for liked him, she said, and he never once got fired.

			He would just quit, for no apparent reason, always on a Thursday.

			“Time for a new life direction!” he’d announce to my mother as he walked through the door.

			“What happened now, Dennis?”

			“Oh, the job wasn’t so bad” was his usual reply. “But I didn’t see the right future for me. I felt like I couldn’t breathe there anymore.”

			“If you don’t stop this nonsense,” Mom would say angrily, “you’re gonna have some serious breathing problems around here, too.”

			
			This is strictly her version of the conversation, but I bet it’s pretty accurate.

			The day Dad moved out of the house was also a Thursday. Mom ripped up his goodbye note, and now she regrets it.

			“I didn’t know he was serious,” she told us, much later.

			After my father left, Mom began referring to him as “the serial quitter.” I wasn’t old enough to realize what was going on, but Belinda did. She’s totally on my mother’s side, and who can blame her? She says only a loser walks out on his family.

			Mom was surprised when the first check arrived.

			“Where’d he get all this money?” she exclaimed, according to Belinda.

			The older I got, the more I wondered about my father—where he’d gone and why he’d left. Was he running from us, or searching for something?

			As Summer and I put away the fly rods and gear, I ask her if it’s unusual for a person to get his tires slashed in Montana.

			“I never heard of that happening,” she says. “Not around here, anyway.”

			“Where’s the Tom Miner Basin?”

			“Way down in Paradise Valley, on the way to Yellowstone Park. A long time ago it was a hunting ground for the Crow.”

			“Who lives there now?” I ask.

			“Ranchers, rich white people, and bears.”

			

			—

			
			By the time Mom calls, I’m already in bed.

			“Have you seen your father yet?” she asks.

			“Tomorrow’s the big day.”

			“Please don’t get your hopes up, Billy. Tomorrow’s a Thursday. You know his track record on Thursdays.”

			I don’t tell her about the visit from the state trooper. Instead I give her a fishing report. She’s proud that I caught a trout on my very first day using a fly rod.

			“Did you spot any eagles, Billy?”

			“No, but Lil says several pairs live along the river between here and Big Timber. Some goldens, too. They’re even cooler than baldies.”

			“I never told you this,” Mom says, “but your father was the first one to show me an eagle nest. It was up on a power pole in Key Largo. I’m sure it’s gone by now.”

			“So he’s a birder, too?”

			“He’s got darn good eyes. At least he used to.”

			It sounds like she considers this a nice memory. Sometimes I wish she’d share more of them.

			“How was your day, Mom?”

			“Not so wonderful. I’m in hot water with Uber.”

			“What did you do?”

			“A passenger was being super-rude, so I kicked him out of the car.”

			“I hope you hit the brakes first.”

			“Very funny.”

			“Where did this happen?” I ask.

			“On top of the Barber Bridge, in Vero Beach.”

			
			“Seriously, Mom?”

			“He emailed the company to complain! Can you believe that?”

			“Yes,” I say. “I totally can.”

			My sister and I had predicted something like this. I ask Mom what the rider did that was so rude.

			“He asked me out for a drink, and I very politely said no. A few minutes later I hear him talking to his wife on the phone, pretending to be the perfect husband. Some loud real-estate shark from Miami. Supposedly he was up here looking at properties. Anyway, as soon as he hung up, I stopped the car and told him to get out. Then he had the nerve to call Uber and say I was abandoning him on a dangerous highway. That bridge has a perfectly fine pedestrian lane!”

			“Maybe you should try a different kind of job,” I say to Mom.

			“Why? Usually I get along with everybody.”

			“I’m going to sleep now, okay?”

			

			—

			When I walk out of the house the next morning, the temperature is in the forties. I’m wearing every stitch of clothing I brought, plus a down parka belonging to Dennis Dickens. We’re bringing a ten-gallon container of gasoline, a backpack with some food, and a couple cans of a chemical pepper spray specially invented to discourage a charging bear. Summer calls shotgun, so I take the back seat.

			
			Lil stops at a repair shop in town to buy two new tires mounted on secondhand rims, which we load in the Explorer. The main road south leads through a narrow pass into the world-famous Paradise Valley. Right away I see how it got its name—snowy peaks rising on both sides of a wide green plain, the Yellowstone River winding like a silver-blue vein through the middle. If someone had shown me a painting, I wouldn’t have believed such a place was real.

			Summer and her mom are quiet on the ride, probably because they’re worried about my father. I’m worried, too. Even though I barely remember the man, there’s still a connection.

			Eventually we come to a highway sign for the Tom Miner Basin. Lil turns down a watered dirt road that runs along a bowl-shaped valley framed by slopes of the Gallatin Mountains. Below us is a sprawling patchwork of cattle ranches and farms, half a dozen shades of green. Crossing one high crest, we can see all the way back to Livingston, and seemingly beyond.

			“The view is fifty-two miles,” Summer reports, “on a clear day.”

			Which it is right now. Not a cloud in the sky.

			Soon the dirt road gets narrow and gnarly. Lil says it leads to a campground near a petrified forest, where some of the trees are fifty million years old. She says that’s when the Tom Miner Basin was covered with ash and lava from an erupting volcano.

			I wouldn’t mind hiking through an actual petrified forest, but we don’t make it to the end of the road. Rounding a bend, we spot my father’s red truck, a jumbo pickup with four doors, pulled halfway onto the shoulder.

			
			Lil parks behind it. Neither she nor Summer gets out.

			“You don’t see many of those up here,” says Lil.

			She’s pointing at a large prairie rattlesnake. It is the only venomous species in Montana, and normally it’s found on—duh—prairies. This one must have traveled to these woods from a dry, craggy hillside across the valley.

			The snake is minding its own business, sunning beside one of the flattened tires on Dad’s mud-caked pickup.

			Summer says, “He’ll crawl off in a few minutes. Let’s wait.”

			Not me. I hop out for a closer look.

			The rattler’s scales are dullish gray and tan, with a mottled pattern meant to blend with the dusty habitat where it usually lives. It’s not as thick around as its Florida cousins, but I count six rattles on the muscular tail.

			“What on earth are you doing?” Summer calls from inside the Explorer. “We are not impressed.”

			Although snakes don’t have earholes, they’re able to sense the smallest movements of nearby animals. Rattlers also have tiny pits near their nostrils that help them track warm-blooded prey. When I was researching the solution to my school-locker problem, I found a video online that shows a blindfolded rattlesnake striking a balloon filled with hot water. Its aim is dead perfect.

			The prairie rattler lounging by the truck’s deflated tire has realized it’s no longer alone. The triangle head rises slowly, exploring for scents with slow flicks of a forked black tongue. I’m crouching safely out of striking range.

			
			Lil’s voice has an anxious edge: “Billy, get back here, please.”

			Sensible advice for a normal person, but I don’t want to sit around waiting for the snake to crawl away. I want to look inside my father’s pickup for clues, right now.

			So I toss a handful of pebbles in the dirt near the rattler, which immediately uncoils, zips across the road, and vanishes down the hill.

			Lil steps from the SUV saying, “Most white folks love to shoot those things. You are definitely your father’s son.”

			The doors on Dad’s truck are locked. I wipe the dust from a side window. On the floorboard I see a Rockies baseball cap along with a jumble of empty water bottles and soda cans. On the passenger seat sits an open box of shotgun shells.

			“Do you have a key?” I ask Lil.

			“No, Billy, I don’t.”

			She and Summer get to work using Lil’s jack and wrench. After the lug nuts are unscrewed, I lift off the slashed tires. While Summer and Lil begin bolting the new ones on Dad’s Chevy, I poke around trying to figure out which direction my father walked.

			I locate an uphill path leading toward the thick timber. There are no boot prints, though I didn’t expect to find any. Lil says it rained hard here last night. I walk back to the road, where Summer and Lil are still at work.

			
			“I found a trail. I’m going to get a head start,” I say.

			Lil glances up. “Why don’t you wait for us, Billy?”

			“I won’t go far. Promise.”

			Summer hands me the backpack and both of the bear-spray canisters.

			“Make lots of noise,” she advises. “Clap, shout, hoot, sing—that way you won’t surprise any grizzlies. They’ll run off as soon as they hear you.”

			Into the woods I go. It feels stupid to be shouting all by myself.

			“Whoa, bear! Hey, bear! Don’t eat me, bear!”

			After a few minutes I sit down on a tree stump to wait. I take out my cell phone to check in with Lil and Summer, but there are no bars, no signal. Any second I expect to hear them coming up the path.

			The woods seem too quiet, and my nerves start to buzz. Unfortunately, like my mother, I have basically zero patience. I just can’t hang around doing nothing.

			So I get up and move on, confident that Lil and Summer will catch up soon.

			Except they don’t.

		

	
		
		
			
			FIVE

			My sister has this boyfriend. She claims to be madly in love.

			The kid she’s dating is a total tool, but I keep my mouth shut. Belinda is sick of moving from town to town, and this is her way of telling Mom enough’s enough.

			I know Belinda isn’t wild about the guy. His name is Dawson and he goes to a private school, but that’s not where he got his high opinion of himself. Anybody who goes out of his way to tell you his haircut cost fifty bucks? A serious tool.

			Belinda knows. I don’t need to say a word.

			She tells Mom she can’t possibly imagine her life without charming, handsome Dawson, which is another way of saying she doesn’t care what happens to the eagle nest here in Fort Pierce—she doesn’t want to pack up and move now, not with college on the horizon. She’s made a few good friends at school, and she wants to hang with them the rest of the summer. Simple as that.

			The issue hasn’t come up yet because Mom’s happy right where we are. However, that could change tomorrow if the birds disappear.

			One time, as a favor to my sister, I actually took Dawson fishing in the Indian River Lagoon. He caught a little crevalle that magically grew to ten pounds when he retold the story. The best part was I had to unhook his fish because Dawson wouldn’t touch it. He wouldn’t bait his own hook, either—he said he didn’t want the shrimp to bite him.

			
			“Shrimp don’t bite,” I pointed out.

			“Everything bites!” Dawson declared.

			What made me think of him now is that I’m hiking through a place where a person could get seriously bitten by something way bigger than a shrimp, something with actual teeth. Dawson would be wetting his pants.

			The trail winds back and forth before forking into twin paths. I choose the one that veers right, hoping that Summer Chasing-Hawks and Little Thunder-Sky can track me. The ground is too hard-packed to leave any footprints, so I place a dime in the middle of the path to show them which way I went.

			Hiking the swamps of the Everglades is completely different from hiking the high-timber country of the Rockies. For one thing, Montana bears grow much larger than Florida bears. When I said I wanted to see a grizzly, I meant from a safe distance—not nose to nose in the deep woods. That’s why I’m holding a can of pepper spray in each hand.

			And shouting: “Whoa, bear! Hey, bear! Don’t eat me, bear!”

			A porcupine the size of a tumbleweed scuffles past, slow enough for me to snap a picture with my phone. Farther down the trail I spot a white-tailed deer, a buck with a major rack of antlers. He bolts from sight before I can get a photo. I hear him crashing through the trees.

			
			Maybe the noise will scare off the bears, or maybe the bears are used to nervous deer.

			I’m a little nervous, too—though not really scared. More humans get chomped by gators and sharks in Florida than attacked by wild bears in Montana. I looked it up on the internet last night while I was lying in bed listening to a train rumble through town. Statistically, you’re a hundred times safer hiking through grizzly country than driving a car to the supermarket. That’s what I keep reminding myself.

			After a while I emerge from the tree line and enter a rocky meadow spangled with wildflowers—yellow, purple, crimson, and white. The magpies start to yap, and I figure they’re annoyed by my shouts interrupting their sleepy afternoon.

			“Whoa, bear! Hey, bear! Don’t eat me, bear!”

			Between chants I hear an odd noise—a high-pitched hum, somewhere in the sky. The sun is bright and of course I forgot my shades, so I set down both cans of bear spray and use my hands to block the glare. The humming grows louder and louder until it sounds more like a mechanical buzz.

			Leaning back, I spot something hovering no more than fifty feet in the air, straight above my head.

			A remote-controlled drone.

			I wave both arms.

			“Hey, Dad, it’s me! Billy!”

			The drone draws closer. It’s a gray quadcopter—four propellers and a red stripe on the bottom. I can see the shiny black eye of the camera lens.

			
			I keep waving. “It’s okay! You can come out!”

			I’m not sure how long it’s been since Mom sent any photos of me to my father, but I’ve grown about three inches in the last year. I hope he recognizes me on the video feed. Maybe he can read my lips, since most drones don’t come with microphones.

			Unless it’s a super-high-tech military spy drone.

			“Yo, Dad, can you hear me?” I yell.

			The quadcopter flutters for a moment, spins slowly, then begins rising.

			“Wait! Wait!”

			It keeps going, up, up, up, until I can barely hear the motor. Still, I keep waving like a fool.

			“Wait, it’s only me!” I holler at the shrinking speck. “Billy Dickens!”

			But the drone speeds away above the rocky field, heading for distant treetops.

			I chase after it until I enter a stretch of timber so dense that I can’t see any blue patches of sky. There’s no trail to follow, so I’m forced to slow down and thread my way through the tree trunks.

			Not far ahead I hear something make a deep-throated noise. It sounds large and not particularly human. I fumble to pull out the bear spray—a major swing and a miss. I’ve left both canisters back in the meadow.

			All I can do now is shout: “Whoa, bear! Hey, bear! Don’t eat me, bear!”

			Slowly I begin backing away. If you run from a grizzly, then it thinks you’re dinner—at least that’s what it said online. But, actually, who else but the bear could possibly know what it’s thinking?

			
			Exiting the forest in reverse seems to take forever. Finally I feel the sun on my neck, and once again I’m out in the exposed meadow. Hurriedly I retrace my steps to where I dropped the bear spray, hunker down next to the canisters, and unzip the backpack. Inside are a pair of binoculars and four peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches, one of which I stuff in my mouth and wash down with a bottle of water. I also devour an apple and a power bar that tastes like a roof shingle.

			Clouds are skidding in from the northwest, and the temperature is diving. There’s still no sign of Summer and Lil. I lie down to wait using the backpack as a pillow. Overhead, shiny black crows circle in odd silence.

			I can’t stop wondering what my father’s doing way out here and why he hasn’t come out of the woods to meet me. I also wonder if any hungry bears have picked up the tasty aroma of my PBJ.

			A normal person could never fall asleep in such a sketchy situation, but that’s what I do—doze off, clutching a can of bear spray in each fist. If Mom saw me now, she’d have a nervous breakdown.

			The crows begin to caw excitedly, and that’s what wakes me up. Or maybe it’s the humming.

			I open my eyes and see the gray quadcopter staring down at me. This time I don’t bother to wave.

			
			A small object drops from the craft and lands near my head. It’s a small round rock, wrapped in white paper. Still flat on my back, I put down the bear spray and read the message on the paper. It’s written in blue ballpoint ink, the letters small and extremely neat:

			
				Billy, please get away from here as fast as you can. I’ll explain everything later, when I see you.

				Love,

				Dad

				P.S. I apologize for all the lost years. Be sure to tell your sister, too.

			

			I glare up at the camera, spread my arms, and shout: “Are you kidding me?”

			The drone spins around and flies off.

			Watching it fade into a pale dot, I realize my father could be hiding with the remote control just about anywhere in this wild countryside. There’s no point trying to find him, because he obviously doesn’t want to “interact.”

			A mix of sadness and anger tells me not to move—to just lie here in the middle of the meadow until the man feels guilty enough to show his face. I assume the drone is still airborne, aiming its faraway eyeball at me.

			The minutes drip by. I remain outstretched and motionless. From the sky it must look like I’m unconscious, maybe even dead. I wouldn’t be surprised to attract some hungry buzzards.

			
			“Come on, Dad,” I mutter. “Do something.”

			I strain to listen for footsteps, or the call of a man’s voice. But there’s nothing to be heard except for those obnoxious crows. Once again I feel seriously restless.

			So much for the sunny summer day: a light cool rain has begun to fall, and bugs are chewing my ankles. I brush something off of my cheek, but now it’s clinging to my hand—a lanky brown spider.

			That’s it. I’m done.

			I flick the spider into the wildflowers, grab the backpack, and stand up. Dad’s lame note is folded in my pocket where I’d put it. I think about that open box of ammunition on the front seat of his pickup. What does he need a gun to protect himself from? Bears? Wolves? Or something else?

			We might never end up being friends, but I intend to find out what’s going on.

			The wind howls, and it’s getting colder by the minute. My plan is to hike back toward the road, where the truck and the SUV are parked, and wait for Lil and Summer to return. Obviously they took the other path where the trail forked.

			While crossing the meadow, I sense I’m being watched, though not from the air. Carefully I step around an impressive mound of fresh animal poop—seriously, it would take the world’s biggest dog a year to make a pile so huge. The poop is full of chokecherries, the favorite snack of a certain hump-shouldered mega-predator.

			
			The tree line is only a hundred yards away, so I jog to the place where I first came out. Or where I thought I came out.

			But where’s that trail? Usually the compass in my head is reliable, but not today. There are no easy landmarks to use for direction. The trees, mostly lodgepole pines, all look about the same size.

			As I search back and forth for the slim opening into the forest, I feel a pair of eyes locked on me. My hands tremble as I grope through the backpack for the binoculars. They’re not super-fancy—just your basic 7 × 35—but they’ll work fine at this distance.

			Standing erect on the far edge of the meadow is something tall and cinnamon-colored. It takes me a moment to dial in the focus.

			Now I can see her perfectly, watching me watching her.

			I know it’s a she because two chubby cubs are rolling around in the wildflowers nearby.

			“Griz” is what I whisper to myself. “Wow.”

			I don’t realize I’m inching backward until I trip over a rotten log and end up on my butt. I scramble to my feet and snatch up the fallen binoculars. Breathlessly, I scan the border of the clearing, but the mother bear’s not there anymore.

			If she ever really was.

			I can’t rule out the possibility that I’m imagining things.

			Somehow I find my way to the main dirt road. It still feels like there’s a jackhammer in my chest. The first thing I notice after leaving the forest is that the rain has stopped. The second thing I notice is this:

			
			My father’s red pickup truck is gone.

			“What’s his problem?” I say aloud, to nobody.

			Who drives off and leaves his son alone in the middle of grizzly country?

			P.S. I apologize for all the lost years. 

			Yeah, Dad. Whatever.

			The third thing I notice, the one that worries me the most:

			Lil’s blue Explorer is gone, too.

			

			—

			I’ve never hitchhiked before, but I assume there’s no point sticking out your thumb when there aren’t any cars in sight. Basically, I’m hiking without the hitching.

			A night in the Tom Miner Basin with no tent or sleeping bag isn’t an ideal option. I don’t even have any matches for starting a campfire.

			So I move at a fast clip down the dirt road. The highway leading back to Livingston is miles away. I can see it from here—a gray ribbon snaking through the foothills. At this point I’m mad at almost everybody—my father, Lil, Summer, but especially myself.

			Coming all the way to Montana thinking Dad would be happy to see me was foolish. I should have listened to my mother.

			
			Right now she’d be saying: “Hydrate yourself, Billy. Hydrate!”

			So I take a water break, and that’s when I hear a car engine. Someone is speeding up the hill, opposite the way I’m going, but I don’t care. A ride’s a ride.

			A pale green pickup rounds the bend, churning dust. I thrust out one arm, thumb extended.

			The driver slows to a stop. It’s a ranger with the U.S. Forest Service. He says somebody phoned in a report of a gunshot in an area where deer poaching has been a problem.

			“I can’t take you with me,” he says, “but I’ll give you a lift on the way back, if nobody else comes by before then. You got a phone?”

			“No bars,” I say.

			“Keep walking and you’ll get a signal.”

			“I didn’t hear any shots.”

			“You wouldn’t if you were standing upwind. It’s blowin’ twenty-five, maybe thirty, miles an hour out there,” he says. “Stay on the road, son, okay? No shortcuts. I’ll keep an eye out for you on the way down.”

			So at least I won’t be stuck way out here until morning, which is a relief.

			A little while later I hear another engine, also speeding uphill. The blue Explorer comes around the bend—this ought to be interesting.

			Little Thunder-Sky slams on the brakes as soon as she spots me. Summer Chasing-Hawks is in the passenger seat wearing a worried expression.

			
			“Nice of you guys to come back,” I say.

			Summer leans her head out the window. “Come back where? We’ve been looking all over for you.”

			So…it turns out the trail I followed out of the woods wasn’t the same one I followed in. That’s why I didn’t see Dad’s pickup or Lil’s SUV when I reached the road. I was in the wrong place.

			“Did you find Dennis?” Lil asks.

			“Nope. He sent his stupid drone,” I say. “A touching father-son moment.”

			Lil sighs. “Hop in, Billy.”

			She makes a three-point turn, aiming us back toward the highway.

			“Your father’s got more than a cell,” she tells me. “He’s got a full-on satellite phone.”

			“That’s handy.”

			“It means he can contact us from basically anywhere, anytime he wants,” Summer explains, “even from a dead zone.”

			“Isn’t science amazing,” I say.

			“He called Mom, totally freaked because he spotted you with the drone. He asked what the heck you were doing out in the bear meadow. She told him we drove up to fix the flat tires on his truck.”

			Lil takes over the story: “I explained that you came all this way because you want to see him. He kept saying he wasn’t allowed to leave his ‘surveillance post.’ He said he couldn’t come out of the woods because he’s working ‘undercover.’ ”

			
			“That makes no sense,” I say. “Why would the government be doing a secret mission out here in the middle of nowhere? What are they spying on—terrorist chipmunks?”

			Summer’s eyes narrow. “You think he’s lying?”

			“Something’s weird about his story is all I’m saying. He’s working ‘undercover’ in the middle of a forest? What—disguised as a pinecone?”

			Lil looks perplexed. “I don’t know what’s going on, but his tires definitely got slashed.”

			“That doesn’t mean he’s on a dangerous government assignment,” I say. “It just means he pissed somebody off.”

			I tell Lil about my encounter with the ranger. She doesn’t seem concerned by the report of gunfire in the area. “Lots of people poach deer out of season,” she says with a shrug.

			We pass Dad’s empty pickup, parked in the same place we found it. Lil doesn’t bother to slow down. What would be the point? He’s not coming out of the woods.

			I take out two peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches and hand them across the seat.

			Summer grabs one, but Lil isn’t hungry.

			“Summer and I tried to find you,” she says. “We must’ve taken a different path.”

			“You didn’t see my dime?”

			Summer spins and fixes me with a scalding look. “First of all, Mom and I were practically running, trying to catch up. Second, you never told us to look for a dime. And, third—that’s the best you could do for a clue? The smallest coin they make?”

			
			Lil waves a hand. “Just tell us what happened out there, Billy.”

			“Dad sent me a note taped to a rock. The drone delivered it.”

			“A note?” Summer says. “What did it say?”

			“Basically, not much.”

			Lil is plainly irritated with my father. She apologizes to me about sixteen times. “You came all the way from Florida. I really wanted this to work out.”

			“It wasn’t a wasted trip. I’m pretty sure I saw a momma grizzly.”

			“No way!” Summer exclaims.

			“With two cubs. I swear.”

			Thinking about the bears makes me smile.

			Thinking about my father doesn’t.

		

	
		
		
			
			SIX

			The next morning, Lil and Summer announce we’re going to Yellowstone National Park. I guess they feel bad about my father snubbing me and they think a road trip would be a fun distraction.

			Southbound on the highway, I’m doing okay until we pass the Tom Miner Basin, where I find myself scanning the sky for the sparkle of a drone.

			And thinking: What’s your story, Dad?

			In the town of Gardiner, Lil gasses up the Explorer while Summer and I grab three subs for lunch. At the park entrance there’s a line of cars and RVs, which turns out to be a preview of the whole day. This time of year, the Yellowstone experience is basically a traffic jam with incredible scenery.

			The park fills with thousands of tourists determined to see actual wildlife, which is fine. I get that. But too many of these pilgrims get crazed, rushing up to the animals and snapping pictures so they can show everybody back home.

			The bigger the critter, the bigger the traffic mess. Bear jams are the worst.

			Summer fills me in on the scoring. Number one on the tourist hit-the-brakes list are grizzlies, then black bears, wolves, moose, bison, elk, antelope, and deer, in that order.

			But any four-legged creature—large or small—draws a crowd. Our first traffic jam is caused by a gopher, of all things.

			
			A van with a Florida license plate skids to a halt when the driver spies one of the chubby rodents munching grass by the edge of the road. Gophers are the biological opposite of an endangered species. There are jillions of them out west, digging tunnels and holes in yards, pastures, and hayfields. Stopping to photograph a gopher in Yellowstone is like stopping in downtown Miami to take a picture of a rat.

			Yet now, unbelievably, throngs of people are streaming from their cars to surround one of these bewildered rodents. So we sit in the long line of traffic, waiting and waiting….

			“Oh, this is nothing,” Lil says.

			It’s not a terrible place to be stuck. The brisk mountain air smells like Christmas trees. Eventually the rock-star gopher gets bored and crawls down a hole. The cars and RVs begin rolling onward again.

			The next traffic jam is what Summer calls a tourist IQ test.

			A group of buffalo is grazing in a vast field. The vehicles ahead of us aren’t moving, because a woman in flip-flops has hopped from a camper and is now striding toward the largest, gnarliest-looking bull in the herd.

			Once you see something like this in person, you’ll never need to look up the word moron in the dictionary.

			Signs are posted all over the park warning visitors not to approach the wild animals, because they are…duh, wild. Still, every summer a startling number of nitwits decide it would be cool to get a selfie with an American bison, a creature that has no sense of humor and weighs as much as a Toyota sedan. Sometimes these photo adventures end badly, with tourists getting gored.

			
			Which is something I don’t want to witness with my own eyes. Neither does Lil. She jumps out of the SUV and starts hollering for the woman in flip-flops to come back. Other motorists are yelling at her, too.

			“Stop! Stop!”

			“Stay away from that thing!”

			“Are you crazy? Leave him alone!”

			The woman ignores the uproar and approaches the shaggy horned giant.

			Buffalo have poor eyesight—one reason they nearly went extinct back in the 1800s. White settlers shot them by the thousands, sometimes out of hunger but often just for cruel fun, even firing from passing trains. The buffalo didn’t run away because they couldn’t see what was killing them.

			The government finally outlawed the slaughter, and the bison herd in Yellowstone gradually made an amazing comeback. Yet because the animals are now protected from hunting, they’ve got basically zero fear of humans.

			Which doesn’t mean they actually like us. They just tolerate us, and barely.

			The woman in flip-flops starts clicking pictures of herself in front of the buffalo, which turns its boulder-sized head and paws a hoof on the ground. This is a signal that the bull is getting annoyed. The woman might think the animal is dull-witted and slow, but it could chase her down and trample her in like five seconds flat.

			
			Lil keeps yelling, though the other onlookers have grown quiet, as if waiting for something awful to happen. Several of them are now shooting videos of their own.

			The wayward tourist appears to be speaking to the bull buffalo as if it were a stray dog. Maybe she’s coaching it on how to pose for her photos. All I know is that the humongous old bison looks like it’s had enough.

			Me too.

			I slide out of Lil’s Explorer and start running across the field toward the bozo in flip-flops.

			The woman gets mad when she sees me coming. “Get outta here! You’re gonna ruin my selfies!” she cries.

			The people up on the road think I’ve lost my mind. They’re shouting at me, too, and even in the clamor I can make out Summer’s voice.

			But I keep on running, closer and closer, until I feel the cold stare of buffalo eyeballs. The animal pivots from the clueless tourist to confront a new rude intruder—me.

			By the time I stop, I’m near enough to smell the bison’s nappy coat and feel its steamy heat. Gnats and flies are buzzing around its somber face.

			“What are you doing?” shrieks the woman in flip-flops.

			“Saving your life,” I say.

			“Leave me alone!”

			The buffalo bobs its head and snorts. You don’t need a zoology degree to know what’s coming next.

			
			I grab the angry numbskull around the waist and start pulling her away. She accidentally drops her phone, and now she’s trying to wriggle free, so she can dash back and get it. No matter how fiercely she struggles, I hang on.

			Over my shoulder I watch the buffalo unhappily watching us. It’s pawing the ground again, deciding what to do. The woman continues squawking, squirming, calling me names, but I’m stronger than she is. I don’t let go until we’re safely back on the road.

			Instead of thanking me, she threatens to have me arrested. I point across the open plain to where the bull buffalo is now stomping her precious phone to pieces. “Lady, that’s what was going to happen to you,” I say. “Maybe worse.”

			Her red-faced husband leads her to their RV, and off they go. I get back in the Explorer expecting a lecture, but all Lil says is: “Well done.”

			Summer is grinning. “Billy, has anyone ever told you that you’re different?”

			

			—

			We don’t see any bears, moose, or wolves, but it’s still an excellent road trip. Lil and Summer take me to some mind-bending waterfalls in the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone. We follow a zigzag walkway to a viewing platform, where I stand half-hypnotized by the roar and rumble in the gorge below. The mist from the crashing waters feels cool on my cheeks.

			Signs warn visitors not to climb over the rails, which seems obvious because you could easily slip from the rocks and fall hundreds of feet into the raging currents. Summer says it’s happened before. Some people forget to pack their brains when they go on vacation.

			
			There’s also a sign saying no drones are allowed in the park. I can’t help wondering if my father’s so-called surveillance job ever takes him this far up the river.

			On the ride back to Livingston I pretend to nap until we’re past the Tom Miner Basin. Once we reach town, Lil makes a late-lunch/early-dinner stop at Mark’s In & Out, where I destroy two cheeseburgers and a small mountain of fries. Mom would not approve. I didn’t call her last night because I didn’t want to talk about what had happened with my father.

			“Can we reach him on the satellite phone?” I ask Lil.

			“He leaves it off because he doesn’t want to drain the battery.”

			“But I could still leave a message, right?”

			“If you want to, Billy.”

			Summer says, “Leave him a message. Definitely.”

			Back at the house, Lil gives me the number of my dad’s satellite phone, which has so many numerals it would be hard to remember. I go into the bedroom to make the call, which doesn’t take long. There’s no answer on the other end. When the voice prompt beeps, I say what I have to say. It’s a brief message.

			The next number I dial is Mom’s.

			
			“Nice of you to check in,” she says sarcastically. “Please tell me you’ve heard from your father.”

			“Sort of.”

			I describe the odd encounter with Dad’s quadcopter, omitting the part about the note he dropped by remote control. Still, she’s ticked off.

			“He didn’t even walk out of the woods to see you?”

			“Lil and Summer couldn’t believe it, either.”

			“I’m gonna call that jackass and give him a piece of my mind!”

			“It’s all good, Mom. I got to see a grizzly bear with two cubs.”

			“From way far away, I hope.”

			“Oh, at least a mile,” I lie, because I don’t want her to worry.

			“Any eagles?” she asks.

			“Not today. But I’ll text you video of some epic waterfalls.”

			“You okay?”

			“I’m fine, Mom, just fine.”

			“I’m sorry about what happened with your dad. I don’t know what’s going on in his head. Maybe I never did.”

			Afterward, I slip out the back door alone. Satan the dog trails me down to the river. A dark wedge of cloud looms over town. The wind is kicking and the temperature is chilly. It doesn’t look, or feel, much like summer.

			I sit on a big flat rock. The Labrador half of the dog wants to leap in the water, but the greyhound half is nervous about the weather. A coal train whistles, and I close my eyes. Satan pokes his soft nose against my hands. Cold raindrops pepper my arms.

			
			The storm is charging down the Yellowstone through Paradise Valley. The worst of it is nine miles away—I calculate the distance by counting the seconds between the lightning flashes and thunderclaps. If my father is still holed up in the Tom Miner Basin, he’s soaked to the skin. I hope he’s got a waterproof case for that drone.

			At Lil’s house I found a program for last year’s Livingston rodeo, listing all the cowboys. Their names were absolutely perfect—Shane, Wyatt, Josh, Heath, Logan, Morgan, Garrett, Thor, Tooter, Pistol, two Coles, and three Codys. From the day they were born, these guys were destined to grow up and wrestle steers or ride wild bulls. It was a done deal.

			Mine isn’t a bad name for a cowboy, although the rodeo announcer would probably call me Billy the Kid.

			If I lived here, I’d pick something different. Trace would be a good one. Or maybe Dusty—that’s even better.

			“Now riding Spleen Crusher, the baddest bull between here and the Dakotas, is Dangerous Dusty Dickens! Let’s give him a big ole Montana welcome!”

			It’s pouring so hard that I’m shivering. I feel sorry for the dog. There’s another white burst of lightning, and this time I only reach the count of two before thunder rocks the hills. That’s way too close.

			Even a cowboy called Dangerous would scramble to get out of a storm like this, but for some reason I stay where I am, sitting on the flat rock by the river. My arms are wrapped around the drenched dog. When I whisper to him, I call him Sparky, his original name, instead of Satan the shoe-eater.

			
			Another lightning bolt makes both of us flinch, and the thunder breaks instantly. Glancing at the sky, I see an enormous brown bird tracing graceful circles over the winding river. It’s twice as big as an osprey, bigger than a buzzard, maybe even bigger than a baldy. From the tip of one wing to the other must be seven feet.

			Raindrops are stinging my face, but I can’t take my eyes off the bird. The next time it sails over me, I notice bushy feathers on its legs, all the way down to the talons. That leg plumage is the clincher, the key clue—and another piece of information most normal kids wouldn’t know.

			The huge bird that’s riding the gusts of the river storm is a golden eagle.

			Maybe that’s why I didn’t move from the rock. Part of me must have sensed that I’d miss something magical if I ran for cover.

			Suddenly a zigzag bolt zaps a cottonwood tree on the bank across the water. The crash of the thunderclap is ear-splitting. I flatten myself, shielding the miserable dog. The surface of the rock is wet and slick.

			When I raise my head to peek at the sky, the eagle is gone.

			Soon the thunder fades, the rain quits, and the clouds roll on. The dog rises and shakes hard, trying to dry off. I stand, too, craning my neck to see where the golden went.

			
			It’s hard to believe it was really up there, soaring between the lightning bolts, but it was.

			I’m almost positive.

			

			—

			Here’s the message I left on my father’s satellite phone: “Hey, it’s Billy. Your son? I came a really long way to see you. What’s the problem?”

			He still hasn’t called back. After so long without contact, I shouldn’t be surprised that he’s dodging me.

			“We used to have thousands of horses,” Summer is saying. “Not us personally, but the Crow as a tribe. We were famous for our horses.”

			“Still are,” says Lil.

			Summer grabs a cookie from a jar. “There’s a cool rodeo show at the Crow Fair, but it’s not the same as running herds of wild mustangs across the plains.”

			I’ve been so fixated on finding my father that I haven’t spent much time asking his new family about their lives, their stories. How often do you get a chance to hang with people named Little Thunder-Sky and Summer Chasing-Hawks?

			Lil says, “Leave the past upriver. That’s what my great-grandfather used to say. But it’s hard to do.”

			Summer looks over at me. “Some of the family wasn’t too happy when Mom hooked up with your dad. They let us know, too—”

			
			“Dennis is solid.” Lil cuts in. “A good man.”

			I keep my mouth shut, but what I want to say is: Good guys don’t hide from their kids.

			Summer tells Lil about the golden eagle I saw down by the river. Lil smiles and says, “Oh, I know that bird.”

			“Why was he flying around in that terrible weather?” I ask.

			“Because it’s smarter than sitting up in a tall tree during an electric storm.”

			She asks how I want to spend tomorrow, my last day in Montana. I tell her I want to go back to the Tom Miner Basin. She shakes her head and says that’s not a great idea.

			“I wouldn’t know where to start looking,” she says. “He could be anywhere.”

			Later, when I’m lying in bed, listening to my playlist, Summer enters the room, followed by the dog and the crusty old tabby.

			“Mom and I came up with a name for you,” she says.

			I pull out my earbuds. “A Crow name?”

			“Well, it’s not official or anything. More like honorary.”

			“All right, let’s hear it.”

			“ ‘Big Stick.’ ”

			I’m wondering if the name means what it sounds like it means. My face must be turning red, because Summer laughs and says:

			
			“Relax, it’s a river thing. When a fishing guide takes out a new sport who turns out to be super-good with a fly rod, the real deal, they call him a Big Stick.”

			“But I’m just learning how—”

			“It’s not all about the fishing. The name is about who you are as a person.”

			“So it’s a compliment?” I say.

			“Uh, yeah?”

			“Then thanks.”

			“You’re welcome, Billy Big Stick.”

			I guess it’s better than Snake Boy.

			“I’ve got a question,” I say to Summer, “and don’t get mad. But do you really sign those checks my mother gets every month?”

			“I wouldn’t make up something like that!”

			I still can’t get my head around it. “So you forge Dad’s signature?”

			“He’s the one that taught me how,” she says. “It’s not really forgery, if it’s his idea.”

			“But why?”

			“Because somebody’s got to pay the bills when he’s not here, and Mom’s busy most of the time. So he put me in charge of the checkbook. Dennis isn’t exactly a math whiz, and he’s also kind of scattered. He doesn’t always remember when the tenth of the month rolls around, but I do. He knows I’ll never forget to send that money to Florida—and that’s the only check he ever asks about. He is a good person, Billy.”

			
			“Let’s not take a vote,” I mutter.

			Summer gets why I feel the way I do about my dad. She’s not making excuses for him. “He’s got some major explaining to do,” she says.

			“Let’s go back to Tom Miner.”

			“Billy, it’s like looking for a microscopic needle in a super-giant haystack. A needle that doesn’t want to be found.”

			The next morning, we head the opposite direction of where I wanted to go. We get off the interstate at Springdale and put Lil’s boat in the Yellowstone, which seems slower and wider here. There’s a faint drizzle, with low clouds, and the river’s surface is the color of flattened tin.

			Lil rows, Summer reads her book, and I sit in the bow casting a fly rod. Once I find the right rhythm, my technique improves. In only a couple hours I land seven rainbow trout and three cutthroats.

			Lil is chuckling when she nets the biggest fish. “I’d say Billy Big Stick is living up to his name.”

			From the back of the boat comes Summer’s voice: “Ha! Beginner’s luck.”

			By noon the sun is shining bright. Lil anchors under the boughs of a big lush cottonwood. Rising on the opposite bank is a rock cliff honeycombed with holes that are filled with swallow nests, the sleek birds swarming like moths.

			For lunch Lil brought pasta salad and turkey wraps. Summer baked some oatmeal-raisin cookies, and I eat way more than I should. She and I swap seats so she can fish the next stretch of river, while I zone out in the back of the boat. I’m not surprised to see how well she casts, and it’s a pretty thing to watch. Her first catch is a nineteen-inch brown trout that fights like a pit bull. Once the fish is shining in the net, Summer blows it a kiss before Lil sets it free.

			
			We float beneath a tall craggy tree that has a bald eagle nest at the top. I take like ten pictures, which I text to Mom. I don’t expect a response right away—today’s an Uber day, and she doesn’t check her messages while she’s driving.

			Which is good. Mom does okay when she can focus.

			“Did you tell her what happened when you went to find your dad?” Lil asks.

			“Of course he told her,” Summer cuts in. “I would.”

			“She was bummed,” I admit, “and ticked off at him, too. She’d said she didn’t want me to come out here, but I think secretly she did. I think she wanted us to reconnect.”

			The eagle nest sits so high that we can’t see over the rim. The babies could be hunkered down low, waiting for their parents to bring them a fish.

			“Whatever happens with me and Dad, this has still been a cool trip,” I say.

			Lil pulls back on the oars. “It’s not over yet.”

			After catching a few more trout, Summer asks to switch seats again. She wants to finish her book, and it’s only two miles until we reach the takeout ramp. I’m happy to be back in the bow, concentrating on making good casts and not thinking about my father. That’s another great thing about fly fishing: doing it right requires your complete, undivided attention.

			
			Lil says lots of her customers are successful big-city business executives who are desperate to escape the grind of their jobs. She mutes their phones before they step into the boat, and she says they always thank her at the end of the float. I believe it.

			All day long a warm downstream breeze has nudged us along, but now we turn a bend and the air goes dead still. Here the river is broad and lazy. Something that looks like a shaggy brown coconut pops to the surface—Summer says it’s a beaver. Once he spots us, he whacks his flat tail—pow!—and dives.

			I watch for his face to poke up again, but Lil says he’s probably hiding in his den, a mud-packed heap of branches at the mouth of a small creek. Summer explains that the entrance to the den is underwater.

			Lil rows closer, and as the current sweeps us past, I snap another picture for Mom. There are definitely no wild beavers in South Florida.

			The fish have quit biting, and I don’t mind. There’s nothing boring about being here. It’s nice to be the only humans in sight.

			Summer is the first to hear the humming, because I’m tuned in to a bunch of squabbling redwings. She slaps her book shut and says, “I can’t believe this.”

			Lil lets go of the oars and stands up, hands planted on her hips. “All this drama,” she murmurs, frowning.

			“What are you guys talking about?” I say.

			Then I hear it, too.

			
			The drone.

			It’s hovering downriver, pointed our way, watching us. This is why the blackbirds are so riled.

			Lil shakes a finger at the quadcopter. “Knock it off, Dennis!”

			If I were my father, I’d pay attention.

			As the drone comes closer, Summer rises from her seat. “Yo, up there, is that really you?”

			“Of course it’s him,” snaps Lil.

			The little gray quadcopter tilts back and forth, as if nodding.

			So I guess it’s my turn. I speak extra slowly, in case he’s lip-reading from the video feed.

			“DAD! WHY…ARE…YOU…DOING…THIS?”

			The drone glides forward until it’s directly above the boat, so low I can practically poke it with the tip of the fly rod. I’m tempted to try, but I don’t. If I touch just one of the moving propellers, the aircraft will go haywire and fall.

			Probably on top of my head.

			“Dennis, have you lost your mind!” Lil hollers. Now that the drone is so close, the buzzing of the blades is annoying. Summer plugs her ears with her fingers.

			I stare at the unblinking eye of the quadcopter’s camera, imagining my father staring back at me from…where? Depending on the strength of the signal, he could be operating the flight controls from high on a canyon rim, or the middle of a hayfield, or even the back of his truck.

			One thing is certain: he’s not far away.

			
			“WHERE…ARE…YOU?” I call to the invisible pilot.

			The drone wobbles slightly, and a small shiny packet tumbles from a compartment on its underside. I reach up to catch the falling object, but I miss.

			Splash.

			“No!” Stretching over the side of the boat, I try to grab the packet before it disappears underwater.

			But it doesn’t sink. It floats.

			“Bubble Wrap,” Lil grumbles, rowing quickly downriver in pursuit. Dad’s quadcopter follows us by air.

			I scoop up the little package and unpeel the wrapping. Inside is another neatly written note—and what looks like somebody’s molar.

			It’s yours, Billy, the note informs me. The first one you ever lost.

			“Seriously?” Summer says. “Now he’s the tooth fairy?”

			I lock eyes on the hovering spy craft and wonder how my father expects me to react. The yellowed nub in my hand is small enough to be kid-sized, but so what? I drop it in my pocket and read the last line of the note.

			See you in Florida, it says.

		

	
		
		
			
			SEVEN

			So here I am, bagging groceries at Publix again.

			After returning from Montana, I tried to find a job outdoors, where I could mostly be by myself. No luck. A golf course in our neighborhood had openings on the landscape crew, but the manager said I wasn’t old enough to drive the riding mowers. He said their insurance policy didn’t allow them to hire kids.

			Which is why I ended up back at the supermarket. Belinda’s working at T.J. Maxx, and Mom’s still driving for Uber. She didn’t get fired for kicking that creep out of her car, but the company put her on probation. They said one more “incident” and she’s gone.

			Publix gives me twenty hours a week, which leaves plenty of free time to go snake hunting west of town in the dead orange groves and ranch scrub. Mostly what you find out there are banded water snakes and garter snakes, but on the dry patches you’ll sometimes luck into a speckled king snake or a corn snake.

			What I like best about hunting snakes is the peace. All you hear are wild birds and your own footsteps. It’s a long bicycle ride from where we live, so sometimes Mom gives me a lift. She downloaded the Uber app to my phone, so I can call her to come get me when she’s between customers.

			
			One afternoon I’m walking back toward town along Highway 70 when an old junker pulls off the road. The engine sounds like a washing machine full of chipped rocks. It clatters and shakes for a minute, then conks out.

			A young driver emerges. He’s wearing a faded black hoodie and dragging on a cigarette, which raises the possibility that he’s not a genius. There’s a neon-blue skull tattooed on his bony right arm. The skull is smoking a cigarette, too.

			“What’s in the bag?” he asks me.

			I open the pillowcase and show him.

			“Oh #!$*&!” he cries, scrambling to the other side of the car.

			“They’re harmless,” I say.

			“I hearda you, bro! You the Snake Boy.”

			The kid isn’t exactly a model of good hygiene. His teeth are stained brown from the tobacco, and his pale skin looks blotchy and pitted. He’s got small brown eyes and a homemade buzz cut.

			I can’t stop staring at the skull tattoo. Everyone at school still talks about it.

			“Hello, Jammer,” I say.

			He looks pleased that I know who he is. “You the one got my old locker, bro?”

			“Yeah. Can I ask why it smells so bad?”

			“Dirty laundry and stuff,” he says.

			“Oh, come on.”

			“Yo, I was livin’ in the boys’ bathroom at the F Building. The one next to where the band practices. That was my crib for, like, half the year.”

			
			“How’d you end up there?”

			“ ’Cuz my stepdad threw me outta the apartment. Everything I owned got put in that locker. Socks, shirts, jockstraps. Some of it got washed, some didn’t.”

			Jammer offers his own version of why he got expelled from school. “Some dude’s Jeep got jacked after a football game. The cops found it, but they said they’s a laptop missin’ from under the seat. They said it was me that stole it, but, see, I was at my girlfriend’s house when all that #@&$ went down. She was gonna testify for me, too, but then her family moved back to Dallas. So I copped a plea and went to juvie. Yo, they’s no way to fight back when the whole system’s rigged against you.”

			“Rigged how?” I ask.

			“Hell, I’d still be in school if I was a rich boy like you. They wouldn’ta gone and kicked me out.”

			“We’re not rich. Where’d you get that idea?”

			“Yeah, right,” he says.

			I check to make sure I’m wearing what I think I’m wearing: a dirty T-shirt, board shorts, and nasty mud-splattered sneakers.

			“Does this look like I shop at Vineyard Vines?” I say.

			Jammer shrugs. “The cops set me up is all. Know what I’m sayin’? I bet they never mess wit’ you.”

			“What’s wrong with your car?”

			“Fan belt. Can I use your cell, bro? Mine’s dead.”

			
			I toss my phone to Jammer because he won’t come anywhere near me and my snake bag. He dials a number and tells—not asks—somebody to come pick him up. Afterward he slides the phone back to me across the hood of the junker.

			“Why’d you give out your locker combination to so many people?” I ask.

			“Just friends. They messin’ with your stuff?”

			“Not anymore.”

			“You put a badass snake in that locker is what I heard. That’s ultra-sick, man.”

			“Nobody got hurt.”

			“Yo, can I have, like, five bucks?” Jammer’s gaze drops again to the pillowcase in my hand. “Know what? Never mind.”

			“Did the police ever find that missing laptop?”

			“I ain’t sure they ever was a laptop. Know what I’m sayin’?”

			“See you later, man.” I start walking away.

			“Bro, what’s your true name?” he calls after me.

			“Billy Big Stick.”

			“What’s that mean?”

			“Ever heard of the Crow Indians?”

			“Is that, like, a baseball team?”

			I turn around. “FYI—cigarettes choke off the arteries to your brain. You should really quit.”

			Jammer waves lightheartedly and blows a circle of smoke.

			I walk way down the road before stopping to call my mother. Minutes later, a rusty SUV with bald wheels honks as it speeds past. Jammer grins at me from the passenger seat. The driver is looking down, totally texting on his phone.

			
			My feelings aren’t the least bit hurt when they don’t stop to offer me a ride. In fact, I’m relieved.

			When Mom finally arrives, I get in on the passenger side. A middle-aged man sits in the back seat. He’s wearing a short-sleeved uniform shirt from Taco Bell. I’ve never laid eyes on him before.

			“Billy, this is Mr. Randolph. I’m driving him to work.”

			“Hi there, Billy,” says Mr. Randolph. “My wife’s sister borrowed my ride. That’s why I’m Uber-ing.”

			I look sharply at Mom, who pretends to be concentrating on the traffic. She’s not supposed to transport family members while she’s driving a paying customer.

			“What’s in the sack?” her passenger asks me pleasantly.

			“Nothing,” my mother cuts in. “His lunch. That’s all.”

			She doesn’t want poor Mr. Randolph leaping from her car at fifty miles per hour, which might very well happen if he learns the pillowcase is full of squirming reptiles.

			I play along. “Yeah. It’s just my lunch.”

			After we drop Mr. Randolph off at the Taco Bell, I remind Mom about the importance of sticking to the Uber company’s rules. She acts like she’s agreeing, but I know better.

			“I just don’t want you getting in any more trouble,” I say.

			“You’re a good kid for worrying about me so much.”

			“But you’re still gonna do things your own way, right?”

			
			She says she spotted a small drone flying above the house today. “I swear it followed me to the post office!”

			“What did it look like?”

			“Gray,” she replies, “with a dark stripe on the bottom.”

			“You’re sure it was gray?”

			“It made me think about your father.”

			“Lots of people have drones,” I say.

			“Right, I know, but why would this one follow me?”

			“Mom, it’s probably just some neighborhood kids foolin’ around.”

			I still haven’t told her about Dad’s Bubble-Wrapped note that said he was coming to Florida. There’s no point getting her all worked up, in case he never makes it. Anyway, I’m not even sure she’d want to see him.

			Back at the house, Mom goes inside to start dinner while I head for the garage. There I open the pillowcase, remove the four snakes I caught, and lock them in one of the larger aquarium tanks. Then I rummage through a bunch of cardboard boxes until I find what I’m looking for.

			My slingshot.

			

			—

			One of the first things I did after returning from Montana was ride my bike to the dentist’s office and show her the tooth my father delivered by drone.

			“Well, it’s definitely a human molar, and definitely from a child,” she said, “but I can’t say if it came from your mouth or somebody else’s.”

			
			“What about a DNA test?”

			“We don’t do that sort of thing here, Billy. The question doesn’t come up very often.”

			I’ve been home a week and still haven’t told Mom or Belinda about the tooth. Don’t worry—I’m not keeping it under my pillow or anything. I hid it in the plastic case that holds the dental retainer I almost never wear.

			But let’s say the tooth was really mine. Is that supposed to prove Dad cares about me? Just because he saved a dingy little chomper all these years?

			He’ll have to do better than that.

			One morning I’m working at the supermarket when I spot Chin, the kid who got jumped by the lacrosse player at school. He’s waiting in the checkout line with a man who looks identical to him, only older. He calls the man Pop.

			Chin looks totally recovered from the beatdown. The bruise above his eye has healed, and the bandage over his ear is gone. I try not to look at him or his dad while I’m bagging their groceries: a gallon of low-fat milk, a package of free-range chicken breasts, a head of romaine lettuce, two pints of Häagen-Dazs (vanilla and chocolate), half a dozen tomatoes, a can of black beans, a bunch of carrots….

			But Chin recognizes me, and now it gets awkward. If either of us says something, then Chin will have to explain to his father who I am and how we met. What happened in the school hallway that day is probably something he doesn’t want to talk about—and I’d rather not be part of that conversation.

			
			Finally we make eye contact.

			He nods. I nod. That’s it.

			Chin and his dad walk out of the store with their grocery bags.

			I’m feeling that I handled the situation pretty smoothly until I look at the checkout counter and see I forgot to bag one small item: dental floss.

			Waxed, with spearmint flavoring.

			I can’t believe I missed it. Seriously.

			The cashier hands me the little box of floss saying, “Go take it to those customers. Hurry up now. They paid for it.”

			So I jog to the parking lot and hunt down Chin and his father, who are arranging their groceries in the trunk of a small sedan. I step up and say, “Sorry, I forgot to bag this.”

			My tone is painfully polite. Chin studies me, standing there in my goofy green Publix apron. I’m not sure what he’s thinking. His dad takes the dental floss and tries to tip me a dollar, but I shake my head saying, “No, sir, that’s not necessary.”

			I turn around and propel myself back toward the entrance of the supermarket.

			“Hey, thanks!” a voice calls out. A kid’s voice.

			It’s Chin, not his dad.

			I don’t look back. “You’re welcome,” I say over my shoulder.

			Mom swings by to pick me up after I get off from work. On the way I home I ask, out of the blue, if it was she or Dad who used to do the tooth-fairy thing when Belinda and I were little.

			
			“It was always me,” she says. “You didn’t lose your first baby tooth until you were five and a half years old. Dennis was already gone by then, Billy.”

			“Oh.”

			“Gone on his great Wild West adventure.”

			“Right.”

			“What made you think to ask?”

			“No reason,” I say.

			Back at the house, I walk straight to my bathroom, pluck the little yellow molar out of my retainer case, and flush it down the toilet.

			

			—

			I’m still in a crappy mood later, when Dawson shows up. Belinda invited him for dinner. She makes a point of holding his hand, a reminder to Mom: See how much I care about him? Please don’t make us move again.

			I feel like telling my sister her romance act is unnecessary. Mom hasn’t said a word about moving, because the bald eagles are still happily sharing their nest on the Indian River. We faithfully check on them every Sunday morning. Basically it’s our version of church.

			“Dawson wants to go with us to see the birds next time,” Belinda says.

			Mom, who’s broiling pork chops, says that would be fine.

			“Bring some binoculars,” I suggest.

			“Dude, I’ve got something so much better,” says Dawson. “My dad’s camera. Just the lens cost ten grand!”

			
			“Wow. Is it made from diamonds?” I ask with a straight face.

			“It’s a five-hundred-millimeter telephoto.”

			“So, that’s what—twenty bucks per millimeter?”

			Belinda says, “Knock it off, Billy.”

			Look, I know camera equipment is expensive. I just can’t stand listening to people brag. Dawson is so dim that he doesn’t even get that I’m roasting him.

			Mom asks if his father is a professional photographer.

			“Oh no, he’s a venture capitalist,” Dawson replies. “His specialty is funding start-up tech companies. You know, the Googles of the future!”

			Now I’m ready to lose it, so I slip outside to practice with my slingshot. Our next-door neighbor has a tall palm tree that’s full of green coconuts. I’m shooting copper BBs that bounce harmlessly off the thick husks. My aim is pretty good.

			Of course, the coconuts are just hanging there on stems. It’s not like trying to hit a moving target.

			Dawson ambles out the front door and asks what I’m doing, as if it isn’t obvious. He eyes the slingshot and says, “Hey, dude, let me try!”

			This might turn out badly, but I can’t come up with a reason to say no. I guess I don’t want to hurt the guy’s feelings.

			“You ever used a slingshot before?” I ask.

			“Are you kiddin’? My cousin’s got one that’s solid titanium. It’s like shooting a twenty-two!”

			“Well, this one is plain old oak.”

			“Here, Billy, observe…and learn.”

			
			Dawson snatches the Y-shaped piece of wood from my hand and grabs some BBs from the jar. His first shot somehow misses the entire tree. I hear the little copper ball plop into our neighbor’s swimming pool. Dawson’s second try pings off the trunk of the palm. His next shot lands at his feet because his fingers tangle in the rubber bands.

			Finally he manages to nick one of the larger coconuts. Then he hits two more in a row.

			“Now I’m officially bored,” he declares, and turns to take aim at a calico cat that’s been watching us from the cherry bushes.

			I can’t say what happens next, but it happens fast. Dawson ends up flat on the ground with my knees on his chest. He seems to be having trouble speaking.

			The cat scampers off as I twist the slingshot out of Dawson’s hand and fling it aside. I don’t do this in a particularly gentle way.

			Although he’s bigger than I am, Dawson can’t shake me off. His face goes red, and he splutters furiously. After he throws a wild punch, I pin his arms saying, “If you don’t shut up, Belinda’s gonna hear you. I’m guessing you don’t want her to see this, right? Her boyfriend getting thumped by her little brother?”

			Dawson quits thrashing and catches his breath. His face returns to its normal color, though I wouldn’t say he looks calm.

			“Why would you want to shoot somebody’s pet cat?” I ask. “Where’s the sport in that? You’re pathetic.”

			
			He opens his mouth to reply, but no sound comes out. He’s staring past me, over my shoulder, at something in the air above us.

			It’s not a bird, either. I can hear those little propellers humming.

			Dawson cranes his sweaty neck to get a better look.

			“What’s that thing doin’?” he wheezes.

			I climb off of him and pick up my slingshot.

			“Go inside now,” I say.

			Then I grab a handful of BBs.

		

	
		
		
			
			EIGHT

			“Dad, is that you?” I ask the gray quadcopter.

			Dumb question. Who else would be spying on our house?

			“Dinner’s ready,” my mother calls from inside. She doesn’t see what I’m seeing.

			“Be right there, Mom.”

			After loading a BB into the pouch, I raise the slingshot and draw back the heavy-duty rubber bands. To counter the light crosswind, I aim a little left of dead center. The first BB sails too high. Instantly the drone begins to elevate.

			I reload and shoot again. This time there’s the sharp crack of metal on plastic. Something flies off the top of the quadcopter and flutters like a leaf to the ground.

			It’s part of a prop blade.

			Down comes the drone, twirling in a sickly spiral. It crash-lands in the middle of our yard, shredding grass. I pounce on the crippled aircraft and carry it into the garage, yanking the door down behind me.

			At the dinner table, Dawson won’t look me in the eye. He’s afraid I’m going to tell Belinda he tried to shoot the cat.

			She and Mom are doing most of the talking, as usual. This evening’s subject is the end of good manners in modern civilization. Belinda had a bad experience at T.J. Maxx today, a customer who flamed her for taking too long to count out his change.

			
			Mom definitely overcooked the pork chops, but I’m not saying a word. This is why knives were invented.

			“There was a cat in the yard,” I say innocently. “Cute little calico.”

			Across the table, Dawson goes pale. His fork stops halfway to his lips.

			Mom says, “Oh, that must be Mrs. Gomez’s.”

			I nod. “What’s its name again?’

			“Muffin.”

			“She’s supposed to be an inside kitty,” my sister says. “But she probably snuck out the back door again.”

			Dawson finally gets the bite of pork chop to his mouth. He chews grimly, staring down at his plate.

			I’m not letting him off the hook.

			“How long ago was it that Mr. Gomez passed away?” I ask my mother.

			“Right after Christmas.”

			“Seems like yesterday. That was really sad.”

			“Just tragic,” Mom agrees.

			“Heart attack,” Belinda informs Dawson. “He gave little Muffin to Mrs. Gomez as a present on their last wedding anniversary. Can you pass the mashed potatoes?”

			Dawson looks like he wants to shrivel up and crawl under the table. In other words, he looks like a person who almost shot a heartbroken widow’s beloved pet. My sister would dump him in a nanosecond if she knew what he’d done, so he desperately hopes I won’t say another word about it.

			
			And I probably won’t, if he starts behaving like a respectable member of the human species.

			“Save room for dessert,” Mom says. “I made a Key lime pie.”

			Belinda and I are clearing the dishes when somebody knocks at the front door. My heart starts racing because I assume the visitor is Dennis Dickens, my elusive father, arriving to retrieve his expensive quadcopter.

			Mom takes one step toward the door, but I get there first.

			The man standing on the front step isn’t my dad. It’s a much younger guy with no shirt, tanned arms, and stringy sun-bleached hair. Two sandy surfboards are strapped to the roof of his rainbow-colored van.

			“Yo,” the young guy says. “You see a drone come down around here?” Using his salt-crusted hands, he indicates the size of the missing craft.

			From behind I hear Mom asking who it is.

			“One of the neighbors,” I say, and slip outside to speak to the surfer dude.

			Everyone calls him Limpy. I’ve seen his beach van around town.

			Limpy tells me he was practicing with his quadcopter when the signal “went all sketch” and the aircraft drifted out of control.

			
			I take the broken prop blade out of my pocket and drop it in his hand.

			He looks at it and says, “Not good.”

			I open the garage to show him the drone. “It crashed in our yard,” I say.

			“Bummer.” He lifts the quadcopter and starts trudging to his van. I notice he doesn’t have a limp, so I’m wondering how he got his nickname.

			“Later, dude,” he says.

			Now it’s decision time, one of those moral crossroads that Mom talks about. Since Limpy has no clue what actually happened to his drone, it would be easy for me to let him think it was just a mechanical glitch.

			Except I feel lousy about what I did, so I hurry after him saying, “Hey, wait up! I’m really sorry, but I shot down your drone with a slingshot. I want to pay for the repairs.”

			A different look comes over his face, though it’s not anger. It’s curiosity.

			“How come you shot it?” he asks.

			“ ’Cause I thought it belonged to someone else. Long story, man. But I want to give you some money to get it fixed.”

			Limpy shrugs. “No worries, dude. One a these suckers buzzed my house, I’d probably plug it, too.”

			He smiles and sets the aircraft in the back of the van. “You must be really pro with that slingshot.”

			“Let me pay for the damage. Please?”

			“No way. A new prop can’t cost that much. We’re cool.”

			
			He climbs into his van, which smells like sunblock and stale sweat. On the passenger seat is a crumpled tank top and three empty beer cans.

			“You okay to drive?” I say.

			Limpy chuckles and hitches his eyebrows. “Dude. Seriously?”

			Like I don’t know a thing about the grown-up life.

			I ask if he uses the quadcopter to make surfing videos. He pauses to think about it before answering, “Yeah. For sure.”

			He drives away in a fairly straight line. I’m nagged by the feeling that he should have been unhappy—even angry—about what I did to his drone. His chill reaction seems weird.

			Walking back to the front door, I step over the divot where the drone came down hard. Lying in the grass is something I hadn’t noticed before, a small bright piece of plastic. The shape is thin and rectangular. As soon as I pick it up, I know exactly what I’m looking at. The factory label says “64g.”

			It’s an SD card, a memory chip for electronic devices. Cell phones use SD cards. Cameras use SD cards.

			So do drones.

			I pocket the card and hurry inside to help finish with the dishes, but they’re already done. Mom’s on the phone, while Belinda and Dawson are watching some lame reality show where five supermodels who hate each other are stranded on a Pacific island with no spa. I head directly to my room and lock the door.

			While waiting for my laptop to boot, I realize that I didn’t see something inside Limpy’s van that logically should have been there—the remote-control unit for the runaway quadcopter.

			
			I insert the SD card into my laptop, and find two videos in the file. The most recent is four minutes and twenty seconds long, from takeoff to crash. At the start of the video I recognize the launch point as a nearby city park, and at the end I recognize the kid aiming his slingshot up at the quadcopter. I’m a little surprised by the cold look on my face.

			The second video on the SD card is longer, the time stamp showing that it was recorded yesterday morning. From the rising drone you can see a busy public boat ramp on the Indian River Lagoon. I’ve been there before. Judging from the angle of the sunlight, the craft takes a southern flight path, swooping above sailboats and Jet Skis and fishing skiffs. Eventually it slows to a hover above a stand of Australian pines on a shoreline that also looks familiar.

			Slowly the drone spins in place, the camera sweeping the trees.

			And there it is, in a half-dead pine—the nest.

			And over there, high in a different tree, is one of Mom’s two cherished eagles. Its snow-white head cocks upward, suspiciously eyeing the noisy little invader.

			The other bird is busy pecking apart a dead mullet on another branch.

			With a cry, the first baldy takes flight. The sudden tilt of the video frame indicates the drone has banked sharply, trying to race away. You catch a glimpse of a flapping shadow in hot pursuit, but the quadcopter is too speedy—the bird can’t catch up.

			
			I wonder if it was hungry, or just pissed off.

			On the return flight to the boat ramp, the drone dips and weaves like a crazed fruit bat. The camera keeps recording, so I pay close attention to the landing:

			There’s a man on the ground holding the remote control. As the aircraft descends, the man’s image in the frame grows larger and larger—and he looks less and less like Limpy the surfer.

			I pluck the SD card from my computer and bolt out of the house so fast that Mom doesn’t have time to ask where I’m going.

			

			—

			One time I saw a guy run over a snake on purpose. It was a pretty little king snake, totally harmless, crossing Strathman Lane early one Saturday morning. There was no car traffic, just me on foot with a fishing rod.

			I was hurrying to move the snake off the road when some jerk on a bright yellow motorcycle swerved across the center line and drove over it. Then he slowed down, glanced back to make sure he’d struck his target, and sped off. He wasn’t wearing a helmet, so I got a quick look at his scraggly, smirking face.

			Because of its long, winding nervous system, a snake that gets badly injured takes a long time to die. It’s not a pleasant way to go. I set this one in the bushes and waited until it stopped moving. Then I covered the shiny black-and-gold body with handfuls of dirt—not much of a funeral, but I was in a rush.

			
			It was a short jog home, where I jumped on my bike and started riding up and down every street in my neighborhood, then the next neighborhood over, and so on. Eventually I found the yellow motorcycle. It was parked at a one-story house that needed new shingles and a paint job. The shaggy driver was lounging out front, drinking a Mountain Dew and gabbing on a cell phone. He paid no attention as I rode by.

			What happened later isn’t important. The snake killer’s motorcycle mysteriously ended up at the bottom of a canal is what I heard. When he went to the police station, they saw that he had like seventeen unpaid traffic tickets, so now he pedals around town on a bicycle like mine.

			The point of the story is that patience is important when you’re hunting for something, whether it’s a snake or a motorcycle or a rainbow-colored beach van.

			It turns out that Limpy lives only eight streets from my house. There’s plenty of daylight left when I spot his van under an oak tree next to an apartment building. The second door I knock on belongs to Limpy, who’s surprised to see me.

			“Whassup, dude?” he says, in a voice just shy of friendly.

			“Here, I found this.”

			I hold up the little SD card. Limpy squints, totally puzzled.

			“It must’ve popped out of your drone,” I say, “when it crashed.”

			
			“It did? Oh, wow.”

			“You know what it is, right?”

			Limpy purses his lips. “Yeah, for sure. Absolutely…it’s a…you know…one a those thingies….”

			Quickly I slip past him, into the apartment. “Okay, where is he?”

			Limpy wheels around. “Whoa, dude. Where’s who?”

			“The man who owns the drone.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about—”

			“The man who paid you to come get it from my front yard,” I say.

			Limpy sniffs, looks down at his sandy bare feet, then back up at me.

			“Listen, dude—”

			“No, you listen.” I waggle the SD card in front of him. “This is not a ‘thingy.’ It’s a miniature data board for storing photos and video. Anybody who’s into drones would know that. Speaking of which, where is it? Your quadcopter, Limpy.”

			“My what?”

			“Oh, come on.” I motion around the inside of the apartment, which is basically a minefield of surfboards, skimboards, skateboards, Styrofoam fast-food cartons, and mounds of reeking laundry.

			Yet no drone.

			“Dude, just get the hell outta here,” says Limpy, and he’s large enough to make me.

			“Not until you tell me where he is.”

			
			“Hey, do I look like some kinda rat?”

			Actually, Limpy does sort of resemble a 160-pound rodent. It sounds mean, but the truth is the truth. I don’t have a problem with surfers, they’re fine. A kid in my sister’s class is crazy good on a short board. He gets all A’s and B’s, and he’s going to the University of California in San Diego.

			Limpy, I’m guessing, wasn’t much of a student.

			I smile at him and say: “The license tag on your van expired eight months ago. You’re lucky some cop hasn’t noticed.”

			He grabs his head. “Dude, why are you bustin’ my butt? What are you, like, thirteen? Who do you think you freakin’ are?”

			“Just a law-abiding citizen,” I reply, “trying to find his father.”

			Limpy’s expression gets cloudy as his brain struggles to fit all this information together.

			“How much did he pay you?” I ask. “Don’t worry—you don’t have to give the money back.”

			“Twenty bucks,” he mumbles.

			“How’d you meet him?”

			“I was parkin’ at that IHOP round the corner, okay, and he pulled up beside me and asked do I want to make some easy cash. He was in a mega-hurry. Said his RC drone went down and could I go pick it up for him.”

			“Didn’t it seem weird that he wouldn’t go get it himself?”

			“People are weird, dude. I don’t judge.”

			I describe what my father looks like, and Limpy says it sounds like the same guy. I’m working real hard to stay cool. “Was he driving a red Chevy king cab?”

			
			Limpy nods. “Covered with dust. I mean, it was dog dirty.”

			A subject on which Limpy is an expert.

			“Did you take the drone back to the IHOP?” I ask.

			“Naw, some motel down Highway One. He paid me the twenty, and I drove home. Well, not straight home. I stopped to pick up…groceries.”

			Limpy’s so-called groceries are on the kitchen table: a tube of Pringles and a twelve-pack of beer.

			“Which motel?” I ask.

			“I don’t remember the name.”

			“Then take me there.”

			“Whaaaat?” Limpy whines. “Gimme a break, man.”

			“I’ll put my bike in the back of your van, and you can drop me off. Let’s go.”

			Limpy folds his ropey brown arms. “So, this guy’s really your dad?”

			“Yep.”

			“But then how come he’s spyin’ on you? That’s messed up, dude.”

			“It sure is,” I say.

		

	
		
		
			
			NINE

			The sun goes down. I’m sitting on my bike in front of the Purple Pelican Motel. There’s no sign of a Chevy king cab with Montana license plates.

			I’ve got the phone to my ear waiting for Summer Chasing-Hawks to pick up on the other end. She doesn’t. I’ve already texted her like nine times and gotten no reply.

			My next call is to Little Thunder-Sky.

			“Hello there, Billy Big Stick,” she says.

			“I’ve been trying to reach Summer, but—”

			“She’s hiking up Mill Creek. There’s no cell signal on the mountain.”

			“It’s about my dad,” I say to Lil. “Is he in Florida?”

			“That would be news to me.”

			“The note he dropped to me on the river said he’d be coming here, but it didn’t say when. I didn’t tell you about it because I figured it was just him…you know…trying to make me feel better.”

			Lil says she hasn’t spoken to my father in days. “Said he’s off on another mission, but as usual, he didn’t say where.”

			I tell her about the mystery quadcopter, Limpy, and the dusty red truck.

			“Him and that drone,” Lil sighs wearily. “Why can’t he just walk up and say hi like a regular person?”

			
			“Sorry. Gotta go.” I hop off my bike and duck behind a bus-stop bench.

			A big red pickup has wheeled into the motel parking lot. A slender man steps down from the driver’s side holding a white bag. It’s too dark to see his face.

			I try to shout “Dad!” but only a raw croak comes out.

			Pathetic.

			The man enters one of the ground-floor rooms. When the lights come on, the blinds snap shut.

			My phone vibrates. It’s Mom calling, but I don’t answer.

			Instead, I text her, with shaky fingers: “I’m chillin at Dex’s.”

			“Don’t b 2 late,” she texts back.

			“K.”

			True confession: I don’t know anybody named Dex. In fact, I don’t know anybody who knows anybody named Dex. A more experienced liar would have come up with a normal-sounding fake friend.

			I lock my bike to the bench and sneak over to the red pickup. It’s got Montana license tags, new rear tires, and a gritty coat of dust. However, one of the fenders has a dime-sized puncture that I don’t remember seeing when we came upon Dad’s truck in the Tom Miner Basin. The hole might explain the gunshot that the Forest Service officer was on his way to investigate when he saw me hitchhiking.

			Traffic is heavy tonight, and I’m worried that the passing headlights will reveal me crouching like a burglar by the motel. I ease into the shadows to plan my next move, and it turns out I’m not alone. Two heavyset dudes in T-shirts are leaning against the wall sharing a bottle of booze.

			
			“Gimme your money,” one of them says casually.

			“Are you kidding?”

			“Right now,” says the other one, gulping from the bottle.

			I can’t see their expressions, but they sound fairly serious.

			“I don’t have any money,” I say, which is the truth. My fists are clenched, but my whole body is shaking.

			The first guy grabs the front of my shirt. He smells like cigarettes and rotten fruit. “Empty your pockets or we kick your ass.”

			“Yo, I don’t think so.”

			I’m almost sure this is not me speaking.

			The dude lets go of my shirt and takes a step back. I truly cannot move a muscle.

			“I’ll put botha you dumb suckahs down,” says the unseen owner of the voice, which I now recognize.

			The two muggers slink away, cussing. A hand settles on my shoulder.

			“You awright, Snake Boy?”

			“I’m good. Thanks, Jammer.”

			When he steps from the shadow, I see a straight blade in his right hand. He snaps it shut. “Ain’t no rattlesnake,” he says with a hard smile, “but I can sure make it bite.”

			“You saved me a trip to the hospital.”

			“Go on home, bro. This ain’t no place for you to be hangin’.”

			Jammer slides away slow and easy, like he owns the street. I watch until he disappears around a corner. Maybe he felt like he owed me a favor, but all I did was let him borrow my phone the day his car broke down. That’s nothing compared to what he just did for me.

			
			After taking a slow deep breath, I approach the door to the motel room, knock three times, and wait. Nothing happens.

			I knock again, louder this time.

			“Dad, it’s me! Open up.”

			No sounds of movement on the other side. Did he fall asleep? Or is he hunkered down, waiting for me to go away?

			Knock, knock, knock.

			I’m not giving up, Dennis. Deal with it.

			Knock, knock, knock, knock, knock, knock, knock, KNOCK, KNOCK, KNOCK!!!

			He’d have to be in a coma not to hear me.

			I back off and press myself against the wall, half expecting to see the two muggers returning with backup. I’m wondering if I’ll have time to dial 911 before they punch my lights out.

			Several minutes later, the motel room door cracks open. A head pokes out briefly, then disappears. After a while the man emerges and strides toward the red truck.

			I step forward yelling, “Hey, you. Wait!”

			And what does he do? My own flesh and blood? He runs.

			Unbelievable.

			“Are you nuts?” I shout after him.

			He glances back but he doesn’t stop. It’s pitiful, really, because he’s not very fast. I catch up quickly and tackle him from behind.

			
			So this is quite a father-and-son reunion—the two of us rolling around on the sidewalk along U.S. Highway 1.

			Once I get him pinned, I say, “What is your problem, Dad?”

			He’s panting like an old dog. “Billy Dickens, is that you? Let me up, son.”

			“You gonna chill, or not?”

			“We better get out of here before somebody calls the cops. We look like two drunks wrestlin’ in the road.”

			“No, the wrestling part is over,” I say. “This is the part where you say you’re sorry for running away from your own kid.”

			“You scared me, Billy. I swear I didn’t know it was you.”

			I won’t let him up until I’m sure he’s too tired to take off again.

			“Did you come alone?” he asks.

			“No, Dad, I brought SEAL Team Six.”

			I pull him to his feet and we go back to his motel room. In the light he looks just like he did in the photographs at Summer and Lil’s house—except tonight he’s wearing a wrinkled black business suit, black shoes, a white button-down shirt, and a crooked black-checked necktie.

			“Are you going to a funeral?” I ask.

			“Actually, I was on my way to see you,” he says, “and your sister. I’m real nervous, to be honest. That’s why I did the flyover with the quadcopter—I didn’t want to show up at the front door and find out your mom’s got a jealous boyfriend, or whatever.”

			
			Dad’s damp hair is mussed from our scuffle. His cheeks are flushed and shiny with sweat. I point to the drone, parked on the floor. “Am I the first person to shoot at that thing?”

			“No, but you’re the first one to hit it.” He’s still breathing hard. “Good thing all you had was a slingshot.”

			“Who put that bullet hole in your truck?”

			Dad chuckles sourly. “It’s what they call an occupational hazard.”

			“And your occupation is…?”

			“Geez, your mom never told me you play football.”

			“I don’t.”

			“Then where’d you learn to tackle like that?” He’s rubbing his left side. “I think you busted some ribs.”

			There’s definitely something familiar about his voice. Is it possible my brain remembers it from all those years ago, before he left us?

			“Why didn’t you answer the stupid door? I knocked like a hundred times.”

			“I was in the shower.” He holds out his right hand. “Good to see you, son.”

			We shake. I nod stiffly. “Good to see you, too. In person, I mean.”

			I should probably be angrier than I feel, but I admit there’s a huge sense of relief to be done with the first face-to-face moment, as crazy as it was. At least no punches were thrown.

			
			A white paper bag from McDonald’s sits open on top of the TV set. The whole room smells like fries. In one corner is a large black duffel, zipped tight.

			When I sit down on the edge of the bed, the flimsy mattress sags. My father remains standing. He smooths his hair and brushes the smudges from the knees of his pants.

			“I was going to the house to apologize,” he says.

			“For everything? Wow.”

			“Do you think your mom and sister will want to see me?”

			“Is that really why you came to Florida?”

			“Full disclosure? I’m also here on business.”

			Now we’re getting somewhere.

			A big-ass cockroach emerges from the closet and crawls halfway across the floor before Dad says, “Your call, Billy.”

			I motion to the door. He opens it. Together we watch the shiny brown fugitive scurry into the night. My father shuts the door and grins.

			“Most guys would’ve stomped that thing,” he says.

			“I didn’t want to mess up this lovely slime-green carpet. Why wouldn’t you come out of the woods and talk to me in Montana?”

			“It wasn’t safe. I was working.”

			“So, tell me about this top-secret job. Lil said you do surveillance missions for the government?”

			
			I do semi-snarky air quotes when I say the word missions.

			My father’s brow creases and his lower jaw grinds. I hardly know the man, but it’s clear he can’t decide how much of the truth to tell me.

			“Is it the CIA? FBI?” I ask. “The NSA?”

			“Let’s go outside, Billy.”

			“Are you gonna run again? Because, no offense, you’re not exactly Usain Bolt.”

			“No, son, I’m done running,” he says.

			

			—

			Belinda and I have one living set of grandparents—Mom’s father and mother. They live in Portland, Oregon, on the other side of the country, which means we see them only at Christmas. That’s the time of year when Florida gets invaded by jillions of grandfathers and grandmothers desperate to escape winter.

			Grandpa Dan is retired from Boeing in Seattle, where he worked on an assembly line building jet airplanes, mostly 737s. Grandma Jackie taught elementary school for thirty years. In addition to my mom, they had four other daughters, so now there are at least a dozen other grandkids scattered all over the place—my cousins. Honestly, I can’t even name them all. Belinda and I have met only a few, and they seemed fairly normal. It’s possible we’ll never get to know the rest, because Mom’s not real tight with her sisters. Besides, we move around so often that they’ve probably lost track of us.

			
			On the other side of the family there are no cousins or aunts or uncles, because Dad was an only child. Mom said it was a brutal time for him when his mother and father passed away. How could it not be? Dad’s father had one sister—Sophie was her name—who made sure he was able to finish college. He might have mentioned her when we were little, but I can’t remember.

			“Aunt Sophie,” says my father, “was an odd character, though very kind to me. She lived all alone on a little island in the Bahamas.”

			“That’s cool. What did her house look like?”

			“I’ve got no idea, Billy. She never invited me to visit. In fact, I never met the lady in person.”

			We’re standing on top of the drawbridge that crosses the Indian River Lagoon. A breeze ripples the water, and I can see the red and green lights of the channel markers winking all the way up to Vero Beach. A power line strung parallel to the causeway is lined with birds—gray doves, I think—dozing shoulder to shoulder. There must be a hundred of them.

			I ask Dad if he and his rich aunt ever spoke on the phone.

			“Just twice. The first time was the day after my parents died. The second time was the day after I graduated from college—she called to congratulate me. She asked what I intended to do with my brand-new bachelor’s degree in wildlife ecology and conservation. I made up something that sounded righteous and noble, but I had no grand plan, obviously. Your mom found that out the hard way.”

			
			We’re in a narrow pedestrian lane used mostly by fishermen. Wearing a black suit at nighttime makes Dad almost invisible to drivers, but luckily there’s not much traffic. Since we’ve been here, the drawbridge has gone up only once, for a northbound sailboat.

			Below us a pod of bottle-nosed dolphins plays in the waves. I hear them breathing through their blowholes. It sounds like soft valves on a steam engine.

			“This would be an excellent place to launch the drone,” Dad says.

			I’m not sure how Aunt Sophie is connected to his secret missions, but I’m trying to stay patient and polite. Mom keeps texting, asking why the heck I haven’t come home.

			“Speaking of drones,” I say, “did the government train you how to fly that thing?”

			“I taught myself. It’s easy, really.”

			“But they paid for it, right? The CIA? Or whoever.”

			He shakes his head. “No, Billy. Aunt Sophie paid for it.”

			“But you made it sound like she’s dead.”

			“Oh, she is.”

			“This isn’t funny, Dad.” I start walking down the bridge, back toward the mainland. My father hustles after me.

			“Wait, son, listen,” he’s saying. “Not long after I moved to Montana—”

			“After you bailed on Mom and us. Right? Don’t forget that part.”

			“All right, yes. After I went to Montana, I got a phone call from some lawyer in Nassau. He told me Aunt Sophie had passed away and left everything to me and her pet parrot. I couldn’t believe it.”

			
			Now I’m walking faster. Apparently my father thinks I’m a total fool.

			“Please slow down, Billy! These church shoes are killing my feet.”

			“What was the parrot’s name? Make it a good one, Dad.”

			“She called it Hubert, after the prime minister at the time.”

			“Sure. Of course she did,” I say.

			“I know it sounds crazy, but it’s true. She and the prime minister were friends. Wait up!”

			“So, how much did rich Aunt Sophie leave you and ‘Hubert’ the parrot?”

			“Enough,” Dad says.

			“Enough for what?”

			“To take care of you, your sister, and your mom. And Lil and Summer, too.”

			“Okay, but why do you need the money if you’re flying spy quadcopters for the U.S. government? I’m sure the pay’s pretty sweet.”

			He grabs one of my arms and hangs on until I stop walking. We’ve almost reached the bottom of the bridge.

			“Son, I don’t work for the government,” he says. “I work for myself.”

			“Doing what?”

			
			“Lil doesn’t know. Neither does your mom.”

			“The truth, please. Why are you sneaking around with that drone?”

			“I’ll tell you,” he says, “but first you’ve got to make me a promise. It’s a big one.”

			“All right, Dad, but there’s something I need in return.”

		

	
		
		
			
			TEN

			“Where’s your gun?”

			It sounds like I’m talking with a gangster.

			“In a safe place. Relax,” says my father.

			“You left a box of ammo on the seat of your truck at Tom Miner.”

			“That’s Montana, Billy, not Florida.”

			We’re riding through town in the red pickup. My bike is in the cargo bed.

			I give him the SD memory card that fell out of his quadcopter. “You’ll need this for future ops.”

			He slips the card into the breast pocket of his suit.

			“I flushed that baby tooth you gave me,” I say. “Whose was it, anyway?”

			“Yours, Billy. Who else’s would it be? I asked your mom to send me one. This was a couple years after I moved out.”

			“Dad, you didn’t just ‘move out.’ You bailed out.”

			When he says he’s sorry, I hear real pain. It makes me feel bad about getting rid of that dumb little molar.

			“There’s no excuse,” he says, “for how I’ve acted, for not calling you all these years. I just didn’t think I could handle it—the sound of your voice, and your sister’s. I was afraid I’d fall apart on the phone and make things even worse. It was me being a coward, Billy, nothing more complicated than that. As time went by, the fear turned to shame.”

			
			I’m not sure what he wants me to say. He’s right: there’s no excuse.

			“Sending that check every month—does that make you feel better?”

			My father chuckles bitterly. “Like I was a better person, you mean? I’ve probably talked myself into thinking that. But I don’t send the money just because I feel guilty. I feel responsible, too. There’s a difference, son. You understand?”

			Part of me likes it when he calls me “son,” and part of me gets a little ticked off.

			“The thing about the inheritance from Aunt Sophie—” Dad goes on, “it took away one of my worst worries. Because then I knew that, no matter what was going on in your mom’s life, you guys would always have a roof over your head and some cash in the bank.”

			When we get to the house, he parks in the driveway behind Mom’s car. We just sit there, and sit there, and sit there some more, while the engine idles. Finally I reach over to turn off the ignition.

			“It’s gonna be okay,” I say. “She wants to see you. She sounded fine when I called.”

			His hands are still welded to the steering wheel. “I did a radius search using the GPS of this address as a base. That’s how I found her latest eagle nest.”

			
			“I watched the video on the SD card.”

			“The male bird chased after my drone! You see that?”

			“Yeah, it was sick. Hey, Dad?”

			“What?”

			“Are you ready to go inside?”

			“Give me another minute,” he says.

			Mom’s face is at the kitchen window. It breaks my heart to see that she’s put on some makeup.

			My father straightens his tie. He coughs a couple of times to clear his throat.

			“Let’s go,” I say. “You hang out with grizzlies and wolves, and you’re not afraid of them.”

			“They’re more predictable, Billy.”

			I walk around to his side of the truck and open the door. When I reach for his arm, he pulls away, saying, “Easy now. I seriously think you busted some ribs.”

			In slow motion he descends from the pickup and follows me up the walkway. The front door swings open, and there stands my mother, framed in the light.

			“Hi, Chrissie,” Dad says.

			“Hello, Dennis. Why are you dressed like an undertaker?”

			“Fair enough,” he says with a sheepish grin.

			

			—

			My sister is hopelessly addicted to social media—SnapFace, InstaTwit, MeTube, whatever. Sometimes I hide her phone as a test. Her average freak-out time is between three and four minutes. After that, she starts dashing around the house like an insane person, flipping over sofa cushions, yanking out drawers, and groping blindly under the furniture. “Where’s my phone? Where’s my #&*! phone?”

			
			Truly, it’s entertaining to see.

			One night, while Belinda was in one of her online trances, I caught her staring at a photograph of a pot roast.

			“Now you’re scaring me,” I said.

			“Brittany’s cousin posted what she cooked for dinner. I’m just ‘liking’ it, that’s all. Mind your own business!”

			“Let me get this straight. Some person snaps a photo of a greasy slab of meat and shares it with the world. Then the world is expected to respond.”

			Belinda frowns. “It’s rude not to ‘like’ somebody else’s picture.”

			“But what if you’re a vegetarian and don’t approve of beef? That’s called an ethical dilemma, right? Maybe your response could be a picture of an artichoke.”

			“Just shut up, Billy.”

			Belinda also posts random photos of food—and photos of her clothes and her shoes and, for variety, Muffin, the neighbor’s cat. I watch her taking these pictures, but I never see them because I avoid social media. It’s a choice, not a judgment.

			There are two types of people—those who want to be noticed, and those who don’t. I’m not saying one is better than the other. I’m just saying I’d rather be totally off the radar. Clearly my father feels the same way.

			
			Yet here’s Belinda, tracking him with her cell phone the moment he enters the house. She’s doing a video. He’s trying hard not to look miserable.

			“Hi, sweetie.” He manages a smile. “Wow, you’re all grown up.”

			“No kidding,” she says.

			I tell her to knock it off.

			“Why? This is a major family moment. Someday we’ll all cherish the memory. Not.”

			Mom steps between my father and my sister, blocking her camera angle. Belinda lowers her phone.

			Dad says, “You’ve got every right to be mad.” He seems thinner, almost shrunken, in that depressing black suit.

			My mother steers him to the couch and positions herself right beside him. “Belinda, could you please get us some coffee? Your father takes his with cream, no sugar.”

			Dad smiles gratefully. Mom and Belinda are locked in an icy stare-off, which Mom wins. My sister groans and stalks to the kitchen. I’m hoping she doesn’t come back and dump the coffee in Dad’s lap.

			“So, what’ve you been up to, Dennis?” my mother asks. “Billy tells me you’re married to a Native American.”

			You’re thinking: Could this possibly be more awkward? Answer: Nope.

			“She’s from the Crow Nation.”

			
			“I love her name. ‘Little Thunder-Sky.’ Where’d you two get married?”

			“Everyone calls her Lil. We didn’t have, like, a courthouse wedding.”

			“So it was a traditional tribal ceremony?”

			“Uh, no, it was…private.” Dad must be writhing on the inside. “Just me, Lil, and her daughter. We went camping in the Crazy Mountains.”

			“That’s what they’re really called? No way!”

			“Yup, the Crazies.” He laughs drily. “Perfect, huh?”

			I’m actually on the verge of feeling sorry for him.

			Belinda returns with the coffee. She hands one cup to Mom and one to Dad. I can’t stand the stuff. Mom claims it tastes better when you’re older.

			“Please stay,” Dad calls to my sister, who’s already halfway to her bedroom, “until I’ve said what I came to say.”

			Belinda sullenly returns and plants herself in a chair across from the sofa. “This should be priceless,” she mutters.

			Mom shoots her a glance that says: Back off and give the man a chance.

			After a deep grim sigh, my father begins his apology speech. It’s not terrible. He stumbles through some of it, probably because he’s nervous. He repeats the “no excuses” line several times, which makes me believe he doesn’t have a script memorized in his head; I think he means what he’s saying.

			Mom doesn’t take her eyes off him. At one point she wipes something that might be a tear from her cheek. Still, I’m not sure what she’s feeling. Is it sorrow, or pity, or both? Dad doesn’t paint a very flattering portrait of himself as a younger man—impulsive, restless, unreliable.

			
			“I loved you kids, and I loved your mother,” he says, “but it got to feel like I couldn’t breathe. I had to leave. At least I thought I had to leave. So I did.”

			Belinda, who’s been fake-staring at her fingernails the whole time, looks up and asks, “So why show up now?”

			“I wouldn’t have dreamed of coming all this way and bothering you, but after seeing Billy out in Montana—”

			“No, it was your drone that saw me,” I cut in. Mom and Belinda heard the whole story.

			“The point is,” says Dad, “knowing Billy had traveled so far to see me, I thought it was time to grow up and reintroduce myself to three people I’ve never stopped caring about. I was hoping all of you might be open to at least…listening. Which you have, and I’m thankful.”

			My sister rolls her eyes, one of her go-to snarky moves.

			“Dad’s actually here on business,” I add pointedly. “That’s the main reason.”

			“Not the main reason,” he insists, “a co-reason.”

			Mom says, “Let’s hear more about your work, Dennis. What can you tell us?”

			“Not much, unfortunately. It’s classified.”

			“So, you’re a drone spy.”

			“Even if he is,” I cut in, “he wouldn’t be allowed to admit it.”

			Dad says, “Billy’s right.”

			
			This is the promise I made to him—that I’d back up his story, even though I know the truth. It won’t be a permanent commitment if he doesn’t honor his end of the bargain.

			“When you lived with us, you couldn’t even hold down a job in a shoe store,” says Belinda, sarcastic again. “Now you want us to believe you’re a secret agent for the U.S. government?”

			Dad smiles weakly. “It turned out I was actually good at something. Who knew, right?”

			Mom says, “Belinda, Billy…could you guys please…” She motions down the hallway toward the bedrooms. “Your father and I would like a few minutes alone to talk.”

			I’m pretty sure that’s the last thing my father would like, but this time he’ll get no help from me.

			

			—

			Belinda follows me into my room, shuts the door, and sits on the floor. “So, what do you think?’

			“He’s trying,” I say.

			“Yeah, but what’s his game? His angle?” Her legs are crossed, and her toes are wiggling. “Obviously he wants something.”

			“Maybe all he wants is forgiveness,” I say, “or the possibility of forgiveness.”

			“Oh, that’s a good one, Billy. That’s rich.”

			“Look, he’s got money, a nice house, a whole other family. Why would he risk messing up his new life unless his conscience was bothering him?”

			
			“Wait—you’re saying he’s got a conscience?”

			“I think he does, sure.” I also think he’s still got a few loose bolts rattling around inside his head.

			“Know what scares me?” Belinda is serious now. No more snark. She’s got my mother’s sea-blue eyes, super-intense.

			She says, “I’m scared Mom still has a thing for him.”

			“She doesn’t,” I say, which is what I want to believe.

			“Did you check out that Katy Perry lipstick?”

			“Come on, it’s not that bad. And just because she wants to look nice doesn’t mean she’s in love with him.”

			“But what if she is, Billy?”

			“Then we help her get past it.”

			“Because it’s over, right?”

			“So over,” I say.

			There’s a light knock on the door, followed by Mom’s voice: “Billy, your dad wants to see your snake collection.”

			My sister rolls her eyes. “Know what? You two nature freaks deserve each other.”

			Dad is waiting in the garage. I take the lid off the glass tank that holds the yellow rat snakes, which are actually pumpkin-colored. They’ve got thin dark stripes all the way to the tips of their tails.

			“Can I hold one, Billy?”

			“Better not. They’re biters,” I say.

			“I’ll be careful.”

			With hot-tempered snakes, the key is how you handle them. Most people try to grab them behind the head, which triggers a bite reflex. One trick I use is to slip both hands beneath the snake’s body and lift up so slowly that it doesn’t get alarmed. Rat snakes are climbers, so they’re used to being above the ground. They’ll stay pretty chill if they think they’re up on a tree branch somewhere.

			
			Again, this kind of information would be worthless to a normal person.

			I pick up the five-footer and carefully place it in my father’s hands.

			“Now, don’t squeeze,” I warn, but it’s too late.

			He squeezes. The snake whips around, chomps him on the chin, and resets for another strike.

			With a wince, Dad says, “Oops, my bad.”

			“Just stay super-still, okay?”

			After a few moments, the rat snake lowers its head and starts peering around.

			“Check it out, son—he’s chillin’ now.”

			“It’s a she,” I say.

			My father proceeds to do an excellent imitation of a tree. The snake is definitely calmer, having wrapped around his right forearm. It’s not strong enough to cut off the circulation, the way a python or a boa constrictor might do.

			“See, Billy? Look how peaceful she is.”

			Dad is trying so hard to be still that he’s actually speaking without moving his jaw muscles. Meanwhile, his chin shines with a U-shaped pattern of bleeding pin-sized holes. It looks like he’s got a red goatee. I probably should’ve let him hold the king snake instead; that one doesn’t bite.

			
			“You’re dripping blood on your suit,” I say.

			“Good. Now I’ve got an excuse to throw it away.”

			“You’ve never done this before? That’s hard to believe, all the time you spend out in the wild.”

			Dad says he avoids snakes. “It’s not a full-on phobia,” he adds. “I just walk the other way when I see one. Live and let live, right? Also, Montana’s full of rattlers.”

			“I saw a beauty,” I tell him, “sunning right next to your truck.”

			“They den high up in rock cliffs all winter. When the weather gets warms, they swarm down to the valleys and do a number on the gophers.” He is basically eye to eye with the rat snake. The fork of its glistening tongue feathers in and out of its mouth.

			“What if your mother says no?” Dad asks.

			“She won’t,” I say.

			He’s talking about our deal—the promise he made to me in return for keeping his secret. We’ve lowered our voices, so Mom and Belinda can’t hear us.

			“Billy, I’ve gotta leave tomorrow. First light.”

			“I’ll be ready.”

			Gingerly I uncoil the snake from his arm and return it to the glass tank. Dad takes out a handkerchief and dabs the blood from his chin.

			“What were you and Mom talking about in there? Old times?”

			“That’s personal, son.”

			
			“So, you still care about her.”

			“How could I not? My eagle girl,” Dad says fondly. “One of these days she’ll find the right guy, I know she will.”

			“Belinda’s worried that Mom still loves you. I told her no way.”

			“Your mother and I talked about the way things ended between us, and we also talked about what’s happened since then, the way I let you kids slip out of my life. She was kinder about it than I deserved, but, no, I’m definitely not the secret love of her life.”

			The relief I’m feeling is difficult to hide, but I try.

			“So,” Dad says, “did you come up with a good cover story for the trip?”

			I tell him what I plan to tell Mom. He’s not convinced she’ll buy it. He stands back while I unfasten the lids from the other glass tanks.

			“Is your sister still pissed at me?” he asks.

			“Oh yes.”

			“And I totally get that. But, who knows, maybe someday…”

			“Maybe,” I say.

			Quickly I bag up all the snakes. They don’t mind sharing the same pillowcase.

			Dad offers to give me a ride. I stick my head in the door to tell Mom we won’t be gone long. “Can’t this wait until tomorrow?” she asks.

			“Not really.”

			Nobody else is driving on Grapefruit Road this time of night. I show Dad where to park. He angles his pickup so the headlights illuminate a path into the scrub and the trees, where I let the snakes go. Dad seems impressed that the release operation ends without me getting chomped even once.

			
			On the way back to town, I ask him what to bring on our “mission.”

			“Long pants, bug juice, sunblock, Band-Aids, a sleeping bag—oh, and binoculars,” he says. “I’ve got all the food and water we’ll need.”

			“Don’t forget your gun.”

			“We don’t mention the gun,” Dad tells me sternly. “The gun is strictly for emergencies.”

			“But he’s a bad guy, right?”

			I’m talking about the man we’ll be chasing, the one my father followed all the way across the country, from Montana to Florida. The same man who flattened Dad’s tires and shot a hole in his truck trying to scare him off.

			“Yeah,” says Dad, “he definitely qualifies as a bad guy.”

		

	
		
		
			
			ELEVEN

			Summer and Lil were relieved to learn Dad was all right, but they were curious about his sudden reappearance in Florida. We were communicating by text, which made it easier for me to avoid giving a full explanation.

			“Guilt trip” is what I typed. “He wanted to see me and Belinda.”

			Their return texts sounded doubtful. Maybe they’re worried that he won’t return to Montana, that he’s decided to move back here with us. I can’t tell them the main reason he came. Silence is part of the deal.

			Now it’s crunch time—trying to convince Mom to let me leave with Dad for a few days. My story sounded way better when I rehearsed it in my bedroom.

			“A camping trip?” She raises an eyebrow. “What kind of camping trip?”

			“You know. Guy thing.”

			That’s the best I can do. Pretty shaky, but I’m on my own. My father is talking with Belinda in her bedroom, trying to dent that iron shell of resentment.

			“Was this ‘guy thing’ your idea or his?” Mom asks.

			“Mine, totally.”

			That’s true. It’s also technically true that Dad and I will be “camping.”

			
			“Where, Billy?”

			“Down in the Everglades.” Also true.

			“And what about your summer job?”

			I’m ready for that one.

			“I checked with Mr. Voss at Publix. He’s fine with me taking a few days off. I told him it was a family vacation.”

			My mother frowns. We’re in the kitchen, where she’s cleaning the filter of the coffee machine. She says, “I don’t have a wonderful feeling about this, Billy—you guys charging off into the swamp together. There are better ways to bond.”

			“I’ll have my phone with me, Mom.”

			“Great,” she says. “And if you don’t answer, I’ll assume it’s ringing in the belly of an alligator.”

			I put my arms around her. “I promise not to get eaten. If I do, you can ground me for the rest of the summer.”

			“That’s not funny, Billy. I don’t think you should go!”

			So I rattle off some statistics about how rare gator attacks are—lots more people die from bee stings, for example. My mother isn’t swayed. When Dad comes out of Belinda’s room, Mom cross-examines him for twenty minutes. Like me, he doesn’t actually lie about the plans for our trip. He just leaves out a few key details.

			Listening to their back-and-forth discussion, I notice something interesting: even though my father has been gone for years, living far away from what you’d call our “family dynamic,” he still knows exactly what to say to Mom, and how to say it.

			
			Not only does she give me permission to go along with him, but now she’s offering to help me pack. Amazing.

			So, props to smooth-talking Dad.

			The amateur man-hunter.

			

			—

			I wish I could play the guitar. Mom once offered to pay for lessons, but I said no thanks. I haven’t got enough patience to sit down and strum chords for hours after school. I need to be outside in the woods or on the water, even when it’s pouring rain. Otherwise, I’ll go cray-cray, as my sister would say.

			If only somebody would invent a super-fast way to learn a musical instrument—some type of overnight audio hypnosis, where you could wake up in the morning and magically start playing like Eric Clapton.

			The reason I’m thinking about this? We’re in the truck, an hour before sunrise, and a Clapton song called “Get Ready” is blasting on the speakers. Dad’s got a sweet playlist, I admit. Oldies but goodies. It’s way better than being trapped in a moving vehicle with Belinda, which means nonstop Taylor Swift. Not even Taylor Swift’s mother listens to as much Taylor Swift as my sister does.

			Dad says, “If we have time, I’ll teach you how to fly the drone.”

			“Did you replace that broken propeller?”

			“I replaced all of them,” he reports, “to maximize performance. You’ll see.”

			We’re passing through a town called Okeechobee, on the north side of the famous lake. The outskirts feature vast sod farms that supply new grass for lawns and golf courses. The fields are so bright green that they look spray-painted.

			
			My father asks if Mom got up early to make me breakfast.

			“She tried. I sent her back to bed and ate a bowl of cereal.”

			“What was her state of mind, Billy?”

			“I think she’s a little worried about this trip.”

			“Are you?”

			“Not at all,” I say, untruthfully. “Tell me his name—the guy we’re chasing.”

			“You mean the guy we’re tracking.”

			“What’s the difference?”

			“Baxter.” Dad spells it. “Lincoln Chumley Baxter.”

			“So he’s crazy rich.”

			“How’d you guess?”

			“Because regular people don’t name their kids ‘Lincoln Chumley’ anything.”

			Dad laughs. “Even better: it’s Lincoln Chumley Baxter IV. His family owns a couple of skyscrapers in San Francisco. He’s never worked a day in his life. All he does is—”

			“Where’s the g-word?”

			“Stop asking, Billy.”

			“Is it loaded? Because that would make me nervous.”

			A sod truck is ahead of us, its flatbed stacked high with freshly cut squares of grass. The back draft from the load smells like wet fertilizer. Mom would have rocketed past the truck miles ago, but Dad hangs back, taking it easy.

			I’m still trying to deal with the fact it’s just me and him cruising along on a sunny summer morning, listening to tunes, like we do this together all this time.

			
			Like this is how I grew up.

			Like he never went away.

			“Why did Baxter come to Florida?” I ask.

			“Same reason he was in Montana. To kill something.”

			“So he’s a poacher.”

			“Not just an ordinary poacher, Billy. He doesn’t do it for food, or to make money. He does it purely for his ego, some lame notion of glory.”

			“What was he hunting in the Tom Miner Basin?”

			“He wanted a big grizzly. He didn’t get one.”

			“Thanks to you, right? That’s why there’s a bullet hole in your fender.”

			My father shrugs. “Mr. Baxter wasn’t a happy camper. Literally.”

			Not long ago the government removed the Yellowstone grizzly from its list of threatened species, claiming there are now enough bears that they don’t need to be legally protected anymore. Dad says some western states will soon start selling licenses to hunt the grizzlies, like in the old days.

			In other words, we saved an animal from extinction just so we could start killing it again. How messed up is that?

			According to my father, a bunch of lawsuits have been filed in protest, trying to block the bear hunts. So, until the courts make a decision, it’s still a crime in Montana to shoot a griz, except in self-defense.

			
			A few rich outlaws do it anyway, paying big bucks for their sick thrills.

			I ask Dad why he didn’t call wildlife officers when Lincoln Baxter was stalking grizzlies at Tom Miner.

			“They couldn’t make a case against him until he actually killed a bear, and I didn’t want a bear to get killed. So I dealt with Baxter my own way—wherever he went, I went there, too, like a shadow. Eventually he got mad and gave up.”

			“So now he comes all the way to Florida to shoot what?” I ask. Then it dawns on me. “Oh no, not one of those.”

			Dad’s hands curl into fists on the steering wheel. “Like I said, he’s a bad guy.”

			We stop at a fast-food joint outside of LaBelle and order cheeseburgers with fries. I’m drinking regular Coke, he’s drinking Diet. I didn’t get much sleep last night because I was worried we’d run out of stuff to talk about, living such far-apart lives, but it’s just the opposite. Dad’s got as many questions for me as I’ve got for him.

			“How are your grades in school, Billy?”

			“They’re all right.”

			“Play any sports?”

			“I don’t fit well on teams.”

			“That’s okay. Some people are joiners, some people aren’t.”

			“Besides,” I add, “we don’t live anywhere long enough for me to get too involved with school.”

			“Or friends?”

			
			“There’s no point. Not when you know you’ll be moving again in a year or two.” I realize it sounds like complaining, so I tell Dad I’m not. “Belinda’s the one who’s totally over the eagle-nest thing. That’s the only reason she got a boyfriend, to guilt Mom into staying here until she goes to college.”

			“What’s the boyfriend like?”

			“Hopeless,” I say.

			“Same thing’s been said about me, I’m sure.” Dad gets up to refill his soda. When he comes back to the table, I ask about the day he met Lil and Summer, on the Crow reservation.

			“Did you crash your drone into their trailer on purpose?”

			“You mean just so I could meet Lil?” he says. “I wish that were true, ’cause it would make a better story. But the reality is I’m not that clever. It was a windy afternoon, too windy for flying, and the quadcopter got away from me. Luckily, it fell where it did, and the rest is history.”

			“Why haven’t you told Lil and Summer about your inheritance from Aunt Sophie?” I’ve never had a problem being blunt. “Why do you let them think you’re some sort of government agent? Just because the lie is cooler than the truth?”

			He rocks his chair back, more surprised than angry.

			“Well, being a ‘secret agent’ definitely sounds cooler than being the lucky nephew of some rich old lady. But that’s not why I haven’t told Lil my real situation. See, she’d never, ever let me go out tracking poachers the way I do. She’d say it was crazy dangerous.”

			
			“Would she be right?” I ask.

			My father looks at his wristwatch. “We’re losing time, Billy. Let’s get back on the road.”

			

			—

			Lincoln Baxter’s got a room at the Lonesome Rooster Motel in Immokalee, about twenty-five miles away. How Dad happens to know the poacher’s exact whereabouts is a mystery. He refuses to reveal the source of his “intel,” which he claims is rock-solid. I notice he’s driving faster now.

			We pass a crested caracara perched on a telephone pole. It’s the first one I’ve ever seen in the wild. They’ve got vivid orange faces and a bluish tip on their hooked beaks. Some people call them Mexican eagles. They’re so fierce that a single bird can scare a whole flock of buzzards away from a road kill. Dad says caracaras are common in this part of Florida. I’d like to go back for a closer look, but we’re in a major hurry.

			Or so I thought.

			I fall asleep for a while, but when I wake up we’re not in the sleepy old farm town of Immokalee. We’re in a parking lot at a busy airport.

			“Fort Myers,” my father says.

			“Change of plans?”

			“Wait here. I’ll be right back.”

			
			Dad hops out and heads for the terminal building. He’s wearing a gray T-shirt, faded jeans, thick-soled trail shoes, and a Patagonia cap. The black church suit made him look much older, and not nearly so fit.

			I step out to stretch my legs. The phone chimes—another text from Mom. That makes seven today. I text her back: “All good. Call u later.”

			Now the phone starts ringing. I press the answer key without looking at the caller ID.

			“Mom, please relax. Everything’s just fine.”

			“Wrong Mom, Billy, but it’s nice to hear your voice.”

			“Lil?”

			“You guys at the airport yet?”

			“Uh…we just got here. How’d you know?” I lean against the shot-up fender of Dad’s Chevy. “Tell me what’s going on.”

			“Promise you’ll check in every day. Otherwise I’ll be worried to death. I don’t need to remind you that communication isn’t your dad’s strong suit.”

			“Yeah, sure, but—”

			“This wasn’t my idea, by the way.”

			“What wasn’t your idea?”

			“I’m fishing with clients on the river now. The cell signal might drop when we float through this canyon….”

			A big jet takes off with a roar, drowning Lil’s words. By the time I can hear anything again, the phone line is dead.

			I’m wondering how much she knows about the “camping” trip, and why Dad detoured to the Fort Myers airport. Did he get a tip that Baxter’s flight was landing this afternoon?

			
			The heat rippling up from the pavement is brutal, and my shirt is soaked with sweat. I set out toward the terminal in search of Dennis Dickens. A refreshing rush of cool air hits me when I walk through the doors into the bustle of passengers waiting around the luggage carousels. Then somebody shouts:

			“Yo! Billy Big Stick!”

			And here comes Summer Chasing-Hawks, pulling a small plaid suitcase on rollers. My father trails a few steps behind, not looking overjoyed. When he sees me, he shrugs and raises his hands.

			“Big surprise, right?” Summer chirps as she gives me a hug.

			I pretend to be glad to see her, but the truth is I’m confused and not all that thrilled. It was supposed to be just me and Dad on this trip.

			“She called late last night,” he murmurs sideways to me. “I couldn’t say no.”

			“Okay. Wow.” I grab the handle of Summer’s travel bag, and we all head for the exit.

			“Faster, Billy,” she says. “The clock’s tickin’.”

			Once we’re in the truck, she puts on a pair of hot-pink, heart-shaped sunglasses she bought at the Atlanta airport during a layover between flights. She says she wants to look like a true Florida tourist. I tell her she looks like a true Florida dork.

			
			“Lighten up, Billy. The shades are a joke.”

			But she doesn’t take them off, even after we stop at a barbecue joint. Dad and I aren’t hungry but Summer says she’s starving after a long day on airplanes. “Three crummy bags of pretzels is all I ate,” she reports. The restaurant is crowded, so we keep the chatter light.

			Back in the pickup, I’m riding shotgun and Summer’s in the rear seat. She taps Dad on the shoulder, saying: “Billy Big Stick doesn’t understand why I’m here. Should I fill him in?”

			“Please do,” says Dad.

			Finally she whips off the goofy sunglasses. “I always wanted to see the Sunshine State, so I decided to take a page from your playbook, Billy. I borrowed my mom’s Visa card and bought myself a plane ticket. She was mega–ticked off, but I told her Dennis said it was okay. He didn’t really have a choice. Blackmail is a harsh word, but that’s basically what I did.”

			My father doesn’t flinch. He steers straight ahead, eyes fixed on the horizon.

			“See, I know all about Aunt Sophie,” Summer says. “A while back, when Dennis was away on one of his trips, a registered letter from a lawyer came to our house. It looked important, so I opened it. The very first sentence said Hubert the parrot was dead. I thought it was some kind of spy code. What a name for a bird!

			“But it wasn’t a coded message. The letter said that from now on Dennis gets a hundred percent of all the payments from something called the Sophia Dickens Trust. So what I did, I called the lawyer’s office in Nassau and pretended to be your dad’s ‘executive assistant.’ We had a real interesting talk. Aunt Sophie left half her fortune to Hubert, and the other half to her only nephew. So when Hubert died and flew off to parrot heaven, his share of the inheritance went to you-know-who.”

			
			“Not that I needed more money,” my father cuts in. “My aunt had been incredibly generous.”

			I don’t say anything, because I’ve already figured out what happened next.

			“When Dennis got home from his trip,” Summer continues, “we took a walk to the river and I told him what I’d learned. I was pretty mad, ’cause I thought he’d made up the part about being a government agent just so he could sneak around on my mom. Then he told me he was actually spying on wild-animal poachers—which is super-ballsy but also semi-nuts. Mom would go ballistic if she knew, so I never said a word. But when I called Dennis last night and told him I was coming to Florida, he said no way, it’s too risky. So I had to play hardball, Billy.”

			“Meaning you threatened to tell Lil the truth about Dad’s drone trips?”

			My stepsister’s response is a half-mischievous smile. “Did I cross the line, brother?”

			She’s asking the wrong person.

			
			“So, what does Lil think you’re doing here?” I ask.

			“Camping with you guys.” She grins. “Experiencing the Sunshine State!”

			Dad steps on the brakes. I expect him to turn around and snap at Summer, but that’s not the reason he stopped. He points to a yellow sign posted on the shoulder of the road. It features the black silhouette of a large sleek cat.

			“Panther,” Dad says. “That’s what Baxter came here to shoot.”

			Summer asks, “Aren’t they the same thing as the mountain lions out west?”

			“Different subspecies,” I explain. “Ours are almost extinct.”

			“Which is why Baxter wants to kill one,” my father adds, “before they’re all gone.”

			Summer hisses, “What a jackass,” or possibly a stronger word. “Okay, Dennis, tell us the secret-hero plan. You’ve got one, right?”

			“Not yet,” he sighs. “See, usually I work alone.”

		

	
		
		
			
			TWELVE

			The Crow Indians have faced many fierce enemies, including the Blackfoot, Cheyenne, Lakota, and other competing tribes. If nobody had ever bothered them, the Crow might have stayed in Ohio, of all places, where they grew crops. Their descendants ended up on horseback in Wyoming and Montana, roaming the plains and river valleys in pursuit of the great buffalo herds.

			Then the white men arrived and slaughtered almost all the buffalo. Many Crow died from smallpox, brought by the waves of strange settlers. Tribal leaders tried to maintain peace with the U.S. government, even as their lands were being taken away. Now, after more than a hundred and fifty years on a reservation, the tribe is struggling to save some of its sacred customs.

			I got this from an online search about the Crow culture. That’s also how I recognize the earrings that Summer Chasing-Hawks is wearing. They’re made from fossil seashells. It’s an ancient tribal craft.

			She says, “They belonged to my great-grandmother. She lived to be ninety-nine years old. I guess that’s a good thing.”

			I’m getting used to the idea of Summer joining the Everglades mission. She keeps the mood light, which is helpful.

			We’re staying at a motel called the Diamond Checkers. The room has only two beds, so I laid out my sleeping bag on the floor. My father walked down to the Lonesome Rooster to see if the poacher’s SUV was in the parking lot. It wasn’t. Dad says Baxter drives a jet-black Range Rover with a joke bumper sticker that says TROPHY HUSBAND.

			
			“How can you be sure he’s here?” I ask.

			“Reliable informant.” Dad is stretched out on one of the beds. His eyes are closed. “There aren’t many Range Rovers in this town. We’ll find him.”

			“This is the same informant who helped you in Montana?”

			“Correct,” says Dad, rolling over to face the wall.

			Summer and I turn off the lights, go outside, and sit on the tailgate of the pickup. The heat makes the damp air feel heavier. In the distant sky is a tower of violet clouds that will soon bloom into a thunderstorm. I hear the piping cries of an osprey, which means we’re near water.

			“I think I like Florida,” Summer says.

			“Wait till you see the concrete parts.”

			“You know what I can’t get over? How totally flat it is.”

			“Makes it easy for the bulldozers,” I say. “Tell me the real reason you decided to come on this trip. It wasn’t just because you wanted to see a palm tree.”

			She shrugs one shoulder. “I was pretty sure Dennis would visit you and your mom and your sister while he was here.”

			“And you were afraid he wouldn’t come back to Montana?”

			
			“No!” Her brown eyes flare. “Not afraid—concerned is all. Just a little.”

			So I was right. “Summer, there’s no way he’d ever leave you and Lil. You’re his family now.”

			“So were you guys, once upon a time—and he left you, didn’t he?”

			“A lot’s happened since then. Dad’s changed.”

			I’m surprised to hear myself defending him. I hope I’m not wrong.

			Summer smiles. “You got a girlfriend, Billy Big Stick?”

			“Nope.”

			She slaps a mosquito on my arm, leaving a small smear of blood. “Aren’t you going to ask if I’ve got a boyfriend?”

			“I wasn’t planning to.”

			“His name is Davey. He’s a full-blooded Crow, and he’s older than me. It’s not like we’re serious, or doing anything. All the girls like him, so I expect to be dumped. Maybe I’ll dump him first. What do you think?”

			I think I need to escape this conversation.

			“I’m thirsty,” I say, pointing to the 7-Eleven down the street. “You want something to drink?”

			Summer gets the hint. “Sounds good.”

			Inside the store we seem to be the only ones speaking English. All the other customers are migrant farm workers, sun-beaten and sweaty. Their faces are dusty and their hands are worn from picking row crops all day. It’s rough, hot work. Dad said the spring harvest is mostly over, but some fields still have new tomatoes and sweet corn.

			
			Summer and I order blue-raspberry Slurpees. I ask her what kind of gun Dad carries on his surveillance trips.

			“Twelve-gauge side by side,” she replies.

			“Good choice,” I say, like I actually understand what she’s talking about.

			Outside the 7-Eleven we sit on the curb to finish our Slurpees. Three short-haired hounds are watching us from the front seat of a gray kennel truck, the same kind used by Animal Control, only this one has no lettering on the side. The driver’s window is open halfway, so I walk across the parking lot to check out the dogs.

			They look like triplets, lean and long-legged. The saddled patterns on their coats are practically identical—brown, black, and white. When I reach in to pet their snouts, they wiggle their butts and whine excitedly.

			A man walking out of the store yells: “Don’t touch them dogs!”

			I step back from the truck.

			“They’ll bite your fingers off, boy.”

			I find that very hard to believe.

			The man has a cigarette in his mouth and a bag of groceries in one arm. A six-pack of beer swings in his free hand. His eyes are hidden behind mirrored sunglasses. The pale hat on his head is a Stetson-style, though his rubber-soled boots are made for hiking, not horseback riding.

			“What are their names?” I ask the man.

			“Mandy, Candy, and Andy.”

			“Oh, come on.”

			
			“You best stand clear,” he says, with zero trace of a smile.

			The dogs quiet down the moment he gets in the truck. He speeds away without waving, or even a nod.

			Summer walks up and says, “What’s his problem?”

			“He didn’t want me petting those vicious hellhounds.”

			“I thought Texans were friendly.”

			“Anyone can buy a cowboy hat.”

			“I wasn’t talkin’ about the hat,” she says. “I was talkin’ about the license plate.”

			“What made you look?”

			“It’s a Montana thing. We always check out the tags on cars and trucks to see where the tourists are coming from. One July, I counted twenty-four different states, and even Guam. That’s the only bad part about living in a beautiful place, right? The summer stampede.”

			“In Florida it’s all year round,” I say.

			The dark clouds have arrived, and it’s starting to sprinkle. We hear thunder breaking not far away.

			Summer says, “You never told me what to do about Davey, my boyfriend.”

			Just when I thought I’d dodged this subject.

			“Can he cast a fly rod?” I ask.

			“I doubt it.”

			“Then you should definitely dump him.”

			She looks surprised. “Seriously, Billy?”

			“No, not seriously. But that’s what you get for asking someone like me about relationships.”

			Back at the motel, my father is sitting on the bed, watching TV and waiting on a phone call from his informant. I tell him about the guy who owned the matching dogs with rhyming names.

			
			“He was one grumpy-ass Texan,” says Summer. “Last of the Marlboro men.”

			Dad bolts upright and swings his bare feet to the floor. “What’d he look like? How do you know where he’s from?”

			She explains about the license plate. “The dude was about the same height as you, only older and all leathery, like a legit cowboy.”

			“What about the dogs?” Dad asks. Now he’s tying on his shoes. “Were they black and brown and white? Kinda skinny?”

			“Yeah, with big ears,” I say, “and a thin tail that curves upward.”

			“Walker hounds!” He points at my phone. “Google a picture of a Walker! See if it’s the same breed.”

			Summer and I scroll through the photos online. There’s no question it was the same kind of dog we saw in the Texan’s kennel truck. Dad tucks in his shirt, snatches up his keys.

			“One more thing,” he says. “Those hounds—did they bark? This is important. Did you hear any barking?”

			Summer and I both shake our heads.

			“Damn,” Dad grunts, and practically runs out the door. We’re right on his heels.

			

			—

			Something else I picked up from the internet:

			Lincoln Chumley Baxter IV was born thirty-two years ago in San Francisco. He’s the son of Lincoln Chumley Baxter III, the grandson of Lincoln Chumley Baxter II, and the great-grandson of Lincoln Chumley Baxter I. (If he ever has a boy of his own, Lincoln Chumley Baxter IV will undoubtedly name the poor kid Lincoln Chumley Baxter V.)

			
			At least on paper, Baxter the poacher has a day job. He is listed as a “vice president” of the Royal Alcatraz Development Corp., which is owned by his father and two uncles. The company builds office towers and high-rise condos in Northern California.

			Dad says Baxter the poacher has no regular contact with the family business. They basically pay him not to show up. The photograph on his LinkHead page is of a tanned man with a smug, wormy smile, a bent nose, and silly blond-tipped hair. He describes himself as a “prominent corporate executive, generous philanthropist, experienced pilot, 6.0 tennis player, and international sportsman.”

			It’s the same profile that he posted on a site called BraveWhiteHunter.com, where Summer found his name next to a different photo: Baxter wearing a bush hat and a leather vest, cradling a rifle while posing on top of a dead Alaskan moose.

			“Macho man,” Summer snorts when she shows me the picture.

			From the driver’s seat Dad says, “Here’s somebody else you need to google: Axel Burnside.”

			“Is that the Texan?” I ask.

			“He spells it A-x-e-l.”

			
			The name pops up immediately: Axel Burnside of Waco, Texas. It’s the same guy we saw outside the 7-Eleven. Wikipedia says he’s a famous trainer of hunting dogs, and not just any old hunting dogs. He specializes in Walker hounds that track mountain lions and other wild cats. His reputation reaches all the way to Central and South America, where wealthy landowners hire him for jaguar hunts in the rain forests.

			I had no idea they used dog packs. “Not exactly a fair fight, is it?”

			“Duh” is Summer’s response.

			Dad says Walkers are fast, and they can run for miles. “They’ll chase an animal until it’s totally exhausted. All that’s left for the hunter is to walk up, aim his gun, and—bam!—point-blank. That’s the ball game.”

			“What’s so special about Burnside’s dogs?” I ask.

			“He trains ’em not to bark, Billy. They track silently, so the cat doesn’t hear ’em coming till it’s too late. Once it goes up a tree, the dogs start howlin’ like maniacs. That’s how they let the hunter know where they’re at.”

			Summer says, “So you think Baxter hired Burnside to help him find a panther.”

			“There’s no other reason for Baxter and those dogs to be in the same town at the same time.”

			We drove all over searching for Burnside’s truck. Now we’re parked in a steady rain across the street from the Lonesome Rooster Motel, where Baxter is supposedly staying. Dad’s secret informant finally called up with a few details about tomorrow’s hunt.

			
			I’m reading what’s been posted about Axel Burnside on the internet. It sounds like the man has all the legit business he can handle.

			“Why risk everything for an outlaw job like this?” I say. “He could wind up in prison.”

			Dad thinks it’s no mystery. “Baxter probably offered him so much money, he couldn’t turn it down. Cash talks, and big cash talks even louder.”

			An hour passes with no sign of the poacher or the dog trainer. Dad’s got the air-conditioning blasting and the radio tuned to a “deep rock” station. The music is fine with me, but Summer acts like she’s being tortured. Finally she plugs in her earbuds and retreats to her own private playlist, disappearing behind those tacky three-dollar sunglasses.

			Dad says Baxter doesn’t use hounds when he’s hunting grizzlies in Montana.

			“He tried once. The dogs never came back, and he had to pay their owner twelve grand. So now he just leaves a dead deer in the meadows where the bears like to feed.”

			“Is that what happened at Tom Miner?”

			“Yeah, and it almost worked,” Dad says. “But some concerned citizen buzzed the bear with a drone, and it ran away before Baxter could take a shot. Turns out grizzlies aren’t fond of low-flying objects.”

			
			Picturing that scene makes me grin. “I bet Baxter was mad.”

			“Extremely.”

			“So mad,” Summer says, “he slashed the tires on the drone pilot’s truck?”

			“And put a bullet in the fender,” I add.

			My father smiles ruefully. I ask him if the bear he frightened off was a female with two cubs.

			“How’d you know?”

			“Because I saw her, too. At first I wasn’t sure if she was real, but I am now.”

			Dad switches on the windshield wipers for a few flaps, to clear our view of the motel across the street. Fat raindrops thump the roof of the truck.

			The song on the radio is called “Mr. Tambourine Man.” I’ve heard it before, on one of Mom’s stations. She likes to sing along with the music, no matter what’s playing. It’s sort of annoying, even though she has an okay voice.

			You want to sing, my sister always tells her, go to a karaoke bar.

			Mom knows all the Taylor Swift songs, so there are times when I’ve got to restrain myself from leaping out of the car window. I don’t complain like Belinda, though, because if singing makes Mom happy, it’s worth putting up with.

			After observing my father all day, I can totally picture him and Mom getting together when they were young. Both of them are free spirits—by that, I mean they sail with no anchor—but they care about the same sorts of things. Mom’s got her eagles, Dad’s got his bears and panthers. Their hearts are on the same page.

			
			Not that I wish they were still married, because I can also see why it didn’t work. My father was the one who packed up and left, but my mother’s just as restless in her own way. Maybe one day she’ll find someone who can steady her the way Lil steadies Dad.

			I’ve been waiting for a quiet moment to ask what happened to his parents, so I do.

			“Car accident,” he says. His voice is a raw whisper.

			“How come you never talked to Mom about it?”

			“Back then I never talked to anyone about it. I should have, but I didn’t.” He turns to check on Summer in the back seat. She’s got her eyes shut, rocking out to her tunes.

			“There was a turtle in the road,” he says.

			“A what?”

			“The woman driving behind them said they swerved to miss a turtle in the road. This was at, like, seventy miles an hour on the turnpike. My father lost control and the car veered into a canal.”

			The sadness on his face is crushing. All I can say is, “Dad, that’s terrible. I’m really, really sorry.”

			“A turtle! It was even in the police report.”

			He’s not crying, but that’s what I feel like doing.

			“Your grandpa and grandma—what a pair of characters they were, Billy. I wish you could’ve known ’em.”

			“Me too.” It comes out as a dry squeak. I feel like a monster for bringing up such a painful subject.

			
			Dad reaches over and pats my arm. “It’s all right, son. I think about them every day. I need to. You understand?”

			A nod is all I’ve got left.

			What saves me from turning into a total bawling mess is the sight of a jet-black Range Rover, screeching into the parking lot of the Lonesome Rooster. Trailing close behind is the gray kennel truck.

			My father straightens in his seat and flicks on the windshield wipers again.

			A bent-nosed man who can only be Lincoln Chumley Baxter IV steps out of the Range Rover wearing full storm-weather camo gear and mouthing a fat brown cigar. Axel Burnside emerges from the kennel truck shielding his cowboy hat with a folded newspaper.

			In the beating rainstorm, the dog trainer and the poacher stand toe to toe. The conversation doesn’t look warm and friendly. My father has a trace of a smile as he studies the unhappy pair. Summer sits forward to watch.

			“What do you think they’re arguing about?” I ask Dad.

			“I’ve got no idea,” he says, “but it’s a glorious way to get this party started.”

		

	
		
		
			
			THIRTEEN

			Nobody knows the exact number of panthers that are left in Florida, but biologists say it’s less than three hundred. The surviving cats are skittish and solitary animals that try to stay away from humans, which isn’t easy in a state where more than a thousand new humans arrive every single day.

			A few years ago, scientists imported some Texas cougars to mate with the remaining panthers in the hope their kittens would grow up stronger and tougher. The problem is they’ve basically run out of territory to roam. Most of the old scrub woods and prairies are now concrete—subdivisions and strip malls—while the last of the wide-open spaces are crosshatched by highways. Lots of young panthers get killed by cars.

			Yet, despite the constant crush of civilization, the animals are rarely seen. They travel after dark across farms and cattle ranches to hunt wild hogs, deer, or, occasionally, calves. While some landowners don’t mind the big cats hanging around, others feel just the opposite. Dad suspects an unsympathetic rancher complained to somebody about a visiting panther. That person then tipped off Lincoln Chumley Baxter IV, who reached out to Axel Burnside and his legendary barkless hounds.

			The argument between the poacher and the dog man outside the Lonesome Rooster had ended with each man stomping through the puddles to a different room.

			
			“I bet they were fighting about money,” Summer said as she climbed into bed.

			Dad was doubtful. “Baxter’s so rich he can afford to double or triple whatever Burnside charges for a hunt.”

			“Then what else could it be?” I ask.

			“Let’s get some rest.” He turned off the lights and tugged the blanket up to his chin.

			By midnight he and Summer were snoring like walruses. I was still awake on the floor, trading texts with my mother, who wanted to know why we were “camping” at a roadside motel. I told her it was too rainy to pitch a tent.

			She said Belinda might split up with Dawson, not exactly heartbreaking news. It would save me the trouble of telling my sister that the blockhead she was dating tried to take out the neighbor’s cat with a slingshot. Mom said another boy from school had asked Belinda for a date, and she was deciding whether or not to “like” him. He was an AP student heading for Yale. I said anybody with an IQ higher than a doorknob’s would be an improvement over Dawson.

			Afterward, I dimmed the phone, tucked it under my pillow, and closed my eyes. At three in the morning Dad’s alarm chimed, rousing me from an awful dream: I was trapped inside a car that was sinking in a lake. Turtles with glowing yellow eyes were swimming all around, peering through the windshield.

			
			Now I’m fumbling around, trying to roll up my sleeping bag. I can’t seem to line up the corners.

			“We’ll stop for coffee,” my father says.

			Summer looks as groggy as I am, but Dad’s totally wired and ready to go. He says we need to be hiding “on location” before Baxter and Burnside arrive with the hounds. Last night at dinner he’d ordered three medium-rare hamburgers to go. His plan is to use the drone to air-drop the meat patties, distracting the dogs from the panther’s scent. The odds of this plan succeeding are about one in a trillion, based on what I’ve read about Walker hounds. Once they catch an animal’s scent, nothing short of an earthquake can break their concentration.

			Dad insists it’s worth a try. The bag of burgers goes in the red pickup with the rest of our gear, including the quadcopter, which I still don’t know how to fly. Because of all the rain, I never got my pilot lesson.

			The damp streets are empty, and the traffic signals are blinking yellow. We’re the only customers at the 7-Eleven. Dad and Summer beeline for the coffee machine while I grab a bottle of tea. It’s so cold inside the store that the front window is fogged. The clerk is actually wearing a ski sweater.

			“How far is the place we’re going?” I ask my father.

			“Nine point four miles. When we get there, we might have a gate issue.”

			“I can pick a lock,” Summer volunteers. When I give her a look, she says, “What—you don’t believe me?”

			
			Dad buys a box of cinnamon rolls, and we all agree not to peek at the expiration date. That’s how hungry we are.

			The door of the 7-Eleven opens with an electronic cheep, and in walks Axel Burnside. He doesn’t seem to recognize me, probably because today I’m wearing a hoodie. Standing at the register, he asks the clerk for a carton of cigarettes. Dad, Summer, and I slip outside to the parking lot, where we can hear the dogs scrabbling inside the vented aluminum kennels on Burnside’s truck.

			“Let’s get outta here,” Dad says, and we scramble into his pickup.

			Summer buckles up quickly. Not me.

			Sometimes an idea pops into my head, the opposite of common sense, but I just can’t let it be. The moment my father turns the ignition key, I hear myself blurting, “Hold on, I forgot something.”

			“No, Billy, don’t go back in there—”

			Too late. I’m fairly sure Dad won’t follow me, because he can’t afford to let Burnside see his face. He needs to stay undercover.

			Inside the 7-Eleven, the dog man taps a scarred, deformed finger on the counter while the store clerk reloads the coffee machine. I pull down my hoodie and say, “Hey, remember me? How’s Candy, Andy, and Mandy?”

			His response is a granite stare, although he looked meaner yesterday behind those mirrored sunglasses. His eyes are light green and not particularly badass.

			“Why aren’t you home in bed at this hour, boy?” he asks.

			
			“I’m here to do you a favor.”

			He laughs gruffly, showing a top row of stained teeth. “You gonna do me a favor? Such as what?”

			“Such as keeping your butt out of jail,” I say.

			The clerk glances up from the coffee machine. Burnside grabs my arm and steers me to the rear of the store, the aisle with all the chips and dips.

			“Take it easy,” I say. “They’ve got security cameras everywhere.”

			He releases my arm. “Talk, boy.”

			My hands are a little shaky, so I shove them in my pockets.

			“I know who you are and why you’re here,” I tell him. “This isn’t Texas, okay? And you’re not hunting regular mountain lions. Did you even bother to look up the law on endangered species? ’Cause if you get caught with a dead Florida panther, they’ll put you in handcuffs—and confiscate those expensive hounds for evidence.”

			I’m not certain if that last part is true, but I’m definitely making Axel Burnside uncomfortable, which is the whole point.

			“Just who are you, boy?”

			“I’m nobody.”

			The clerk calls out: “Dude, your coffee’s gettin’ cold.”

			“Let’s you and me go out front,” says the dog man.

			“They got cameras there, too.”

			“I’m aware of that.”

			I go outside to wait while Axel Burnside pays for his coffee. My father looks like he’s ready to vault out of the pickup and charge across the parking lot, but I give him a low wave that says: Relax, I got this. He and Summer slide low in their seats so they won’t be seen.

			
			The first thing Burnside does when he leaves the store is fire up a cigarette. He blows the smoke over one shoulder, props an elbow on the kennel truck, and orders the excited dogs inside to settle down.

			“Personally, I don’t see much sport in what you do,” I say, “but you’ve got a reputation in the big-game world as a straight operator.”

			“And you know that how?”

			I hold up my cell phone. “By reading everything I could find about you. Blogs, newspaper stories, magazine articles. They say you’re such a big deal, there’s a waiting list of people who want to go hunting with you and those dogs. But, see, I wonder what would happen to your business if you went out and killed an animal on the endangered list.”

			The dog man studies his coffee. “You mean, what would happen if word got out?”

			“Oh, word would get out,” I say. “Count on that.”

			His pale gaze narrows. “You got some guts, boy.”

			“Mr. Burnside, I’ve never laid eyes on a wild Florida panther but I would like to, someday. So I’ve got a big problem with what you’re doing.”

			He sets the coffee cup on the fender of the truck, pulls a scuffed leather wallet out of his jacket, and hands it to me. “Count the cash in there. Go on.”

			
			“But I don’t want any money! That’s not why I’m here.”

			“Just count it up, boy.”

			Three twenties, two tens, and a one-dollar bill.

			“Eighty-one bucks,” I say, placing the bills back in the wallet, and the wallet back in his hand.

			“Know how much I had on me yesterday? Twenty thousand and eighty-one dollars. Are you listenin’?” Burnside takes a sneering drag off the cigarette. “Rich fella from California, he calls up and says he and his college fraternity brothers are doin’ a big coon hunt. They’re all makin’ bets on first and biggest, and he wants me to be his personal guide. When I tell him my usual fee, which ain’t cheap, he says, ‘No problem, pardner.’ So I drive my three Walkers all the way from San Antonio, and when I get here, he drops this fat stack of cash on the table. I count it all out and say, ‘Mister, this is way too much. Nobody in their right mind would ever pay that kinda money to track a damn raccoon.’ And he says, ‘That’s not what we’re gonna hunt.’ Then, when he tells me what it is he really wants to shoot, well, I can’t repeat the words that came outta my mouth. This was at a Cracker Barrel, too.”

			“We saw you guys arguing outside the motel.”

			“Yeah, that was shortly after,” Burnside says.

			“After what?”

			“After I threw the man’s cash in his face.” He picks up his coffee and opens the truck door. “I got a long drive home,” he says.

			“I’m sorry, Mr. Burnside. I didn’t know—”

			
			“Whatever you might think of me, boy, I don’t break the law.”

			I ask about the scar on his twisted finger.

			“Snakebite. It was either me or Andy, so I took the hit. He’s dumber than the other two dogs put together, comes to rattlers.”

			“Diamondback?”

			“A six-footer, thick as my arm. You know your snakes, huh?”

			“Can I ask one more thing, Mr. Burnside?”

			“Make it quick.”

			“How do you train those hounds not to bark?”

			“Trade secret,” he answers with a raspy chuckle. “Love, patience, and lots of bacon treats.”

			Sometimes you can be dead wrong about a person. Once the embarrassment of your mistake passes, it’s actually a good feeling—being surprised in a positive way by human behavior. Not everyone lives by a code of honor, but the dog man does. He said no to a major pile of money.

			I wait until the kennel truck’s taillights are out of sight before running to my father’s pickup. When I tell Dad what Axel Burnside said, he gives a joyful whoop and says, “The hunt’s off! Let’s hit the road!”

			Summer starts rocking out, doing jazz hands in the back seat. I grab the dog-bait hamburgers Dad bought last night, dash back into the 7-Eleven, and motor straight for the microwave.

			
			That’s our breakfast, and those day-old burgers taste fantastic. The cinnamon buns we’re saving for later.

			The town of Immokalee is in the rearview mirror when Dad’s phone starts ringing. He presses the answer button and crows: “I’ve got some amazing news!”

			Pause.

			“What? Say that again.”

			Another pause, heavier than the first.

			“Are you serious? But how?”

			Dad pulls his foot off the gas pedal.

			“Tell me where he is!” he shouts at the phone.

			Now he’s turning the truck in a steep one-eighty, tires yelping on the pavement. I spin around to look at Summer, who offers a bleak shake of her head.

			Dad tosses the phone in my lap and slams the heel of his fist against the dashboard.

			“Was that your informant?” Summer asks.

			“Correct.”

			“So what’s wrong, Dennis?”

			“The panther hunt is still on. That’s what’s wrong.” His tone is oddly flat, showing no trace of the anger he must be feeling.

			It can’t be easy facing the fact you’ve got a fool for a son.

			I tell him how sorry I am. “The dog man lied to me! He said he was driving straight back to Texas. He stood there lying to my face, and I believed every stupid word.”

			“Burnside wasn’t lying. He’s gone,” Dad says, still with that dull metal voice. “Lincoln Baxter’s doing the hunt all by himself. He’s on his way to the ranch right now.”

			
			The speedometer says sixty-six, which is twenty-one miles per hour over the speed limit. Getting stopped by police is the last thing we need, but there’s not much I could say that would make my father slow down.

			Summer asks how Baxter can find a panther if he’s not using the hunting dogs.

			Dad says: “Same way he does it with grizzlies, I guess.”

			“Except big cats don’t show themselves the way bears do.”

			“If they’re hungry enough, they might.”

			Summer sniffs. “I predict he won’t even get a shot!”

			“Can we take that chance? No.”

			My father ends the discussion by cranking up the radio. After a few miles he relaxes his death grip on the steering wheel, and the speedometer needle begins to drop. When it hits forty-five, I turn down the music. Dad doesn’t object.

			“Don’t you think it’s weird,” I ask, “that your informant—whoever he is—would know exactly what the poacher’s doing at four in the morning?”

			“I wouldn’t say that’s weird.”

			“Then he must be tailing him, like we are.”

			“No, Billy, my informant is not sneaking around, following Lincoln Baxter.”

			“Then how does he know so much?” Summer demands.

			“Because my informant isn’t a he,” says Dad. “She’s a she.”

			Now I get the picture. It’s a love story gone wrong.

		

	
		
		
			
			FOURTEEN

			I’ve never had an official girlfriend. There were friends who happened to be girls, but we never got to “relationship” status.

			The one I liked most, I guess, was Anna Lee. This was when we lived in Key Largo. She was a star volleyball player, even though she stood barely five feet tall. I forget where we met, or how the subject of unusual hobbies came up. But on the afternoons she didn’t have volleyball practice, we’d ride our bikes up County Road 905 to hunt for snakes. We were scouting old junk piles, which are major reptile magnets because of all the mice and rats.

			Anna Lee had no fear. I’d flip over a board or a scrap of sheet metal, and she’d grab anything she saw—even black racers and coachwhips, which bite like maniacs. I’ve never met any person with faster moves than Anna Lee. She wouldn’t wear gloves, either, even in the upland hammocks, where scorpions were an issue. Poisonous centipedes, too. Anna Lee wasn’t scared of anything.

			I wish I could remember her last name. Goldman, Goldstein, Goulding? I could probably find her somewhere online, but then what?

			Exactly. She’s there, and I’m…wherever.

			Lincoln Chumley Baxter IV married a girlfriend of his named Daisy Marlowe. The ceremony took place at one of the many Baxter family estates. Daisy loved the outdoors, though not for the same reasons as Lincoln. He bought her a fancy Italian shotgun and she got pretty good at blasting clay pigeons out of the air, but she had no desire to shoot real birds or anything else that was alive.

			
			Daisy Marlowe Baxter wasn’t aware her husband was a big-game poacher until my father told her. Then she became his secret informant.

			According to Dad, their one and only meeting took place after he followed her to a fancy “spa and wellness resort” in a place called Monterey. Daisy Baxter was lying on a massage table under a tall white tent overlooking the Pacific Ocean. Her face, arms, and legs were plastered with green “healing” clay that smelled suspiciously like Play-Doh, and her eyes were covered with slices of cucumber.

			That’s the reason she didn’t see my father scaling the wall of the resort. She was startled to hear a strange voice saying: “Mrs. Baxter, there’s something you ought to know about Lincoln, something that might test your affections.”

			A security guard tried to hustle Dad off the property, but Daisy Baxter sat up, flicked the cucumbers off her eyelids, and said she wanted to hear what this odd, soft-spoken trespasser had to say.

			Dad recalled being uneasy because Mrs. Baxter wore only a towel. He politely aimed his gaze elsewhere while he explained that a hunter friend of his had been approached by Lincoln Baxter about guiding him to a Yellowstone grizzly bear.

			
			Daisy Baxter became very upset. “I suspected Linc was up to something shady, but I had no idea it was this bad! How can I help?”

			“Convince him to stop. Tell him how wrong it is, and not just because it’s illegal. He’ll listen to you.”

			“Are you kidding?” Mrs. Baxter replied. “He’ll look me dead in the eye and claim he doesn’t know what I’m talking about. I’ve questioned him before about these ‘special’ hunts, and he swears they’re legit. Except he never posts any pictures, which is strange.”

			That’s my father’s memory of the first conversation with his “informant.” It might not be word for word, but it’s probably pretty close.

			The bottom line is that Daisy Baxter agreed to contact Dad whenever Lincoln went on one of his suspicious trips. She checks in often with her husband—like she did a few minutes ago—and the next call she makes is to my father. She even bought an app called Spouse-Finder, which can locate Baxter within a radius of two hundred yards, using the GPS signal in his phone.

			In exchange for her supplying all that key information, Dad made one promise to Daisy: he would never personally do anything to harm her husband.

			“Does that include getting him tossed in jail?” Summer asks.

			
			“Oh, Mrs. Baxter’s got no problem with that,” Dad says. “She thinks the experience might straighten him out, though I doubt it. He’s got plenty of money for bail and slick lawyers.”

			We’re approaching the ranch on a long unpaved road. Dad’s no longer in touch with Mrs. Baxter because the cell service quit, but a fresh set of tire tracks is visible on the packed gravel ahead. Dad switches off the headlights so nobody will see us coming. He drives extra slowly, watching for stray cattle—and a black Range Rover.

			A bank of wispy fog makes it feel like we’re bouncing through the clouds. Summer and I are wide awake now.

			“What would happen,” I ask my father, “if Baxter found out his wife was secretly helping you monkey-wrench these hunts? Would he hurt her?”

			“She’s got a black belt, Billy. We’re talkin’ tae kwon do. Daisy Baxter’s not afraid of Lincoln.”

			“Would he leave her if he knew the truth?”

			“A better question,” Summer pipes from the back seat, “is why she doesn’t leave him?”

			Dad says he’s obviously no expert on marriage. “Some are more complicated than others. That’s one of the few things I know for sure.”

			The gate to the ranch property is made of wire fencing and aluminum crossbars. A NO TRESPASSING sign is screwed to one of the wood posts, and a NO HUNTING sign is nailed to the other.

			We could easily climb over, but Dad doesn’t want to leave his truck parked on the dirt road, where ranch workers would notice it. They’d call a towing company and then come looking for us.

			
			Hanging from the gate latch is a heavy-duty brass padlock. Summer tries to pick it open with a bent paper clip. The lock won’t surrender, and I can hear her cussing under her breath.

			“My turn,” Dad says impatiently, pulling out a pair of bolt cutters.

			After he steers the truck through the entrance, I shut the gate behind us and hang the broken lock back on the latch. A few miles down the ranch road, we finally nose out of the fog. Dad coaxes the pickup into a thick stand of palmettos, the fronds screaking against the paint.

			He turns off the engine, and we sit to listen. The mockingbirds are waking, and cows bray in the distance. A soft violet glow in the sky means the sun will be rising soon. Hungry mosquitoes pour into the cab of the truck.

			“Vicious little vampires,” my father growls.

			We jump out and spray each other’s clothes with bug juice. Summer and I sort the hiking gear while Dad prepares the spy quadcopter—he wants it airborne at daybreak.

			Lincoln Chumley Baxter IV is nearby, stalking a panther.

			“I wonder where,” Summer says.

			The answer comes with the crack of a gunshot echoing across the misty scrub.

			My father looks up from the drone and says, “Oh no.”

			

			—

			
			One time, before Belinda or I was born, Dad surprised Mom with a trip to see wild flamingos, her second-favorite bird on the planet. They drove through Everglades National Park to a place actually called Flamingo, on the shore of Florida Bay. In a rented boat they went searching for a famous flock that lived near the tidal flats, not far from the ranger station.

			But that day the flamingos weren’t there, not even one. My mother took lots of cool pictures of blue herons, white pelicans, cormorants, and even a pair of roseate spoonbills. She had a fantastic trip, but Dad was bummed because he couldn’t find the only birds he’d promised to show her.

			A few years later, waiting at a dentist’s office, he saw a magazine article about a place in the Bahamas where flamingos can be found any time of the year, guaranteed. Right away he started planning another expedition.

			Mom pointed out that they now had two small children, and that an island vacation wasn’t cheap. Dad said no problem, and charged the plane tickets to their credit card. Then he took Belinda and me to the courthouse to get U.S. passports, which we used exactly once—for that Bahamas trip.

			I’d like to say I remember it, but maybe looking through Mom’s photo album makes me think I remember. After all, I was only two and a half.

			Even so, I carry in my mind a crystal vision of those flamingos—rows and rows of them wading with slow jointed strides across the shallows. With bowed heads, they stir their down-curved bills through the clear water, sifting for tiny brine shrimp and baby crabs.

			
			As our motorboat approaches, the birds all stop feeding and turn toward the sound of the engine. One starts to flap away and more follow, rising in soft puffs of color—some have blood-orange feathers, some are hot pink, and the younger ones look pale, almost milky. The front edges of their wings are as black as asphalt, matching the tips of their bills.

			The flamingos rise in clusters before melting together into a single V-shaped squadron. They aren’t exactly sleek. Their heads seem too heavy for those long thin necks, and their legs dangle behind them like loose ropes. Yet flying as a single wave, they make an unforgettable sight, a swipe of creamy rose paint on a bright blue canvas.

			I see my mother in the bow of the boat, aiming her camera at the soaring birds. My father sits beside her, his hands steadying her shoulders. There’s no picture in Mom’s photo album of the two of them like that, but I swear I remember the moment. Belinda won’t admit she remembers, too. She’ll say only that after Dad set me on her lap, I kept waving and waving at the flamingos until they disappeared beyond the mangroves.

			Sometimes, when the memory of that morning gets hazy, I take out my passport just to look at the ink stamp that says “Bahamas Immigration.” The passport is expired now, but I’ll probably hang on to it. Belinda says that island trip was the last real family thing we did together. Mom never figured out how my father paid off the credit-card bill, but my guess is Aunt Sophie helped.

			
			What made me think about the wild flamingos is the red-topped sandhill crane that’s studying us now as we creep through the Everglades scrub. Sandhills are my mother’s third-favorite bird. Like bald eagles and flamingos, they usually choose a mate for life. This one is out walking all by itself.

			Summer whispers, “We’ve got sandhills in Montana, too.”

			It’s weird to see a girl carrying a shotgun, but then again I’ve never seen anybody carrying a shotgun. Dad assures me that Summer knows how to shoot.

			“And it’s got nothing to do with being a Crow,” she adds, throwing me a sharp look. “The key is good eyes and steady hands.”

			“I’ll take your word for it,” I say.

			Guns make me nervous. So do gunshots. When most people hear one, the natural impulse is to go the other way. We’re doing just the opposite, sneaking toward the shooter as quickly as we can. The unspoken fear is that we’re too late, that the shot we heard was Lincoln Chumley Baxter IV killing one of the last panthers in Florida.

			My father is carrying the quadcopter. I’ve got the hatchet, bug spray, binoculars, water bottles, and a few protein bars that we dug out of the console in the truck.

			The lonesome sandhill crane croaks loudly as we trudge past. Normally I’d stop and text a photo to Mom, but we’re in a major hurry.

			
			Summer and I are still eagerly waiting to hear Dad’s master plan.

			“It’s flexible,” he tells us.

			“So it’s not really a plan,” I say. “It’s more of a floating concept.”

			“Keep your voice down, Billy.”

			We’re following a game trail so narrow that we’re forced to move single file. Summer goes first because she’s the one with the gun. When Dad asks her if the safety switch is on, she sighs: “Of course. Duh.”

			We’re all jittery, breathing fast. When a spooked rabbit darts between Dad and me, I jump like two feet in the air.

			Finally we enter a small clearing, and Dad motions for me to pass him the binoculars.

			“You see something?”

			“Stay low, please. Both of you.”

			Summer and I drop to the ground. My father raises the binoculars and clearly dials in on something.

			“What is it?” Summer asks.

			“Baxter’s Range Rover. He tried to cover it with palmetto branches, but I see the sun glinting off the chrome grille.”

			“But do you see him?” I ask.

			“Not yet.”

			“So it’s drone time.”

			“Correct.” Dad hands me the binoculars. “You’re kneeling in an ant pile, son.”

			There’s nothing like firebolts of pain to take a person’s mind off a sketchy situation. These particular ants—the nasty red variety—have scaled my hiking shoes and sneaked under the cuffs of the pants I foolishly thought would protect me. Now the little ghouls are biting my legs. I roll on the ground kicking and clawing at myself, trying not to yell. Summer has intelligently scooted out of the way. By the time I finish neutralizing the nibbling insects, the quadcopter is in the air.

			
			You’re probably thinking: What kind of father would take two kids into a wilderness to chase down a heavily armed poacher?

			Don’t forget—this wasn’t Dad’s idea. Summer and I each asked to go with him, and we made it difficult for him to say no. We’ve both got a secret he wants us to keep.

			The drone is circling high above the Range Rover. We see what the aircraft’s camera sees. The live image is displayed on Dad’s smart phone, clipped to the remote-control box.

			When the poacher eventually comes into view, he’s a speck in the swamp. Dad lowers the quadcopter for a closer view.

			Lincoln Chumley Baxter IV is garbed all in camo, no surprise. He moves through the glades like someone who’s not supposed to be there, carrying a long black object that can only be a rifle. A large, limp animal is slung around his neck. The animal’s fur is tan.

			My stomach twists into a hot knot as I think about the gunshot we heard.

			“He did it!” I blurt angrily. “We’re too late, Dad.”

			“No, son, we’re not.”

			
			“What are you talking about? Just look!”

			“That’s not a panther he killed,” says Summer. “It’s a deer.”

			Suddenly the poacher crouches and looks upward, as if he hears something. Dad toggles the quadcopter’s controls, sending it higher and eastward, where it can’t be seen by a person squinting into the glare of a rising sun.

			Once again Baxter appears bug-sized on the video. However, he has resumed moving, apparently satisfied that he’s alone on the hunt.

			“So he shot the deer for bait,” I say to Dad.

			“Without Burnside’s dogs, that’s all he can do.”

			“How do we stop him?” Summer asks. “It’s time to make, like, a real plan.”

			“If the panther shows up, we buzz him with the drone and spook him off before Baxter can take a shot,” Dad says, “just like I did with the grizzly at Tom Miner.”

			Summer is skeptical. “But we could be waiting on that cat for hours. What happens when the drone’s batteries run out?”

			I thought of the same thing, but my father reacts like it’s a silly question. “Ever heard of a power pack? I brought four of ’em. No, five.”

			“Hey, Dad,” I say.

			“What?”

			“Where’s the bad guy?”

			“Uh-oh.”

			The three of us are hunched shoulder to shoulder over the remote-control unit. Lincoln Baxter is no longer visible on the quadcopter’s camera feed.

			
			“Where’d he go? What happened?” Summer says with a groan.

			Dad looks slightly sick to his stomach. “He didn’t go anywhere. It’s the drone that’s moving away.”

			“All by itself?”

			“They do this sometimes,” he mumbles, frantically working the joysticks.

			“Do what sometimes?” I ask.

			“It’s called a ‘flyaway.’ They just, you know…fly away.”

			Summer and I glance at each other wondering the same thing: How far away is “away”?

			The remote begins beeping rapidly, probably not a good sign. Summer asks Dad if the drone will return on its own.

			“It’s not a dog,” he says.

			“So, how are we going to find it?”

			“Don’t worry, there’s a built-in GPS tracker.”

			“I hope it works underwater,” I say.

			The quadcopter is plummeting toward what is obviously a pond. The brown and black objects we see dotting the shoreline are thirsty cows.

			Desperately my father claws at the control levers, which has no effect. Summer and I watch helplessly as the aircraft’s video shows the shimmering body of water looming larger by the second. The queasy descent ends with a splash—then Dad’s phone beeps faintly and goes black.

			He sets down the remote. The flight is over.

			
			“If a drone hits the water,” he explains gloomily, “it’s dead as a doornail. The electronics drown instantly.”

			Summer lowers her head. “So we’re done? Just like that?”

			Having lost our eye in the sky, it will be almost impossible to spy on the poacher without drawing his attention—and possibly a warning shot.

			“We should probably get out of here,” I tell Dad.

			“Hold on, Billy, I’ve got a Plan B.”

			“It can’t be great,” Summer grumbles.

			And it’s not great. In fact, it’s more like a Plan B-minus.

			But we take a vote. None of us is ready to give up the mission.

		

	
		
		
			
			FIFTEEN

			I don’t know who called the sheriff.

			Maybe nobody did. Maybe the deputy was being truthful when he told us he was on routine patrol and heard all the racket.

			Like I said, it wasn’t a great plan to begin with. Make lots of noise, basically—enough to scare the panther. The cats are frightened of people, and they’ll bolt from any sign of human activity. And we all wanted that one to run away.

			It was a big tawny male. Summer was the first to notice the tracks, but I was the one who spotted the animal moving in the direction of the poacher.

			Who, Dad whispered, was likely perched in a tree overlooking the carcass of the deer he’d shot earlier.

			Laying eyes on the panther was lucky, unexpected—and unreal. At first I thought that it must be a mirage, that subconsciously I’d made myself imagine it. It was the same feeling I got after seeing the grizzly in Montana.

			But, just like the bear, the panther was no illusion. Dad and Summer caught a glimpse, too. With swift taut strides it crossed a clearing, its ropey black-tipped tail seeming longer than the cat itself.

			That would have been an ideal time to launch the drone, except the drone was at the bottom of a cattle pond. That’s why we needed another way to scare the panther, meaning Plan B-minus.

			
			Dad was firing his gun into the air, Summer was beating a heavy stick on the trunk of a dead pine, and I was honking the horn of the Range Rover that Lincoln Chumley Baxter IV had neglected to lock. The keys were in the ignition and a smelly half-smoked cigar sat in the cup holder. On the passenger seat was a yellow scrap of paper. A name and phone number had been written on it.

			The instant Dad started shooting, I mashed both hands on the horn and held it down. It was loud. So was the gun. So was Summer’s tree-whacking.

			The woods got very noisy, very fast. Every living creature within a mile probably heard the ruckus. The panther, which was much closer than a mile, undoubtedly ran away. Fear will cause even the hungriest wild animal to lose its appetite.

			My father had brought a dozen shotgun shells. They didn’t last long. As soon as he finished firing, we sprinted to his truck and made a teeth-rattling race for the ranch gate.

			Which was blocked by a police car.

			The sheriff’s deputy stood there twirling the broken padlock on his finger.

			“You’re trespassing,” he said, “with a firearm.”

			My father told him about the poacher who was stalking a panther.

			
			“He killed a deer, too, and they’re out of season. The man’s name is Lincoln Baxter and he drives a black Range Rover. I can show you where he is!”

			The deputy said, “Deer hunters use rifles. What I heard was a shotgun.”

			My father pointed to his, in the bed of the truck. “It’s right there, Officer.”

			“Sir, what were you shooting at?”

			“Nothing,” I interrupted. “He was firing in the air.”

			“To spook the cat,” Summer added.

			The deputy checked Dad’s gun to make sure it was empty. After writing down our names and dates of birth, he told us to get back in the pickup.

			An hour later, we’re still here. The deputy took my father’s keys to prevent him from driving off, which I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t have done. But with no car keys, we can’t turn on the engine, which means no air-conditioning. It’s too hot outside to roll up the windows, so the mosquitoes are enjoying a hearty breakfast of human blood. Ours.

			“Sorry, guys,” Dad says.

			Summer asks if we’re going to jail.

			“Not you two,” he replies. “Me? Possibly.”

			The deputy is on his phone. Soon a jacked-up swamp truck with humongous mud tires appears. The driver is a chunky young man with red hair and a red mustache. He wears a trucker cap, worn jeans, and dirty boots. The deputy brings him over to have a look at us.

			
			“This fella works on the ranch,” the deputy says to Dad. “Tell him what you told me.”

			My father repeats the account of the poacher and the panther.

			The ranch hand responds with a blank expression. “I just come from down that way and didn’t see nobody. No non-authorized vehicles, neither.”

			“I know exactly where the hunter is. I can take you,” Dad insists.

			“Ain’t nobody else out there,” the ranch hand says flatly. He turns to the deputy. “The boss man wants these jokers off the property.”

			“Does he intend to press charges?”

			“Not unless they went and kilt somethin’.”

			“Well, they killed his padlock.” The deputy shows the battered remains to the ranch hand.

			My father flips open his wallet. “Will fifty bucks take care of that?”

			“Make it a hunnert,” says the ranch hand, “to cover my time and unconvenience.”

			Not actually a real word. I keep my mouth shut as Dad gives the man two fifty-dollar bills.

			Summer is boiling. “Rip-off,” she fake-coughs under her breath.

			I lean out the truck window and say, “Hey, are you Rusty?”

			The ranch hand whirls in surprise. “Who tole you that, kid?”

			
			“I got your name from the same man you say isn’t out here hunting panthers.”

			Rusty’s cheeks turn almost as red as his hair. He stomps back to his four-wheeler and roars away.

			“I’m not sure what’s going on,” the deputy says to us, “but the smartest thing you folks can do is follow me out of here.”

			Dad says, “Ready when you are, Officer.”

			

			—

			The cinnamon buns were stale and gummy. We were too hungry to care.

			“How’d you know that man’s name?” my father asks.

			“It was on a piece of paper in Baxter’s SUV. Soon as the guy rolled up, I figured it had to be him. With that hair, right?”

			Summer says, “So, rude Mr. Ranch Hand was in on the whole thing.”

			My father is sure that was Baxter’s inside connection. “The ranch owner probably doesn’t know anything about this. That’s why Rusty didn’t want the deputy to press charges. He couldn’t risk us telling a judge what we saw. If it got out that he was in business with a poacher, he’d get fired in two seconds.”

			Dad says there’s a web network of outlaw hunters who travel the world stalking rare and endangered species. They put out the word that they’re willing to pay big bucks to shoot certain animals—a grizzly in Montana, for example, or a black rhinoceros in South Africa—and usually somebody’s greedy enough to make the arrangements.

			
			Rusty probably heard through the grapevine that some rich dude was looking to bag a Florida panther. The ranch hand figured it would be an easy side hustle, a quick way to pocket some cash.

			“He was seriously freaked that Billy knew his name,” says Summer.

			“Another glorious moment,” Dad chuckles, flicking a cinnamon crumb from his chin. “I bet poor Rusty had to go change his underwear.”

			All that really matters is that Lincoln Chumley Baxter IV never got a chance to kill that cat. By now the panther is probably all the way to Glades County, and still running hard. Baxter must be spooked, too, knowing he was followed to the ranch.

			Even though our mission went the opposite of smooth, it turned out okay. The only casualty was the drowned drone.

			“And blisters,” says Summer, holding up her palms. She’d whaled on that dead pine tree with all her might.

			Too bad we couldn’t see Lincoln Baxter’s reaction when all the banging, honking, and gunfire started. No doubt he phoned Rusty in a panic. It turned into a real bad day for both of them.

			As instructed, we follow the deputy’s car back to Immokalee, where he leaves us at a service station. Dad walks away from the gas pumps to make a phone call—probably to Baxter’s wife.

			
			Summer and I use the break to be responsible kids and check in with our moms. Mine is busy on an Uber pickup, and she can’t talk long. I tell her we saw a wild panther, which she agrees is amazing luck.

			Lil is guiding two anglers down the Madison River, so she also only has time for a quick hello. Summer tells her the Everglades is crazy beautiful but the bugs are beastly. When she hears about the panther, Lil wants to know if it was bigger or smaller than a Montana mountain lion.

			“Big enough,” Summer laughs.

			When she gets off the phone, I decide to ask about her dad. She hasn’t mentioned him once.

			“Because he doesn’t exist,” she says.

			“Everybody’s got a father.”

			“Biologically, that’s true. But as for participating—you know, being a functioning member of the family unit—my dad has less than zero presence. He’s a Lakota, not that it makes a difference. He lives far away from here.”

			“What does he do?”

			“Stares at the walls, I guess. He’s in prison, Billy.”

			“God, I’m sorry.”

			“God, don’t be!” Summer manages a smile. “He’s right where he belongs.”

			I’ve said too much already. But you know how some people have a talent for changing the subject? Not me.

			“Why’d he get locked up?” I ask.

			“He beat up my mom.”

			
			“In front of you?”

			“Same as always,” she says. “Only this time, they had to carry him off on a stretcher. I honestly don’t remember hittin’ him, but he definitely ended up bloody on the ground. The cops showed me what was left of the snow shovel. I went a little bonkers, they said.”

			“How old were you?”

			“Eight. The shovel was practically bigger than me. Mom and I, we never talk about the drunken ass. We don’t even speak his name. The man does not exist for us anymore.”

			“What man?” I say.

			“Thank you.”

			I look out the window at Dennis Dickens, pacing around the parking lot, still talking on his cell. He’s far from a perfect father, but I don’t believe he’d harm a soul. It’s hard to think of what Summer and Lil experienced, trapped under the same roof with someone who just explodes like a land mine.

			“Your dad’s in his own flaky world,” Summer is saying, “but it’s not a scary world, okay? Mom and I would vote for flaky over scary any day.”

			“Still, all those years and not a phone call—I mean, come on. Belinda might never forgive him.”

			“I’d be pissed, too, Billy. In some ways, Dennis is a kick-ass dude, chasin’ these hard-core poachers all by himself. For that he should get mad respect, right? But in other ways, he’s a big dopey chicken, too scared to call you and your sister. But, hey, at least he’s here now. My old man? I hope I never lay eyes on him again. That’s a cold true fact.”

			
			Summer’s view throws a different light on my situation, I admit. It’s a reminder there are fathers way worse than mine.

			After he gets off the phone, Dad confirms he was speaking to Daisy Baxter. She said her husband seemed extremely agitated when he called her earlier. He wouldn’t tell her what he’d been doing or what happened, but she correctly concluded that the poaching expedition had fallen apart. According to my father, Mrs. Baxter was elated to learn the panther got away.

			Her husband’s rotten luck apparently didn’t end in the woods this morning. On the road, heading south from Immokalee, we noticed a black Range Rover flying by in the opposite direction—tailgated by a jacked-up mud truck driven by a scowling red-haired man. My guess is that Rusty the ranch hand wants Lincoln Chumley Baxter IV to explain how Rusty’s name fell into enemy hands.

			If I were Baxter, I wouldn’t take my foot off the accelerator.

			Dad was heading toward the cross-state highway they call Alligator Alley, the quickest route back to the east coast, but Summer and I talked him into staying one more night. There’s a campground on Chokoloskee Island, across the causeway from Everglades City, the fishing village where Mom had settled for a while with me and Belinda.

			Last summer, this part of south Florida got smashed by a monster hurricane named Irma. Everything was underwater for days. I’m wondering what happened to our old neighborhood, so I give Dad driving directions.

			
			Somehow, the houses on our block are still standing. The one we lived in is a small yellow wood-frame with a screen porch. You can see a brown water line running five feet high along the outside walls, but otherwise the place looks pretty good. Amazingly, the hurricane didn’t knock down the giant royal poinciana tree in the yard.

			Dad is smiling as he looks over the place. “I totally see why your mother picked this house,” he says.

			The new owners have a bay boat on a trailer in the driveway and two candy-striped paddleboards propped against a side wall. The mailbox is painted to look like a strawberry grouper with its jaws open. I text a picture to Mom.

			At the campground we’re eagerly greeted by clouds of saltwater mosquitoes, so we set up our tent at world-record speed. While waiting for a bag of ice at the marina, I notice two bald eagles flying in a clockwise circle over the bay. From a distance most adult eagles look alike, but I’m wondering if these are the same birds Mom took us to watch when we lived here, the same pair whose nest got trashed by the funnel cloud. I kept telling her they’d come back, but she wouldn’t believe me.

			Even though many of the buildings in Everglades City have been fixed up since Irma, I wasn’t expecting to see much wildlife. The eagles are a nice surprise. I’m definitely going to tell Mom they’re the same ones.

			It’s too buggy to cook outdoors, so we go to a restaurant I remember near the stone-crab docks on the Barron River. The place looks brand-new. Photos on the wall show the wreckage of the kitchen and splintered docks after the hurricane.

			
			We take a table by the water. Dad says he and Summer will start the long drive home to Montana tomorrow, after dropping me off in Fort Pierce.

			“You’ve got to go back so soon?” I ask.

			“I promised Lil,” says Dad. “I’ve been away a lot lately. Too much.”

			And I get that.

			“Billy, you think Belinda would like Montana?”

			“I don’t know. All depends.”

			Summer cackles. “It’s humanly impossible not to like Montana.”

			“Belinda’s got the boyfriend thing going on,” I say.

			“Me too. But if I had to choose between Davey and the Rocky Mountains, Davey’s history.”

			Dad says, “Just for a visit, I was hoping—before she goes off to college. Your mother might want to come along, too. Lil won’t mind.”

			It’s like he’s trying to bring all the people in his life together with one big move. That might be a tough fit.

			“I’ll ask Mom,” I promise. “And Belinda, too.”

			We order fish tacos, slaw, corn on the cob, and a pitcher of iced tea. While we’re waiting, an osprey swoops down and plucks a shiny mullet from the river. It occurs to me that the same kind of bird is doing the same kind of thing to some poor trout, two thousand miles away on the Yellowstone River.

			
			After dinner, Dad says he wants to witness my snake-grabbing skills in person. Summer’s down for a night drive through the Everglades, too. I tell them about a prime reptile zone along a dirt road in the Big Cypress Swamp. By the time we arrive, it’s already dark. Usually this is when the action starts.

			My father switches on his high-beam headlights and brakes the truck to a crawl. Traveling snakes often stretch to their full length, but sometimes they rest in the shape of an S. Other times they just coil up. They’re not always easy to spot from a moving vehicle, but all three of us have sharp eyes—especially Summer, it turns out.

			On the first pass our catch is two garter snakes, a four-foot king snake, a corn snake, and a little ringneck spied by Summer moments before the truck almost flattened it. Summer and Dad get out to observe each of the captures. One of the garter snakes nicks a knuckle when it snaps at me, but that doesn’t count as a legit bite.

			We didn’t bring a pillowcase, so I release every snake after we take a few pictures. Dad gets a cool shot of Summer with the black-and-orange ringneck curled around one of her pinkies, like an exotic piece of jewelry. He texts the photo to Lil, while Summer texts it to Davey the boyfriend.

			On the return drive we don’t see any more snakes, although there’s other critter activity. At one point Dad stops the pickup to let a mother raccoon lead her three babies across the road. Later we roll up on a fat old opossum that won’t budge; it just blinks at the headlights and bares its pointy teeth, a standard opossum bluff. Dad casually lifts the snarling grouch by its pale hairless tail and moves it into the woods. Personally, I’d rather deal with an angry snake any day.

			
			The campground is silent and dark by the time we return to Chokoloskee. Unfortunately, the mosquitoes aren’t asleep. We dash for the tent and zip ourselves inside. There’s not much room to move around. Snug is a polite way to describe it—father, son, and stepdaughter packed together like sardines. For some reason it was easier to talk in the car. Now that the panther mission is over, I’m not sure what kind of conversation to start, if any.

			By the glow of a battery-powered lantern, Summer and I each tap out goodnight-mom texts. Dad’s listening to a voice message on his phone.

			“#@%&!” we hear him mutter.

			What now? I’m wondering.

			He tosses the phone into his duffel. “That was my, uh, informant.”

			Summer sighs. “You can say her name. We know who she is.”

			“Lincoln Baxter isn’t driving straight home to California, like I thought.”

			“Then where’s he going?” I ask.

			
			“He told his wife he’s got some ‘unfinished business’ in Montana. To me, that sounds like another grizzly hunt.”

			Summer elbows me in the ribs. We’re both thinking the same queasy thought.

			“What if his ‘unfinished business’ isn’t a bear,” I say to my father. “What if it’s you?”

		

	
		
		
			
			SIXTEEN

			Mom liked the picture of our old house in Everglades City.

			“I knew it was sturdy!” she said.

			“I saw your eagles, too.”

			“The same ones, Billy? They came back?”

			“Just like I told you they would. And they made it through the hurricane just fine.”

			“Well, that’s awesome.”

			Here’s the roster at lunch: me, Mom, Belinda, Summer Chasing-Hawks, and Dad.

			Summer and Belinda are seated next to each other, a little awkward because they’ve got almost nothing in common—and completely opposite opinions of my father. Meanwhile, Mom and Dad are directly across the table from each other. She looks at him more often than he looks at her. There wasn’t much he could reveal about our so-called camping trip, so that strand of conversation lasted about two minutes. Now it’s mostly small talk, and Belinda acts like she’d rather be at the dentist. When Dad congratulates her on the Cornell scholarship, she pretends it’s no big deal.

			He says, “You should come out to Montana before college starts. Your mother, too. Billy said he mentioned it to you.”

			I did. Belinda’s reaction was chilly.

			
			She makes a bored face. “Right, there’s so much to do out there.”

			“We can float the river. Hike in the mountains,” says Dad. “Do you like to ride horses? Come on, I’ll take care of the plane tickets.”

			Mom looks interested. Belinda grunts.

			Trying to be upbeat, Summer starts chattering about the golden eagles, how huge and graceful they are. Mom gets pretty excited, as expected, and fires off a bunch of questions about the birds. What’s their wingspan? Do they mate for life? Do their nests blow away in a blizzard?

			My sister just glowers at the half-eaten burrito on her plate.

			I’m not saying much because my mouth is crammed with food. The long ride home from Chokoloskee made me hungry as a horse. Along the way, Dad stopped at an electronics shop in Fort Lauderdale to buy a new quadcopter. He picked a super-expensive model, but it’s still not waterproof.

			Mom is very curious about the Crow Indians, so Summer gives a brief history of the tribe, the reservation, and her family. At last, Belinda seems to be paying attention.

			Dad and I go outside to assemble his new drone. This one is black. He downloads the control app onto his phone and mine, promising a future flying lesson.

			“Out west would be the easiest place to teach you,” he says.

			“You’ll be too busy for that, with Baxter hot on your tail.”

			“Billy, how would he ever find me?”

			
			“He slashed the tires on your truck, so he must have seen the license plates.”

			“So what? Only cops can trace a private tag.”

			“Can’t you find another poacher to spy on?”

			“Baxter’s number one on my list.”

			“Then go after number two,” I suggest.

			“Number two is temporarily out of action. He fell out of a tree.”

			“Dad—”

			“After shooting himself in the foot.”

			“Dad, you need to be more careful.”

			“I’m always careful.”

			For a test flight, he sends his new drone cruising across the Indian River to peek at Mom’s bald eagles. The high-res camera finds one of them sitting on a limb overlooking a small bay. The other bird is probably in the air scouting for fish—or for an osprey clutching a fish. Baldies are master thieves.

			Dad guides the quadcopter back to our neighborhood and smoothly lands it in the backyard. As soon as we enter the house, Mom announces:

			“It’s a done deal, guys. We’re flying to Montana next week!”

			I’m not sure who’s more stunned, me or my father.

			“Next week?” he says.

			I can tell what he’s thinking. He’d rather have us visit after Lincoln Baxter is out of the picture, safely back in California.

			
			Apparently, while Dad and I were outside with the drone, Lil called Summer, and my mother asked to speak with her.

			“What a cool lady!” Mom says. “I told her about your invitation, Dennis, and guess what? She knows a motel where we can stay for twenty percent off. There’s even a Laundromat.”

			Belinda is nowhere in sight. She’s probably fuming in her room.

			Dad says, “Honestly, I was thinking more of August. It’s one of my favorite months—”

			“August is gonna be way too crazy around here. So much shopping for Belinda’s college wardrobe—she owns basically no winter clothes. Not even a hat! No, Dennis, I think now would be the perfect time for us to come.”

			“What about your gig with Uber?” he asks.

			“Oh, they’re super-flexible.”

			“But don’t the kids have summer jobs?”

			Mom says, “Don’t worry, we’ll get all that stuff worked out.”

			My father caves. This was, after all, his idea.

			“Chrissie, you’re gonna love it out there,” he says.

			“I know! I am totally psyched to see my first golden eagle.”

			Summer glances up from a bowl of ice cream and smiles at me. I’m glad to be going back next week. The sooner the better, especially with Lincoln Baxter unaccounted for.

			“Let’s hit the road,” Dad says to Summer. “It’s a long drive home.”

			

			—

			
			There’s always a waiting list for part-time jobs at Publix. Mr. Voss says that he’ll have to fill my position but that I can reapply at the store when we get back to town. It’s pretty much what I expected, and truthfully I’m not heartbroken. I’ll miss the extra money, but not the social demands of bagging groceries.

			On my way out of the store, I spot Chin and his father again. I try to slip by with just a wave, but Chin sidesteps quickly, blocking my escape.

			“ ’Sup?” I say.

			“I’ve got something for you.”

			“Uh…okay.”

			“Can we go outside?” he asks.

			I accompany them through the busy parking lot to one of the striped safety lanes where people drop off their shopping carts. Privacy isn’t as crucial as avoiding bad drivers. Chin’s dad hangs a few steps back, arms at his side. From the way he’s looking at me, I know that he knows what happened in the D-5 hallway, that I’m the one who saved his son from the loser lacrosse player. It’s ancient history to me, though obviously not to Chin and his family.

			The kid says, “I was afraid you didn’t work here anymore. We haven’t seen you in a couple days.”

			“I went camping with my father in the Everglades.”

			“Sweet,” Chin says. “We’re going to Yosemite in July. Dad rented an RV.”

			“Sweet.”

			“Here. Hope you can use this.”

			
			A handmade pocketknife is what the kid gives me. A coiled rattlesnake is carved into the polished wood handle. Etched on the other side are the letters B.A.D.

			My initials. Billy Audubon Dickens.

			This blows me away. I open the knife and use my thumbnail to test the impossibly fine edge of the blade. It feels sharp enough to split a hair.

			“This is crazy,” I say to Chin. “It’s not like you owed me anything.”

			He’s grinning because he sees how much I like the gift. “The reason I had them put your initials on it,” he says, “is so you couldn’t give it back.”

			I’ve got to laugh. “Thanks, dude.”

			Carefully, very carefully, I fold the blade closed.

			Chin’s father says, “Billy, you did a brave thing.”

			Nope. I did the only thing a person like me could possibly do, wired the way I am. No way could I stand there watching a small kid get pounded by a big kid. Not an option. That isn’t bravery, it’s just reflex.

			Pedaling my bike down the street, I feel the weight of the knife in my pocket. It isn’t as large as the one Jammer carries, but it’s heavy enough for me.

			When I get home, my sister announces that Dawson broke up with her. “You happy now?” she says. “All because of this stupid trip out west. Dawson says he can’t do long-distance relationships, even for a week.”

			“I thought you were going to dump him, anyway.”

			“So what if I was?”

			
			“You should be celebrating,” I say. “He’s a creep. He tried to shoot Mrs. Gomez’s cat with my slingshot.”

			“Muffin? You liar! Dawson wouldn’t hurt a flea.” But Belinda knows I’d never make up something like that.

			“I predict you’ll get over him,” I say, “by lunchtime.”

			She stomps to her room and halfheartedly slams the door.

			Dad and Summer are making good time. She texted me from somewhere in Alabama. Mom is working an Uber job, driving an elderly person to a doctor’s appointment. I’m okay with her taking riders like that.

			Something’s been bothering me ever since we got back from Immokalee. I dial the phone number I’d memorized from the scrap of paper in the Range Rover. He answers on the second ring.

			“Good morning, Rusty,” I say, pleasant but firm.

			“Who the $#@! is this?”

			My name isn’t showing up on his caller ID because I blocked it, using *67. I remind him that we met on the ranch road two days ago, in the presence of a sheriff’s deputy.

			“How’d you get my number?” he demands angrily.

			“Same way I got your name. Your buddy Mr. Baxter ought to be more careful. By the way, did you ever catch up with him?”

			“None a your business,” Rusty snaps. “What the hell do you want?”

			“Take it easy. This is just a courtesy call.”

			“Huh?”

			
			“A courtesy call. To warn you,” I say, “about what’s going to happen if you try to set up another panther kill.”

			“I got no idea what you’re talkin’ about.” Rusty’s indignant tone is fake and shaky. He’s worried.

			“If you ever do something like that again,” I say, “whether it’s for Baxter or any other low-life poacher, I’m gonna call your boss and get you fired. After that, I’m gonna call the game wardens and get you arrested. Whatever money you have in the bank, you’ll be spending all of it on lawyers—and even then you’ll probably end up in jail for a couple years. But, listen, there’s another path. A smarter way to go.”

			“Like what? Be a rat snitch?”

			“No, it’s real simple,” I tell him. “All you’ve got to do is make sure nothing bad happens to any of the panthers on that ranch. From now on, Rusty, you be their guardian angel. Chase off anyone who tries to mess with ’em, or call the law. Can you handle that? I know you can.”

			Rusty simmers on the other end of the line. Then: “Why should I listen to anything you say? Yer just a dumb kid. Anyway, who’s ever gonna know if one a those cats gets shot, way out in the middle a nowheres?”

			Here’s where I’m prepared to do a little exaggerating. Okay, major exaggerating.

			“Rusty, we’ve got a network of secret informants and a whole fleet of high-altitude drones. If one of those panthers gets even an itty-bitty hangnail, we’ll know about it.”

			I can sense the ranch hand doesn’t like the idea of being spied on.

			
			He says, “Is this, like, blackmail or somethin’?”

			“It’s not blackmail if you’re being made to do something honest.”

			He chuckles glumly. “I don’t see where I got much of a choice.”

			“It sounds like your heart’s not in this,” I say. “Just forget I even called. You go ahead and take your chances—”

			“Now, hold on! I’ll do it.”

			What happened at the ranch shook up Rusty pretty badly. He didn’t know it, but he was ready for a phone call like this. Deep down, he’s probably relieved.

			“One more favor,” I say. “If Lincoln Baxter calls you back—”

			“That ain’t happenin’, kid. I’m the last voice on earth that man wants to hear.”

			

			—

			My mom and dad share the same view on the whole religion thing, which is simple: everybody gets to make up their own mind.

			Is there a God? What’s his deal? Or her deal?

			I’m not sure what I believe. But the more I see, the more I wonder if God is taking a hands-off approach to the human race. How else can you explain so much bad behavior? I think it’s very possible God got totally disgusted with us and said, “I’m done here. You poor dumb mortals are on your own.”

			Working at a grocery store, you meet lots of nice folks and see many acts of kindness. But you also witness scenes that make you wonder if our species is evolving in the wrong direction—backward, into the ancient slime we crawled from millions of years ago, when we were just innocent little fish growing legs.

			
			I remember a Saturday morning when two women got into a shrieking fistfight in the produce section. Each of them weighed like ninety-two pounds, and both were old enough to be somebody’s grandmother. In fact, they probably were somebody’s grandmother.

			The women had been chugging toward the same rack of ripe melons when their shopping carts collided. They argued, cussed, squawked, and then started to scuffle. Mr. Voss went on the PA system and told me to hurry to Produce right away. By the time I got there, the old ladies were clobbering each other with cantaloupes.

			I separated the women and steered the loudest one to a neutral aisle. The melon she clutched was cracked and leaking like an egg. A policeman who showed up could hardly keep from laughing.

			Because this happened on Christmas Eve, okay? Supposedly the holiest, most peaceful time of the year.

			I realize a melon fight between two old crones is just one small stupid incident, but it’s still a lousy advertisement for the human race. Can you imagine God looking down and beaming with pride? No way.

			Meanwhile, check out the daily stream of bad news, if you can deal with it—terrorist bombings, massacres, loony dictators, crooked politicians, hackers, scammers, bigots spewing hate all over the internet….

			
			Sometimes it’s hard to feel much hope for the planet.

			My personal remedy—Belinda calls it my “disappearing act”—is to go places where I hear bugs buzzing instead of cars speeding down a highway. Places where birds outnumber tourists.

			Solitary escape isn’t easy in Florida, because it’s so insanely overcrowded. Depressing true fact: twenty million people live here.

			That’s nineteen million more people than live in the entire state of Montana, which is actually twice as big.

			No wonder I can’t wait to go back.

		

	
		
		
			
			SEVENTEEN

			The landing in Bozeman was bumpy, though Mom didn’t seem to notice. She couldn’t stop talking about all the huge mountains out the window. Even my sister was impressed.

			Now, two days later, everyone’s doing fine. I wouldn’t call it a miracle, but I’d been expecting some tension.

			At first Belinda was crazed because of the lame Wi-Fi reception, but she’s adjusting. Instead of checking her social media every three or four minutes, she now waits like half an hour—sometimes even longer. This is major progress.

			The first night, my father took us to the Rib & Chop House in Livingston. Lil sat on one side of him and Mom was on the other. Dad edged his chair back so that the two of them could speak past him, directly to each other, which they did. All during dinner he kept smiling—proud of himself, I guess. It’s a busy joint, so I couldn’t pick up everything Mom and Lil were saying, but I got the impression they were trading battle stories about raising teenagers in the modern world.

			Meanwhile, Belinda and Summer got into a deep conversation about boys—how impossible they are and so not worth the trouble. That left no one at the table to talk with me, which was fine. I was glad to be back in Montana, and there wasn’t much else to say.

			
			The second day was a long, lazy Yellowstone float. Dad borrowed a friend’s raft and we followed Lil’s drift boat downriver from the put-in at Carters Bridge. Summer rode with us, while Belinda and Mom went with Lil. Dad showed he was pretty good with the oars, though not as strong as Lil, which he’s the first to admit.

			It was a clear bright morning, breezy enough to keep us cool. An hour into the trip, we heard Mom’s voice rise excitedly ahead of us.

			“Jackpot,” my father said with a wink.

			We could see Mom standing in the bow of Lil’s drift boat, aiming her iPhone up toward a rock wall where a golden eagle posed motionless on a pale ledge.

			Mom was too far to get a good photo, but she eagerly clicked away, her shouts skipping across the open water. She was truly overjoyed to see that bird. It never spooked, or even flared its wings. Dad said they get accustomed to the sight of humans, especially in the summer.

			That night, Lil fixed a huge dinner—salad, corn, and spaghetti served with meatballs made from real ranch bison. I demolished two monster helpings. Mom was still hyped from the river trip and even Belinda was in a decent mood, probably because some dude dressed like a rodeo cowboy had stopped to flirt with her in the parking lot of the Albertsons.

			I rolled with the chill family vibe, thinking that maybe my father was right after all, that it actually was a great idea bringing Mom and Belinda out here to connect with his universe.

			
			But now, right this moment…not so sure.

			I’m standing outside the hardware store on Main Street. My father is inside buying water bottles and extra bear spray for a hike to the Pine Creek Falls with Mom and my sister. The reason I’m on the sidewalk is that I’ve been trying to get a phone signal so I can reach Lil, who’s floating the Yellowstone this morning with a couple of trout fishermen. Dad wants me to ask her how much fencing she needs for their backyard garden, which is getting raided by hungry deer.

			Finally my phone screen shows three bars. I should be dialing Lil yet instead I’m staring at a dirty black Range Rover parked down the street. There’s a sticker on the rear bumper, but I’m too far away to read what it says.

			The vehicle stands out among the local pickup trucks and tourist rental cars not only because it’s too fancy for a small western town but also because of its unusual condition. The Range Rover is cratered with dents from one end to the other. Plastic garbage bags have been duct-taped across the window openings where glass used to be. The SUV looks like it was attacked by a person swinging a crowbar or a baseball bat.

			A person who wanted to make a point, and whose name might be Rusty.

			That would explain why the ranch hand assured me that Lincoln Baxter would never call him about another panther hunt. He must’ve caught up with the poacher during that road chase through Immokalee.

			I hurry inside the hardware store to tell my father, who’s waiting in line to pay. By the time we walk out, the Range Rover is gone.

			
			“What if it’s Baxter? What if he’s looking for you?” I ask.

			“Billy, the guy has no clue who I am or where I live. If he’s here, it’s because he came to shoot a grizzly. He might be heading back to Tom Miner, or maybe down to Jackson Hole—if that was even his car you saw, which I doubt.”

			Still, Dad agrees to snoop around, just in case. Riding in the pickup, we cover all of downtown Livingston in about six minutes, and that’s moving slowly. There’s no sign of the damaged Rover, so we head back to the house and pack for Pine Creek.

			I’d assumed Summer was coming along, but she’s staying home to finish chapter whatever in an online American history class. When I pop my head into her room, I see Sparky, a.k.a. Satan, curled up at the foot of the bed. The mangy old cat is snoozing on the windowsill. “Have fun on the hike,” Summer says. “It’ll be good for those scrawny Florida legs.”

			Pine Creek is a dream trip for my mother, though Belinda keeps complaining that her feet hurt. After reaching the waterfall, we sit on the smooth slanted crown of a boulder to eat lunch—ham-and-cheese sandwiches and apples. Mom loves watching the mist rise from the cascade. She says somebody should bottle it as skin moisturizer. The forest shade smells rich and piney, and the tourists are behaving. Some of the locals brought along their dogs, so Mom made lots of new friends on the trail.

			
			On the trek down the mountainside we step around a fresh pile of berry-filled poop that Dad says came from a black bear, not a grizzly. I trust him to know the difference. Belinda says a bear’s a bear, and suddenly her feet don’t hurt anymore; she’s moving faster than all of us. On purpose I hang back, because Mom and Dad are walking and talking side by side and I don’t want to be an eavesdropper. From the soft tone of their voices, I know the conversation isn’t an argument, but I can also tell it’s personal.

			The ride back to town seems quieter than the ride out. My mother and sister are still getting used to thin air, and the hike tired them out. I ask Dad to drop me on Park Street so I can check out Dan Bailey’s, a famous fly-fishing shop.

			Dad says, “Could you grab some feathers? Lil’s tying some new flies.” He tells me what to buy—something called a rooster cape—and gives me a twenty-dollar bill.

			I spend almost no time in Bailey’s shop, because it’s not really why I wanted to get out of the truck. The true reason is that I’d spotted the bashed-up Range Rover parked on a side street.

			Approaching the car, I try to act casual, but as soon as I see the TROPHY HUSBAND bumper sticker, I’m ready to jump out of my skin. A pair of dirty feet extends from the only window not covered by a garbage bag. The feet are medium-sized and attached to a person sprawled in the back seat.

			I keep on strolling to the end of the block, turn around, and go back. To the dirty feet I say: “Excuse me?”

			
			The feet don’t move. From where I stand I can’t see the features of the person they belong to.

			“Yo!” I call out.

			“What? Go away,” croaks a groggy male voice.

			“Are you okay?”

			“So now it’s a federal crime to take a nap?”

			“I was worried you might be sick.” Somehow I make these words sound totally sincere.

			The dirty feet withdraw from the window, and a long-unshaven face appears. The man’s mussed hair is gray at the temples, one of his top teeth is missing, and his nose is as straight as a pencil.

			“You’re not even him,” I say.

			“Not who?”

			“A friend of my father’s drives one of these SUVs—same color, same model.”

			The man squints at me doubtfully. “So happens I just bought this thing yesterday, junior. Nine hundred bucks, ‘as is.’ Every dollar I had to my name but, hey, it’s a flippin’ Rover! We’re talking like eighty thousand bucks, brand-new. All it needs is a little bodywork.”

			I’m thinking: A little? More like a whole new body.

			“Once it’s all fixed up, I can resell ’er for like fifty, sixty grand,” he declares. “Then I’m set for life!”

			“Uh. Okay.” I’m not an expert on the resale market for rebuilt luxury vehicles, but the barefoot man sounds way too optimistic. “The person who sold you the car—he was real tan and had a crooked nose, right?”

			
			The stranger scowls. “I don’t pay attention to noses. But, yeah, the dude was tan. A rich-guy tan, though, not a workin’ man’s tan. Also he had some serious Hollywood hair.”

			“The tips all dyed blond?”

			“Yeah. What’s up with that?”

			“Lincoln Baxter’s his name.”

			“Yeah, that’s what it said on the paperwork,” the stranger says. “When I see him park this thing, all dented to crap, I go over and ask did he drive off a cliff, or what? He says, ‘You wanna buy it?’ I say, ‘Seriously?’ And he says, ‘How much cash you got, bro?’ So I run ’n’ get all the money from outta my sleepin’ bag, and he signs over the title right there on Callender Street.” The man yawns and swigs from a liter bottle of Mountain Dew. “What time izzit, anyway? Whoa, I forgot—there’s a sweet clock with a second hand, right on the dash. Check it out.”

			I didn’t feel the need to tell him I’d already sat in his SUV, or the circumstances.

			“Did Mr. Baxter say what happened to this thing?”

			“He said he drove through a hailstorm. Never saw it comin’.”

			“Epic fail,” I say.

			“Bad luck for him, good luck for me.” The barefoot man’s expression clouds as a new thought occurs to him. “Listen, junior, you tell your daddy’s pal it’s too late to change his mind on this deal. We ain’t in Cally-fornia. This is Park County, Montana, where a handshake’s a handshake.”

			“Don’t worry,” I say. “He doesn’t want this car back.”

			

			—

			
			Walking to Geyser Street, I pass a two-story brick house with a wooden toolshed off to one side. Small sleek birds with curved wings are swooping in and out beneath the overhang of the shed’s pitched roof. On my first float down the Yellowstone, I saw the same kind of birds—Summer identified them as cliff swallows. She said they use their beaks to collect wet dirt and mold it into nests that stick to the walls of rock canyons, bridges, and buildings. The grown-up swallows zoom all over, snatching flies and mosquitos in midair, then carry them back to the baby birds inside the mud nests.

			But that’s only part of what’s happening at the wooden shed beside the brick house. Black ravens are gathering along the edge of the roof. I count five of them, standing in a row.

			They are surprisingly tall, larger than some Florida hawks, and their loud calls of kraa-kraa-kraa are nagging and obnoxious. They hop one-footed from side to side, cocking their blue-black heads as they study the swallows coming and going. The little birds know the deal. Occasionally they peel off and dive-bomb the tall noisy birds, trying to drive them away.

			Of course the ravens aren’t going anywhere. They’re hungry, but they’re patient. They can hear the baby swallows cheeping in their mud cribs.

			This is nature, right? Harsh things happen.

			
			Some people believe it’s wrong to interfere in the wild cycle of life and death. I get that. Every living creature has a place in the food chain.

			But it’s impossible to just stand here with my hands in my pockets watching those five sneaky ravens, knowing what they’ve got in mind.

			Just like it’s impossible for my dad to look the other way and do nothing while an outlaw aims a gun at a bear or a panther. Except there’s an important difference between a common raven and a poacher like Lincoln Baxter: one is part of the natural world, and one is a criminal intruder. The bird kills for food, while Baxter kills for entertainment.

			Either way, it’s nothing I really want to see.

			So I snatch up a handful of rocks and make a long, high throw. They clatter on the roof of the shed, flushing the ravens. In a mad flurry of wings, the flock takes off, kraa-kraa-kraa-ing above the cottonwoods until it’s out of sight.

			The swallows go back to gobbling insects and tending the young in their mud nests. Ravens have wickedly sharp memories, so I’m sure they’ll return to try again another day. By then maybe the baby birds will have sprouted enough feathers to fly away on their own. I hope so, because I can’t hang around here to stand guard.

			Nature always gets the last word.

			That’s not my line. I read it in a magazine article written by a rock climber. His point was that nature is as coldhearted as it is beautiful, and that forces beyond our understanding can deliver a random life-or-death surprise at any moment. It might be a landslide, a flash flood, or a bolt of lightning on a cloudless morning.

			
			Or if you’re a baby swallow, a hungry raven.

			I don’t want my father to get surprised by Lincoln Baxter, so I plan to inform him that the poacher no longer owns that fancy Range Rover. The information isn’t very useful, unfortunately, because I’ve got no clue what kind of vehicle Baxter is driving now. He might be in a Prius, a minivan, a Winnebago, a Ferrari, anything with wheels. Since Dad won’t know what to look out for, Baxter should have an easy time following him—if that’s actually his plan.

			And assuming otherwise could be disastrous.

			Dad keeps saying the poacher doesn’t know who he is or where he lives, but there’s a chance he’s wrong. Just because Baxter isn’t a cop doesn’t mean he has no way to identify the owner of the Chevy king cab that trailed him to Tom Miner Basin. While he was slashing Dad’s tires, he could’ve photographed the license numbers and texted them to somebody he knows in law enforcement—maybe one of his hunting buddies—who could sneak on the state computer…and boom!

			And even though the pickup is registered in Lil’s name, the poacher would then have a county, a city, and a home address. He could show up on Lil’s doorstep one day when Dad isn’t home.

			I’m not saying that’s what will happen, but we really have no idea how much Baxter knows or what he’s doing here. My father can’t afford to underestimate him.

			
			Back at the house on Geyser, Dad is on his knees in the living room, adjusting the blades on his new quadcopter. I wave and step past on my way to Summer’s bedroom, where I shut the door and say: “Lincoln Baxter’s in town.”

			“Please don’t tell me that, Billy.”

			“Well, it’s true.” I describe my encounter with the barefooted dude who purchased the poacher’s SUV, and offer my license-plate theory about how Baxter ended up in Livingston.

			Summer’s response: “We need to tell my mom.”

			“Everything? She’ll freak.”

			Then the door opens. It’s Dad.

			Summer and I freeze.

			“Have you seen Belinda?” he asks.

			“Uh, she’s at the grocery store,” Summer says, “with her mom.”

			She and I are as stiff as scarecrows. Dad gives us a narrow look. “What’s wrong, guys?”

			“We need to talk,” I say. “All of us together.”

			“Okay, so let’s talk. You go first.”

			“Not without Lil.”

			“No, Billy, now wait a minute—”

			“Follow me,” Summer snaps. “Both of you.”

			I’m only one step behind her. Dad’s two steps behind me. Summer leads us downstairs to the basement, where classical music is playing.

			Lil sits at a small table tying chicken feathers to a tiny fish hook clamped to a slim steel vise. She wears round rimless magnifying glasses. When she sees us, she puts down the tweezer-like tool she’s using to wrap the wispy strands on the shank of the hook.

			
			“What’s the occasion?” she asks.

			Summer glances anxiously at me.

			Lil eyes us over the top of her glasses. “Did you all come down here because you’re fans of Mozart, or because you’ve got something to tell me?”

			I hand her the package I got at Dan Bailey’s. She spreads the rooster cape on the table, saying, “That’s a beauty, Billy. Thank you.”

			Summer nudges me from behind. My father gives a slight, stern shake of his head—not a warning so much as a plea.

			Sorry, Dad, but the deal’s off. I can’t keep your secret anymore. The stakes are too high.

			“It doesn’t take three people to carry a bag of feathers down the stairs,” Lil says, “so somebody please speak up.”

			Slowly I raise my hand, like we’re in algebra class or something. Lil turns off the music. Now the basement is as quiet as, well, a basement.

			“Dad doesn’t really work for the government,” I say.

			His shoulders sag. Summer looks down at her shoelaces. It’s possible I’ve actually stopped breathing.

			Lil calmly takes off her glasses.

			“Oh, Billy, I know that,” she says. “I’ve known for a long time.”

		

	
		
		
			
			EIGHTEEN

			She had discovered the truth on a frigid January day when Summer was at school, Dad was on a trip, and the river was full of ice. A person called the house identifying himself as a lawyer in the Bahamas. It was the same man Summer would later speak to about Hubert the parrot.

			The lawyer told Lil he was updating some legal papers regarding the money from Dad’s aunt Sophie, and he needed to double-check the mailing address in Montana.

			Lil didn’t know what he was talking about, so she asked, “And how is dear Aunt Sophie these days?”

			“Uh, actually…she’s deceased,” the flustered lawyer replied. “Didn’t Mr. Dickens tell you?”

			By the end of the conversation, Lil knew far more than the lawyer should have told her. Yet she didn’t say a word to Dad. Instead she decided to tail him on one of his “missions.”

			After leaving Summer with a relative in Billings, Little Thunder-Sky spent seventeen hours tracking my father through knee-deep snow in the Absaroka Mountains. He had no clue that somebody was spying on him while he was spying on a poacher, or that the somebody was his very own wife.

			Hidden by a hillside boulder, Lil watched through binoculars while Dad sent his quadcopter to dive-bomb a trophy bull elk, causing it to bound into the heavy timber moments before the poacher’s bullet would have struck. Lil crept away and returned home, torn about how to deal with the situation. As risky as Dad’s drone expeditions might be, she understood that protecting those animals was a passion, something that gave him a sense of duty.

			
			There are worse hobbies a man could have, she thought.

			“So I decided to let you keep thinking your secret was safe,” Lil says to Dad, “but enough’s enough.”

			He winces like he stepped on a rusty nail. “I am really, really, really sorry,” he says. His face shows regret and also relief that he no longer needs to lie about his mystery missions.

			Lil isn’t mad, but she’s far from happy. We’ve already told her about the panther expedition, and the possibility that Baxter came here to settle the score with Dad.

			She says, “Dennis, I figured you were going to Florida just to see your kids, and I was cool with that. You should have done it a long time ago. But now I find out you took Summer and Billy along while you chased some armed psycho through the Everglades. Have you totally lost your mind?”

			I jump in: “That wasn’t all Dad’s fault. We didn’t give him a choice.”

			“Oh, he had a choice.” Lil’s cutting stare swings from Dad toward me and Summer. “He is a full-grown, functioning adult. It’s his job to be in charge of himself.”

			
			My father says, “She’s right. I took you two along because I was afraid you’d spill the beans if I didn’t. But listen, Lil—you know I’d never put these kids in any danger. Baxter didn’t know he was being followed, until we wanted him to know.”

			“And we never got close enough for him to see us,” I add, Summer nodding at my side. We both feel guilty about our sneaky role in the Everglades trip.

			Lil says, “None of us can be sure what this creep is capable of doing. It’s time to call the sheriff.”

			Dad raises his hands in protest. “And tell him what? A man sold his beat-up SUV to some stranger on the street. That’s not a crime. Being in the same town with me isn’t a crime, either. We’ve got no proof Baxter came here for revenge. He hasn’t made a single threat to me, or to any of you.”

			“He sliced your tires,” Summer pipes up, “and shot a hole in your truck.”

			“Yeah, but we can’t prove that was him,” Dad says. “The sheriff’s going to listen to our story and, basically, shrug.”

			He’s right, and Lil knows it.

			“Fine,” she says, “but the kids and Christine need to leave right away, just in case.”

			“Now, hold on a second—”

			Lil cuts him off. “No discussion, no debate. It’s too risky for them to stay—even if there’s only a one percent chance this guy’s coming after you.”

			
			My father looks whipped. He’s got no ammunition for an argument. “So, what am I supposed to tell Chrissie and Belinda?”

			“I don’t know, Dennis. Truth twisting is not my department.” Lil sits forward, eyeing me and Summer. “We don’t want to alarm Billy’s mom and sister, so you two come up with a good creative excuse why we’ve got to cut short the family visit.”

			Summer says: “Grandma got real sick and we’ve got to drive up to the reservation?”

			My suggestion: “The government called Dad for an emergency drone assignment in, like, Utah?”

			Lil nods. “Sounds good. We’ll use both those stories.”

			Dad stands there wilted and depressed. His only comment: “It sucks to do this.”

			On that we all agree.

			

			—

			This one kid, he got kicked out of school because he brought a BB pistol.

			The gun wasn’t loaded, but he still got expelled. That’s the rule. They warn students at the start of every year: no weapons of any kind, period.

			The kid was in two of my classes. Jervis was his name. He was a pretty good student, had never been in trouble before. They didn’t tell us why he’d brought the pistol to school, but I found out the reason. Some fool was messing with him on the bus ride home, almost every afternoon.

			
			The other kid’s name was Tickmore.

			For real. Timmy Tickmore.

			He wasn’t much bigger than Jervis, but he was loud and mean and dumber than a mud fence. You know the type. He didn’t throw punches, but he specialized in using his elbows and knees. Sometimes he’d stomp on somebody’s foot, and then laugh when he saw how much it hurt.

			One afternoon, Tickmore elbowed Jervis in the back of the neck and told him he was going to do something bad to Jervis’s little sister when she got old enough to ride the bus. Cut off all her hair or throw her books out the window, whatever.

			When Jervis went home from school that day, he took the BB pistol from the garage and hid it in his book bag. It was a cheap target gun that could barely shoot a hole in a soda can, but it looked like a real nine-millimeter. Jervis’s idea was to flash it at Timmy Tickmore, scaring him so much that he’d promise to leave Jervis’s little sister alone. Obviously it was a terrible plan, something only a frightened and desperate person would try.

			In addition to being frightened and desperate, Jervis was also unlucky. The same morning he brought the BB pistol to school there was a random locker search. You can guess what happened. After finding the gun, Officer Thickley called Jervis’s parents to come get him, and that afternoon he was officially kicked out of school. He never rode the bus again, never saw Tickmore again—and never told the principal why he was carrying that stupid BB pistol.

			
			But he told me. A week after the locker search, I saw him in the dairy aisle at the supermarket. When he recounted what had happened, he didn’t sound bitter. He just sounded defeated.

			That night, I locked the door to my room, opened my laptop, and typed a letter to the school. The letter said I needed to ride bus number 537 for one day because I’d be staying with an uncle on that pickup route while my mother was out of town for a funeral. Then I signed Mom’s name to the letter—Christine Jane Dickens. I even put a double dot over the last i, the same way she does.

			I know, I know. It was weaselly, dishonest, and totally wrong—though not as wrong as what Timmy Tickmore did to Jervis.

			The letter I wrote to the school looked super-legit. I took it to the office, and with no hesitation, Mrs. Lipton gave me a yellow pass to get on the bus. She didn’t call Mom to double-check, because she didn’t want to bother her before the (nonexistent) funeral.

			“Please tell her we’re so sorry for her loss,” Mrs. Lipton said sincerely.

			“That’s very kind of you,” I replied.

			Problem solved.

			The next morning I woke up early, walked to Jervis’s bus stop, and waited with the other kids for number 537. I knew from talking with Jervis that Tickmore boarded at one of the earlier stops and always took the bench seat in the back of the bus. That’s straight where I headed after handing my permission slip to the driver.

			
			Tickmore was sitting with two kids who looked equally brainless.

			“Could you guys scoot over?” I asked nicely.

			“What?” cackled one of the nitwits.

			“I need to sit next to Timmy.”

			“Yeah? How come?” snarled the second nitwit.

			“Because I’ve got some key information for him. What they call a game changer.”

			Tickmore looked at me warily. “Aren’t you the dude they call Snake Boy?”

			Immediately Nitwit One slid over on the seat. I sat down between him and Tickmore. My backpack was on my lap.

			“What you talkin’ ’bout, you got ‘information’?” Tickmore said, trying to sound like he wasn’t interested. “I never seen you on this bus before.”

			“That’s right. You’ve never seen me at 1728 Mango Lane, either.”

			That’s where he and his family lived. It was easy to find the address. They were the only Tickmores in the city phone book.

			“Timmy, what’s the reptile situation in your neighborhood?” I asked.

			He clenched up and began to squirm. I mean, physically squirm, like a slug on a hot sidewalk. He was extremely nervous, but he didn’t want to look like a wimp in front of his friends.

			
			“You must like pain,” he said, working his face into a sneer. It was actually comical.

			“Pretend I’m Jervis,” I whispered to him. “Stomp on my feet. Slap me in the head. Hey, you can even jab me in the neck with your elbow. Go on, don’t be scared.”

			Nitwit Two howled. “Dude, the Timminator’s not scared of nuthin’!”

			Tickmore’s forehead got pink and sweaty. He started looking around the bus for other seating options. I didn’t mind watching him tremble, the way he made other kids tremble.

			Leaning sideways into him, I said, “Yo, check this out.”

			I lifted my backpack and shook it lightly from side to side, like a bag of popcorn. Tickmore and the two nitwits were mystified.

			“Listen close, Timmy,” I said.

			Inside the backpack, something started to rattle. It was a sound made by only one creature in all of nature. Tickmore’s phony sneer disappeared, and his eyes got wide.

			“No sudden moves,” I advised.

			Even if he’d wanted to, Tickmore couldn’t move a muscle. Fear bolted him to his seat. Every time the rattling stopped, I’d shake the backpack again.

			By the time we arrived at school, Tickmore and I had reached an understanding. If I heard about him bothering anybody on that bus—or anybody in the halls, or anybody in the cafeteria, or anybody in the gym, or anybody anywhere—there would be serious snakes in his future.

			
			As he bounded for the exit door, he was clutching his books low, in front of his pants. I assumed that he’d peed himself. Maybe I’m an awful person, but I still didn’t feel sorry for him, not after what he did to Jervis.

			You’re probably thinking: What kind of maniac gets on the school bus carrying a live rattlesnake?

			Not me, don’t worry.

			Hidden in a side pocket of my backpack was my cellphone, cued to a SlitherTube post of a real six-foot diamondback shaking the rattle on its tail. Every time I jostled the backpack, I’d slip a hand inside the zipper and tap the play button. Even with the volume only halfway up, the noise was impressive. Tickmore’s nitwit peeps practically climbed over his shoulders in their rush to flee the bus.

			The point of the story is that while honesty is a good thing, lying is occasionally necessary in order to protect people. I wrote a totally bogus letter and forged my mother’s signature just to get on bus number 537, so I could deal with Timmy Tickmore. And though I never actually told him there was a real rattlesnake coiled inside my backpack, I definitely made him think there was.

			So that’s basically two lies, which is nothing to be proud of. On the other hand, nobody at my school has to worry about that creep anymore. He won’t mess with any other kids the way he did with Jervis.

			
			And now I’ve got a few more lies to tell if I want to make sure Mom and Belinda go straight home to Florida, safe from anything bad that might happen here.

			

			—

			“My pics of the golden didn’t turn out so fabulous,” my mother remarked, scrolling through the photo file on her phone. In the pictures, the distant eagle looks like a chunky brown post planted on the side of the cliff.

			“But you saw one. That’s all that matters,” I told her.

			She beamed. “And it was awesome, Billy. Better than awesome! Awesome squared.”

			Then came the hard part: “Mom, I’ve got some bad news.”

			I deliver the two phony stories—that Lil’s mother is ill on the Crow reservation, and that my father is being called away on another government mission.

			“We’ll have to go home earlier than we planned,” I said.

			She was really disappointed, but she said she understood. “I hope it’s nothing serious with Summer’s grandma,” she added.

			“Me too. Dad’s rebooking our flight to Florida.”

			“I’ll tell your sister in a minute.” Mom went back to studying her golden eagle photos. “You know what I’m wondering, Billy? Where was this bird’s mate?”

			“Probably back at the nest,” I assured her, “feeding their little ones.”

			
			“Of course. That makes sense. I bet you’re right.”

			The next morning it was still dark when Dad dropped us at the Bozeman airport. Mom gave him a proper peck on the cheek and that’s all. She gets the whole Montana thing now, and seems honestly okay with Dad’s new life—what she calls his “second act.” Even Belinda offered a hug. Waving goodbye, he looked sad enough to be going to a real funeral. All that was missing was his grim black suit.

			Now I’m sitting in seat 9C, wondering how much my ticket cost and—since the airline doesn’t do refunds—how long it will take me to pay him back.

			When Dad rebooked our flight, he couldn’t get us three seats together, so Belinda is four rows behind me. She’s still sulking because my mother wouldn’t buy her a three-hundred-dollar pair of hand-stitched cowgirl boots. Mom is sitting five rows farther back, dozing with a book on her lap.

			Meanwhile, my eyes are locked on the no-nonsense flight attendant holding the microphone at the front of the plane. He’s been patiently telling passengers to please clear the aisles, buckle up, and get ready for takeoff.

			He’ll say it once more, right before he closes the cabin door. I know the drill because I went online and found a Delta Airlines flight attendant training manual.

			So, the moment I hear the words over the intercom, I undo my lap belt and march up the aisle. The flight attendant thinks I’m going to the restroom. He tells me I have to wait in my seat until after the aircraft takes off and reaches cruising altitude.

			
			I nod agreeably, slide past him, and dart out the cabin door.

			“Stop, you can’t get off now!” he calls after me.

			“I left something at the gate!”

			“But they won’t let you reboard!”

			Exactly.

			Technically, what I told the flight attendant wasn’t a lie. I really did leave my carry-on at the gate—accidentally on purpose.

			The bag is still under the seat where I put it. As soon as I’m out of the terminal building, I text Mom with another fake story:

			“I forgot my bag in the airport. They wouldn’t let me back on the plane!! All OK now. I’ll catch a flight home 2morrow. Call u later.”

			Either she is still asleep or she’s already turned off her phone, because I don’t get a response to my text. The cab ride to Livingston costs way more than the thirteen bucks in my wallet, so the driver parks in front of Dad’s house to wait.

			Summer has a toothbrush in her mouth when she comes to the door. “Whath inna whirl are you doon here?”

			“Can I borrow some money for the taxi?”

			The cash comes from Lil’s cookie-jar stash, and the driver leaves happy. Summer doesn’t fall for my story of how I missed the flight.

			“You came back here because of Baxter, right? Well, guess what, Billy Big Stick. We were wrong, you and me.”

			“Wrong about what?”

			
			“He’s not stalking Dennis,” she says.

			“And you know this…how?”

			“Your dad got a call from Mrs. Baxter this morning. She said her hubby came here to shoot a grizzly.”

			“Hold on—Baxter admitted that to his wife? That he’s poaching?”

			“Of course not. But he had her FedEx one of his big rifles to the Murray Hotel. He made up a story that it’s broken and the best gunsmith is here in Livingston.”

			“Total bull,” I say.

			“Exactly. Dennis says it’s strictly a bear gun, too. I called the hotel pretending to be Baxter’s assistant, and they said the package was delivered this morning.”

			“Where’s Dad now?”

			“On his way down to Tom Miner,” Summer says.

			I don’t like anything I’m hearing. Baxter didn’t need to trace Dad’s license tag to get his name, because he didn’t need Dad’s name. All he needed was a way to lay a trap.

			“Summer, where’s your mom?”

			“On the river.”

			“Do you know how to drive?”

			“Come on. I’m fourteen.”

			“That’s not what I asked.”

			She realizes I’m serious. “Sure, Billy. I mean I’m not supposed to drive without a grown-up in the car, but I know how.”

			“Where can we get a vehicle?” I say. “Any vehicle.”

			“You think it’s an ambush, don’t you?”

			
			“Maybe I’m wrong again. I hope I’m wrong. But what if Baxter figured out his wife was talking to Dad, and now he’s using her to set Dad up?”

			From Summer’s expression I can tell she’s had the same chilling thought.

			Her eyes flicker, but her voice holds steady. “I’ve got a knucklehead cousin who lives over on M Street.”

			“What kind of knucklehead?” I ask.

			“The kind that always leaves his keys in his car.”

		

	
		
		
			
			NINETEEN

			The cousin owns a toad-gray Subaru with 199,009 miles on the odometer. I’m sure it came off the assembly line before Summer or I was born.

			She says, “I learned to drive on a tractor, like half the kids in Montana.”

			“But you’ve also driven a car before, right?”

			“More than you, I bet.”

			She’s undoubtedly right. My entire road experience is one tense afternoon with my mom, going ten miles an hour back and forth in an empty church parking lot—not exactly good training for mountain highways.

			As predicted, the keys to the Subaru are in the ignition. Summer says her cousin bartends at night and sleeps all day. She sticks a note in the mailbox saying she’s “borrowing” the car.

			“Hop in, Billy Big Stick.”

			“Please tell me the seat belts work.”

			Although Summer’s tall enough to see over the steering wheel, she still looks too young to be in that seat. Her solution is a wide floppy hat and a pair of Lil’s wrap-around shades. It turns out she’s a pretty good driver.

			We brought water, bear spray, snack bars, and the plastic whistle that Dad gave Summer to take on hikes. She offered to carry the binoculars, which means I’ve got extra space in my backpack. I plan to use it.

			
			I say I need to pick up two things for our trip. Summer asks what. I tell her.

			Her response: “Are you nuts?”

			The first item we can find at the drugstore. The second will require some luck.

			Later, heading south on Highway 89, I get a call from my mother freaking out at the Denver airport, where she and Belinda have a layover.

			“I cannot believe you got off that plane! You are so permanently grounded!”

			“That’s fair.”

			“Don’t you dare be sarcastic with me.”

			“I’m not, Mom. Whatever you decide to do is okay.”

			“Where’s your father? Put him on the phone right this minute.”

			“You’re gonna miss your connection,” I say. “Text me when you and Belinda get home tonight. Bye.”

			After ending the call, I hear myself let out a sigh.

			Summer laughs. “How long are you grounded for?”

			“Only until I turn twenty-five. You want me to google directions to Tom Miner?”

			“I know how to get there,” she says. “Hey, I broke up with Davey on the phone last night. Want to know why?”

			I’m thinking: Not really.

			“He was getting bored with me, I could tell. And I was semi-bored with him.”

			
			“Summer, one thing you’re definitely not is boring.”

			“It’s all good. No pain.”

			The radio in her cousin’s car is broken, so I can’t turn up any music to end the boyfriend discussion. My only escape is changing the subject.

			“Do you think you’ll ever move back to the reservation?” I ask.

			“Maybe after college,” she says. “Why don’t you look more surprised?”

			“Because I’m not.”

			“I want to be a doctor. How about you?”

			“No clue. I can’t think that far ahead.”

			“Billy, I can totally see you as a veterinarian. A reptile veterinarian!”

			“Right,” I say. “Can’t wait to run that one by Mom.”

			Midday traffic is steady on the main road through Paradise Valley—mostly tourists streaming to Yellowstone National Park. Summer is careful to drive below the speed limit, which means we’re getting passed constantly by rental cars, minivans, trucks pulling drift boats, even a Winnebago.

			But she’s smart to go easy on the gas pedal. If we got stopped by the police, we’d never be able to BS our way out of this—two underage kids cruising along in a vehicle that doesn’t belong to them. Summer has kept one eye on the rearview mirror ever since leaving the Livingston city limits.

			She relaxes a little once we reach the turnoff to the Tom Miner Basin. Not many cops up here.

			“I hope this is the right place, Billy.”

			
			“If Baxter’s setting a trap for Dad, it makes sense to do it here. He knows the area from the last time.”

			“When Dennis buzzed that big old grizzly.”

			“The drone master himself,” I say.

			“Too bad we never got to see the video.”

			My father erased the file from the quadcopter’s SD card. He was afraid someone who didn’t know a poacher was on the scene might think he was dive-bombing the bear just for a sick thrill.

			Summer slows down to show me a young elk browsing in the emerald-green alfalfa, hundreds of feet below us. The crop is being watered by the rancher’s pump station, on the bank of a silvery creek.

			I ask Summer if Lil knows that Dad went chasing after Lincoln Baxter.

			She says, “He didn’t have the you-know-whats to tell her. He waited until she left this morning before he took off.”

			Heading uphill toward the campground, we spot my father’s red Chevy king cab. It’s parked on the shoulder, not far from where we found it the last time. None of the tires are flat, and the fenders show no fresh bullet holes. Summer and I agree that’s encouraging.

			This bumpy dirt road would be Baxter’s only way in or out, but we don’t encounter any other vehicles until we pull into the campground. There’s a chrome RV occupied by two friendly couples from Canada, a Honda sedan carrying college kids getting ready for a hike, and a rust-chewed Jeep Wagoneer that appears to be the permanent residence of a snowy-bearded geezer with four scrawny dogs, all yappers.

			
			Summer does like a seven-point turn, motors back down the road, and parks behind Dad’s pickup. She taps her knuckles on the steering wheel and says, “Where the heck is Baxter?”

			“Maybe he’s on horseback.”

			“Horses get hauled in by trailers, Billy. You see any trailers?”

			“Then maybe he’s not here. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe he was never coming.”

			I just now thought of this: “What if the real plan wasn’t to ambush Dad? What if the real plan was to send him on a wild-goose chase?”

			“But why would Baxter do that?” Summer asks.

			“So he could sneak off somewhere else and shoot a bear, drone-free. See, he makes his wife think he’s hunting up here again, knowing she’ll rat him out to Dad and then Dad’ll come looking for him—”

			“Only meanwhile,” Summer interjects, “Baxter is miles and miles away, over in the Tetons or the Beartooths, killing a grizzly.”

			“The ultimate revenge, right?”

			“Another solid theory, Billy Big Stick. But so was the last one.”

			“I’ll keep trying till I get it right.”

			

			—

			
			One thing we forgot to pack was rain jackets. I don’t know where the storm came from. In a matter of minutes the afternoon sky changed from sunny to dark, angry purple clouds spilling over the mountain ridges.

			You’re not supposed to stand near a tall tree during a lightning storm, but Summer and I find ourselves stuck in the middle of a towering forest. In a pounding downpour we crouch low on the trail, flinching whenever a lightning bolt strikes close by. The car is more than a mile away, so there’s no sense making a run for it. We’re already soaked to the skin.

			This is my second serious Montana thunderstorm, and I’m not sure if I’m safer here in the woods than I was on that rock beside the river.

			One time I got caught in weather like this with Mom and Belinda, down in Everglades City. It blew in on a Sunday morning while we were out in the neighbor’s boat watching the bald eagle nest. The stupid outboard engine wouldn’t start, so all three of us lay down in the bottom of the boat, pressing our cheeks against the aluminum hull. It seemed like the lightning and thunder went on for hours, but the worst of it probably lasted only ten minutes. Still, we had to keep bailing rainwater out of the skiff, Mom using her coffee mug while Belinda and I scooped the best we could with empty Gatorade bottles.

			That was the first time I’d been close enough to experience the sound of the sky being ripped like a sheet, in that frozen split second right before lightning strikes. And I totally admit being scared out of my freaking mind, though I also remember wondering if the baldies were all right, hunkered in their ragged treetop nest. Then the rain quit, the wind died, and the clouds rolled away. We looked up and saw Mom’s eagles circling overhead, scouting for baitfish, as if the storm was no big deal. A minor inconvenience.

			
			But at this particular moment it’s hard to stay patient and calm, because Summer and I smell smoke. A blinding spear of lightning struck a dead lodgepole pine not far down the trail, and the tree is smoldering in the rain. It probably won’t catch fire, but I’d still rather be somewhere else. Summer isn’t delighted about our situation, either. The temperature has dropped sharply, and we’re getting cold.

			She says, “Well, this truly sucks.”

			“What do bears do in weather like this?”

			“Party, I guess. They’re bears.”

			A drenched raccoon walks out of the woods, shakes itself like a weary dog, sniffs the smoky air, and ambles away.

			“He wouldn’t even look at us,” I say.

			“Because we’re so p-p-pitiful, Billy.”

			Summer’s teeth are chattering. I move closer to warm her up. All she’s wearing is a soccer jersey, hiking shorts, and neon-green cross-trainers. She wrings her hair and knots it into a soggy ponytail.

			“Maybe this is payback,” she mumbles, “for me breaking up with Davey.”

			
			“Or for me lying to my mom.”

			“The list goes on,” she says, and we both manage to laugh.

			Soon the thunder stops and the rain slacks to a drizzle. We stand up, dripping and stiff-jointed. The dirt trail is now pure mud, and the tracks we’d been following are all gone.

			They were impressions made by a man’s hiking boots. I wear a size 10½, and my shoe fit easily inside one of the tracks. Summer said Dad’s a size 12.

			We decide to resume walking the same way the boot prints had been pointing—a logical plan until we come to a three-way fork in the trail.

			“Now what?” I say to Summer.

			“Don’t look at me. Just ’cause I’m an Indian doesn’t mean I’m good at this stuff.”

			We crawl around on our knees searching for a broken twig or any tiny clue that might reveal which of the paths my father chose.

			“Major confession,” says Summer as she combs the wet grass and pine needles. “I was actually glad to get off the rez, Billy. It can be a dark, sad place. Some of our people, they drink too much. And do bad drugs. You look in their eyes, it’s like they just gave up. And some of ’em are kids my age!”

			For her this is a brutal subject, and as usual, I’m not sure what to say.

			“You want to stay part of this amazing culture,” she goes on, “but you’re afraid the bad stuff might drag you down so far you’ll never climb out. Truth is I’m not sorry we moved away. I’m sorry for the reasons I feel that way—especially when somebody tells me and Mom how lucky we are to be here and not there.”

			
			“Summer, it’s not like you totally disconnected from the tribe.”

			“Yeah, I know, we go back on weekends and hang with family. But that’s not the same as living it, day and night. And sometimes—like right now—it’s hard to feel like a real Native American. Not when a white boy knows more about tracking than I do.”

			“Hey, who found those panther prints in the Everglades? You!”

			“That was dumb luck.”

			“No, it wasn’t,” I say.

			I’m right, too, because moments later I hear her exclaim, “Billy, check this out!”

			She’s pointing to a bright blue, bean-sized beetle, lifeless in the muck on the middle of the three paths. The beetle did not die of natural causes—it’s been squashed almost flat.

			Summer says, “Something heavy landed on that little dude.”

			“Yeah, like a size-twelve foot.”

			Farther along we come across a broken branch, still green. Dangling from the sharp end is a thread of khaki fabric, confirming that a human has passed this way. We hurry on, trying to keep our voices low. A patch of blue above the treetops signals the storm is officially over, though the branches are still shedding raindrops.

			
			The path leads us out of the woods to a wide rocky meadow that looks familiar to me. I’m almost certain it’s the same place where Dad’s drone dropped his first note, the same place I spotted that momma grizzly and her cubs.

			Summer takes out the binoculars. Something in the distance caught her attention.

			“Bad news, Billy,” she says.

			I grab the binoculars from her hands and have a look. At the far end of the meadow, a raft of large dark birds is circling. They are definitely not eagles.

			“I wonder what they’re looking at,” Summer murmurs uneasily.

			“Whatever it is,” I say, “it’s probably dead.”

			Because that’s what buzzards hunt.

		

	
		
		
			
			TWENTY

			Deep in griz country, Summer and I don’t want to draw attention by crossing the open fields. Instead, we take the longer route toward the buzzards by following the edge of the trees.

			I start chanting: “Whoa, bear! Hey, bear! Don’t eat me, bear!”

			Summer pokes me in the back and says, “Knock it off.”

			“But you told me to make noise so we don’t surprise ’em.”

			“Can you please come up with something not so lame?”

			“Like what?”

			“I don’t know, Billy. Sing a song. That’s what lots of hikers do.”

			“No way. I’d sound terrible.”

			Summer doesn’t sound terrible. She has a really nice voice. I can’t understand the words, but it doesn’t matter.

			She says it’s a “push dance” song from Crow social gatherings. She only remembers the first part, which she sings over and over. The melody is high and piercing, but the vibe sort of fits our situation. There’s no danger of startling a grizzly now—they will definitely hear us coming.

			As we hurry along the timberline, the sun pops out and a warm breeze starts to blow. Classic Montana weather—one minute you’re shivering, the next minute you’re sweating. As the meadow lights up, Summer and I notice something that wasn’t visible in the first gray aftermath of the storm:

			
			A large military-style tarpaulin, in prairie camo. The tarp has been pinned down to conceal something bulky beneath it.

			Leaving the cover of the pines, we venture out for a closer look. In the distance the buzzards keep circling. Both Summer and I fear the same awful possibility, though neither of us dares to say it aloud.

			Meanwhile the tarp is flapping like a ship’s sail in the gusty wind. We start yanking out the stakes until one side billows upward, revealing a small red helicopter. It’s a two-seater with folding rotors.

			My latest theory was wrong, obviously. Lincoln Baxter didn’t send my dad on a wild-goose chase. He’s right here. He also didn’t lie on his profile about being a pilot.

			“This is not good,” Summer says, folding her arms.

			“I know, I know. Just give me a minute!”

			“We gotta hurry, Billy.”

			I step into the chopper and take the pilot’s seat. It’s like sitting in a glass bubble. Randomly I start turning dials and flipping levers, anything to stall Baxter’s escape. I’ve got something else that might work, too, the second item we picked up on the way to Tom Miner.

			As I unzip my backpack, I notice Summer striding away, crossing the meadow.

			Straight toward the circling buzzards.

			
			I yell for her to come back, but she can’t hear me. The cockpit glass is too thick. As soon as I hop out of the helicopter, she takes off running.

			I’m faster. That’s not a knock, just a fact.

			Even though I tackle her as gently as possible, it’s not exactly a soft landing. She cusses and kicks, but I’m not letting go until she settles down.

			And I totally get why she’s so frantic.

			“It’s not safe out here,” I whisper into her ear. “We need to get back in those trees, like, now.”

			“No, but what if that’s Dennis out there on the ground under those birds! He could be—”

			“Stop, Summer. Don’t even think it.”

			

			—

			Once in a while I wonder about my dad’s mother and father, the grandparents I never got to meet. And it sounds weird, but I try to imagine the phone call Dad got on the day they died. How do you deliver such horrible news? What words do you choose?

			It was a car accident, Dennis. They swerved to miss a turtle.

			Okay, that’s not funny, I would have said, if it had been me. Now what’s the real reason you’re calling?

			The truth is when you’re young, it’s impossible to think of your mom or dad dying all of a sudden. In fact, you try not to think about them dying ever.

			Sometimes, though, reality grabs you by the throat. This one kid at school, his mother has cancer. Right now she’s doing okay, but whenever she goes for a doctor’s appointment, this kid gets sick to his stomach the whole day, terrified they might find something bad. I mean, he’s literally throwing up until she comes home.

			
			He’s a tough dude, by the way. Tougher than me, for sure.

			Belinda and I are lucky because Mom’s always been super-healthy. Still, I worry about other things—like her Uber job, driving around all alone with total strangers in the car. There are lots of jerks in this world, which isn’t exactly front-page news. Sometimes Mom isn’t as careful as she ought to be.

			But I’d never worried about Dad that way, because he was gone from our lives so early. As they say: out of sight, out of mind. If he’d died back then, I’m not sure how sad I would have felt. It’s hard to miss somebody you barely remember.

			I’d miss him now, though.

			Summer and I just found his gear—hat, sunglasses, backpack, bear spray, and drone. Most of the stuff is scattered down the slope of a small ravine. We see the satellite phone smashed to pieces at the base of an aspen tree. At the bottom of the ravine is a small creek where the barrel of Dad’s submerged shotgun glints in the shallows.

			I take out my plastic whistle thinking the high note will travel farther than a human voice. Our hope is that Dad’s hiding somewhere nearby. Even if he can’t signal back, at least he’ll know we’re out here searching for him. My mouth is dry as chalk, but somehow I get a few sharp bursts out of the whistle.

			
			Summer clambers down the rain-slicked bank to retrieve the case holding the quadcopter. It seems to be undamaged. We kneel at the edge of the trees and use the binoculars to spy once more on the creepy fleet of buzzards.

			This time we’re close enough to see what’s grabbed their attention. Two deer are lying on the ground, and I’m pretty sure they didn’t drop dead from heart attacks. It looks like Lincoln Baxter is up to his old poacher tricks, baiting the bears.

			“Why don’t those birds land?” Summer says. “What are they afraid of?”

			Good question. The buzzards should be down by now, devouring those carcasses before other forest scavengers arrive.

			“Maybe they see something we can’t see,” I say.

			If they do, it’s probably not Lincoln Baxter. He would be well hidden somewhere, waiting and watching through the magnifying scope of his rifle.

			“Hey, Billy.”

			“What?”

			“Something moved! One of those deer!”

			“Maybe it’s still alive.”

			That might explain why the buzzards are waiting to land. They prefer their meals to be thoroughly expired.

			Summer hands over the binoculars. “Check it out,” she whispers hoarsely. “Only one of those things is a deer.”

			
			“Oh no.”

			The other body on the ground belongs to my father. Now I see his hiking boots.

			“You’re sure he moved?” I ask.

			“Positive, Billy.”

			“A hundred percent sure? Because to me he looks…quiet.”

			“I’m a thousand percent sure. He moved.”

			“There’s a rope around his ankles.”

			“I saw that,” says Summer. “Which—why tie up a person who’s dead?”

			Excellent point.

			So Dad’s alive. That’s the good news. The bad news is we can’t run out there to help him without putting ourselves squarely in Baxter’s view.

			I snap open the case that holds the drone.

			Summer says, “I thought you didn’t know how to fly that thing.”

			“Now’s a great time to learn.”

			“Time is the problem, Billy. We don’t have any.”

			“The wind’s dropping. This could actually work.”

			I set the quadcopter on the flattest piece of ground I can find. The four propellers attach easily. Then I program my phone to control the video camera—again, easier than I was expecting. Just click on the app Dad installed for me. After that, snap the phone into the cradle on the remote-control unit, and we’re ready for lift-off.

			
			Well, almost.

			The remote has dual joysticks, one for “thrust” and one for “altitude.” From watching Dad launch the drone, I remember him toggling both switches at the same time, though in opposing directions. That requires nimble coordination, and probably more than a few practice flights.

			The first time I try it, the quadcopter rises to a measly altitude of three feet—maybe four—before suddenly streaking straight into the branches of a chokecherry tree. Luckily, there’s no harm to the aircraft.

			The twin joysticks would be easier to use if I were a hardcore gamer, but I’m not. I don’t even own an Xbox. On my next attempt the drone goes higher but then loses power and spirals downward, bouncing on impact. This time one of the blades snaps. I scramble to replace it with a spare from the kit.

			“So it’s a crash course,” Summer says. “Literally.”

			“You wanna try?”

			“Just hurry up, Billy.”

			A few miraculous minutes later, the quadcopter is staying airborne. The camera works, too, feeding live flight video that we’re watching on my phone.

			“Now let’s buzz those buzzards,” I say.

			They aren’t as aggressive as eagles. Confronted by the speedy aircraft, the birds break formation and scatter high into the thermals.

			I toggle back on the thrust, easing the drone into a stationary position. It’s a wobbly hover, though, so the view of the scene below is a bit unsteady: one extremely dead deer and one extremely uncomfortable Dennis Dickens.

			
			A strip of gray tape covers Dad’s mouth, and he’s completely trussed with ropes. The knots binding his ankles and wrists are pegged to the ground with the same type of stakes that held down the helicopter’s tarp.

			Finally we know Lincoln Baxter’s true plan. He never intended to kill my father himself. The grizzly that comes to eat the dead deer will do that. Then Baxter will kill the grizzly.

			Summer and I feel sick and helpless. With no cell service for miles, our phones are useless. There’s no way to call for help.

			Dad wriggles against the ropes to let us know he sees the quadcopter.

			“I want to go get him,” Summer pleads, her voice cracking.

			“Not yet.”

			Walking straight into Baxter’s rifle sights would be crazy. Even if he didn’t try to kill us, a warning shot could be deadly if it ricocheted the wrong way.

			“You can’t tell me what to do, Billy!”

			“No, but I can chase you down and drag you back here,” I said. “It’s too dangerous out there, Summer. Let’s try something else, okay?”

			The drone’s GPS isn’t working, so I steer manually. I must be getting better—the aircraft returns to us as if it were on a wire, settling softly in the same spot it took off from. Inside the case is a small clawlike attachment—the same kind of device Dad used in this very meadow to deliver his first message to me.

			
			After connecting the claw to the underside of the drone, I click on my phone app to enable the grab-and-release functions.

			Summer says, “Fine. Now what?”

			“This is what.” I pull it from my pocket.

			“Whoa.” Summer’s face lights up.

			“A kid named Chin gave it to me.”

			“B.A.D. Is that you, Billy?’

			“We’ll see.”

			I untie one shoe, peel off my sock, and slide the heavy pocketknife inside. After hanging the sock on the mechanical claw, I launch the drone toward my father.

			And, yes, I know his hands are tied. He’ll figure it out. Mr. Government Spy.

			When it stops, the quadcopter’s altitude is twenty-three feet, slightly higher than a two-story house. Dad lies absolutely still, his eyes locked on the hovering drone.

			I touch the button. The claw’s talons open. The knife drops…

			…and hits my father right between the legs.

			“Ouch,” says Summer.

			The sock helped cushion the blow. I honestly think so.

			Still, Dad’s eyes are clenched tight, and the veins in his neck are bulging. It’s probably a good thing there’s no audio.

			
			On the plus side, the impact caused Dad to jerk so violently that he yanked the top stake out of the dirt. His hands remain tied at the wrists, but at least he’ll be able to grab the sock, shake out the knife, and open it.

			And he’d better move fast.

			I move the toggles to turn the drone around.

			Summer and I are glued to the video feed. Our last screen glimpse of Dad shows him fumbling with the sock. I wonder if Lincoln Baxter is seeing the same thing through his rifle scope. With any luck, he’s looking elsewhere, scanning the meadow and timber ridges in search of his long-awaited prize.

			Which the quadcopter spies first.

			The unmistakable image flashes on my phone, striking us cold with dread.

			Summer cries, “Make the drone go back!”

			Easier said than done, for a rookie pilot. An incredibly nervous rookie pilot.

			The aircraft is sluggish to respond. Summer raises the binoculars.

			“Can you see it?” I ask.

			“You mean ‘her.’ ”

			“How far from Dad?”

			“A hundred yards, max,” Summer says. “Maybe less. No, definitely less.”

			This is what they call a worst-case scenario.

			After what feels like an eternity, I finally coax the quadcopter into a stable position high above the grizzly, which is standing tall on two legs and sniffing the air.

			
			It’s got to be the same bear I thought I saw—and obviously did see—the first time I was here. Her two cubs stop wrestling in the goldenrods to peer up at the sky. They hear the high-pitched hum of the mini-spycraft.

			On the camera the baby bears look like chocolate fur balls, while momma on her hind legs is a brawny, unhuggable tree trunk. Suddenly she drops to all fours and starts loping toward the poacher’s target zone, double-baited with a lifeless deer and a roped-down human.

			“You know what to do,” Summer says. “Make it fast.”

			Using a puny little drone to scare a big-ass alpha predator requires precise flying skills and flawless reflexes. My father is pro at this, but he’s currently not available to instruct me. Cautiously I thumb the thrust lever to begin the pursuit.

			As quick-footed as grizzlies are, the quadcopter easily keeps pace. I drop the altitude until the drone is flying at eye level with the running bear. She’s trying to figure out whether the airborne invader is just a noisy pest or a serious threat.

			At once she slams on the brakes, her cubs crashing clumsily into her rear end. It’s impossible to stop the drone that fast, so I fumble with the joysticks, trying to navigate a crash-free U-turn.

			Summer reports that the big grizzly is very close to the spot where Dad is tied down. “She’s standing up again, Billy. Not a happy mom.”

			
			I struggle to keep the quadcopter positioned between my father and the bear family. The drone is fluttering like a dizzy duck, but eventually I get it stopped in exactly the right place—floating near enough to bother the momma grizzly, but far enough to avoid those ham-sized killer paws.

			Even though I’m viewing her through a tiny camera lens, the expression in the bear’s eyes makes the hair rise on my neck. She’s deciding whether to attack or run away with the cubs.

			Running away is what we want her to do—the faster and farther, the better.

			For the moment it’s a standoff between a mountainous beast and a pint-sized flying machine. Standing beside me, still watching through the binoculars, Summer asks, “Is that you beeping?”

			“It’s the remote control.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“I’m not positive,” I say, “but I think it means the battery’s low.”

			“The battery in the drone? The one that makes it fly?”

			“Okay, we need to stay chill.”

			Without a proper pilot lesson, I’m unaware of all the high-tech features on Dad’s new quadcopter. Apparently it came with advanced software that automatically guides it back to the takeoff location when it needs recharging. This ultra-smart program is very convenient—unless the GPS doesn’t work because there’s no cell tower nearby, and an angry four-hundred-pound carnivore is standing between the aircraft and the spot where you want it to land.

			
			“What’s going on?” Summer says. “Does that crazy drone have a death wish?”

			“It doesn’t know where to go. No GPS signal!”

			“Then you be the GPS, Billy. Steer it around the bear!”

			Once again I grasp at the toggles, but there’s no time to change the flight direction. The quadcopter is way too close to the grizzly, and the grizzly is way too quick.

			Helplessly I watch the fateful collision on my phone. The final image is a ferocious flash of teeth. Then the screen goes blank.

			“She got it!” Summer blurts. “One bite.”

			I snatch the binoculars to see for myself. The mother grizzly is gnawing on the mangled drone. With a snarl she spits out the pieces and rakes a claw through the pile of cracked plastic and shredded wires.

			Summer exhales in despair. “She’s not leaving, is she?”

			“Nope.”

			“Billy?”

			“I know, I know.”

			The bear and her cubs are still hungry, and they smell dinner.

			Catered by Lincoln Chumley Baxter IV.

		

	
		
		
			
			TWENTY-ONE

			The animals march toward my captive father’s location. All that Summer and I can do is try to spook them.

			Frantically we clap, yell, even whoop, trying to make the scariest sounds two medium-sized humans can make. The grizzlies act the opposite of scared. They don’t even bother to glance our way.

			After chomping the noisy mutant bumblebee—or whatever she thought the drone was—the momma bear seems calm and confident as she leads her offspring to the wilderness version of a LongHorn Steakhouse.

			If deer is the main course, Dad will be dessert.

			Or the other way around.

			It seems impossible that he hasn’t gotten the pocketknife open by now, yet I still see him wriggling on the ground. For me and Summer to dash out there and distract the grizzlies would be a suicide mission. She’s ready to try, but I won’t let her. None of us, including my father, would get out of here alive.

			Leaving Mom and Lil brokenhearted forever.

			Despite the horror I’m feeling, I can’t put down the binoculars. Tears are puddling in the eyecups.

			The knife drop should have worked, I swear. It was the smart play…our only play.

			
			“Whoa, bear,” I whisper to myself.

			Summer says, “Look, she’s up again!”

			Only a few strides from the deer carcass, the mother bear has halted and risen to her full height. Behind her, the cubs are standing, too.

			So, finally, is Dad.

			“They’re staring at him,” I say in a shaky voice.

			“Obviously.”

			“What in the world is he doing?”

			“I have no clue,” says Summer.

			Everybody who lives in Montana knows the drill if you cross paths with a wild grizzly: Take out your bear spray, just in case. Don’t run. Stay as motionless as possible. Speak in a low, non-threatening tone. Avoid eye contact. Back away slowly.

			Dad’s can of bear spray is in the ravine, so scratch that off the list.

			And he’s definitely not standing still.

			“Is that some kind of Crow dance?” I ask Summer.

			“No,” she says. “That’s a crazy white guy trying not to get eaten.”

			Draped with dangling lengths of rope, Dad’s arms are upraised and swaying like palm trees in a breeze.

			The mother bear seems totally puzzled. Who wouldn’t be?

			Summer says, “I get it now. He’s trying to make himself look big.”

			I remember reading about an old hiker who always carries an umbrella when traveling through wild country. If he encounters a grizzly, the first thing he does is open the umbrella above his head. He says it gives him the shape of a much larger animal, and discourages the bear from charging.

			
			The umbrella trick isn’t often recommended by wilderness pros, but this must be Dad’s version, using the ropes he cut off with Chin’s knife. From here he looks like a tall, shaggy capital Y.

			The momma grizzly has never faced such a peculiar creature, and she’s not sure how to react.

			A ringing gunshot makes her decision easy. She wheels around and gallops toward the woods, the cubs at her heels. A second shot follows, pinging off a rock.

			Summer says, “Where did he go? I lost him!”

			“Me too.” Instead of watching the bears retreat, I should have been watching Dad.

			“Look over there, Billy! More to the right. No, over there!”

			“Where?” The binoculars are shaking in my hands. “How far?”

			“Between us and that bare split pine, on the far side of the meadow.”

			“Now I see him!”

			My father is moving away from the grizzlies and gunfire—though not as rapidly as he should.

			“Could he possibly run any slower?” Summer groans.

			“That’s not running,” I say. “That’s limping.”

			And at the very instant Dad comes into perfect focus, he disappears into the high timber.

			

			—

			
			You’re probably thinking: Now would be a good time to go for help.

			The bears are long gone, and it should be easy for my father to locate a hiding place where Lincoln Baxter can’t find him. The sensible thing for me and Summer to do is hurry back to the road, jump in her cousin’s car, and race to the nearest ranch that has a working phone.

			Except for one thing: Dad was limping, which means he’s hurt. The question is how badly. Did he twist an ankle, which is no big deal, or did he get hit by one of the poacher’s bullets?

			This time, when Summer says we should go after him, I say, “You’re right.”

			First we backtrack to the ravine and retrieve Dad’s gear. I gather up his backpack, sunglasses, hat, and bear spray. Summer wades into the creek for the shotgun.

			“Broken,” she calls up to me.

			“Then leave it.”

			Walking through the thick pines and underbrush is a slog, because there’s no trail to follow. I blow the plastic whistle hoping Dad’s close enough to hear.

			Unfortunately for us, someone else is closer. We don’t discover this until he steps in front of us and says, “Stop right there, both of you.”

			I’ve never had a real gun pointed at me before. Judging by Summer’s expression, this is her first time, too.

			
			“Who are you?” barks Lincoln Chumley Baxter IV.

			He’s got the full camo thing going on—gloves, a hood, even face paint. He looks furious and jumpy at the same time, gnawing an unlit cigar. Two more are visible in his vest pocket.

			The rifle he’s carrying is a big one, but I’m sure they all look big when they’re aimed in your direction.

			Summer and I respond with first names only.

			“What the hell are you doing out here?” Baxter demands.

			“Hiking” is my answer.

			“Don’t lie to me, Billy. Or whatever your real name is.”

			We’ve messed up his scheme, big-time. Now he doesn’t know what to do with us.

			“We came to find my father,” I say.

			“That guy you tried to feed to the bears,” Summer adds fearlessly.

			Baxter looks angry enough to shoot us right here and now. His bleached-white teeth are bared, giving him the appearance of a rabid poodle.

			He doesn’t pull the trigger, though. Some tiny corner of his tiny macho brain is telling him that poaching humans is way more serious than poaching grizzlies or panthers.

			“Mrs. Baxter doesn’t think much of your hobby,” I say.

			It’s not that I’m trying to piss him off. I just want him to realize that we know his name, and that we’ve also got a pipeline to his wife. If anything bad happens to us, she’ll know who did it.

			
			When you’re in the middle of negotiating, this is known as leverage.

			“You’ve got no idea what you’re talkin’ about,” Baxter says, without much steam.

			Summer waggles a finger at him. “Please don’t point your gun at us. I’m a Crow Indian, FYI.”

			Which is the perfect line, because it gives Baxter one more thing to worry about.

			“Trust me,” Summer says. “You don’t want the whole Crow Nation mad at you.”

			She’s guessing that his view of Native Americans comes from the movies. She wants him to think there’s an arrow in his future.

			And sure enough, he lowers the rifle.

			“I wasn’t gonna shoot anybody,” he says, “unless they gave me no choice.”

			I tell him we don’t have any weapons.

			“How do I know you’re not lying?”

			“Right. We’re gonna attack you with what—a stale granola bar?”

			“If you don’t believe us,” says Summer, “check our backpacks.”

			We drop all three of them—mine, hers, and Dad’s—on the ground. Baxter empties the contents and shrugs. “Fine. Whatever.”

			He stomps both of our cell phones and kicks them into the bushes.

			
			One thing he does not do is order us to empty our pockets.

			“So, your plan was to let the grizzly kill my dad,” I say. “Then you’d shoot the bear, and tell the game wardens…what exactly?”

			“That it was justified, of course,” says Baxter. “It’s completely legal to take a grizzly in self-defense. First the bear attacks your old man, then he charges after me. That was my story—and they would’ve believed it, too.”

			“But you shot a deer for bait, and it’s not even hunting season. How were you gonna explain that?”

			The poacher allows himself a smile. “There’s not a single bullet in that deer. It got hit by a car on Highway Eighty-nine, and it was dead when I found it. Now, how it got all the way out here for the bears to eat—who knows?”

			Summer cuts in: “We saw your helicopter, Mr. Baxter. Mystery solved.”

			There’s something I need to ask the guy before all this ends.

			“Why shoot a grizzly bear?” I say. “What’s the point of killing an animal that’s disappearing from the planet?”

			“That’s easy. It’s the challenge—they’re humongous and dangerous and, best of all, very rare.” Baxter clearly has no shame. “There’s barely seven hundred grizzlies left in all of Montana, Wyoming, and Idaho. Once it’s legal to hunt ’em, they’ll get smart and super-hard to find. That’s why I’m out here now, before they catch on.”

			“You’re serious, aren’t you?”

			“I am, boy. And you’re too young to be judging me.”

			
			Summer clasps my arm but, hey, I’m not crazy enough to throw a punch at a person holding a loaded gun.

			She says, “Mr. Baxter, the bear you shot at today had two cubs.”

			“They’d be fine on their own, honey. They’re tough little hombres.”

			Summer tightens her grip. Now she’s the one who looks like she wants to jump him.

			“Besides,” he adds, “I was only trying to save your old man’s life—which I did, by the way.”

			“But you’d tied him to the ground!” I say.

			“No, here’s what really happened. I was sightseeing in my personal helicopter, minding my own business, when I spotted this dumb-ass hiker all by himself in griz country. Then I saw a huge bear start following him. So I landed the chopper, grabbed my gun, and fired two rounds to scare off that vicious beast. That’s my new official story. And if you or your daddy says otherwise, I’ll tell the game wardens he brought his drone out here to spy on the grizzlies, so he could shoot one himself. I’ll even show ’em the creek where he ‘dropped’ his gun. And, guess what—it’ll be my word against his.”

			“And ours, too,” Summer bristles.

			Baxter laughs acidly. “Kids’ll always lie to protect their father. You don’t think the authorities know that? Like I said, it would be your daddy’s word against mine, a well-respected businessman from an old, well-respected family. What they call a pillar of society. That’s me.”

			
			An edgy lull follows. Songbirds high in the branches remind me where we are, in the midst of a mountain forest after a hard rain. The crisp air smells sweet enough to drink. Golden rays of sunlight slant through gaps in the treetops. A place so peaceful and perfect is totally wasted on a jerk like Baxter.

			“If you two are smart,” he says, “you’ll have a long talk with your old man. Explain the situation. Make him understand that the best thing to do is forget he ever knew my name. Now, speaking of yours truly, I am outta here….”

			Then, as if somebody flipped a switch, the birds quit singing. Lincoln Baxter halts in mid-stride, turns back slowly, and pulls his gun close to his chest.

			“Hear that?” he whispers.

			How could we not?

			Something heavy is advancing toward us through the woods. It’s not trying to be sneaky, either, which indicates a total lack of fear. Branches snap, bushes thrash, and dead logs crack under the weight of whatever is coming.

			“No way that’s a deer,” Baxter murmurs anxiously. “Or even an elk.”

			“It’s not a moose, either,” says Summer. “Moose are quiet.”

			I’d say we’ve narrowed the list.

			As the animal draws closer, it lets loose a deep chorus of nerve-wracking sounds—huffing, snorting, grunting, growling. I try to sing the go-away-bear chant, but the words die in my throat. Summer’s fingernails are digging into my arm. Crouched nearby, Baxter seems to have forgotten we’re here.

			
			As the oncoming uproar grows louder, the saplings and bushes begin to part in front of us. Baxter raises his rifle to his shoulder, while I reach for the pocket where I put Dad’s can of bear spray.

			At the same moment Baxter takes aims at the fierce commotion, I take aim, too.

			Blasting the poacher point-blank in the face.

			The main ingredient in bear spray is called capsaicin. It comes from hot cayenne peppers. This isn’t necessary information if you live a quiet normal life, but I did a little research. I wanted to be sure I’d be carrying enough firepower.

			Propelled by an aerosol burst, capsaicin doesn’t blind predators, but it makes their eyes and mouth burn like the devil. A faceful of pepper mist is so painful that a charging grizzly often wheels around and flees, which is the whole point.

			Bear spray won’t blind humans, either, but the experience is pure agony. Lincoln Baxter crumples to the ground screaming. The gun drops from his hands.

			With a growl and a huff, Dad lurches out of a thicket. He shakes off a few loose ropes and looks down at the writhing poacher.

			“Good shot, Billy,” he says. “But how’d you know it was me coming at you?”

			“Wild guess.”

			
			“You mean lucky guess.”

			Summer gasps, “You’re bleeding!”

			“Yes, I am,” Dad replies.

			He kneels beside the yowling, scarlet-faced Baxter, seizes him by the camo hood, and says, “Aren’t you sorry you didn’t take up golf?”

			Then he calmly dumps the bullets from Baxter’s rifle and hurls them downhill into a thorny thicket.

			“We should get you to a doctor,” I say. “Don’t you think?”

		

	
		
		
			
			TWENTY-TWO

			It was Baxter’s second shot that bounced off a rock and struck Dad in the thigh. He plugged the wound with a knotted bandanna to slow the bleeding. The team at the emergency room said that might have saved his life.

			We had rushed Dad from the Tom Miner Basin to a fire station near the Pine Creek Lodge. Summer drove faster than the speed limit. The paramedics didn’t ask to see her license. They loaded Dad into an ambulance and raced straight to Bozeman.

			Mom flew in yesterday to make sure I was okay. I got a thirty-second hug and a thirty-minute lecture. Afterward, she agreed to come to the hospital, where my father spent the rest of the afternoon apologizing to her and Lil.

			The poacher’s bullet tore through some muscles and nicked his thigh bone, but Dad’s going to be all right. A surgeon cut him open and fixed him up. The sheriff’s department is keeping the crumpled slug for evidence.

			Belinda has been texting me from Florida. She wants a photo of Dad in the hospital bed. So he poses for her, giving a halfhearted thumbs-up. His room has an amazing view of the Bridger Mountains, but he’s still in a lousy mood, mad at himself for getting captured by Lincoln Baxter in the woods.

			
			“Unbelievable,” he grumbles. “I thought I was smarter than that.”

			Lil and Mom restrain themselves from stating the obvious.

			“What did Baxter tell you?” I ask Dad.

			“That he was sick and tired of me hassling him with the drone. While he was tying me up, he said, ‘You like grizzly bears so much, now you’re gonna see how much they like you.’ ”

			The rope marks on his wrists are still pink and raw.

			“The cops’ll catch up with him soon,” Lil says.

			Dad stares listlessly out the window. “Maybe. Maybe not.”

			“Of course they will,” says Mom.

			Summer kisses his forehead. “You’re still the craziest white man I ever saw.”

			Dad’s roommate is a wheat farmer who broke his hip when an ATV flipped on top of him. He’s not getting much rest, because Dad has lots of visitors.

			Sheriff’s deputies have been at the hospital two days in a row, along with officers from the Forest Service. Dad told them everything about his secret drone missions to stop Lincoln Baxter’s poaching. I don’t think they’re ready to give him a medal, but they’re acting like they believe him—at least for now. Dad is well aware that Baxter will spout a totally different story, if they find him.

			Summer and I were questioned, too. They wanted to know everything Baxter said while he held us at gunpoint. One of the Forest Service officers took us to an empty hospital room and spread a topographical map of the Tom Miner Basin on the bed.

			
			“Where was the last place you saw this man?” he asked.

			I pointed to the ravine and said, “Afterward, he probably ran down to the creek to wash the bear spray off his face.”

			“We’ve already searched that area. Twice.”

			“Then maybe he’s gone. All you’ve got to do is find that red helicopter.”

			“Oh, we’ve got the helicopter. It was tied down in the same place you saw it. Right there.” The officer tapped his pen on a black X that had been drawn on the map.

			“The door of the chopper was wide open,” he added, “but there was no trace of Mr. Baxter.”

			Summer acted surprised. “So he could still be out there somewhere?”

			“Possibly. We assumed he’d walk out to the dirt road and then hitchhike to the main highway, but his family in California hasn’t heard from him.”

			Summer said, “I don’t get why he didn’t use the helicopter to escape.”

			“We believe something scared him out of the cockpit.”

			“Like what?”

			“Like a rattlesnake,” said the officer, “on the pilot’s seat.”

			“Whoa!” Summer widened her eyes. “Was the snake alive?”

			“Oh, extremely.” The officer capped his pen. “Coiled up inside a pillowcase. Very weird.”

			My stepsister was trying her hardest not to look at me.

			
			“Maybe Baxter’s a snake collector,” I said.

			“No, his wife told us he’s terrified of them.” The officer rolled up the map. “Want to hear something else? The rattler’s mouth was taped shut.”

			“Really?” I replied. “Now that is weird.”

			

			—

			I know, I know.

			I said I wouldn’t do it again, but I did.

			What I put on the snake’s jaws wasn’t regular tape. It was a Steri-Strip, a sticky piece of medical fabric designed to protect stitches or small wounds. They’re available at any pharmacy, including the Western Drug store in Livingston, Montana, where Summer and I stopped on our way to Tom Miner.

			Unlike ordinary surgical tape, Steri-Strips fall off by themselves after about ten days. That’s exactly what I needed, because I didn’t want the rattler to be crawling around too long with its mouth held shut. Usually they go about two weeks between meals.

			Again, no normal person would need to know that.

			You might be wondering: How do you get a rattlesnake to hold still long enough so you can tape its mouth?

			I’m not telling. It’s too dangerous—and I mean, insanely, ridiculously dangerous.

			I’ll never do it again. This time I’m serious. And if you’re foolish enough to imagine it might be fun, I encourage you to google “rattlesnake” and check out the fangs.

			Here was the conversation that took place between me and Summer shortly after we “borrowed” her cousin’s old Subaru.

			
			Me: “Where can I go to catch a rattler?”

			Her: “Right now? What on earth for?”

			Me: “For when we find Baxter’s car at Tom Miner. A big loud snake on the seat might change his travel plans.”

			Her: “You mean if he does something bad to Dennis and tries to get away?”

			Me: “I need to stop at a drugstore, too. Oh—and I borrowed a pillowcase from your house.”

			Her: “There’s a rocky bluff near the gun range north of town. It’s covered with rattlers. I hope you know what you’re doing, Billy.”

			Summer was right about the bluff. Halfway up, I caught a chunky three-footer by pinning its neck with a juniper stick. I waited for the snake to quit squirming before attempting to secure its mouth. Summer’s job was to hand me the Steri-Strip. She was also my ride to the ER, if I screwed up.

			Once inside the pillowcase, the rattler balled up and chilled out. Gently I placed the sack in my backpack and closed the zipper. During our slow stormy hike to the grizzly meadow, I heard the snake vibrate its tail only two or three times.

			As it turned out, the red helicopter presented the same opportunity as a car: an empty driver’s seat in Baxter’s getaway vehicle. No doubt he noticed the pillowcase right away, and picked it up out of curiosity. He might have even shaken it, or messed with the knot.

			
			Obviously the rattler woke up grumpy, making a noise that Baxter would have recognized instantly—and run away from.

			For once, what I’d hoped would happen actually did happen.

			“Where’s the snake now?” I asked the officer who was interviewing us.

			“We turned it over to State Fish and Wildlife. They let it go someplace safe.”

			Summer said, “But first they peeled the tape off its jaws, right?”

			“Yes, ma’am. Very carefully.” The officer put the rolled-up map under his arm. “I’ve spent my whole life in the wild, and two things I never, ever fool around with are grizzly bears and rattlesnakes. But let me tell you, there’s some crazy-ass people out there.”

			“Yeah,” I said. “Scary crazy.”

			

			—

			The next day, Dad was released from the hospital. They wanted him to take both crutches but he insisted he only needed one. Lil spent the afternoon making his favorite meal—lamb chops, garden veggies, and huckleberry pie. Belinda actually called to see how he was doing, which magically brightened his mood.

			When all of us sit down at the table, the first thing he says is: “Did they find Baxter?”

			“Not yet, Dennis,” Lil answers patiently.

			
			This is like the fiftieth time he’s asked since he got out of surgery.

			“Baxter doesn’t want to be found,” Summer says. “He knows we got to the cops first and told them everything. Hey, the dude’s so rich he could be in Paris by now.”

			Dad’s tracing little circles in the air with his fork. “I can’t stop wondering how a bag holding a prairie rattlesnake got inside that chopper.” His eyes drift in my direction. “Isn’t that bizarre?”

			So I need to invent a semi-believable theory, quick.

			“Maybe the snake was Baxter’s Plan B for getting rid of you,” I say, “in case the bear thing didn’t work out. He could have paid somebody to go catch him one.”

			“Billy, you wouldn’t ever fool around with a live rattler, would you?”

			“Dennis, your dinner’s getting cold,” says Mom, without so much as glancing at me. There is no doubt she’s figured out what happened.

			I’m also sure that Lil, who knows I’m not afraid of snakes, assumes I’m the one who put the rattler in the poacher’s helicopter. In front of my parents, she’s nice enough not to mention the pillowcase that’s missing from the bed in the guest room.

			Daisy Baxter called earlier. She and Dad talked for a long time. She’d already spoken with the sheriff and the rangers, but she wanted a firsthand account of what went down at Tom Miner. She was also baffled about the rattlesnake in the chopper, but mostly she was flat-out furious at her husband—and sick about the shooting. She still hadn’t heard from Lincoln, and it didn’t sound like she was waiting anxiously by the phone. She told my father she’d already hired a divorce lawyer.

			
			“Another good reason for Mr. Baxter to keep hiding,” Mom remarks.

			Dad, who is now inhaling the lamb chops, pauses to say, “I bet I could find him.”

			The coldness of our collective stare draws an instant apology. “You’re right, you’re right, that’s a terrible idea,” he says. “I guess I’m still loopy from all the medicine they gave me.”

			Lil smiles. “Admit it, Dennis. You’re just loopy, period.”

			Summer asks Dad about the savage noises he was making while he clomped through the woods. “Exactly what kind of creature was that supposed to be?”

			“Really? A bear, what else!”

			“Because…?”

			“I was scared of running into that momma griz,” he says. “Females with cubs always run from big male grizzlies, so that’s what I was imitating.”

			“No offense, Dad,” I say, “but you sounded like a gorilla with asthma.”

			“My son the comedian.”

			“Seriously. That’s why I blasted Baxter with the pepper spray before he could fire his gun. I figured it had to be you crashing through those trees. No self-respecting bear would make so much racket.”

			
			Dad grins sheepishly before turning serious. “If it weren’t for you, Billy, I wouldn’t be sitting here right now.”

			“And if you had an ounce of sense, Dennis,” Mom says, “none of us would be sitting here right now, talking about the stupid bullet hole in your leg. If it weren’t for you, none of us would be nervous wrecks. We’d all be out on the river, enjoying this lovely summer day.”

			“That’s right,” says Lil, “looking for eagles.”

			Summer and I are sensible enough to stay out of this one. My father clears his throat and announces that he’s ready for a slice of huckleberry pie.

		

	
		
		
			
			TWENTY-THREE

			This one kid, he never stayed in the same town more than a couple years.

			His mother kept moving the family from place to place because she was obsessed with eagle nests, of all things. The kid didn’t try to make friends when he started at a new school, because he knew he wouldn’t be there long, so what was the point?

			Still, he didn’t feel lonely or left out. He spent all his free time outdoors in the woods and wetlands, fishing, hiking, catching snakes.

			The kid was different, definitely. He’d be the first to admit it.

			One summer he got to travel to Montana. Twice. He was visiting his father, whom he hadn’t seen for many years.

			It wasn’t a simple situation. The kid’s dad had a new family and a dangerous job he didn’t want to talk about. Lots of sketchy stuff was going on, but in time it all worked out. The kid was glad he went.

			He came back to Florida with a good story. The only problem was the ending. There was one loose strand, one big question that remained unanswered.

			Until now, maybe.

			

			—

			
			Except for working at the supermarket, I’m grounded until school starts in August. I really want to hop on my bike and go check my favorite snake spots, but that’s not happening. Mom says the subject is closed.

			So I’m in my room, reading, trying not to go nuts.

			She knocks on the door. “Billy, come out here. Someone sent you a package.”

			The box came from Livingston, Montana, the house on Geyser Street.

			“What’re you waiting for? Open it already,” says Belinda, hovering.

			College starts in a couple weeks, and she’s still trying to decide what to pack. Her clothes are piled all over the house. And the shoes? Seriously—she’ll need to rent a semitruck to carry all her shoes.

			Inside the box from Montana are three hand-wrapped items and a plain brown envelope addressed to “Billy Big Stick.”

			First the gifts:

			Little Thunder-Sky sent my mother a real golden eagle feather she found on the banks of the Yellowstone River. The feather is creamy white with a coffee-brown tip, which means it came from the bird’s tail. A prize, in other words. Mom is speechless.

			Summer Chasing-Hawks sent my sister a pair of shell earrings, the same ones that had belonged to her great-grandmother on the Crow reservation. I was afraid Belinda would make some snarky comment about Summer’s present, but she reacted as if they were diamonds. The earrings look good on her, I’ve got to admit.

			
			My father sent me something solid, taped in Bubble Wrap. It’s the engraved pocketknife that Chin had given me, the one that walloped Dad in a highly sensitive region when it dropped from the drone.

			Dear B.A.D., says a neatly penned note inside the Bubble Wrap, please aim higher next time!

			P.S. Thanks for saving my life, in more ways than one.

			I open the envelope and unfold an article clipped from the Bozeman newspaper. Above the headline, somebody using a red Sharpie has jotted: Nature always gets the last word!

			It’s Summer’s handwriting. I recognize it from the checks she mails to Mom.

			Here’s the headline on the article: FEW CLUES IN SEARCH FOR MISSING SPORTSMAN.

			I’m thinking: “Sportsman”? Give me a break.

			According to the news story, the whereabouts of Lincoln Chumley Baxter IV, a prominent California businessman and avid outdoorsman, remain unknown. A spokesperson for his family’s real-estate company said Baxter piloted his helicopter to the Tom Miner Basin to scout for elk in advance of the fall hunting season—a weak excuse that nobody in Paradise Valley would believe.

			
			Searchers found Baxter’s empty rifle discarded on a thorny embankment. The weapon had been fired twice, raising the possibility that Baxter’s true intention was to poach wild game. Three hikers—that would be me, Summer, and Dad—reported a “violent encounter” with the hunter.

			Apparently the sheriff didn’t give the details (or our names) to the newspaper, which is probably a good thing. Meanwhile Mrs. Daisy Baxter is directing all questions to her attorney, who won’t comment.

			Summer had underlined the last two paragraphs of the article:

			
				In addition to the rifle, searchers found a half-smoked cigar in a large mound of bear scat. A female grizzly with two young cubs has been seen in the area.

				Although Baxter is known to favor the same brand of cigar, authorities say it’s too soon to draw any conclusions from this disturbing discovery.

			

			Summer already drew her conclusion, obviously. She thinks the stogie in the bear poop means Nature got the last word. I’d say that’s a definite possibility.

			The next morning is Sunday, so we pack our binoculars, sunblock, and patience. Mom parks behind the same bait shop where we always leave the car. From there it’s a short walk to the lagoon. For two hours we stand in the broiling heat staring up at the sky, waiting for the bald eagles. Belinda says her neck hurts. Mine does, too.

			
			“That nest is just a mess,” Mom mutters.

			“They’ll fix it up,” I say.

			Eagle parents usually begin to tidy their nests toward the end of September. The female lays her eggs in December or January.

			“But what if they’re gone, Billy?”

			“The birds aren’t gone, Mom.”

			“I read where there’s a new pair in Sarasota. They built their nest on top of a cell-phone tower.”

			“I don’t want to move to Sarasota.”

			Belinda says she can’t wait to be at college, far away from all this craziness.

			“That isn’t very nice,” Mom says. “You think I’m crazy?”

			Major groan from Belinda. “That is not what I said.”

			My phone rings. It’s such a rare event that my mother and sister stop arguing to stare in surprise.

			Before answering, I check the name on the caller ID.

			“So who is it?” Mom asks.

			“It’s Dad.”

			Belinda says, “You’re kidding.”

			He sounds pretty good, for a guy who just got shot.

			“Billy, did you get the package with the knife?”

			“I did, thanks. How’s your leg?”

			“I’m a rock star at rehab. Yesterday I threw away my crutch!”

			He asks to say hi to Mom and Belinda, so I pass the phone along. Overhead I can see pelicans, gulls, and the occasional heron—but no baldies.

			
			When I get back on the line, my father says, “They still haven’t caught Lincoln Baxter. What do you suppose that means?”

			“It’s too late.”

			“You think he left the state?”

			“No, Dad. I think he left this world. I think he made a wrong turn in the deep timber, and ran into that momma grizzly.”

			“Then why didn’t they find more than a cigar butt?”

			“There’s miles of big country out there. Baxter could be anywhere—what’s left of him.”

			“So Billy Big Stick believes in karma.”

			“More like justice, Dad.”

			He says, “You should see my new drone. I named it Sophie.”

			“Why do you need a new drone? You promised Lil no more secret missions.”

			“Summer didn’t tell you? I lined up a job with the Montana tourism office, making aerial videos for their TV commercials.”

			“Wait—you’re officially done chasing poachers?”

			“Absolutely. All my future drone trips will be strictly scenic—mountains and rivers, sunrises and sunsets. ‘Video postcards’ are what they want.”

			“You’ll crush it, Dad,” I say, though I don’t believe his story for a minute. He’d be bored out of his skull doing video commercials, and I’ll bet my bicycle there’s nobody named Dennis Dickens on the payroll of the Montana tourism board.

			
			“I’ll talk to you later this week, Billy.”

			“You will?”

			“On Thursday. From now on, I’ll be calling every Thursday.”

			“Okay. That’ll work,” I say.

			“Unless your mom doesn’t want me to.”

			“I’m pretty sure she won’t mind.”

			On the flight home, Mom had apologized for cutting up the envelopes that arrived every month from Montana. She said she didn’t want me and Belinda seeing Dad’s address and then writing to him, because that would let him off the hook. She wanted him to be the one to reach out, as any decent father should. It was the principle of the thing, she said.

			When I asked if it was weird seeing him in a new place with a new family, Mom smiled and said it wasn’t as awkward as she expected. She told me she admired what he was doing with his life now, but then quickly added: “He’s still impossible, Billy. All over the map, as they say. Lil’s got a thousand times more patience than I ever did.”

			Gray clouds are sneaking in, and soon a warm rain begins to fall on the lagoon. Our eagle lookout point is a picnic area near the water’s edge, a small clearing away from the trees. Mom flings a waterproof jacket over her head. She looks restless and bummed. Belinda wants to walk back to the car.

			
			“Ten more minutes,” I say.

			“Five,” snaps Belinda. “My hair’s getting drenched.”

			Mom peeks out at me. “I saw where there’s a new magnet school near that nest in Sarasota.”

			“Too bad I’m not a magnetic person.”

			“Don’t be a smart-ass, Billy.”

			I dry the lenses of my binoculars and make another slow sweep of the treetops.

			“Well, hey there,” I say.

			Mom’s head pops out from under the jacket. “What is it? You see something?”

			I point. She looks up.

			“Where, Billy? Show me!”

			“Right there. Three pines north of the nest.”

			The eagles are perched on the same branch, raindrops glistening on their dark feathers. Both snowy faces are looking our way.

			Belinda says, “Okay, now I see ’em.”

			My mother clenches her binoculars. “Oh my God, look at that! Have they been up there this whole time watching us?”

			“It wouldn’t surprise me,” I say. “We’re pretty amusing.”

			“Look how close together they’re sitting. I love that!”

			“I told you they weren’t gone, Mom. They like this place.”

			
			“I guess they do.”

			Belinda asks if we can go home now.

			“Not just yet,” my mother says in a hushed, happy voice.

			It feels nice out here. The rain won’t last long, but I wouldn’t mind if it poured all day.
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			ONE

			I walked down to the beach and waited for Malley, but she didn’t show up.

			The moon was full and the ocean breeze felt warm. Two hours I sat there on the sand—no Malley. In the beginning it was just annoying, but after a while I began to worry that something was wrong.

			My cousin, in spite of her issues, is a punctual person.

			I kept calling her cell phone but it went straight to her voice mail, which was Malley chortling in a British accent: “I’m in the loo. Ring you back later!” I didn’t leave a message, and I didn’t text, either.

			In case somebody else had her phone.

			Somebody like her dad, who’s my uncle. He takes away Malley’s cell like twice a week as punishment for acting up, acting out, whatever. Still, even when she’s in trouble at home, she always finds a way to sneak out to the beach.

			A few turtle people were scouting the shoreline, waggling their flashlights. I walked north, as Malley and I usually did. We’d never seen a turtle actually laying her eggs, but we’d found several nests. The first thing you notice is the flipper tracks leading up from the water’s edge. Loggerheads, hawksbills and green turtles leave trenches like a mini–dune buggy when they drag their heavy shells across the sand.

			After the mother turtle finishes depositing her eggs, she covers them with a loose, churned mound. Every time that Malley and I came across one, we’d call the state wildlife office and they would send an officer to mark it.

			First, wooden stakes are tapped into the sand to create a rectangular perimeter outside the mound; then hot-pink ribbons are strung from one stake to the next. You can go to jail for messing with a turtle nest, so the officers put up a warning sign. Still, every so often some random idiot gets caught stealing the eggs, which are sold as a romantic ingredient in certain places.

			Pathetic but true.

			The phone chirped, but it wasn’t a text from Malley; it was my mom asking where the heck I was. I texted her that I was still down by the water, and that no savage criminals had tried to snatch me. Afterwards I tried Malley’s number once more, but she didn’t pick up.

			So I walked on alone until I came to a marked nest that I didn’t remember seeing the last time Malley and I were there. The dig was new and soft. I picked a spot outside the warning ribbon and sat down holding my baseball bat, which Mom makes me carry for protection whenever I go to the beach after dark. It’s an Easton aluminum model left over from when I played Little League. I feel dorky carrying it, but Mom won’t let me out of the house if I don’t. Too many creeps in the world, she says.

			The slanted moonlight made the waves look like curls of pink gold. I lay back, folded my arms behind my head and closed my eyes. The wind was easing, and I heard a train blow its horn to the west, on the mainland.

			That wasn’t all. I heard the sound of breathing, too, and it wasn’t my own.

			At first I thought: Turtle. The breaths were damp and shallow, like air being forced through a broken whistle.

			I sat up and looked around: No sign of tracks. Maybe it was an old bobcat, watching me from the dunes. Or a raccoon—they like to dig up loggerhead nests and chow down the eggs. I slapped the Easton in the palm of my left hand, which stung. The noise was sharp enough to scare off most critters, but it didn’t frighten whatever was breathing nearby.

			Leaving seemed like a smart idea, but I got only fifty yards before I turned and went back. Whatever I’d heard couldn’t be very large because otherwise I would have spotted it; there was really no place to hide on an empty beach under a full moon.

			Approaching the turtle nest again, I put down the Easton and cupped my ears to muffle the sound of the waves. The mysterious breathing seemed to be coming from inside the rectangle of pink ribbons.

			Could it be a crab? I wondered. A crab with asthma?

			Because new turtle eggs don’t make a peep. That I knew for a fact.

			Carefully I stepped over the border of ribbons and crouched on top of the nest. In and out went the raspy noise, slow and even. I leaned closer and saw a striped soda straw sticking out of the sand. Through the exposed end I could feel a puff of warm air whenever the underground creature exhaled.

			No more than three inches of the straw was exposed, but that was enough to pinch between my fingers. When I pulled it out of the mound, the in-and-out noise stopped.

			I stood dead still on my heels, waiting for a reaction. Honestly I wasn’t trying to suffocate the critter; I just wanted to make it crawl out so I could see what the heck it was. My thought was to take a picture with my phone and text it to Malley.

			The world’s sneakiest crab, right?

			But then, as I was peering at the spot where the soda straw had been, the turtle nest basically exploded. A full-grown man shot upright in a spray of sand, and my heart must have stopped beating for ten seconds.

			Built like a grizzly, he was coughing and swearing and spitting through a long, caked beard. On his chiseled block of a head he wore (I swear) a flowered plastic shower cap. Even weirder, his left eye and right eye were pointed in totally different directions.

			I vaulted back over the ribbon and snatched up my baseball bat.

			He said, “Get serious, boy.”

			After catching my breath, I asked, “What are you doing here?”

			“Gagging, thanks to you.”

			I tried to apologize but I couldn’t put the words together. I was too freaked.

			“Let’s have your name,” the man said.

			“R-R-Richard.”

			“They call you Rick?”

			“No.”

			“Ricky? Richie?”

			“Just Richard.”

			“Outstanding,” he said. “I like your parents already.”

			“Dude, you can’t sleep in a turtle nest!”

			“What’d you do with my straw?” He brushed himself off. I’m guessing he stood six four, six five. Large, like I said. He wore a moldy old army jacket and camo pants, and he was clutching a dirty duffel bag.

			“They’ll put you in jail,” I said.

			“Yeah?” He wheeled in a full circle, kicking violently at the sand with his boots. I covered my eyes.

			“See, Richard,” he said when he was done, “it’s not a real turtle nest.”

			One by one he yanked up the stakes and tied them together with the pink ribbons. He crammed the whole bundle into his duffel and said, “I was waiting on a man.”

			“While you’re buried on a beach?”

			“It’s meant to be a surprise. His name is Dodge Olney. Digs up turtle eggs and sells them on the black market for two bucks a pop. One night he’s gonna dig up me.”

			“Then what?” I asked.

			“He and I will have a chat.”

			“Why don’t you just call the law?”

			“Olney’s been arrested three times for robbing loggerhead nests,” the man explained. “The jailhouse experience has failed to rehabilitate him. I’ll be taking a different approach.”

			There was no anger in his voice, but the slow way he said the words made me seriously glad not to be Mr. Olney.

			“Tell me this, Richard. What are you doing out here?”

			I don’t have much experience with homeless persons, so I was sort of sketched out. But he was an old dude, probably the same age as my grandpa, and I decided there was no way he could catch me if I ran.

			Looking up and down the shore, I saw that I was on my own. The nearest flashlight beams were a couple hundred yards away—more turtle people. There was a row of private houses on the other side of the dunes, so I figured I could take off in that direction, if necessary. Pound on somebody’s door and yell for help.

			“I’ve gotta get going,” I said to the stranger.

			“Excellent idea.”

			“If you see a girl out here about my age? That’s my cousin.” I wanted him to know, in case he got any crazy ideas. He was aware that in the moonlight I had a good look at his face, those weird eyeballs that didn’t match.

			“You want me to have her call you?” he asked.

			“Don’t talk to her, please. She’ll get scared.”

			“Understandably.”

			“Maybe you should find somewhere else to crash,” I said.

			He grinned—and I mean these were the whitest, brightest, straightest teeth I ever saw. Not what you expect on a grungy old guy who’d just popped out of a hole.

			“Son, I’ve walked the whole way from Lauderdale on this hunt, sleeping every night on the beach. That’s a hundred and thirty–odd miles, and you’re the first person to make it an issue.”

			“It’s not an issue,” I said. “Just, you know, a suggestion.”

			“Well, I got one for you: Go home.”

			“What’s your name?” I asked.

			“So you can give it to the cops? No thanks.”

			I promised not to call the police, which was true for the moment. The man wasn’t breaking any laws, sleeping underground with a straw for a breathing tube. Really he wasn’t bothering a soul, and then I came along and riled him up.

			“The name’s Clint Tyree,” he told me, “although I haven’t answered to it in years. Good night, now.”

			He walked away, along the water’s edge. I sat down beside the remains of his fake turtle nest, took out my cell and Googled the name he’d given me, just to make sure he wasn’t listed on some child-predator site. He wasn’t.

			He was, however, famous for something else.

			When I caught up to him, half a mile down the beach, I told him that Wikipedia said he was dead.

			“Wiki who?” he said.

			“It’s a community encyclopedia on the Internet.”

			“You might as well be talking to a Martian.” He kept walking, the waves splashing over his boots.

			I said, “Dude, I really want to hear your story.”

			“First tell me about your cousin. You’re worried about her.”

			“Not really.”

			“That’s bull.”

			“Okay,” I said. “Maybe a little worried. She was supposed to meet me here tonight, but she never came, which is weird.”

			“You tried calling her?”

			“Sure. Over and over.”

			The man nodded. “Hold my eye,” he said, and plucked the left one out of his face.

			

			—

			I was home, in bed, when Malley finally texted: “Grounded again. Sorry I couldn’t sneak away.”

			A perfectly believable excuse, except for one hitch. After leaving the beach, I’d jogged the seven blocks to her house and seen that the lights in her bedroom were turned off. Malley was a total night owl; she always stayed up way past midnight. It was only ten-thirty when I’d crouched behind the oak tree in her front yard, watching her window. The room had been completely dark, which meant that Malley wasn’t home.

			Which meant she couldn’t be grounded.

			From my bed I texted back: “R u ok?”

			“Fine. Call u 2morrow.”

			Of course I couldn’t sleep after that, so I went out to the living room, where Trent was watching television—a cage-fighting match on pay-per-view. I’m serious.

			“Your mom’s snoring like a buffalo,” he said.

			“They snore, too? I thought they just snorted.”

			“Hey, champ, before you sit down? Grab me a cold one from the fridge.”

			Trent drinks more Mountain Dew than any mortal human on the planet. It’s hard to watch, because he slurps the stuff so fast that it drips off his chin like green drool. We’re talking gallons of sugary caffeine, every day.

			I brought him a bottle anyway. Trent is my stepfather, and we’re cool. He treats me like a kid brother, and I treat him the same way. He’s harmless and good-natured, and dumb as a box of rocks.

			“Is that ice cream?” he asked me.

			No, Trent, it’s a cheese ball with chocolate sauce.

			“Want some?” I said.

			“Maybe later, champ. You believe these two beasts?” Trent was addicted to cage fights. “Yo, see that? It’s real blood,” he said.

			“Wow.” That was the best I could do. The truth is I’d rather sit through a documentary on Calvin Coolidge than watch two buzz-cut goons beating the crap out of each other in a supersized dog kennel.

			Mom married Trent last December, not quite three years after my father had passed way. Dad was an awesome guy, and I miss him worse than anything. He was way smarter than Trent, but he died in a really stupid way. He’d be the first to admit it.

			Here’s what happened: He drank two beers, hopped on his skateboard and crashed full-speed into the rear of a parked UPS delivery truck. It was a large vehicle, but my father didn’t see it in time. That’s because he was too busy unwrapping a Butterfingers candy bar while he coasted down A1A.

			No helmet, naturally. We’re talking about a forty-five-year-old man with a master’s degree in engineering from Georgia Tech. Unbelievable.

			At the funeral one of his surfer buddies stood up and said, “At least Randy died doing something he truly loved.”

			What? I thought. Bleeding from his eardrums?

			Afterwards Mom was a wreck, and she pretty much stayed that way until she met Trent, whose only known hobby is golf. He works as a real-estate agent here in Loggerhead Beach, but business is slow, so he’s got an unhealthy amount of spare time. His second-favorite TV program is a cable reality show called The Bigfoot Diaries.

			To yank Trent’s chain, I told him I’d spotted a Skunk Ape on the beach.

			“Get out,” he said.

			“Well, he smelled like a Skunk Ape.”

			“Just wait, champ. Someday they’ll catch one of those hairy monsters, and I can’t wait to see the look on your face.”

			Trent is a true believer in Bigfoots, Sasquatches and Skunk Apes, which is what they’re called in Florida.

			“The one I met had a glass eye,” I said matter-of-factly. “I dusted the sand off it for him.”

			“That’s real hilarious, Richard.” He tipped the liter of Mountain Dew to his lips and chugged the backwash. “I heard they’re gonna start hunting ’em with drones, like they do with the Taliban. How cool is that?”

			“Ultracool,” I said, and went back to bed.

			I fell asleep listening to Willie Nelson, one of Dad’s favorites. When I woke up in the morning, there was a text from a girl named Beth, Malley’s best friend on the track team.

			“She’s gone!” Beth said.

			“Gone where?” I texted back.

			“She won’t say! What do we do?”

		

	
		
			TWO

			My uncle looked surprised to see me. He had on his work clothes. His name’s Dan, and he runs a bucket truck for Florida Power & Light.

			“Is Malley around?” I asked.

			“No, Richard, she left yesterday.”

			“For where?”

			“School. She didn’t tell you?”

			“I thought her classes didn’t start for a couple weeks.”

			“Come on in,” Uncle Dan said. “I just got home from work.” Hurricane season he works a night shift because the pay is better, and he’s got seniority. “You want some breakfast? Sandy’s still asleep.”

			He poured me a bowl of cornflakes and on top he sliced a banana that was so old and mushy that, honestly, a starving chimpanzee wouldn’t have touched it.

			“Yeah, Malley flew up for early orientation,” he said.

			I just nodded while I chewed my cereal, avoiding the funky brown slices.

			“She forgot all about it,” Uncle Dan said, “until two days ago when her dorm adviser called. But that’s Malley.”

			“Classic,” I said.

			Uncle Dan and Aunt Sandy were sending Malley to an all-girls boarding school called the Twigg Academy. Basically, they didn’t want to deal with her on a daily basis anymore. She’s a handful, no question.

			Malley had told me the tuition at Twigg is thirty-nine grand a year, not including the meal plan. Add the cost of winter clothes plus airplane tickets back and forth to New Hampshire, and who knows how her parents planned to pay for that kind of an education. Malley suspected they were taking a second mortgage on their house, meaning they must’ve been semi-desperate.

			“It’s weird she didn’t tell you she was leaving,” Uncle Dan remarked, “so you guys could say goodbye.”

			“No big deal,” I said, a total lie.

			Malley and I were born only nine days apart. Except for vacations, both of us have spent our whole lives in Loggerhead. I couldn’t picture her at a boarding school in a place so cold that car engines froze. Truthfully, I couldn’t picture her at a boarding school, period. Malley wearing a uniform to class? No way.

			“Did she talk much to you about this move to Twigg?” Uncle Dan asked. “Because we got the impression she was sort of looking forward to it. I think all of us need a break.”

			“She seemed okay with it,” I told him, which was true.

			Malley had been incredibly calm and low-key when she told me the news. Where, if it had been me who was getting shipped to some snotty private academy, I would’ve been highly pissed off.

			New Hampshire? Seriously?

			Still, I wasn’t ready to swallow Malley’s “early orientation” story.

			To Uncle Dan I said: “She borrowed a book from me. You mind if I go get it?”

			“ ’Course not, Richard.” He was attempting to make waffles with a digital waffle-maker that my mother had bought him for his birthday. Programming the thing was complicated enough to keep him distracted while I snooped through Malley’s room.

			Her One Direction poster was still on the wall. So were Bruno Mars and the Jimi Hendrix Experience—Malley was into all kinds of music. The closet wasn’t as empty as I thought it would be, and right away I noticed that she hadn’t taken her winter clothes to school. There was a heavy parka that had a hood lined with fake rabbit fur, and a red fleece with the L.L. Bean price tag still attached.

			Okay, it was only August. Maybe she planned to come home for a visit and get her coat and fleece before the weather up north got cold, or maybe Sandy was going to pack everything and send it to her.

			Or maybe Malley hadn’t really flown to New Hampshire.

			Her laptop was gone and her desk was cleaned out, except for one drawer. Inside was a white envelope that had the initials T.C. printed on the front, above an address in Orlando.

			T.C. was a guy named Talbo Chock, who was older than Malley. He lived near Disney World and supposedly was some hot club DJ. Malley had never met him in person, but she’d made friends with him online, which was beyond stupid. I’d told her so more than once.

			Even though the envelope wasn’t addressed to me, I opened it.

			A note in Malley’s handwriting said: “Talbo, pleeze don’t forget about me when I’m away at Twitt’s ‘boring’ school. Try to land a gig in Manchester so we can finally get together!”

			Included with the note was a wallet-sized photo. It was her class picture from last year, before she got her braces removed—a picture she didn’t like, and one she would never have given to a guy she was trying to impress.

			Malley always kept some cute selfies on her iPhone. She could easily have texted one to Talbo Chock; she could have texted him the note, too.

			But the envelope wasn’t really meant for T.C., and Malley hadn’t simply forgotten to mail it. She’d left it inside her desk on purpose, for her parents to find. I put it back in the drawer.

			As soon as I got home, I Googled that street address in Orlando, which turned out to be a motel near Sea World. I called the place, and—big shock—nobody named Talbo Chock was registered there.

			Next I looked up the Twigg Academy and dialed the academic office.

			“When does early orientation start for new students?” I asked the lady who answered the phone.

			“We don’t do early orientation,” she said.

			I called Beth right away to tell her. She wasn’t surprised. Her conversation with Malley that morning had lasted barely two minutes.

			“She swore me to secrecy,” Beth said, “but she didn’t tell me enough to even call it a secret.”

			“What about Talbo Chock?”

			“All she said was, ‘Don’t worry, girlfriend, he’s a man of the world.’ ”

			“So was Jack the Ripper.”

			“I’m scared, too,” Beth admitted.

			“Let me see what I can find out.”

			

			—

			
				The stranger who’d buried himself on the beach wasn’t just a regular homeless person, if there is such a thing. A long, long time ago he’d been governor of Florida—as in the governor.

			According to Wikipedia, Clinton Tyree was a college football star before going to Vietnam and winning a bunch of army combat medals. After the war, some friends talked him into running for governor, even though he didn’t like politics. He campaigned on a promise to clean up all the corruption in Tallahassee, our state capital, and apparently he tried hard. Frustration set in, then sadness, depression—and even, some said, insanity.

			Then, one day halfway through his term of office, Clint Tyree flat-out disappeared from the governor’s mansion. Nobody kidnapped the man; he just bolted. The politicians who’d been fighting against him said it proved he was crazy, but his supporters said that maybe it proved just the opposite.

			All kinds of wild rumors got started, and some of them turned out to be true. According to one Wikipedia entry, the ex-governor became a wandering hermit of the wilderness, and over the years he’d been a prime suspect in several “acts of eco-terrorism.” Interestingly, he’d never been arrested or charged with any serious crimes, and it seemed to me that the targets of his anger were total scumbags anyway.

			The Web article included interviews with a few witnesses who’d supposedly encountered Clinton Tyree by chance. They said he’d lost an eye, and was going by the name of “Skink.” They had differing opinions about whether or not he was nuts. The most recent entry quoted the governor’s closest friend, a retired highway patrol trooper named Jim Tile, who said:

			“Clint passed away last year in the Big Cypress Swamp after a coral snake bit him on the nose. I dug the grave myself. Now, please let him rest in peace.”

			Except the man was still alive.

			I found him only a mile or so up the beach from where he’d been the night before. He’d constructed another fake turtle nest, though he hadn’t yet concealed himself beneath the sand. He was kneeling outside the pink ribbons, calmly skinning a rabbit.

			“Roadkill,” he explained, when he caught me staring.

			“There’s a deli on the corner of Graham Street. I can get you a sub.”

			“I’m good, Richard.” The shower cap was arranged on his head in the manner of a French beret. In the light of day I could see the color was baby blue.

			“You didn’t walk very far today,” I said.

			“Nope.”

			“How come?”

			“Maybe I’m feeling too old and broken down.”

			He was old, but he looked solid and tough as nails, as Trent liked to say about the cage fighters on TV.

			“They had your picture on the Internet,” I said, “from like forty years ago.”

			“No doubt I’ve aged poorly.”

			“Even without the beard I could totally tell it’s you.”

			It was some beard, too. The night before, in the moonlight, it had looked distinguished, like Dumbledore’s. Now I could see how ungroomed and patchy it was. To the twisted tendrils Skink had attached what appeared to be broken seashells—until you got a closer look.

			“Are those what I think they are?” I asked.

			“Bird beaks.”

			“Okay, that’s not funny.”

			“From turkey vultures, Richard.”

			“But…why?”

			“Kindred spirits,” he said.

			In the sunlight I saw that his good eye was a deep forest green, and that the artificial one—the one I’d cleaned for him—was brown and shaped differently than the other.

			“What’s the latest on your cousin?” he asked.

			“Not good. I think she’s run off with some dude she met online.”

			“Meaning, on the computer.”

			“He’s older than her,” I said.

			“How much older?”

			“Old enough to drive, obviously.”

			“That’s unsettling.” Skink wrapped the rabbit meat in a rag. The fur he carried up to the dunes and tossed into some sea grape trees. Afterwards he asked me what I planned to do about Malley.

			“Go tell her parents, I guess. Today I texted her and called a bunch of times, but she’s not answering.”

			“Is that like her?”

			“Sometimes,” I said.

			He sat down a few feet away. I told him how Malley had lied about going to early orientation. “The note she left was totally bogus, to fake out her mom and dad.”

			“Tell me the name of her new boyfriend, Richard.”

			“Talbo Chock.” I spelled it for him, though it was just a guess on my part.

			“I’ll make a call,” he said.

			“Want to borrow my phone?”

			Skink smiled. “Thanks, but I’ve got my own. All incoming calls are blocked except one.”

			“Hey, why did your friend Mr. Tile tell that reporter you were dead?”

			“Because I asked him to. Come back in an hour or so.”

			While the governor made his private call, I walked to a surf shop on Kirk Street. My father used to hang out there, so the owners know me. Dad bought all his boards there, and so do my brothers. Before going off to college, they used to surf every day. There’s no beach in Gainesville, so now they’re suffering.

			I’m not a surfer, but I like board shorts and flip-flops; that’s basically my official summer uniform. I was looking through a rack of new Volcom shirts when my phone made a high moaning noise, which freaks people out until I tell them my ringtone is a humpback whale. I walked outside to answer the call.

			“ ’Sup, Richard?” It was Malley.

			“Where are you?”

			“Don’t be all mad or I’m hanging up.”

			I said I wasn’t mad, just bummed.

			“Sorry about the beach last night,” she said. “I forgot about this orientation thing—I must’ve blocked it out of my mind. Mom was totally pissed, but she got me on a late flight out of Orlando. It was, like, the last seat on the whole plane.”

			“What luck,” I said drily.

			“But still I almost didn’t make it because airport security found a bottle of vitaminwater in my backpack. Seriously! One of the TSA guys pulled me out of line and made me dump everything out—”

			“Vitaminwater?” I had to laugh. Malley was on a roll.

			“What’s so funny, Richard? Vitaminwater is the bomb.”

			“Whatever. Why’d you text me that you were grounded at home?” I tried to keep my voice low because I was standing on the sidewalk in front of the surf shop, customers going in and out the door.

			“I couldn’t call you at the time,” my cousin said, “and I didn’t want you to be mad that I left without saying goodbye.”

			“So now you’re really up in New Hampshire?”

			“Yeah. And this place? The armpit of all armpits, Richard.”

			Very calmly I said: “Malley, there’s no such thing as early orientation at the Twigg Academy. I called and checked.”

			“What? You. Did. Not!”

			“You’re so busted,” I said. “Tell me where you really are.”

			And she hung up, not exactly an earth-shattering surprise. Malley is legendary for hanging up on people. Usually she calls back in five minutes, ten max, but this time she didn’t.

			A text popped up as I was heading to the beach: “If you go to my parents, I’ll never speak to you again!”

			“Knock it off,” I texted back.

			“I’ll tell your mom what happened in Saint Augustine! Swear to God, Richard.”

			“You would NEVER.”

			“Don’t push me,” my cousin texted back.

			Suddenly I felt sick. Not barfy sick, just sick at heart.

			The governor was collecting crabs when I returned to the beach. I told him that I’d finally heard from Malley, and that everything was fine.

			He said, “No, son, it’s not.”

			Then he told me something that made me feel even sicker.
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