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Chapter 1
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“Yeah, sure. Uh-huh. Mm-hmm. Mom, you’re rambling. Again. No, I’m not dating anyone. Nope. No.” A heavy, irritated sigh followed. “Because, Mom! Because!”

Noah glanced up at his bedroom door. The stack of pillows and folded blankets he’d piled up against it did nothing to block the noise outside—or more like Dot’s usual agitated phone conversations with Noah’s grandparents. It didn’t really help that he and his mother lived in an old apartment whose walls were made of cardboard that’d probably been recycled ten times over.

“Noah’s doing well. Yes, he’s still gay. No, I don’t see any changes happening in him because, you know, Mom, it’s not a phase. No, it’s not. I don’t care if this is a new week. He’s still gay. You want to check back with me next month or something?” Another heavy sigh. “I was being sarcastic.”

It was Noah’s turn to sigh, and he rolled over on his bed and pushed himself up. Taking up the book he was reading, Noah walked over to his bedroom window and climbed out onto the fire escape. The old, rusty steps led down to a back alley, with nothing but the grimy walls of two other buildings flanking the narrow area. Directly below the fire escape stood a couple of garbage dumpsters, and if Noah wanted to avoid being subjected to those weekly angry phone calls indoors, he’d have to fill up his lungs with the reeking essence of people’s trash.

At least the day was sunny and warm, though it also meant a more potent process of decomposition in the dumpsters. All the same, Noah sat down on the step that was the closest to his bedroom window and continued to read. Garbage fumes aside, he was soon lost in his book, his world shifting to a dark one in which a haunted carnival devoured foolish visitors wherever it went.

“Cool,” he breathed, his eyes widening as he read a pretty long, detailed scene in which a foul-mouthed drunk and woman-beater got himself absorbed by the Hall of Mirrors—except for his skin, which lay in a bloody, pulpy pile in the middle of the narrow corridor. There it was destined to be eaten up by the carnival’s resident “pet,” a real-life Minotaur that gorged on human remains.

“Noah!”

He blinked and looked up. “I’m out here, Mom!”

There was a shuffling of footsteps, and then Dot appeared, leaning out of his bedroom window. “There you are,” she said, giving him a wan smile. “I’m going to work now, honey. Dinner’s on the stove if you’re hungry.”

“Okay.”

“I’ll be home by nine.”

“Okay.”

Dot paused, watching him closely. “You know I love you,” she said, speaking in a careful, measured way that’d always been her method of emphasizing her point. “Nothing’s ever going to change that.”

Noah nodded, feeling a little awkward now. “I know, Mom.”

She broke out in a bright smile this time. “Good. I’ll see you tonight.”

Noah stood up and walked over to the window, stooping to give his mother a kiss. She took hold of one of his hands and gave it a tight squeeze—another emphatic gesture of hers that was meant to reassure him that she’d rather flay herself alive than let anyone hurt him. Not even his evangelical grandparents, aunts and uncles, and cousins—and especially not their not-too-subtle attempts at guilt-tripping Noah and his mother back into the fold, which included weekly phone calls that bordered on harassment. For better or for worse—worse for the family, perhaps—Dorothy “Dot” Hipwell seemed to be pretty adamant on being the black sheep and wore her status as the only single mother in the clan like a badge of honor. That she was also child number two of three was an important distinction for her as she looked to be so dead-set against reconciling with her family, in fact, so much so that Noah suspected her to take secret, diabolical delight when he came out to her just a few months ago. Then again, his mother also showed deep, unwavering devotion to her only child that pretty much negated Noah’s suspicions of being nothing more than a rebel flag to wave around. It was a source of deep ambivalence to him, seeing as how he also kind of liked the idea of Dot and her rebel rainbow flag holding out against all manner of spiritual attacks from behind a Les Miserables-inspired barricade while yelling, “You’ll never take me alive!”

“And everyone keeps saying that the middle child’s the quiet one,” Noah muttered as he turned these thoughts over and over. The more he considered it, however, the more he liked the idea, and he stifled a grin. “Go Mom.”

He watched his mother walk toward his bedroom door, pausing once if only to point at the mess on the floor. “Honey, make sure to put all this away,” she said without looking back. “It was a bitch trying to open your door with those things piled up against it.” Then she was gone, off to spend yet another day in retail hell.

* * * *
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“SO, WHAT DID YOU DO today?”

Noah looked up from his plate, blinking. “I cleaned my room and read. Oh, and I did my laundry.”

“That’s good. If you need more books, I’ll take you to the library. Do you have a library card yet? No? Okay, I’ll help you get one. This’ll keep you going for a bit, anyway, while I look for a new school.”

Noah nodded, slumping a little as he toyed with his vegetables. “Is it too expensive to go to a charter school, Mom? I’ve heard about those. Maybe there’s one around here that’s, like, open to gay kids.”

“Oh, I’m sure there are, honey.” She paused to take a sip of her water. “I’ve never thought about charter schools before, but I can do a little research.”

“Will they take kids who got suspended, do you think?”

“They’d be idiots if they don’t take you with your grades the way they are,” Dot replied, her eyes flashing. “Don’t worry too much about that.”

Noah turned his attention back to his meal, and silence fell on the pair again, with nothing but the quiet sounds of silverware against ceramic plates breaking up the usual mealtime vacuum. Well—that plus the usual sounds of neighborly activities going on around them. The couple upstairs was fighting again, and this time Noah counted two things breaking against the floor. One of their neighbors next door was talking at full volume, holding a conversation with his elderly mother, who was pretty much deaf and who, Noah knew, didn’t really give a flying fig what her leeching son wanted to say even if she could hear. Mrs. Howard had always been fond of Noah, practically adopting him when he’d helped her carry her groceries to her apartment, though her son—all two-hundred-fifty pounds of greasy, unemployed muscle—decided that the short, skinny, fifteen-year-old fag didn’t need to hang around Mrs. Howard and sent Noah scurrying away with a snarled threat.

Noah looked around for a moment, taking in the sight of the tiny but clean kitchen and dining room all rolled into one, the room being the disturbing mirror image of the same room in The Sixth Sense, and he half-expected a ghost to appear, open every single cupboard and drawer there was, and freak out his mother.

He cleared his throat. “So, uh, how’s Grandma?”

Dot looked up and shrugged. “She’s fine. So’s Grandpa. And so’s everyone else in squeaky-clean Paragon Town.” She always referred to her old hometown as Paragon Town, which she claimed was the main reason for her running off the day after she’d turned eighteen as though the very hounds of Hell were after her. If his grandparents were there, they’d say that she’d chased after the hounds of Hell or had picked up the wrong book somewhere, got all sorts of soul-corrupting ideas from it, and struck out into the awful world of liberal secularism, breaking their aging hearts in the bargain.

“I guess that’s good. Were they, uh, you know—bugging you again?”

“Oh, hell, Noah, they always do. You know that.” She snorted and helped herself to another piece of lasagna. “They even outdid themselves today by threatening to send the Soul Warriors to help us out.”

“Soul Warriors? Are you serious?” Noah laughed. He couldn’t help it, and it felt great.

It had been a while since he laughed—not since he was suspended from his high school for fighting back and punching a bully, which was a story worth sharing with the grandkids someday. The fact that Dot came down on the administration with all the fury of a Protective Single Mother from Premenstrual Hell, blaming them for Noah’s desperation and literally telling them to shove their policies up their “puckered, dusty bung holes” (every word she yelled in the principal’s office could be heard all over the school), only added spice to Noah’s punishment. That said, she’d officially pulled him out of that school and was now on the lookout for a new, safe place for him.

Now if only he were lucky enough to find another boy who shared his dreams of a happily-ever-after and who wouldn’t be terrified of his mother as a bonus... 

“I’m not kidding. Don’t ask me what they’re all about because I didn’t bother to ask. I mean—pfft!” She made a face and shrugged. “What else can come to mind when you hear ‘Soul Warriors’?”

“A bunch of people in weird clothes carrying torches and the bible? Am I close?” Noah had scraped his plate clean by now, and he just reveled in the conversation, sitting back and grinning at his mother.

“I guess. Who cares? Everything’s black or white to your grandparents, and frankly, I’m too old to deal with that crap. The world’s a lot better than that. You’re better than that.” She pointed her fork at him as she lectured. She sighed as she set her fork down and dabbed her mouth with a napkin. “Don’t worry, Noah. We’ll find you a new school, and I don’t care how much it’ll cost us.”

“Well...”

“Honey, it’s okay. We’ll manage. As long as you get a good education without the harassment, I’ll work three jobs if I have to.”

Noah swallowed and nodded. “I wish I could get a job,” he said after a moment.

“Worry about that when you turn sixteen. I’m not going to keep you from doing that as long as you don’t let it mess up your grades. Okay?”

“Okay.”

Something large and heavy crashed upstairs, making them both jump in their chairs. Dot shook her head and downed the rest of her water. “They’re a charming couple, aren’t they?” she asked, and Noah grinned. “They just can’t get enough of each other, the sappy lovebirds. It’s like a never-ending honeymoon.”

* * * *
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NOAH FROWNED AT THE computer screen. “This is weird,” he said, clicking one of the tabs on the browser window to take him back to his search results. “There’s no official website for the Soul Warriors. I thought they’d be, like, an organization or something that’s supposed to go around and scare people back to church.”

He’d spent the past hour looking up information on the mysterious group and found nothing beyond occasional creative fiction blog entries using the term “soul warriors” for whatever plot conflict purposes they needed, with a couple churning out pornographic stories involving demonic tentacle rape scenes that left Noah gaping at the screen and feeling the urge to scrub his eyeballs afterwards. His mother had never been on top of things where parental filters were concerned.

He snorted, scratching his head. “This probably means that they’re nothing more than a scare tactic—maybe an urban legend type of deal. Or a creepy underground cult like those people in that Hollywood church thing.”

A bogeyman. One of those monsters hiding in one’s closet or under the bed, waiting for the right moment to slither out and grab hold of a boy and drag him down the portal and into the underworld. The ultimate embodiment of the ultra religious’ guilt trips.

He glanced at the time and saw that it was past 10 p.m. He’d just wasted too much time on a threat that was probably not even worth an ounce of his sweat. Yawning, Noah cleared the cache and closed the browser window before shutting down the family computer and shuffling off to his bedroom. His mother was in hers, most likely reading, and he knew that he was courting danger, staying up with his eyeballs glued to the computer screen. Ten p.m. was his computer curfew, and according to his mother, it was a very generous schedule.

As he brushed his teeth and prepared for bed, he wondered dourly how long it’d take his mother to find a school that she’d consider fit for him. While it was great that Noah didn’t have to spend hour after hour tightly wound up with dread, wondering when and where in school he’d be subjected to threats and insults again, he missed some of his teachers and not-very-close friends. Reading books on his own helped fill up his time productively, but he certainly regretted the forced isolation.

As he crawled under the covers and closed his eyes against the night, he weakly reassured himself that somewhere out there, just the right kind of school awaited his pleasure. As to what it might be, Noah couldn’t begin to guess.

“Wish I had a bike,” he whispered, yawning five times in succession. “Then I can go out for a long, long ride...” 

Far away from the depressing confines of an old apartment. Far, far away from the shadows and taunts of schoolyard bullies. The road would be wide open, free of hazards, and enhanced by gorgeous scenery that reminded Noah of all that was good about the world. The ride would be long, calming and yet energizing in its Nature-soaked solitude, the goal being a distance he’d never even dreamed of reaching. 

Once at that point, Noah would stop and relax, enjoy the scenery and worship the bounties that could only be offered by Nature unspoiled, and he’d turn back and ride home, his mind a great deal more open, his heart healed of all the hurt he’d endured and stirred by possibilities glimpsed on the road.

That bike ride in his dreams would be freedom in its simplest, purest form. It was just too bad real life didn’t quite work that way, but one could always hold on to hope.
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Chapter 2
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Noah’s grandparents were nothing if not tenacious. They called again the following day, which made Noah stare long and hard at the calendar on the wall above the phone to make sure that his time perception wasn’t wrong. The calendar used to hang elsewhere, but since his grandparents discovered their phone number and started their long distance calls, Dot decided to move it to its present location. It proved quite handy when it came to her marking off the days when the most recent phone calls were made.

For several seconds after saying “Hello,” Noah just stood and stared confusedly at the calendar, noting that big, black “X” with dripping blood that his mother had written over yesterday’s date.

“Hello? Noah? Are you still there?”

“Uh, yeah, I am, Grandma,” he stammered, frowning. “Isn’t it kind of early for you to call again? And I thought you didn’t want to talk to me until I’m heterosexual.”

Grandma didn’t beat around the bush. “I’m calling to find out if you and your mother are still driving around in that old Volkswagen horror.”

“You mean the van?”

“Yes, the van—that old hippie relic from the sixties. Are you still driving it around without shame?”

Noah shrugged. “Yeah, we are. It still runs pretty well, and I like how roomy it is with only two of us using it.”

“It’d be less roomy if your mother did the right thing by marrying your father and giving birth to at least five more babies,” Grandma retorted.

“We kind of like it the way it is right now. Besides, Dad was the one who didn’t want to get married, remember?” One of the perils of college romances, his mother used to say: Copulate, flee, and leave your girlfriend madder than hell with an expanded gene pool.

“I know you like that, which is a constant source of grief and stress to us over here. If there’s any justice in this world, your mother would be paying for our prescription heart pills and subscriptions to Dr. Danny Perkins’ faith magazine on Satanic elements in the media, literature, and college. Your grandfather and I can only deal with so many demonic influences at a time.”

Noah nodded, pursing his lips. “Yeah, I guess it’s good you haven’t seen her CD collection.”

“Are you still gay, young man?”

“Ayup.”

“Pity. I never told you this, but I knew there was something wrong when your mother told me you never mingle with your classmates unless you have to. I suppose you never enjoyed the benefits of a social group.”

“I’m not into socializing, Grandma. I don’t feel comfortable around people. Maybe one or two people at a time, sure...”

His grandmother snorted. “It’s abnormal, staying in your shell the way you do.”

Noah sighed. “I’m an introvert.”

“It isn’t healthy, and it does terrible things to your head. Do you ever watch the news? Every serial killer and gun-massacre-types were so-called introverts. An extreme lack of social skills is a psychosis. Well, I’ll have to get off, then. I just wanted to know about your rusty hippie wheels. I didn’t have any plans on encouraging you to continue your gayishness by showering you with tenderness and attention.”

“Okeedokee.”

“Tell your mother that we’re still deeply disappointed. No, wait—make that bitterly disappointed, seeing as how depth doesn’t seem to move her as much as extreme emotion—unless she was born without a heart, which I’m starting to suspect to be the truth as time drags on.”

Noah nodded again. “Bitterly disappointed—okay, I’ll tell her that.”

“Good.”

Noah heard a click, and he waited for the dial tone to follow. When it finally came, he sighed and replaced the phone back on its receiver. “Christ’s ass,” he muttered. “What’s in the water back there?”

He didn’t need to find out; in fact, he was never interested to know. He was sure that he’d be chased out of town if he’d ever set foot in Paragon Town. It was plain better to stick to the city and put up with the daily grunginess of urban living as long as he didn’t have an entire church’s congregation running after him, sprinkling him with holy water or whatever it was they used for baptisms or exorcisms in the ultra-conservative, Protestant denominations.

With Dot at work, Noah used his time wisely enough by cleaning the apartment, even washing the daily urban grime from the windows, though he knew it wouldn’t have mattered in the end. After a quick lunch, he realized that he still had time to waste, but he wasn’t too keen on spending it trapped indoors.

For a few moments, he paced around the living room, debating with himself over his mother’s strict injunctions not to set foot outside because of the neighborhood they lived in. But with school out of the question at present, Noah felt as though he were rotting away slowly, and that his spirits were constantly depressed as a result.

He paused and glanced at one of the windows, chewing the inside of his right cheek. “Just this once,” he muttered. “It’s not going to hurt.”

Besides, he’d just been reminded of something—a pretty strong incentive to sneak out and bask in the sunshine for an hour or two at most. Noah felt himself blush as he stifled a silly little grin, and he hurried off to shrug on his jacket and then grab his keys. Before long, he was jogging down the dark, dingy hallway to the stairs and then hurrying out the double doors on the bottom floor.

The sunshine felt good, and for a moment, Noah toyed with the idea of simply taking a long walk down familiar (and safe) neighborhoods, not bother with that planned visit to the nearest Drugs N Stuff store. But teenagehood being what it is, the thought was quickly shrugged off in favor of more pleasant possibilities, and off he went.

Drugs N Stuff was a local store that had the appearance and vibe of something that’d been around since the dawn of time. Save for the pharmacy area, which was always well-maintained and well-stocked, the rest of the store was crammed with merchandise that one would expect from a 99-cent store. Odds and ends as well as pale imitations of household items all made from cheap plastic that likely poisoned their users in slow, subtle increments. The fact that generic pet food was also carried made Noah cringe; he was sure that those bags of kibbles and cans of wet food came from a lethal combination of horse innards and sawdust. The overhead lights were dim and constantly flickered; the piss-yellow linoleum tiles most likely started out hospital white once upon a time. There were odd stains here and there that Noah tried not to think about, especially after he’d seen an employee mop the holy hell out of them a couple of times and only manage to make them spread out even more, like a gangrenous shadow of unholy origins.

But Noah would gladly brave the risk of catching something chronic and untreatable. His heart beating wildly, he navigated past screaming toddlers and irate seniors who couldn’t find their favorite anti-constipation supplements, and eventually found himself near the office and school supply aisle.

He paused by the end cap, peering around the corner, his face warming again at the sight of a young man cutting open a cardboard box and sorting through its contents. Jimmy Wong—twenty-one years old, saddled with student loans he could never hope to pay off (according to him, anyway), miserably stuck in a dead-end job because being a Liberal Arts Major seemed to close the doors, not open them, and very, very straight—went about his work with a certain dull energy that wasn’t lost on Noah. All the same, he was godawfully hot and available (to girls), and Noah just plain couldn’t help himself.

A couple of quick mental calculations, and Noah was swaggering down the aisle, pretending to look for something he didn’t really need, nor did he have the money for.

“Oh, hi! I didn’t know you were working today!” Yeah, right.

Jimmy glanced up, startled, and then grinned. “Hey, you,” he said. “Yeah, I’m working today. We got a shipment in, and it’s time to beef up the merchandise.” He dug in and pulled out boxes of pencils that he was sure to price out at five cents per set. Noah knew that those pencils wouldn’t last a day, having gone through a lot himself because he couldn’t resist buying something from Jimmy’s aisle. His mother constantly gave him grief for wasting money on cheap stuff, but he didn’t care.

“Cool. I’m here to, uh, buy some pens.” Noah cleared his throat. That didn’t come out right. He was supposed to go for notebooks—college-ruled and spiral-bound. He tried not to stare at Jimmy, who listened, his mouth curled in a half-smile. Or, rather, he tried not to stare at Jimmy’s mouth, which he adored—among other parts of Jimmy, that is.

“Well...” Jimmy stumbled to his feet and looked around. This time Noah zeroed in on his Adam’s apple before moving on to ogle Jimmy’s slightly muscular arms. All those hours spent moving heavy boxes around were certainly paying off nicely. “The new stuff’s already put up.” He pointed across the aisle. “They’re all sorted out according to color.”

“I need green. Or purple. Like, anything but the usual blue, red, or black.”

“Ah—sorry, Noah. We only have those colors.”

“Okay, I’ll go for red.”

Jimmy jerked his head in the direction of the pen section. “Go for it.” Without another word, he turned back to his task, stooping to pick up his price gun. In a fraction of a second, he was once again lost in his world of generic merchandise and shattered college dreams.

Noah sighed inwardly and walked over to the pens. He didn’t even bother to check labels—what would it matter, anyway, seeing as how they were all cheaply manufactured to begin with? He’d hoped to engage Jimmy in lengthy conversation, but it wasn’t happening. Then again, he really wouldn’t know what to say to get that going. After pulling a couple of boxes of red pens off a peg hook, he turned around to watch Jimmy for a moment, awkwardly shifting his weight from one foot to the other.

“I, uh, got the pens,” he said. “Thanks for your help.”

Jimmy spared him a glance and a smile. “No prob. I gotta go back to this and get it done. Sorry I can’t chat more. I’m kind of behind on work.”

“Oh, that’s cool. I didn’t want to hold you up.” Noah forced his feet to move. “Okay, I guess I’ll see you.”

“Yeah. Later.” Jimmy didn’t even look up that time.

As Noah neared the end cap, a blonde girl appeared, brushing past him with a light “Excuse me—sorry!” and walking over to Jimmy, leaving a faint trail of rose perfume in her wake. Noah barely managed to take stock of her appearance—late teens, early twenties, stuffed into tight jeans and a fitted T-shirt, face glowing with health. Unlike most of the other girls who’d flirted with Jimmy in the past, this one seemed to prefer the more natural look and kept her face free of color.

“Hey, babe, are you on lunch yet?” she asked, tossing her hair.

Noah looked over his shoulder in time to catch her plant a long, wet one on Jimmy’s mouth. For his part, Jimmy seemed to enjoy it quite a bit, and the two were borderline necking in seconds. Ducking his head, Noah walked on, turning a corner and dumping the packages of red pens on one of the shelves.

He regretted not taking any cash with him. Drugs N Stuff had an ice cream counter, and he’d have enjoyed something from it. It was all he could do to give the ice cream menu with its images of plastic-looking frozen treats on cones a woeful look before walking out the store.

* * * *
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“THEY DID WHAT?”

“They called this morning.”

Dot stared at Noah with a look he couldn’t quite read. At the very least, it was a cross between an exaggerated grimace and a look of shock that usually came with a stroke or something.

“You did remind them of the day,” she said after a moment’s stunned silence. When Noah nodded, she snorted. “God, I don’t look forward to getting old. The idea that I’ll turn out like your grandparents scares the crap out of me.”

Noah slurped his spaghetti, earning himself a mildly disapproving glare. “They wanted to know if we still ride around in our old Volkswagen van.”

“Oh, great. What’re they planning on now? Haul it away and hold it for ransom till we repent? Slash our tires and say it’s Satan’s work and that we asked for it?”

“Dunno, Mom. Grandma didn’t exactly want to talk to me and blamed you for their health problems—or something.”

Dot drank her water and sat back in her chair, letting out a long, tired sigh. She regarded Noah for a moment, lost in thought. “Tomorrow’s the weekend, and I’m not working till Tuesday at both jobs. Amazing, isn’t it?” she said. “We should get out of here and enjoy a nice day trip somewhere, know what I mean?”

Noah stared at her, wide-eyed. “Really? You mean that?”

“Yeah, why not? We’ve been stuck here forever, and I know that this is driving you nuts, with school going to the dogs. I think we need a break from this place—and my family.”

“Are we going to spend the night somewhere else? Like a motel?” Noah had never been to one, and he’d always been curious after seeing so many commercials on TV for friendly, clean, and cheap motels all over the country. He also tried not to think about that dreary documentary he saw a few months ago about motels and bedbugs.

“I’m thinking about a bed and breakfast,” his mother replied, looking more and more earnest. She’d even furrowed her brows as though in deep thought as she spoke. “I’ve saved enough money for a nice weekend getaway, but that’s only if we find one that doesn’t require reservations.” She shrugged, sighing, and helped herself to more garlic bread. “Regardless, honey, I’m taking you out for the weekend. Spur of the moment thing, probably end up being a dud, but still—a hell of a lot better than being cooped up here and being frightened of the telephone.”

Noah grinned, elated. “Cool. I’ll pack after dinner.” Earlier heartbreak over Jimmy Wong now felt like ancient history.
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Chapter 3
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Noah’s grandparents didn’t call the following morning, but his mother was hell-bent on making sure that they were both out of the house before disaster struck. Dot had set the alarm for six-thirty, which irritated Noah, who’d never been a morning person, but he was more than willing to make an exception this time.

Breakfast was a nice, idle, cheerful affair, with pancakes and bacon and juice, their conversation light and dripping with anticipation for the weekend’s adventure.

“So we’re just getting inside the van and driving off wherever?” Noah asked.

“Pretty much, yeah.” His mother paused, watching his face contort in all kinds of baffled expressions. Then she leaned forward and mock-whispered, “I was just kidding, honey. You’re too serious sometimes.”

“So what, then?”

She took a deep breath and turned her attention back to her plate. “Well, I stayed up last night, surfing online, and found a nice, quiet corner by the coast. It’s not a tourist spot by any means—if anything, it’s kind of like a tiny little town that everyone drives through and never notices. But that’s what makes the rates cheap over there.” She paused, grinning and looking pleased with herself. “Plus it’s only a fifteen-minute drive from the nearest happening place with all the tourist shops and beaches and all that.”

“That sounds fine with me, Mom.”

Both of them fell silent, with Noah thinking of everything and nothing in particular, his thoughts straying from memory to memory until they fixed on Jimmy Wong.

“Is there something wrong, honey?”

He looked up, wincing. “No, nothing. I was just trying to finish my food.”

“You sure about that? I mean, I know it’s been tough for you to be stuck at home for days now, without school stimulating you and all...”

“Mom, it’s okay. I’m cool, really.” He paused and shrugged weakly. “I guess I’m just bored.” And lonely—terribly lonely.

Dot nodded, looking pained. “I know, and I’m so sorry. I swear, Noah, I’m trying my best to find a good, safe school for you.”

Noah reached out and rested a hand on one of his mother’s, giving it a gentle squeeze. “I know. And it’s okay. I guess I just had a hard time adjusting, you know—I’ve never been in this kind of situation before.”

“This kind of crap isn’t fair to you,” she said quietly. For the briefest moment, Noah thought that her voice trembled a little, so he gave her hand another squeeze and then let it go.

“Mom, I don’t want to talk about stuff like this,” he said, his voice stronger and livelier. He even smiled at her. “We’re supposed to be getting away from our problems this weekend. I think there should be a ban on depressing topics at the table.”

His mother regarded him, a smile slowly breaking out. Then she mimicked a zipper being pulled over her mouth, nodded, and then went back to finishing her breakfast. Within an hour, the dishes had been washed and put away, all the appliances that posed a hazard pulled off the electrical outlets, and mother and son were carrying their luggage toward the stairs.

Noah couldn’t help but notice that they’d both packed two large duffel bags apiece—packed to bursting, at that. For a weekend escape, that was an extravagant move, but he wondered if this excess of clothes and so on was something more psychological than anything else.

“Yeah, I guess I’d be hauling as much stuff as I can if I’m given a choice to get out of here,” he muttered, turning back to check their apartment door, which remained closed and locked. The narrow hallway was so bleak; the one source of light during the day was the small window at the end. All the doors that flanked the hallway had always made Noah think of gravestones or niches in mausoleums.

“Ugh,” he said under his breath as he followed his mother down the stairs. “Good riddance for a weekend, at least.”

Their apartment building had its own resident parking, though it wasn’t secure from the streets by any means. It was really nothing more than a large space with painted parking spaces on broken concrete. More than one car had been stolen through the years, and while Noah sometimes felt self-conscious about the rickety old pile his mother continued to drive around in, he was glad that its age and ugliness pretty much kept thieves away.

The van’s main access to its body was the double doors at the passenger’s side, just behind the passenger door. The doors’ lock was also practically fused solid from age and rust and whatever other factors were involved when it came to automobiles and ancient history. Oh, it was possible to unlock the darned thing, but it seemed to require a mixed bag of Native American and Hindu prayers in addition to an occasional spontaneous jig.

Noah watched his mother struggle with the keys for a moment and thought about his grandmother’s phone call. Abandoning their luggage, he stepped back and walked around the van, taking in its appearance and wondering why anyone would ask about such a sad little clunker. It was definitely a relic from the 1960s, and whoever owned it before—it must’ve passed through several hands—never bothered to give it a new paint job. The van’s white and red colors were not only faded, but also dotted with rust stains, some of which his mother had described as “kinky Rorschach ink blots.” Dot had taken good care of the vehicle, investing so much money on maintenance and repair (save for the problematic lock), and whether or not the “hippie van” landed on their laps with a new engine wasn’t clear with Noah. Then again, he was never a car freak and couldn’t really care less.

He frowned, puzzling over the phone conversation he had as he made his slow circuit around. Eventually he made it to the front, staring at the van’s windshield and then dropping his gaze to the ubiquitous Volkswagen insignia below it.

“Oh,” he said, blinking. “What’s this?”

Noah bent closer and stared at what looked to be a sticker that someone had put on the van. It was a white circle of about six inches in diameter. The text was in vivid red—a large “SW” taking up about two-thirds of the circle plus “Key to Salvation” in small—yet no less vivid red—printed directly below it. Noah rolled his eyes and sighed.

“Mom?” he said, straightening up. “I think I just figured out why Grandma asked about our van.”

Dot had already opened the passenger area and looked slightly red-faced from her efforts. “What?”

“Someone put a sticker on the front. Want me to take it off?”

She paused and stared at him. “Are you kidding me?”

“Nope. It’s right here, just under the Volkswagen symbol thingie.”

Dot sighed, raking a hand through her hair and rolling her eyes. “Yeah, sure—try to see if it comes off without leaving stuff behind. Jesus, the nerve of some people.” With a huff, she loaded the bags inside.

Noah scraped away at the sticker, wishing that he didn’t just cut his nails. All the same, the sticker refused to come off. No repeated scraping at any given edge yielded anything. Even clawing away at the center of the circle did nothing.

“What the hell—Mom? It’s not coming off. Want me to use, like, a knife or something?”

Dot muttered something, scowling now. “No, don’t use anything sharp. It’s bad enough we’re saddled with rust spots all over. I don’t want to add new ones. Just get in, and let’s go. We’ll figure something out later. If worse comes to worst, we’ll have to paint over it.”

As Noah hurried over to the passenger door, he tried not to listen to his mother let loose a string of profanity while wrapping a scarf around her head and knotting it under her chin. She’d always liked that look, claiming that it was such an old school girlie look that worked well with a hippiemobile. Then again, she also worshipped Thelma and Louise, and Noah figured that looking like Susan Sarandon on the lam gave her a much-needed burst of über feminine strength—without the gun, of course. Clambering inside, Noah shut the door and struggled with the seatbelt before settling in.

“I think the Soul Warriors did it,” he said as he watched Dot grumble while turning on the engine. “The sticker has a big SW on it, and it also says ‘key to salvation’.”

“God,” Dot snarled. She looked behind her and slowly backed out of their parking space. “And I thought that was just an empty threat. I guess I was wrong. You can never underestimate bored zealots, Noah.”

“No, I guess not. But what a weird way of intimidating us, though. I mean, if they’re supposed to, you know, lead us back to the path of righteousness or something like that, shouldn’t they be knocking at our door, doing ministry work and stuff?”

Dot slowly turned the wheel, and the van chugged onward and out of the parking lot. “One would think, right?” she replied, checking traffic before gunning it and tearing down the road. Early morning hours on a Saturday were probably the best times for a quiet stroll because the neighborhood was an abandoned wasteland. Even muggers were still in bed.

“Yeah, I know. But all we have is a sticker. I mean, sure, I can’t get the sucker off, but that’s all we were hit with.” Noah pursed his lips as he stared ahead, lost in thought. “Totally weird. Would this be what you’d call a passive-aggressive way of doing things, Mom?”

“I suppose—an extreme example, anyway.” She fell silent for a while as they drove past several blocks before finally reaching the outskirts of the city and their scattered houses. Eventually all those would be gone, and there’d be nothing but glorious open spaces everywhere. Then she relaxed, sinking against her seat. “Let me say that I’m glad that this was all they could do to us, honey,” she said, grinning and reaching inside her blouse pocket to fish out her sunglasses and put them on. She’d just completed her transformation to Susan Sarandon. “Now let’s have some fun, eh?”

Noah grinned back and nodded. “Man, I can’t wait.”

He reached forward and turned the radio on, fiddling around with the knob for a while and working out a compromise with his mother. For his part, Noah really didn’t care what music they’d listen to on a road trip, as long as it was either rock or indie. At length, they settled on a classic rock station, and Noah settled happily in his seat, humming along to songs he was familiar with and looking out the window to devour the breathtaking landscape of deep green hills that would soon give way to more imposing, snow-capped mountain ranges that seemed to stretch on into infinity.

The farther they drove, the more sprawling forests, rugged mountains, and endless landscapes peppered with wildflowers and shrubs filled their immediate world, and Noah’s breath caught in his throat several times as he gawked. Having been born and raised in the city, he’d been used to the sights, smells, and sounds of the concrete jungle. His mother had always struggled to make ends meet as well, and being forced to work two part-time jobs in order to give her son everything he needed meant zero time spent on vacations that took them both outside the city.
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