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Chapter 1
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Sam stood gasping for breath. His muscles ached, and he was terrified. He was lost. Massive redwood trees towered above him, branching out in all directions. Patches of snow and large rocks littered the ground before him. He winced and took a knee. The ache in his side felt like a stab wound. His heart pounded against his rib cage as if it would burst from his chest at any moment. How long had he been running? The cold air stung his throat when he swallowed; he needed water. Sam straightened himself slowly, inching forward down the narrow pathway. Large boulders covered in dense ferns and moss that dripped with moisture formed a winding pathway between the redwoods. Sam knew for certain that wherever he was, it was far from home. 

He didn’t know why, but he knew that he was in danger. Something was chasing him.

Sam looked for a weapon, a stick or rock—something to protect himself—but it was getting too dark to see anything clearly. The moonlight, which had once pierced the veil of the mighty treetops, was beginning to fade. Menacing black clouds were gradually enveloping the enormous moon. Sam was losing the only light he had left. As reality set in, a cold shiver ran down his spine.

Blackbirds scattered from the treetops, fleeing their nests. The footsteps were moving closer. It was circling him; he could hear it moving from all directions. His eyes shifted from side to side, trying to catch a glimpse of his pursuer. Sam’s heartbeat hammered his insides. The sound was deafening. His feet scuffled over the ground, failing him, causing him to stumble and stop. He stood frozen as he watched the last glimmer of moonlight vanish, stifled by a sea of dark clouds.

Despair seeped through his veins like a slow-moving poison, choking out any hope from within. The darkness had become so impenetrable that he could not see his own hands in front of him. Loud stomping, like a gallop, came ever closer, striking the ground with a deadly force.

It was just beyond the tree line now. He could feel it; he could feel its presence closing in on him, and that’s when he saw it.

Sam stopped breathing, and his body tensed. The beast was massive, towering above him like a giant. It had large, seething, blood-red eyes that cut through the darkness as it moved closer. The area around them was bathed in a pale red hue that glowed in the moonlight. 

Sam tried to swallow, but his tongue felt like sandpaper. He wanted to back away, run, but could not move. Frozen like one of those awful-looking statues in the city park, Sam watched the beast emerge from the trees. At first glance, he thought it was a massive horse, except for the curling horns at the sides of its head. The creature’s hide was smooth and pitch black. If it were a horse, it would be the tallest horse Sam had ever seen. It had unnaturally long, thin legs, ending with long, branch-like clawed fingers instead of hooves. The beast moved with an eerie elegance despite its unusual-looking legs. But it was the face that made Sam’s skin crawl. Huge fangs protruded from its mouth, sharp and bloodstained. Its eyes were an empty, soulless crimson that glowed, but never blinked.

Willing himself to move, Sam felt his foot slide backward. Like a child taking his first step, he dragged his foot across the uneven landscape and began to slowly back away. The beast followed, its panting becoming faster and harder. Sam continued to back away as the monster advanced. He was about to turn and run when he heard it.

“Sam, can you hear me? Sam!”

It was Sarah’s voice. It was faint, but where? She must be close by. He looked over his shoulder, scanning the surrounding area. But there was nothing there.

“Sam!” she yelled again.

Sam turned to follow her voice when all of a sudden the trees that stood in his way disappeared. As if by magic, the clouds parted, and the moonlight seeped through the treetops, illuminating his surroundings once again. Sam looked around and saw a new pathway that cut through the forest. He turned and ran toward Sarah’s voice.

The beast roared into the night, filling the air with its rage. Sam ran as fast as he could. He could see just far enough ahead to follow the curving path. Dark shadows of the enormous trees sped past him. Galloping claws struck the hard ground, echoing loudly into the night as Sam ran for his life.

“Sarah, I’m coming!” he cried out.

“SAM, you moron, I’m right here!”

Sam sprang up in his bed. His eyes flew open. He was blinded momentarily by the light in the hallway. He twisted and turned in his sheets. His bedroom was usually dark except for the flickering street lamp that cast the occasional weak glimmer of light through his window. Sam was drenched in sweat, and his heart was still pounding. He saw the lanky silhouette of his sister standing in the doorway.

Sarah, she was okay.

With her hands on her hips, she stood like a beacon of reality. Quickly, the bitter sense of normality that Sam was all too familiar with came rushing back to him. He had no doubt been dreaming again, and his sister had, unfortunately, witnessed it all.

“Are you okay?” she asked. “It’s the middle of the night! Are you trying to wake up everyone on the street?”

Sam wanted to die. This was going to be bad. The fact that he had had a nightmare was one more thing Sarah would add to her arsenal of verbal insults she liked to have on hand. Just because she was two years older didn’t mean he was a child. Last time Sam checked, thirteen was still a teenager.

“What… um, yeah… yeah, I’m fine,” he said, still trying to catch his breath.

“Well, for the record, you don’t look fine! You look like you ran a marathon. You’re a sweaty mess,” she said, and Sam could hear the aggravation in her voice.

He could only vaguely see Sarah’s face from where he sat in bed, but there was no confusing the look of someone wanting to pulverize you for simply being born.

“I’m FINE!” he said through gritted teeth, just wanting her to leave now. “You’re going to wake up Mom!”

Waking his mother was the last thing Sam needed. As it was, she rarely got any sleep working doubles at the diner. If she knew he was having recurring nightmares, she would be worried. Actually, Sam was surprised Sarah had not told her already. But knowing Sarah, there was probably some sinister master plan in the works.

Sarah slowly folded her arms in disgust and tapped her right foot loudly. “Well, fine. I know better than to argue with an idiot. Besides, you have way too much experience at being one!”

Sam sighed and ran his hands through his hair, trying to remain calm.

“Sarah, the last thing I want to do is hurt you. But it’s still on the list. So please just leave!”

After Sarah left, the room went dark, and things were quiet again. The street lamp had stopped for the moment. Sam sat motionless on his bed. Slowly, his heart returned to normal, but he was cold now from all the sweat on his body.

He pulled the covers tight and gently lay back into his warm bed. His eyes fixated on the wobbling fan that hung directly above him. He could barely see it now, but he could feel the slight breeze that it provided on his face.

Why? he thought. Why the same dream over and over again? Why was he in a forest? He had never been anywhere like that in his life. He grew up in the suburbs. The only forest he had seen had been on TV in one of those wildlife shows. Speaking of wildlife, what was up with that massive horse thing, and why was it chasing him? The dream had revisited him three nights in a row now, always ending in the same place. Was he going crazy? Would there be guys in white jackets and bad haircuts showing up soon to take him to a psycho ward?

Just the thought of being placed in a wheelchair and dressed in a white gown that opened from the back was bad enough. But being forced to take little red pills to keep him sane, well, that was crazy.

Sam lay in bed for close to an hour, thinking about the dream. He could not believe how real it seemed, especially the beast. Those long, protruding fangs, the clawed feet, curling horns, and those eyes—those blood-red eyes. Frustrated, Sam finally climbed out of bed and walked over to the window. He pulled the thin curtains back and looked down at the street below. As usual, there was nothing remotely interesting happening there. There was the small, pitiful patch of grass his mother called a front lawn. It had become brown and crunchy from the lack of rain. There was the crooked street lamp two doors down. The city dump truck had hit it while patching a hole in the road. Since then, the light flickered intermittently and kept Sam up most nights, but it looked like it had finally gone out now. At the foot of the lamp post lay Teddy Parkinson’s mangled red bike. Teddy was notorious for leaving his bike on the curb in front of people’s houses. His mother had already run over it twice, and it looked like a third time was in Teddy’s near future. Sam’s eyes wandered up to the night sky. It was clear. The moon was bright, and the stars sparkled from above, a million miles away. It was all so peaceful. So peaceful, in fact, that there was no reason on earth he should not be able to sleep. 

Sam glanced down directly across the street to Mrs. Cambridge’s manicured front lawn. It was so green that he could practically see it in the moonlight. The benefits of a sprinkler system, he thought. Or maybe she really is a witch like everyone says. Mrs. Cambridge was known as the witch lady of Giddyup Lane. Mostly because she was a widow, wore black year-round, and had five fat black cats named Tyco, Bubbles, Reno, Janko, and Nelson. She was an irritable old lady with a hump on her back and a limp when she walked. Her yard was her sanctuary, and if you knew what was good for you, you stayed out of it. Bored, Sam started to turn away when he saw something flash next to the large maple tree in the center of her lawn. It was more of a glimmer, really, as if the moonlight struck something reflective.

That’s odd.

Mrs. Cambridge never left her house at night, and neither did her cats. Sam didn’t know of anyone dumb enough to set foot on her lawn. So what was that?

He rubbed his eyes, then focused hard again, staring into the depths of the shadows. His eyes strained to make out any sign of movement.

It could have been Dirty Ernie looking for discarded items in people’s trash again, but tomorrow wasn’t trash day. Dirty Ernie was just that—dirty. The man had not seen the inside of a bathtub in years. At night, Dirty Ernie would make his rounds throughout the neighborhood, digging for cans or anything else he felt he might get money for. The phrase “One man’s trash is another man’s treasure” pretty much summed up Dirty Ernie.

The more Sam thought about it, the more he was convinced that he was just seeing things. It would make perfect sense, he thought. After all, he had not had a decent night’s sleep in what felt like forever. He reached to close the curtains, thinking he would give sleep one more try, when he saw it again. Something moved out of the shadows. Sam froze, his hand still gripping the curtain. Narrowing his eyes, he stared down into the yard.

There was definitely something out there; he wasn’t imagining things this time. That was a good sign, he thought. That meant he wasn’t going crazy just yet, and he could put off meeting the guys in the white coats just a little bit longer.

Sam slowly dropped his hand and leaned back against the wall next to the window. He tried to peer inconspicuously through the curtains and down into Mrs. Cambridge’s yard. The dark figure moved back into the shadows behind the large maple tree, as if he noticed Sam looking down at him. But that’s impossible, Sam thought. The stranger was too far away to see him through his window. But if he could see the stranger, then perhaps the stranger could see Sam as well.

Sam could barely see between the curtain and the wall. It was almost impossible to scan Mrs. Cambridge’s entire yard like this. He still couldn’t see anything, but he knew the stranger was still there.

He quickly reached for his shirt and shorts that hung on his desk chair and put them on. Moving as fast and as quietly as he could, he scrambled down the stairs. Each step he took on the rickety staircase was like a house alarm going off. It was a good thing his mother was a heavy sleeper. He just hoped Sarah would not wake up again. But knowing Sarah, she was not getting out of bed unless someone was screaming her name. Even if there were a burglar or something, she would probably stay in bed. In fact, she probably thought that if she was really quiet, they would just take Sam, and she could be an only child again.

It seemed like an eternity had passed by the time Sam reached the bottom floor and made his way over to the small living room window.

The room was dark except for the dim light above the stove that shone in from the kitchen. Sam’s mother always left it on at night. It made a great night-light when Sam needed to raid the refrigerator. The living room was small, just like every other room in Sam’s house. The brown, worn-out couch sat in the center of the room and was used as a divider between the living room and the kitchen. Pictures of Sam and Sarah, and a few candle sconces sat neatly arranged on the mantle. Everything was quiet until the grandfather clock to Sam’s right chimed three o’clock. Sam jerked forward, almost falling over.

“Jeez,” he muttered, disappointed at his spying skills.

He moved back into position and looked between the curtain and wall, hoping the stranger was still there.

Sure enough, the stranger was still standing next to the large maple tree in Mrs. Cambridge’s yard, looking up at Sam’s window.

He was a tall man, well over six feet if Sam had to guess, and lean. He wore a long, black coat that hung close to his ankles. Sam could not see his face; it was too dark for that, but he could see the large stick the man gripped in his right hand. It looked like a large root of a tree, naturally twisted and tan in color. There was a stained glass sphere that sat on top of it.

The man stood there for some time, periodically moving his hand to his mouth as if to scratch his chin, or maybe to eat something. But it was so dark that Sam wasn’t sure what the man was doing. For all he knew, he could be talking on his cell phone, but why?

Who in their right mind would be out at three o’clock in the morning on their cell phone, wearing a coat in ninety-degree weather, holding a stick? Circus people, maybe, but no one like that lived on Giddyup Lane.

Sam watched closely, trying to make out some of the finer details of the stranger, but it was impossible. It was just too dark. Muscles twitched in the back of Sam’s neck. His eyes were straining so hard to see that his head began to ache. He needed to get closer. He needed to go outside.

With that thought, Sam pressed himself back against the wall and darted across the living room and the kitchen to the back door. Slowly, using his stealthiest moves, he unlocked the deadbolt and turned the doorknob.

The door let out a loud, prolonged squeak, one that Sam had never noticed in the daytime. It was no wonder his mother never got a house alarm. Who needed one when the house was falling apart?

Sam inched the door back halfway and stepped outside. The moonlight was bright on the back of the house, and the night air was humid. He shut the door and gradually inched his way past the flower beds to the side of the house. It was much darker and somewhat cooler there, but that did not stop the small beads of sweat from forming on Sam’s forehead.

Looking down, he noticed the outside faucet was still leaking, and the cracks in the foundation were getting worse. The entire house was falling apart all around them. He was probably safer sleeping outside of the house than he was inside.

Cautiously, Sam pressed on, hoping all the hours he had logged playing Ninja Warrior 5 would pay off. He was scared, but excited. His blatant curiosity drove his every step toward the front of the house.

The gravel beneath his feet hurt as the jagged rocks dug into his bare skin. Sweat streamed down the sides of his face as he reached the two garbage cans near the front of the house and crouched down behind them.

Finally, he could see the outline of the stranger perfectly. Sam was right—he was holding a long staff with a round glass pommel. He wore black pants and tall black boots that came up to his knees. His face was still in shadow, but Sam could see the bottom of his rigid jaw line. He leaned forward, staring at the stranger, thinking how eerie the night had become. There was no breeze, no chirping crickets; there was nothing but the sound of Sam’s breathing.

Something hairy brushed up against Sam’s leg. He jumped up and staggered forward into the garbage cans, knocking them over. The tin lids slid to the ground with a loud crash. Barron, the neighborhood’s stray cat, hissed and darted across the lawn.

Sam panicked and tried to grab the lids as they banged and clattered around his feet. So much for the ninja moves, he thought. He looked over at the stranger, who was startled as well. The man was crouched down next to Mrs. Cambridge’s maple tree with his staff across his chest in a defensive position. Then, in one fluid movement, he stood, lifted his staff, and tapped it once on the ground. A flash of emerald light burst from the glass ball and engulfed the man, leaving only a green haze in his wake.

Sam stood there, mesmerized as the last of the two lids came to a stop at his feet. He could not believe his eyes. Did that just happen, or was he really going nuts? There was no way anyone with half a brain was going to believe this. He wasn’t even sure he did.

Sam was more than just scared; he was also fascinated and a little dumbfounded at what had just happened. But who wouldn’t be? he thought. It’s not every day someone is staring up at your window and then disappears into thin air!

While Sam was trying to process all this, the toppled trash cans had rolled down his driveway, churning out trash as they went. This forced Sam back to the reality of the situation at hand. With a half-hearted run, he quickly recovered the cans at the end of the driveway.

He looked over to the tree in Mrs. Cambridge’s yard where the stranger had stood just minutes ago. He still could not believe it had happened. How in the world did he do that, and where did he go?

Sam noticed several small pieces of white paper scattered near the base of the tree. Quickly, he scanned the rest of the yard.

The lady may have been a witch, but she was a witch with a green thumb. She had an extensive collection of shrubs and conifers that bordered the perimeter of the house. Daffodils and apricot tulips lined the curved stone pathway that led from the sidewalk to the front porch. Her grass was so green it looked like a golf course. The white pieces of paper were the only things out of place.

Sam set the cans upright before they rolled into the street and swiftly crept across the street to Mrs. Cambridge’s yard to take a better look. The street was still warm from the hundred-degree day, and the tiny rocks continued to poke away at the bottom of his already tender feet.

He reached the cool, plush grass and made his way to the tree. He scanned the surrounding houses just to make sure no one had come out during the great trash can debacle.

Sam looked down at the small white papers, which were thrown carelessly on the ground. He picked one up and carefully scrutinized it. It was a candy wrapper.

The wrapper itself was made of cloth paper, not regular wax paper like you see today. The name “Becker’s Famous Chocolates” was written in bold red letters across the wrapper. The letter style looked old-fashioned to Sam, like something you see in a black-and-white movie, large and overstated.

Sam thought it odd because the name Becker’s Famous Chocolates did not sound familiar to him, and he was well-versed in the ways of the chocolate. Whatever it was, he was sure it was not as good as the Goldkenn Chocolate Bar his best friend, Travis Martin, had brought back for him after his family went on vacation in Switzerland. The Black Praline Goldkenn was sweet, but not too sweet, and its creaminess was offset by thin layers of almonds and hazelnuts. It was chocolate perfection. When it came to chocolate, no one could outdo the Swiss, as far as Sam was concerned, and Travis was probably the only person on Earth who knew chocolate better than Sam.

Sam surveyed the area one last time, then gathered at least five wrappers from the ground and headed back toward the garbage cans.

He grudgingly gathered the trash that had fallen out of the cans earlier and replaced the lids. He placed the garbage cans back where they belonged and headed back into the house and up to his room.

Finally, he reached his bedroom door. There was no sign of his mom, and, more importantly, there was no sign of Sarah either. Sam quietly opened the door and crawled into bed. The rickety ceiling fan was still turning overhead, sending out a cool, gentle breeze. The crooked street lamp outside had somehow resurrected itself, casting flickering shadows on his bedroom wall, but Sam was too tired to care.

His mind continued to work through every detail of the night, from the monster in his dream to the disappearing stranger.

He was tired. The adrenaline he felt when he first saw the stranger was gone, replaced by exhaustion. His mind was drifting with fading thoughts of the stranger, his disappearance, and Becker’s Famous Chocolates.








  
  

Chapter 2
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The morning came in the blink of an eye. Sam was barely awake when he smelled it—it was awful. There was no other word for it. The smell was so pungent it not only woke him up from his deep sleep—it was starting to make his stomach turn, too. 

He jerked abruptly, and his eyes opened, but instead of seeing his room as he expected, he saw nothing. There was something covering his eyes. It was white—well, kind of white, and made of a soft material. Sam reached up and grabbed the fabric from his face. He squinted as the sunlight rushed into his room like a blinding spotlight.

He hated mornings.

The room slowly came into focus as he tried to figure out what the material in his hand was. To his surprise, it was a sock, but it wasn’t just any sock. It was one of his filthy, extremely smelly gym socks.

Laughter erupted from just beyond the doorway of his bedroom. Sam looked up to see Sarah. She was standing in the hallway, half-dressed for school, with a black top on and blue pajama bottoms with hearts on them. Sarah was laughing and snapping what looked to be salad tongs in her right hand. Apparently, she had not wanted to touch the sock.

Snap snap snap

Sam also noticed that she was pointing her cell phone in his direction with her left hand.

click click

Was she taking his freaking picture?

“You are such a dork!” she said, laughing. “That was absolutely brilliant! You should have seen your face when you finally got a whiff of that stench! This is sooo going on Facebook!”

Sarah’s face was red from laughter, and her voice was giddy with delight. Her long brown hair was wrapped in a loose bun that was starting to come unraveled, and her blue eyes were watering like she had been crying.

Sarah threw the salad tongs on his bed, where they bounced off and landed on the floor next to a pile of clothes. Still laughing, she reached up and wiped a small tear that seeped from her eye.

“You know, freak show, I don’t think I have ever laughed that hard in my life!”

Sam blinked one eye and then another. Is this really happening? Did my sister just take a picture of me with a nasty gym sock on my face?

After a minute or so, Sarah finally pulled herself together. “Time to eat, moron, and Mom said to clean your room before you go to school.” She turned and walked down the hallway, talking to herself and shaking her head.

“Man, I’m good. That was awesome!” he heard her say.

She reached the end of the hallway and stopped. She turned around slowly and looked straight back into her brother’s eyes.

Sam, who had not moved anything but his eyelids at this point, sat motionless, watching the corners of Sarah’s mouth curl up ever so slightly.

Oh no! His brain warned him. “THE GRIN!”

It was like watching a train wreck in slow motion.

The ‘grin,’ if that’s what you wanted to call it…, was like that of a sly wolf, the cat that ate the canary, or the Grinch who stole Christmas. It was the kind of grin that would have consequences. It was mischievous in every sense of the word, and whatever happened next would not be good for Sam, that much he knew. He was already visualizing the duct tape over her mouth.

“Hey, Mom,” she called out. The grin was gone, replaced with a gleaming white smile. “Sam said he’s NOT getting up OR cleaning his room!”

As if on cue, a voice from downstairs shouted out like a drill sergeant, “Samuel Rylan Dalcome, you get yourself out of that bed right now and clean your room, or you will be grounded! You’re going to be late for school again!”

Sam cringed when he heard his mother’s voice. She was not happy. His eyes narrowed as they fixed on his sister.

Sarah quickly turned and began to walk down the stairs, when suddenly she stopped, turned, and walked back up. Still smiling, she looked at her younger brother and proceeded to take a bow.

When she stood, she pointed at Sam and winked. “Thank you, I’m here all week,” she said.

Sam could feel his blood begin to boil.

Any similarity between his sister and a human being had to be purely coincidental. It just had to be!

Sarah turned and casually strolled down the stairs as if she didn’t have a care in the world.

Sam sat up, threw the sock into the hallway, and looked around his room in frustration.

The room was a disaster; it looked like his closet had thrown up on his floor. There were piles of clothes in just about every corner of the room. But, to Sam’s satisfaction, the piles were all color-coordinated in lights and darks. Just in case the world ended and he was forced to do his own laundry, he was good to go.

His wooden dresser and matching desk were a complete mess. The dresser was covered with sports bottles, coffee mugs, skateboard parts, and broken PlayStation controllers, while the desk was cluttered with school books, magazines, and more clothes. He was sure there was a computer under there somewhere, but he hadn’t seen it in months.

The Sony PlayStation, which sat atop a small entertainment center with a twenty-inch TV, seemed to have the least amount of clothes thrown on it.

The only thing remotely straight, or that had any kind of order whatsoever in Sam’s room, was the dragon posters on his walls. They were almost like wallpaper. Each poster was roughly the same size; every corner matched and lined up perfectly. His room looked like one large cave of dragons. A messy cave, but a cave nonetheless.

Sam loved dragons. Sarah made fun of him because she thought it was childish, but he didn’t care. It was something he had loved since he was a small child. He had pictures of dragons in all shapes, sizes, and colors. His father had been interested in dragons as a kid, too; at least that’s what his mother told him, since he had never really met his father.

Sam’s father died a few months after Sam was born. His mother didn’t like to talk about it much; it made her sad. But when she did, she would always say the same thing.

“Your father was the most caring man I have ever met; he was my better half and my soul mate. The day your father died was the day I lost a part of myself, a part that I will never get back.”

Sam didn’t really know what all that meant, but it sure made her miserable when she did talk about him. His mother would always have her husband’s love, and Sam, well Sam shared his father’s fascination with dragons. It was strange, he thought, to miss someone he never even knew. But he did, and that was something he would have to learn to live with.

Sam reluctantly spun around in his bed and placed his feet on the cold, wooden floor. He needed to get moving, or he would be staring at the inside of his room for the next week. Ten minutes had already passed since his mother warned him to get up. There was no way he had time to clean his room now. Sam looked around for the shorts he’d had on last night, but they were nowhere in sight. He must have taken them off in the middle of the night, because all he had on now were his boxers. He would need to find them; those shorts contained the only evidence of the vanishing stranger. He still could not believe what had happened. The man had actually disappeared right in front of his eyes! Sam made a mental note to keep his mouth shut and say nothing to anyone about the disappearing stranger. Not even to Travis. A person thinking you were crazy was one thing; talking as if you were crazy was something totally different.

Sam stood up slowly. He was still tired. He glanced up and caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror.

Hello there, Mr. Average, he thought with a yawn and a stretch.

There was no other way to put it—he felt so ordinary. He wasn’t tall, he wasn’t short; he was just average size. His face was thin, and his ears were small. He had a short nose and full lips, like his mother. He wasn’t sure what features he had of his father’s, but whatever they were, he hoped they hadn’t shown up yet. Because if this was all there would ever be, Sam felt cheated. He stared at himself in disgust. His light blue eyes were probably the only feature that stood out whatsoever. They were an ice blue, just like his mother’s and sister’s. People commented on them all the time.

“Wow, your eyes are cool!” or, “Wicked eyes, dude!” they said. Once, a girl even told him, “You have the most amazing eyes!” which was kind of cool.

At least that’s what he thought she had said. Her name was Mary Bartlett, and it was sixth grade during lunch. They were standing in line when she turned around and told him. Although it was hard to tell exactly what she said, because she had half a roll in her mouth. But Sam was quite sure that’s what she said through the spray of bread crumbs.

Today was the last day of eighth grade, and Sam would finish out the year looking like crap. He had circles under his eyes from lack of sleep, his normally olive-colored skin was unusually pale—like the living dead kind of pale—and he had the worst case of bed head. He had bed head every morning, but today it was particularly bad. He had large lumps on every side of his head, making his short, straight hair look curly. It also made him look ten inches taller. It was like a bomb went off inside his hair.

Sam stood there, slumped over with his oversized Garfield boxers and giant hair, thinking to himself, Nothing like giving the ladies something to remember you by. The words “epic fail” came to mind.

Quickly, he straightened his back, puffed out his chest, and flexed his arms in the mirror.

“Welcome to the gun show!” he said as he tried to flex his skinny muscle-free arms. Sam was checking to see if, by some sort of miracle, his arms had sprouted muscles since the last time he had checked. They hadn’t.

Just then, he heard a snort from the hallway.

“Oh yeah, well, I want my money back!” Sarah said, letting out a giggle.

Sam whipped his head around so fast he thought it would spin off his body. The blood rushed to his face. Embarrassed and still in his underwear, he panicked.

“GET OUT!” he yelled.

Sarah did not move.

“You are so gross!” she continued, standing in the hallway fully dressed. Sam was furious. He was about to go Ninja on her; he could feel it.

“Mom, Sam’s being gross again!” she yelled out. Then she gave him the irritatingly mischievous grin he hated so much.

Okay, that was it! Therapy was too expensive. But a good blow to the head was cheap! Sam reached for the closest object he could find, which was an empty video game case lying on the floor, and hurled it at her. The plastic case whirled through the air like a boomerang, finally striking the side of the door frame next to her.

Sarah didn’t move or flinch a single muscle. She watched unimpressed as the plastic case fell to the ground and looked back at her brother.

“And that’s why you don’t play baseball, loser!”

Sam thought his head was going to explode with rage.

“I … I …”

He was trying desperately to think of something hurtful, yet clever enough to leave his sister speechless, but all that came out was, “… think you’re stupid!”

Sarah rolled her eyes, folded her arms, and leaned into the frame of the door.

“You know, dork, you should never enter a battle of wits unarmed, just sayin’.”

Then she sighed while looking down at her nails, as if she were bored.

Sam clutched both of his fists, trying to control his temper.

“Look,” she said calmly, “I can see you’re a little overwhelmed right now trying to think and all, so I’m going to play nice and throw you a bone.”

She blew on her nails and looked up at her brother.

“We have new neighbors. They moved in yesterday while you were with your girlfriend, Travis.”

Livid, Sam stared into her eyes. She hated Travis, despite the fact he had a crush on her, and for whatever reason, was always nice to her.

“So?” Sam said, becoming more frustrated by the moment. “So” and “stupid” were all he had in his arsenal of comebacks at the moment.

Sarah grinned, “Sooo, they have a daughter about your age.”

Why in the world would she be telling him this? She had never talked to him about girls before, and why was The Grin back?

“So, I don’t care!” he said abruptly, even though he knew he sounded like a child. There was a moment of silence between them, where the two of them just stared at one another—Sam with his big hair and bad boxers and Sarah with that stupid grin on her face.

Sarah’s grin turned into a smile. “Well, you should care, because she’s staring at you right now through her window! And guess what? You’re still wearing your boxers!”

At first, Sam wasn’t sure he had heard her right. Did she say she was staring at him? Like right now?

In that split-second, Sam’s world went silent, and everything closed in around him. He froze in place as the ill feeling of humiliation began to slowly creep its way in. His mind was confused again.

Please, he told himself, let her be lying to me just one last time!

Sam slowly turned to face his side bedroom window and glanced across the breezeway to the other house. There, staring back at him through the adjacent window, was a very pretty girl. She had long, black hair, magnificent green eyes, and she was dressed in a purple shirt with faded blue jeans.

Sam could feel the blood drain from his face. He wanted to duck, run, or do anything instead of just standing there, but it was too late for any of that.

He stared back like a complete idiot at this beautiful girl with his big hair, skinny body, and his stupid, giant, what-was-he-thinking Garfield boxers on.

There was another brief moment of silence until Sarah cleared her throat and stood up straight.

“Now that, my little minion, was priceless,” she said.

Still unable to move, Sam stared back at the girl, not knowing what to do. Then, as if nothing had ever happened, the girl smiled, reached for the blinds on the window, and slid them shut.

Sarah turned, flinging her hair around her shoulders like she always did when she felt she had proven her point, and walked briskly down the hallway. It wasn’t long before he heard his mother’s voice again.

“Sam, don’t throw things at your sister, and get down here and eat your breakfast!”

Sam sat back down on his bed and put his face in his hands in utter defeat.

I hate my life.








  
  

Chapter 3
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The grandfather clock chimed eight times as Sam made it down the stairs and into the kitchen. He would be late again. Dressed in a black vintage KISS t-shirt, faded blue jeans, and black tennis shoes he felt ready to take on the day. The once enormous mound of bed head had been transformed into a more socially acceptable hairstyle. His black hair was short with textured layers and was styled forward in a sweeping manner that framed his face. 

Sam had found the five candy wrappers from last night. They were now in his pants pocket for safekeeping. He needed to figure out a way to ask Travis about them without mentioning the vanishing stranger.

Sam’s mother had already left for work, no doubt working another double shift at the diner. She had been doing this for months on end, anything to keep them afloat. Her busy schedule had taken its toll on her now. She was tired and distant most of the time. Sam hated the fact that she had to work so hard, and he wished he could help out. Sam needed a job now, not in three years. Sixteen seemed so far off, but what choice did he have? It was hard being the only man in the house when you were still too young to get a job.

The morning sun filled the small kitchen. Earthy neutral colors bathed the walls, counter tops, and floor. Cabinets stained in a deep chocolate lined the perimeter, rendering the room as cozy and inviting. The kitchen color palette had been his mom’s idea, but his father had done all the work, according to his mother.

Sam’s stomach growled; he felt like he had not eaten in years, and as usual, Barry had left him nothing to eat. Barry Rogers, Sarah’s boyfriend, graced the Daclomes with his presence every morning to walk with Sarah and Sam to school and to eat what he considered to be any leftover breakfast.

Barry stood at the kitchen counter, inhaling a piece of buttered toast. A cup of orange juice sat next to him. He had short brown hair and dark brown eyes that looked like giant brown beetles. He was a big jock and not particularly smart, which was perfect for Sarah, Sam surmised.

As always, Barry wore his typical jock attire. It consisted of a blue football jersey with the number seven, designer jeans, and Nike sneakers.

Sarah was busy behind the counter, putting together her lunch and chastising Barry for smacking his food while he chewed it. Sam couldn’t agree with Sarah more. Barry resembled a cow chewing grass, with a slow, agonizing gnawing that let out a loud SMACK as his jaw came full circle.

Sam stood motionless for a moment, transfixed at the lip-smacking football player Sarah called her boyfriend.

Talk about your lack of options. I hope she doesn’t marry Mr. Knucklehead and taint the gene pool, he thought.

Sam’s staring came to an abrupt halt when Sarah caught him gawking at her boyfriend.

“You know, Barry,” she said loud enough to break Sam’s concentration. “I’m a huge fan of Garfield, I mean HUGE!” Sarah met Sam’s gaze, and the corners of her mouth curled up into a devilish smirk.

Barry didn’t say a word because talking and drinking orange juice at the same time can be quite challenging.

Sam remained quiet; getting into a heated debate as to whether or not he had on Garfield boxers might not be the best idea. Without saying a word, Sam moved Barry’s backpack off his school books that lay on the table and placed the bag on the floor next to Barry.

“Hey, morning, dude,” Barry finally mumbled with half a piece of toast hanging from his mouth.

“Morning, Barry, how’s my breakfast? Good, I hope?” Sam laid the sarcasm on a little thick, but Barry’s head was pretty thick, too. There was absolutely no chance Mr. Football noticed his tone. It’s not like all the lights were on. It was like using a Jedi mind trick—it only works on the weak-minded.

“Um, yeah, not bad,” he replied, smacking his lips and pouring himself another cup of orange juice.

“Good, glad to hear it. Hey, Sarah, why don’t you get Barry here some more toast? He’s getting a little low.”

Sarah’s eyes narrowed into tiny slits. Sam liked to refer to this face as the Look of Death.

“You know, a guy like you with such a low IQ should have a low voice, too,” she countered.

Sam returned her glare with a kind smile and a wink for extra measure. He grabbed his books and headed for the front door, yelling, “Come on, Sarah, you’re going to make me late again!”

Outside, the vivid bands of sunlight fractured the white, billowing clouds and greeted Sam like a warm embrace. Giddyup Lane, a quiet, middle-class neighborhood tucked away in the center of town, had been his home all his life. His house was a charming Cape Cod-style home nestled in the middle of the street that curved like a horseshoe.

The outside of the house was a dingy light gray trimmed in white, with a brown steeply pitched roof, and three white gables. It had a white front door and two windows on each side. The house had plenty of charm.

The sweeping front porch had settled over time and now leaned to the left. His father had built a swing for his mother years ago to enjoy the summer evenings together. The swing still hung from rafters with ropes instead of chains for a more natural look. Originally, it had been painted white, but the color had now turned to a pale yellow. Sam thought it looked like a rotten banana with the chipping paint and dark patches of wood. But Barron the cat didn’t seem to mind, as he had deemed it his favorite spot in town.

The front lawn had definitely been neglected, but it was nothing a little water and a lawn mower wouldn’t fix. The flower beds needed attention, too. Right now, they were empty and waiting for the seasonal planting.

Even though it was still early in the morning, it was extremely hot and humid outside. Sam was used to this; Texas weather was unpredictable. It could be hot and sunny in the morning and cold with a chance of snow in the evening. To be honest, Sam liked the unpredictable. For him, unpredictable meant change, perhaps for the better.

Sitting on the front steps waiting for Sam was Travis. This was a daily routine for the two of them. Travis waited for Sam each morning as Sam dragged himself out of bed and out of the house, which was strange because Travis was never early for anything. Compared to Travis, Sam had his game together, at least to the untrained eye.

Travis sat on the edge of the wooden steps, jabbing a soda straw at an innocent spider. It was an unusual-looking spider, mostly black except for the three green stripes on its abdomen. Travis continued to prod as the spider tried desperately to scurry across the steps.

Sam watched for a moment as Travis entertained himself. It was like watching a small child play with dirt on a playground. Sam laughed to himself; Travis may be a teenager, but in his heart, he was still a great big kid.

Sam and Travis had known each other for years, but they weren’t always close. At first, Sam had felt sorry for Travis when they met five years ago. Back then, no one liked Travis, although sometimes it was understandable. He could be a giant pain in the rear, but you got used to him after a while. If you could get past his ADD, he was actually fun to have around.

Back then, the kids at school had picked on Travis and called him names. There were a few times Sam had stood up for Travis. Like the time Brent Holland thought he’d caught Travis staring at his girlfriend, Tina. In reality, Travis was staring at Sarah, who had a locker next to Tina. Sam had intervened, telling Brent that Travis suffered from neck spasms. Travis had played along, knowing Brent would beat them both up if he didn't. They both had turned and slowly walked away. Sam had looked straight ahead, hoping the plan would work. Travis had inched along at his side with his neck still turned to the left. Over the years, things had changed; people made less fun of Travis. As fate would have it, newer kids moved in who seemed to have much bigger problems, like Missy Baker, who ate her hair when she got nervous.

Travis, for all intents and purposes, was a slob—a big ball of mess, walking around bumping into life. He had light brown hair that was never combed and stuck out in every direction. He was Sam’s height, but heavier. Travis also had an unusual sense of fashion; he wore clothes that looked like they belonged back in the seventies, lots of brown and orange. His shoes were torn and ragged, and sometimes did not match. He was not poor; he just didn’t care.

But, for the record, Travis occasionally tried. He wore cologne—Old Spice, Sam thought, because he smelled just like Travis’s grandfather. Without a doubt, he was a fashion disaster and a reject from the seventies, but he was a loyal friend, and that was the most important thing to Sam.

“Hey, dude, ‘bout time,” Travis said, looking up through his disheveled bangs. His eyes were a dark hazel, and he had a small patch of freckles that fell just below his eyes. His face was round with sporadic patches of hair on his cheeks; he liked to call his man beard. He would constantly brag to Sam that he was more mature because of his three whiskers as opposed to Sam’s girlish face, which had zero.

“Morning, Trav, how long you been out here?”

“Umm, a few days, give or take.”

“Right, I’m not that late,” Sam said, smiling.

“Since about seven-thirty, I guess. Hey, your mom said pack a lunch.”

Travis always chatted with Sam’s mom as she made her way out of the house and to her car.

“Why didn’t you just come in?”

“Well, I was going to but Barry showed up and well, you know …”

Travis didn’t want Barry to find out about his crush on Sarah. But Barry knew, and he didn’t care; heck, he thought it was funny. Sam had overheard Barry mention it to Sarah one time, and they both laughed about it. Travis had made a fool out of himself plenty of times in front of Sarah. Sarah thought Travis was grosser than Sam, and that’s pretty darn gross!

Sam always hated to see Travis interact with Sarah; it was sad, really. Travis would make a complete 180, from a confident wise crack to a bubbling idiot who couldn’t string three words together the moment she walked into the room.

Just then, the door flew open, and his sister came dashing out of the house with a frown on her face and overdressed as usual. Sam hated to admit it, but Sarah was a striking girl. She had long, chestnut brown hair, and the same ice blue eyes and dark skin as Sam, but her skin was darker because she lay out in the sun so much. His mom said they got their dark features from the Italian side of the family they’d never met.

Sarah wore a black tank top and a black skirt with sandals, a matching purse, and a small backpack thrown over her right shoulder. Her smooth, shiny hair fell below her shoulders and was gently layered around her face.

She walked briskly by the two boys with her nose held high, as if she smelled something foul. Barry, of course, was close behind, like a small lap dog that had lost its way.

“Come on, turds, you’re already late,” she groaned.

Travis stood at attention and straightened his wrinkled shirt, but never looked up.

“Hi, Sarah,” he mumbled, staring at his worn sneakers as she passed by.

Like always, Sarah was crude and annoyed.

“Hello, Travis, and what did we say about talking to me?” she said coldly.

Travis scratched his head and muttered, “Um, not to?”

“That’s right. Let’s keep working on that, shall we?”

Sarah rounded the corner of the white picket fence in the front yard and never looked back. Barry laughed and shook his head as he followed her.

Sam stood staring in disbelief; he could never see what Travis saw in his sister. She was mean, rude, and hated everyone except for herself. He wasn’t even sure she liked Barry.

Sam stood next to Travis, looking disgusted. “I see you’ve set aside this moment to humiliate yourself again,” he said.

“Whatever, dude,” Travis said, watching Sarah and Barry walk off.

“Why do you do that to yourself?” Sam asked.

“Do what?” Travis replied.

“You know what.” Sam shook his head and stepped down onto the front lawn. “It’s like I’m watching the same car crash every morning with you and her. When are you ever going to learn?”

“Dude, she’ll come around. I practically have her right where I want her.” Travis patted his chest.

Sam rolled his eyes. “You’re joking, right? Please tell me you’re joking.”

“What?” Travis asked, throwing his hands up in a mock surrender.

“Ummm, that you’re not blind to my sister’s witch-like charm. That you actually see that she can’t stand anyone on this planet beside herself.”

“Like I said, I have her right where I want her. Have a little faith, buddy,” he said and gave Sam a wink.

“Well, if having her ticked off and annoyed is part of the plan I would say yeah, you got her right where you want her.”

“There was a smile this time. I saw it!” Travis said with a smile of his own, as if he were proud of some great accomplishment.

“I think you’re confusing the smile with what people here on Earth refer to as a sneer, genius!”

Looking a little more perplexed, Travis replied, “Whatever, dude. All I’m saying is the world’s round—I’ll get there!”

Sam looked at Travis and rolled his eyes again, “Quit stealing your comebacks from old movies, Spicoli.”

“Who, me?” Travis said, smiling and placing his hand over his heart, as if he were offended.

“Fast Times at Ridgemont High, Jeff Spicoli. Hello? I know movies too, dork!”

This time, it was Travis who rolled his eyes and sighed. “Yeah whatever, it fits. Can we get off of me now and on to the situation at hand please?” then pointed to his stomach. “I’m hungry. I need food, dude. You got anything to eat?” His smile was fading into a more serious frown.

But Sam found it hard to just let the Sarah thing go. It didn’t even bother Travis. He was oblivious to rejection and hatred when it came to Sarah. Sam felt himself becoming more frustrated by the minute. But who knows, perhaps Travis was right, perhaps it was best to change the subject. Besides, if Travis wanted to get his ego crushed by Broadzilla, who was Sam to stand in the way of progress?

“No, there’s nothing to eat. Barry was here; what do you think?”

“Dude, I’m starving! Can we make something real quick?”

“No, Trav. What am I, your mother? You should’ve eaten before you left your house!”

“Come on, Samster!”

“Nooo, Travis! And stop calling me that!” he said as he turned and walked around the front gate.

“Oh man, we’re already late, what’s the big deal?” Travis asked and mumbled something else that Sam could not make out.

Travis picked his backpack up and swung it over his shoulder.

“It’s the last day of school! Hey, wait up!”
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