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Preface 

The idea for Old Flames and Heroes came to me during a road trip, summer 2014. I had finished my horror novel MURDER RED INK (11-22-14), which revolved around an ages old murder mystery, so it was creepy, dark, and disturbing to write. OLD FLAMES AND HEROES couldn’t be more different. It’s not science fiction, not horror... it’s a book about life. 

As Loren Coleman, the world’s greatest cryptozoologist (who wrote the foreword for this book, honoring me beyond measure) mentioned... “OLD FLAMES AND HEROES is an American novel.”  If you haven’t heard of some of the places along the way, you’re not alone. The Historic Niagara region is laden with hidden jewels. Lake Champlain is America’s largest inland body of freshwater excluding the great lakes with depth and Ice Age origin similar to Scotland’s Loch Ness. It borders Vermont, New York, and Canada. I went there in search of Champ, legendary lake monster captured in Sandra Mansi’s photograph in 1977. Sightings trace back to explorer Samuel De’ Champlain and while I didn’t find the answer to the mystery behind the lake monster, I did find something else. 

This novel.

I began with an outline for a story about pirates and as I traveled, my eyes opened to the once robust and vibrant Great Lake region. I found that our own lives are set in a far off, enchanted place if we slow down, look and listen... 

OLD FLAMES AND HEROES is unlike anything I’ve written before. 

I hope you enjoy it. 

I thank each one of you for taking a chance on Oliver and his little blue sun. 

I thank each of you that tolerates a stubborn author unafraid to write books that define their own place in literature, as opposed to fitting a genre to sell a brand.

That’s who I am.

~Mord McGhee

Additional:

Thank you to Horror Realm of Pittsburgh, Blasco Library of Erie County, Antney’s Ice Cream of Pittsburgh, and to the International Cryptozoology Museum of Portland, Maine.

MEDIA COMMENTS REGARDING MORD MCGHEE FICTION:

“Murder Red Ink is the Matrix meets Whitechapel!”

~Amazon Reader, C. Hykes

“Mord McGhee is a true talent, something rare in today’s literature. If you want a real mind trip and see how it’s done, you must read Murder Red Ink.”

~Paul W. Nielsen, Author of The Second Son and The Cambion

“It kept me engrossed from beginning to end. There were times I had to put it down because of life, but I didn’t want to. That’s how you know a book (Murder Red Ink) is awesome!”

~Scearce Bookblog Reviews

“Ghosts of San Francisco involves non-stop action, a trail of bodies across the U.S., intense weaponry, and high-tech ghosts. The good guys are not necessarily good but have no doubt the bad guys are truly bad.”

~Chet Gottfried, Author of The Gilded Basilisk and the Einar Series
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By LOREN COLEMAN, Bigfoot Researcher and Director of the International Cryptozoology Museum in Maine, USA.

Mord McGhee takes up an important mantle. It began decades ago when Charles Fort's inspiration resulted in Eric Frank Russell's first science fiction novel, Sinister Barrier, published in 1939. We measure a celebration, beginning anywhere. This one seems as good as any other. If you are a Fortean, don't know you are or want to be one, take delight today in a new uniquely intellectual American book by Mord McGhee.

In 2015, McGhee leaves us pondering...

Brimstone, pirates, lake serpents, and motherless children. 

Fire, demons, and magical blue lights...

In 1939, Eric Frank Russell startled people with his...Sailors are notoriously susceptible.

Susceptible to what? To illusions and to maritime superstitions based upon illusions? — the sea serpent, the sirens, the Flying Dutchman, mermaids, and the bleached, bloated, soul-clutching things whose clammy faces bob and wail in the moonlit wake?

Must extend the notion and get data showing how seaboard dwellers compare with country folk.

There are a great many mysteries and questions out there.  I am mystified and unable to deliver any clear answers to most universal questions. That's fine. I'm comfortable with the excluded muddled middle, and with side treks into what appears to be experiments in conclusions. I'm a Fortean. To be open to Fortean thinking means to allow myself a more holistic and interconnected view of the world. Charles Fort once wrote of a world sense I share, “My liveliest interest is not so much in things, as in relations of things. I have spent much time thinking about the alleged pseudo-relations called coincidences. What if some of them should not be coincidence?”

I have enough room in my cosmos to allow research, thoughts, and written material on all matters inexplicable. Why I write in the nonfiction realm, McGhee plies his trade in the fictional realm. He finds truths and lies there too. Fair enough. Such an approach may be confusing to some. Nevertheless, allow yourself to be open to being surprised.

Sit back, enjoy this journey, and wonder about your tomorrows.

Loren Coleman

July 4, 2015
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Prologue
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A boy sees lake monsters, and something appears in the sky.

I‘m not sure where to start the story of Oliver and his little blue sun because most of the following events came without fanfare. One day everything was normal and then something appeared in the sky beside our familiar yellow sun. That’s when it happened, the moment life changed forever. 

It was the sort of magic that followed Oliver around and it’s as good a place to start as any. Oliver doesn’t always understand what he sees and hears but he has a unique way of putting it together into his own terms. I offer the account of luck, love, and lake monsters called Old Flames and Heroes. As things move along keep both hands inside the vehicle, buckle your seatbelt, and please enjoy the ride, knowing ahead of time that all things in this story are not at all what they appear to be. As I try to do my best narrating, I am forced to weave a tapestry from illusion, anecdote, and that very magic surrounding a boy who could see cryptids as if they were not so hard to see.

Though the secrets are hiding in plain sight, they are too tender to recount so simply. While you may not think you understand, because I know at times, I’m not so sure, you will get it on some level, realizing or not. And that’s okay.

I promise.

Everything is going to be okay no matter how it looks.

~Teller of the tale

*
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A SKIFF IS A SMALL floatable.

If you don't know what one is envision a flat-bottomed rowboat with a bench, room enough for a couple of oars to paddle the water, and a place to hold a day’s catch of fish for a medium family of eight. A skiff also provides adequate space to shuttle half-a-dozen sailors from one place to another. When two of these small floatable are together, they’re called in plural: skiffs. When more than ten group together, the skiffs are a monster corral. To see a number greater than ten is never good news. 

It could mean the sailors are buccaneers about to sack your home. 

It could mean the sailors are fleeing something horrible (which they bring straight to your front porch). 

An occurrence isn’t as common today as it once was, but if you happen to be a lake monster...

...minding your own business

then see a monster corral...

...things are about to get downright miserable.

As the lake is glass: no breeze, no waves. 

The sky mirrored in the midnight blue surface. 

Bleached, woolly clouds. Buttery yellow Mother Orb. Deep, dusky evergreens. Pastel sugar maples. Lime-green mountains cradling nature’s babe. It’s art wrought from the hearts of angels.

Untouched. 

Untainted. 

Perfect.

Beyond the reflection, the presence of humankind pushes into paradise. A brutish forearm of sand and rock juts forward, groping the water. Near the shore is a sizeable monster corral. The terror of lumber saws shredding their home sends birds squawking, fish diving, and bugs whizzing. Hammers ring out, puncturing holes in the island serenity.

One man stands at the bow of the first position. Papa Q has done this countless times with big bowheads, pilots, and beluga whales. He holds four fingers high on his right hand. The sailors mount oars and benches. The man raises his left arm thrusting forth a netting spear, his face grim. As one, the monster corral launches onto the great lake. Synchronized. The sailors number nearly thirty; the monster corral is thirteen skiffs strong.  

They make no sound nor generate wave. They’re eagle swift, turning portside with precision. This isn’t their first hunt. One hundred fathoms ahead, a creature breaches the surface. She’s much bigger than she looked from afar. The man standing in front closes his fingers into a fist. He whirls two tight circles at shoulder height. The corral expands into a classic monster-catching formation, the Scipio’s Net. The lake monster dips its mouth into the water focusing on a plump largemouth bass. Three gray humps appear behind the slender neck as she plucks the bass from the lake. The squirming morsel disappears down her chute-like gullet. A few droplets of water hit the surface beneath her head where ripples extend in widening rings until all turns to glass once more. 

She blinks, considering a nap in the warm sunlight.

She’s full.

She’s happy. 

She has no idea the monster corral is closing in from behind.

The sailors pull oars out of the water, ready to make a move. The boats whisper forward as every sailor in the monster corral stops breathing. All eyes watch the hunt leader. The sailors wait, motionless and silent. The boats drift slow and easy until the lake monster begins to submerge beneath the mirrored mountains. 

Papa Q roars, “ROW!” 

The monster corral rockets forward, closing the gap. They swarm to the shadow looming under the surface. The sailors cheer as Papa Q lets loose a netting spear with a wicked, spot-on, major-league pitch. It pierces the surface without a splash and the creature thrashes below. 

She’s massive. As big as any lake monster they’d seen before, easily bigger than any in these parts. She breaches the surface, water churning and exploding. The percussion under the lake bubbles up, popping eardrums. Two skiffs catapult skyward, sending sailors screaming into the air. The creature rears out of the water then drives her belly crashing down across three skiffs. It cuts them clean in half. 

The man in front bellows, chopping through the chaos. “SNARES.”

The monster submerges...

...her girth would be earth rumbling if she walked the land like a dinosaur. 

She’s twice as long as the monster corral if the floatables touched head to heel.  

Ten netting spears drop tangle onto the giant. She thrashes and rolls. She’s never felt the crush of human determination before. Defiance becomes rage. She wrenches people out of boats by whopping her flippers against the pull, dragging them into a chilly whirlpool. 

The sailors still in the fight draw nets taut. 

The weight of bone and rope compresses.

She shudders. Fear, despair, confusion. The battle lasts a further ten minutes. Papa Q hates to do it, but he clubs the beast with a three–pronged wobbler. Thump, thump. He’s frightened he hit her too hard with the specialized lake monster tool... maybe hurt her. He left whaling years before, vowing never to hurt another creature of the sea. “Never, ever again,” he told her. 

Another sharp rap.

Thump, thump. 

This time she jerks stiff as the stunning blows score. Her eyes reel into her head as she topples and a moment later, the lake monster floats to the surface. The sailors attach drag clamps to her flippers and they tie iron-woven ropes to the clamps. They keep her upside down, forcing her into a lethargic trance. 

The sailors cheer. 

The man in front wipes his brow, shaking. “Be gentle, folks. She’s a beauty.” He holds breath until he’s satisfied. She’s fine. “Get ‘em back in the boats. We’re up against time!” 

The sailors pull their brothers and sisters into the remaining vessels, aware that they are fortunate that ten remain seaworthy. The monster corral is victorious. Sailors row as they sing, a traditional hymn, thanking the lake for its life-giving bounty. Papa Q doesn’t join them. He thinks he should but doesn’t. He continues shaking as the creature bobs up and down in tow. 

“She truly is magnificent,” he extends a spyglass. Papa Q sees that the Maiden of the Mist is complete because the crew on shore is dismantling most of the dry dock. The rebuilt caravel awaits the last missing piece. He smiles at last. “It’s done. Now we have hope.” He didn’t say it aloud because pirates aren’t known for compassion and kindness, but most of all Papa Q was pleased that nobody got hurt. “Pull hard, folks. A new day awaits ahead.”

Their future floats behind.
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Oliver and the little blue sun: I

Oliver is the most famous boy at Belroy Elementary in Bentwood, Pennsylvania. This past winter had been the most exciting time of his life. He spent a day riding in a police car and another touring Firehouse Two-Four-Eight. Oliver even had his picture in the paper and online...

...twice.

It all began one snowy day upon a semi-icy pond not far from home. Oliver turned the corner at Ms. Smallman’s mailbox. He heard something strange, something scary. WHACK-SCRATCH-SCRAPE-GRUNT. His blood ran cold. That’s a Bigfoot! Images of a rampaging wild man covered in smelly hair flashed through his mind...

...Bigfoot chasing him through the snow

uprooting trees with one powerful tug...

...tossing boulders that were the size of Texas without effort. 

Oliver felt he was an expert at identifying Bigfoot sounds because he’d learned everything there was to know about them on his favorite television shows. They weren’t elusive apes to him; they were kindred beings. Maybe he should’ve run away but he didn’t. In the back of his mind, he knew that the sound wasn’t likely to be one because they’re very rare.

That didn’t mean he wasn’t afraid. 

Oliver was terrified.

He listened, waited. There was something else there. A splash, maybe? 

WHACK-SCRATCH-SCRAPE-GRUNT...

...YELP.

It wasn’t a Bigfoot at all.

“Oh wow...”

...Yelp. 

It was a dog.

Oliver scrambled over a ridge of snow. There was a blue-black hole in the middle of the pond behind Ms. Smallman’s house. Two paws reached out from midnight contrast and scraped at the edge of the shining white ice. Oliver saw a glimpse of something furry that was the color of cookies and cream. 

YELP!

The dog slid below the surface.

The sound disappeared.

Oliver tried to swallow but couldn’t.

The world skidded to a stop. 

He heard water burble. One wet paw poked out of the hole, scraping for traction at the edge. Then it vanished. Dad’s voice went through Oliver’s head: “Push with your hands, Ollie. Use your belly. ONLY if it’s an emergency.” The little boy jumped to action, shaking with adrenaline. “Otherwise, stay away from thin ice. Go get help.” This was an emergency and finding help in the next few seconds wasn’t an option.  

The rescue happened so fast Oliver wasn’t positive he did anything much. The dog caught tread and scrambled over his back, yipping as he found freedom. Oliver wrapped the quaking pooch with his new winter jacket, knowing he would get a lecture from Dad... again. Oliver heard him as if he were standing right there: “Oliver. Winter jackets are very expensive.” 

The lecture might even be worse than that since it was Oliver’s second coat of the season. Oliver had ruined the first a week earlier. He couldn’t figure out how it caught the fence, but it did. The sleeve tore off clean at the shoulder. It made a sound so loud that Mr. Toadov opened a window and hollered, “Boy, yer father’s gonna let you ‘ave it.” Oliver heard the old man cackle. He ran home and tried to explain the accident and it really was an accident. Dad didn’t want to hear reasons. He turned bright purple mad. 

Now I’ve wrapped my new jacket around a shivering wet slobbering dog. The dog leaned against him and licked Oliver’s nose. Guilt drained away. Not everything is about common sense and being practical. Sometimes we have to be brave like Frodo the hobbit. 

“Oliver? Is that you?”

The voice was that of Ms. Smallman.

Oliver formed the word at last...

...“Help!”

*
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DAD SAYS, “SHE’S THE sort of lady that rents a stall at a flea market with no good reason except to talk to people, Oliver. Tough to deal with. She’s in everybody’s business.” Ms. Smallman wasn’t tough to deal with by Oliver’s estimation. He’d once spent a fine afternoon learning to skip stones in her pond. She’d been a good teacher. Oliver’s friend Rice managed a six-hopper, and everything went well until...

...Oliver saw a lake monster in the pond. 

She’d shooed them away. That was the last time they played there. Dad explained, “It’s okay Oliver. Ms. Smallman doesn’t like little boys and ponds are dangerous things.” 

Oliver plopped back to the present. When Ms. Smallman figured out that the dog was shivering because he’d fallen through the ice, she brought both of them into her kitchen. She cranked the oven up, filling the room with warmth. That’s how Oliver saved the most famous dog in town from drowning. Buddy, mascot of Firehouse Two-Four-Eight. 

He belonged to Second Lieutenant Mike Justin who lived two blocks down the street from Dad’s house. No one knew why Buddy was so far from home that day. No one knew how he came to be on thin ice either. A few days later Terry the newspaperman said, “Buddy was obviously chasing a squirrel, Shirl.”

“Nah,” argued Ms. Smallman. “The squirrels stay on the east side of the pond.” They left it at that and figured Buddy had been a victim of bad luck and poor timing. She hadn’t seen anything strange near the pond for over a year and thought it was as close to an explanation as she was going to get. Though Ms. Smallman wasn’t convinced, she let it go. 

Second Lieutenant Mike Justin has a very deep, booming voice. He brought Buddy to school the first Monday after the accident. Second Lieutenant Justin told Oliver’s whole classroom, “Buddy has a way of sniffing out trouble. Sometimes his nose gets him into difficult situations. He’s been trained as a rescue hound and saved hundreds of lives in Afghanistan.”

A chorus of astonished children said, “Wow!”

Firefighter Justin patted Buddy on the shoulder. “It’s obvious to me,” he said, “that Buddy smelled distress and went to investigate.” Buddy barked and wagged his tail. “The ice breaking was an accident. They happen, kids... accidents.” Second Lieutenant Justin shook his finger, “No matter how careful you are.”

That’s when it happened, changing Oliver’s life. Second Lieutenant Justin stood tall. He said, “Oliver saved Buddy’s life and for that everyone at Firehouse Two-Four-Eight is grateful. He’s a hero.” The children clapped until their hands hurt. They hooted and cheered. Soon they squawked and wiggled. 

One child said, “Buddy farted.” 

A wave of laughter rolled over the classroom. Vice Principal Beck raised her hands and announced, “Calm down, children. Firefighter Mike is our guest.” She turned to the class clown and said, “Mr. Oswald, report to my office before you go to the lunchroom today.” Johnny “O” slouched. A boy to his left punched him in the arm and laughed. Vice Principal Beck’s chin tilted, “I’ll see you as well, Vincent.”

Vincent groaned, “But I didn’t do anything.”

Vice Principal Beck held a hand extended in front of her, palm facing the class. The kids knew what the signal meant. Silence.  

Second Lieutenant Justin said, “Anyway, thank you Oliver.” Buddy woofed, hopping happy.

That’s why Oliver is the most famous boy in his school. 

They asked him to lead the Bentwood Easter Parade the next weekend. 

Oliver felt so gosh-darned good he almost forgot how much he missed his mom.

*
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OLIVER’S SISTER EVELYN matched socks out of the clean laundry. She’d allowed her little brother to carry the basket up to her bedroom. She didn’t think he was good for much, but he could carry things that she didn’t like to. “Stop bouncing around,” she sighed.

“Where’re we going?” Oliver fidgeted. The not knowing felt awful.

“I told you twice,” she said. “He’s taking you on a fishing trip to Lake Champlain.”

Oliver tried to read her thoughts. No such luck. “Have you ever been there?” He sucked a lip into his mouth, sulking. He wanted someone (anyone) to react. 

The question didn't change her expression. “Yes,” she said. “Boring-est thing I ever did. I had to cover my nose the whole time.”

“Why?”

“Port Henry smells like fish.”

“Why's he only taking me and not you too?”

“I didn't talk to Dad,” she said. “Last time I swept Aunt Charlene’s floors for two straight weeks. I polished, dusted... I worked like a dog. It was the worst vacation I ever had. You’re going to hate it.”

“Oh.”

“If Dad planned a Vermont side trip maybe I’d ask to go. I don’t care about New York.” She dropped one rainbow sock and crossed her arms, “I definitely don’t want to be around Uncle Joe’s cigars any time soon, either.”

Oliver cocked his head to the side. Evelyn avoided eye contact. She dodged and used her phone as a prop to turn away. He said, “I can’t believe you're not coming.” His eyes were big, wet. “I don’t want to go if it’s only me and him.”

She scoffed, “Him and me!” Evelyn corrected everything he said these days. “I can't wait until you get to be my age so I can finally have an intelligent conversation with you.” She turned her back. “Don’t be such a spoiled baby.”

“But...”

“But nothing. Deal with it.” 

“I’m not a baby.”

“I didn’t say that. I said you were being one. But you are spoiled.” The tension oozed into the room, pooling knee-high so that when Evelyn walked past Oliver heard her feet sloshing. She opened the window, breathing the outdoor air. She covered her nose with the back of her hand, “I hate to be the one to tell you but you’re ripe.”

“What?”

“You reek. Look it up in the dictionary.”

“I didn't do anything!”

“That’s obvious. Try bathing now and again,” Evelyn exhaled. In dramatic fashion, she pinched her nostrils. 

“You have a stupid nose.”

“Ollie, it's for two weeks. It’s hardly the end of the world. You’re a brat.”

“I don’t understand why you’re not coming with us.” There was a tear in the corner of his eye. 

She shook her head. For his own good, she thought. Dad has to tell him the truth about Mom because of Oliver’s little blue sun... even though I’m sure Dad’s only being nice, so I don’t miss orientation at Pitt.  “Stop overreacting, Ollie.” Dad was perfectly clear when he said it was going to be a little time of tough love.

“I guess.”

“It's what the two of you need,” she said. “Time together, without me around.” Oliver thought Linny sounded like Mom. “Besides, you know why I can't go away for two weeks. Not now anyway,” she said, sounding like herself again. “I've only been waiting for college my whole life. Hmph.” Her eyes puffed, simmering. She said, “I can’t wait to get out of Bentwood.”

The corner of his lip pressed inward. He imagined he was in a book and could think aloud without anyone hearing him. “I wish Mom was here.” Evelyn stiffened; her fingers curled into fists. Oliver quivered, “I’m sorry... you weren’t supposed to hear that.”

She yelled, “Oliver!” Her face became a red balloon of emotion, and he wasn’t sure what was going to happen when it popped. Concern, sadness, or...  

“Get out!”

...rage. 

“Linny, I...” 

She stomped past. “Stop talking about her, you little twerp.”

He stammered, hands waving for help. “I...”

She opened the door and pointed. “I said get out.”

“I'm sorry...”

Evelyn was past an apology. She grabbed a pillow, hurling it in Oliver’s general direction. Mrs. Weasley jumped off the bed and ran. “And take your stupid cat with you.”

The door closed. He fought a tear as hard as he could. He squeezed his eyelids as he heard Evelyn's television switch on from the other side of the door. She turned the volume up until it was all he could hear. Oliver bit his lip and walked away. He didn’t want to cry. 

He saw eyes beneath the base of the fish tank. “Aww,” he said sniffling. “C'mere Mrs. Weasley.” The eyes blinked but didn't move. “It's okay,” he said. He dropped to his knees in front of her. He leaned down to coax her out, but she darted away before he could get to her. Oliver was having a rotten day. He sighed. Sometimes he felt like if it wasn’t for bad luck, he wouldn’t have much luck at all. Today was one of those. The walls squished in around him. He was stuck in slow motion. He felt the way Pooh Bear felt when he was stuck in a pot of honey. Even though he was too old to admit it, Winnie the Pooh was still his favorite.

THEN...

...someone began pounding on the screen door.  

Oliver burst forward, skipping three steps at a time and spinning on the old banister post at the bottom. “It’s an antique, Oliver,” Dad told him. If Dad saw Oliver spin on it, he would be in a heap of trouble. The top snapped off last year. It took two months to have it fixed...

...again.

A second knock on the screen door, this one heard around the world. It rattled the hinges and handle. Rattled because I broke that too by letting it slam shut a bunch of times. It didn’t matter if it was an accident or not. 

“Oliver,” his dad called from the office with the huge bay window. Dad was working today. All he does is work, Oliver thought. Dad’s voice rose from beyond, “See who that is, please. If it’s for me, I’m on a conference call.”

“I guess,” frowning.

Dad stood in the doorway above. “Oh and stop bugging your sister. She's texted me three times in the last five minutes.”

“You said you weren't working today.” Dad pointed to his phone and held a finger to his lips. The office door closed. Oliver sighed until the screen door rattled again. He heard a voice that he knew quite well. 

“Hello? Is Ollie home?”

It was Rice from down the road. Oliver said, “Hey Rice!”

“Whatcha doing Ollie?”

Oliver paused with his hand on the screen door’s lock. He looked past Rice, high into the sky. The little blue sun touched the regular yellow sun, their handshake a dull green spot. Oliver felt funny inside. He couldn’t stop looking at it since it appeared. It pulsated, throbbed, and spoke to him in language he recognized, the crackle of its cobalt flames hypnotizing.

“Whatcha looking at?”

Oliver didn’t respond.

Rice smiled, “Hey.” He snapped his fingers. “Earth to Ollie. Come in, Ollie.”

“Oh, sorry.” Oliver's gaze dropped. 

Rice glanced at the bright sun, quickly looking away from the burn. “A bird?”

“Nope.”

“A plane?”

“I don't know.”

Rice shrugged.

Oliver shrugged too. The little blue sun was there for real, but he wasn’t saying anything about it. Every time he tried to tell someone that person got upset. When it first appeared, Linny had been making a list of names to invite to the graduation party. She pinched him that time and hissed, “If you so much as breathe a word about monsters or blue suns...” She didn’t have to finish the sentence. Oliver knew exactly what she meant, and he didn’t want to get his butt kicked any more than normal so he kept his mouth shut.  

“I bet it was a pterodactyl.” Rice flapped his arms and chomped his teeth. 

Oliver grinned, “Never mind.”

Rice looked again, shading his eyes with his hand. There was nothing there. He laughed, “You're weird.” He pressed his face against the screen and shaded the sunshine with both hands.

“Watch out,” Oliver said. Rice moved and Oliver kicked the screen door open. It made a racket and banged shut. Both boys laughed.

The office door cracked open, “OLLIE. Take it easy with the screen door.”

Oh no, Oliver thought. The corner split. He hoped Dad didn't notice before they left for New York. He promised himself to never kick the screen door or swing on the banister anymore. I won’t do anything that’ll get Dad mad until we leave. Two minutes later Oliver held onto the railing with his hands behind his back. He leaned forward over the steps and the railing protested with a loud creak. His foot slipped and he kicked the screen door. 

Both boys giggled for a moment then froze. 

Dad didn't yell so they laughed some more.

Rice said, “Are you ever coming back?” The boy's hair leaned to the side. 

Oliver thought that if he let his hair grow funny that way his mother would’ve told him to comb it. If she were here. “I don't know.”

“Do you have to go?”

“I don't know. I guess.”

They spent some time on the porch. After, they walked through the yard kicking rocks and throwing sticks. Rice hit a branch and two acorns fell onto Oliver's head. They laughed for a time, then harder when two squirrels scrambled up a tree making angry little squawks. Ollie and Rice talked the things that little boys talk.

“I hope the Pirates win the World Series this year.”

“They won't.”

“Corey Hart’s gonna get the game winning Grand Slam.”

“He’s a pinch hitter. Not likely. Maybe Cutch.”

“Did you hear Ms. Lucas is quitting teaching?”

“I don't know.”

“Wanna see my turtle when you get back?”

“Who gave you a turtle?”

“I found him in the mud when my family was fishing.”

“Oh.”

“Well?”

“Well, what?”

“Do you want to see him? I think I'm going to name him Joe. Maybe Matty.”

“Joe’s okay.”

“I guess.”

“My dad said he was going to take me fishing this year.”

“Fishing is boring if you don’t know what you’re doing.”

“My dad knows, I think.”

“Cool.”

“I guess.”

“My dad gets super mad when I get a snag, lose the bait and stuff.”

“Do you think a turtle could beat a gopher?”

“I don’t know. I guess.”

The boys walked back to the front porch kicking and hitting anything within reach. (Neither boy noticed an enormous blackbird sitting on a high branch, watching their every move. The two enraged squirrels chirped, “Hey Captain Crow. That’s the boy that’s causing all your problems.” Crow’s head tilted. He said, “CAW.” The squirrels chittered and said, “Yes. The little blue sun is because of him.” As the boys went to the house, Captain Crow cawed and flew off. If the squirrels were telling the truth, he knew what to do now. ~Teller of the tale.) Oliver climbed the stairs, and the boys grew quiet. It was obvious to an eleven-year-old boy that something was bothering Rice. Oliver smiled, “Yeah. I’ll be back.”

“Good,” Rice said. “I gotta get home for dinner, Ollie.”

Oliver watched him walk away. He gripped the railing on the porch and tried to crush it with his bare hands the way the Hulk could. He wasn’t strong enough. 

Rice waved as he closed the fence, “It was nice knowing you, Ollie!” He tugged at sagging pants and faded over the hill. Oliver felt Dad's hand on his shoulder. He looked up.

“Who was that?”

“Rice. Don't you remember?”

“Ah, from school. Right?”

“I guess. From down the road too.”

“Yeah. Rice. Good kid.”

“I guess.”

“His dad’s a shale man, right?”

“Huh?”

“Natural gas, Ollie.”

Oliver thought of Buddy’s supposed classroom toot and smiled. “I don’t know.”

“Well,” Dad said, “If you go out and play make sure you're back before six. I want to be on the road early. We still need to finish packing.”

“Aww. How early is early?” He tapped one sock with the other, counting toes in his head. He had a feeling he knew what his father was about to say anyway.

“Five-thirty maybe.”

Oliver rolled his eyes. “I've never even been awake that early.”

“I said maybe, Ollie. Don’t be so dramatic. I said we’ll see.”

“Okay.”

“Make sure you pack everything I told you to. The things we talked about.”

Oliver slumped, leaning back into the screen door. It creaked and made a ‘pop’ sound.

“Watch the door,” Dad said. He walked down the hall and his office door closed. Oliver followed because he had more questions. It was no use. Oliver heard Dad working behind the office door. “Bull (bad word) Bob,” was the only thing Oliver heard clearly enough to understand. 

He went to his room. The rest of the night, he packed too many socks not even in neat pairs and not enough shirts or underwear. His travel bag bulged. More than one tear slipped off his cheek. He crammed a box full of Star Wars figures into the suitcase and then he slammed the lid shut. It bent a little. It closed at last when he put his weight on the right spot. “I don't want to go away for the summer,” he said. He dropped into bed and had an awful night full of awful dreams. 

Brimstone, pirates, lake serpents, and motherless children. Fire, boogeymen, and magical blue lights...

...he woke up screaming two times.

His father didn't open the door like he usually did when Oliver had nightmares. It took some time to build the courage to find out why. A little while later Oliver slipped out of bed and crept to the hall. Dad wasn't in his bedroom. Oliver crept down the stairs. 

The light at the bottom of Dad’s office door glowed and Oliver heard Dad’s voice coming from behind it. He used a word that kids aren’t allowed to use...
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