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Never Wear Seven Pairs of Underpants 


Convicts can spot a runaway right off the stick. I found that out too late. 

I was trudging down Coolbrook Road, a big fat lie of a name if there ever was one. The brook was invisible, unless you counted the dried-up gulley running alongside. And I would have had to catch on fire first to cool off. 

It was late afternoon. I’d missed the stupid once-a-day Greyhound by hours, but staggered on before vultures circled. A five-hundred-degree sun sizzled overhead. I was so thirsty, the back of my throat felt peeled, like paint off an old barn. I would have killed—absolutely killed—for a blueberry Slurpee. 

“Runnin’ away, girlie?” said a soft voice. I looked up. 

A man hefted a shovelful of leaves and dirt. He wore a navy blue jumpsuit with a loose orange vest, like a highway worker. 

“I run off oncet.” He grinned, showing crooked dark-brown teeth. “See where it got me. Cleanin’ ditches with a bunch of jailbirds.” 

Down the road, men in the same outfits scraped leaves and trash out of the gulley. A guard with a rifle leaned against the fender of a white bus with grilled windows. 

My heart bumped. I had walked smack into a road gang. 

“I’m not running away,” I said, only partly lying. “I’m…out for a walk.” 

“Wearin’ half your clothes? You look swolled up like a tick.” 

It was true I had on seven pairs of underwear, four pairs of shorts, and five T-shirts, another reason I was about to spontaneously combust. The rest of my earthly possessions were crammed in the big straw purse slung over my shoulder. 

“You shouldn’t make fun of chubby people,” I said, sounding offended. “What did you do to land in jail? Rob a bank?” 

“Your face is red as a pepper pod, and I bet you got blisters the size of cow pies in them flimsy tennis shoes. You’re a runaway, all right.” 

How did he know so much? 

All morning I had cleverly snuck down back roads, figuring the police would patrol the main highway. I stopped only once after crossing the old Bull Run Bridge, to dip my sore feet in the river. The water was muddy and warm as a birdbath. When I pulled my feet out, dozens of tiny black suckers clung to my ankles. 

I smacked the leeches off, trying not to faint from sheer gross-outedness. Then I slipped my sweaty sneakers back on and hobbled down the road. 

“Take my advice,” the convict said. “Go home and quit worryin’ your mama.” 

“I’m not running away,” I said to set him straight. “I’m going to someplace.” 

“Uh-huh.” 

“I signed up for the Ice Age Kids’ Dig in Saltville, and my mother said, ‘We’ll see.’ Sometimes her ‘we’ll sees’ actually mean yes.” I shifted my purse to the other shoulder. “But our fridge croaked, and Mama said our ice age problem was more important and she didn’t have the money to send me.” 

“So you’re goin’ anyways. Do you know how far Saltville is? Clear on the edge of yonder.” 

“I was going to take the Greyhound from Red Onion with the rest of my birthday money.” Ten dollars should buy my ticket, I figured. “But I missed the bus.” 

“It’s a fair piece from Frog Level to Red Onion. A good eight miles.” 

“I have work to do,” I said. “I’m a paleontologist.” 

“A what?” The convict leaned on his shovel. 

“A scientist who ‘specializes in reading the record of past life in rocks,’” I quoted from The How and Why Wonder Book of Prehistoric Mammals. “‘Understanding the past is crucial to understanding the present.’” 

The convict scratched his nose. “I reckon.” 

Just then the guard glanced in our direction and gripped his rifle. 

“Skeeter!” the guard barked. “No talking to civilians! You, girl, get a move on.” 

Skeeter dropped into the ditch. “Bet you’re nabbed within the hour.” 

“Bet I’m not,” I said. “I’ve dodged the cops all day.” 

“Twenty bucks?” 

“You’re on!” I leaned over the ditch. “How will I know where to find you? To collect my money?” 

He grinned up at me. “You can send my money to Red Onion Correctional Unit. Eighteen hundred Ray of Hope Lane. I won’t be goin’ nowhere soon.” 

I hitched up my purse and headed down the road. The guard gave me hard eyes as I sidled by. 

“Visiting my grandma,” I said, making out I was Little Red Riding Hood. “You have a nice day, now.” 

Skeeter won the bet. 

A half-dead fly bumbled behind my Venetian blinds. I was flat on my back in bed, my knees propped on a pillow so my heels wouldn’t touch the mattress. Mid-afternoon sun sifted through the blinds. I lay still as a lizard, with Tusky, my faithful stuffed mammoth, at my side. I didn’t intend to ever move again. 

My door opened. I glared at the intruder. “Doesn’t anyone ever knock?” 

Mama bustled in. “Don’t take that tone with me, missy. I didn’t tell you to run off and get your feet in this sorry state.” 

The policeman alerted by that blabbermouth convict guard had picked me up and brought me home three days ago. Mama had shrieked at the sight of my blood-caked tennis shoes. I soaked my feet in the tub while she gently tweezed gravel from my blisters. Then we went to the doctor. He prescribed a special ointment and antibiotics. 

Mama pried one corner of the bandage from my right foot. “The infection looks better already. But you were an inch away from gangrene, you know that?” She picked up the tube of ointment on my dresser. 

“You remind me every five minutes.” I winced as she applied the ointment. 

“The doctor says you’ll have scars. And forget about closed-back shoes.” She smoothed a new bandage over each heel. 

“Who cares about shoes? Who cares about anything?” 

My whole summer was ruined. Mama and Daddy had grounded me the rest of my born days for worrying them to a frazzle. I would never go on a field dig with real paleontologists or eat Bison Bacon (not real bison) and Ground Sloth Gravy (not real ground sloth) or listen to stories about the Ice Age around a campfire. 

I wanted to excavate a woolly mammoth skeleton and stake my place in paleontology history. I’d be famous, like that English girl who found a dinosaur skeleton in a cliff a long time ago. Instead I was stuck in podunky Frog Level, doomed to wear bedroom slippers until I graduated from college. 

Mama plucked bandage wrappers from the chenille counterpane. “You did this to yourself, Rebel. If you had told us you wanted to go to camp that bad, we would have worked something out.” 

“I did tell you! But the new refrigerator was more important! Everything is more important than me!” Tears stung my eyes. 

She pressed the back of her hand against my forehead like she had when I was a little kid. “No fever. You’ve been cooped up in this room too long. Come on out.” 

“Don’t feel like it.” 

She tidied my dresser. “I’m fixing potato soup and corn fritters. Your favorites.” 

“Not hungry.” 

With a sigh, Mama left, cracking the door open. 

The brochure for the Kids’ Dig was thumbtacked to the bulletin board over my dresser. The picture showed excited-looking kids tucking into Paleo Pancakes and Mastodon Sausage, stoking up before a day in the field. 

I’d miss the June Kids’ Dig. No chance of getting to the August one, either. I might as well be trapped in the blue-gray clay with the Saltville Ice Age animals. 

The fly threw itself futilely at the window. I fell asleep, my face buried in Tusky’s worn fur. 

“She pulled this stunt just to get attention.” 

A familiar voice woke me up. 

“Now she’s laying in there like the Queen of Sheba so you can wait on her.” 

My mother’s voice drifted from the living room. “Rebel is high-strung. Both you girls are. I don’t know why I didn’t have boys. They aren’t nearly as worrisome.” 

“I never caused you half the trouble Rebel does, and you threatened to send me to reform school. One time you even got my suitcase down from the attic, remember? Maybe Rebel needs a dose of reform school.” 

I sat up. The person who wanted Mama to ship me away was my older sister. I slipped off the rumpled counterpane and limped into the living room. 

Lynette sat on the sofa across from Mama, twisting a piece of her blond hair. Her orange lipstick and fingernail and toenail polish matched her miniskirt. She looked like an ad for Florida orange juice. 

Pasted by her side was a spindly-legged boy with cowlicky brown hair and a narrow, ferret face. His skin was so pale, I could see veins pulsing in his temples. He put me in mind of one of those plants that grow under rocks. 

My nephew, Rudy. 

I’d been an aunt since I was five, which had always felt weird. I hadn’t seen my sister or Rudy for three years. They were forever moving. Ohio. Tennessee. Kentucky. 

“When did you get here?” I asked Lynette, slumping in the rocking chair. “And since when are you a blonde?” 

“Day before yesterday and since yesterday,” she replied. “Nice to see you too.” 

“Lynette’s back for good,” Mama said. “She’s renting in Grandview Estates.” 

“Really?” I said. “Great. I guess. But where’s Chuck going to race his monster truck? I thought that’s why y’all left Frog Level in the first place.” 

Lynette’s shoulders stiffened. “Rebel, say hi to Rudy. It’s been donkey’s years since you saw him last. You’re a big boy now, aren’t you, Poopsy Poodle?” 

“Hey, Rudy,” I said. “How old are you? Fifteen? Sixteen?” 

“Aw, Rebel. I’m only seven.” He pronounced it “seben.” 

He grinned, showing one front tooth, big as a billboard. The other tooth stuck straight out like an opened garage door. Adhesive-taped glasses slid down his pug nose. He knuckled them back in place. 

“Where’s Chuck?” I asked. 

“Last I heard, still in Alabama.” 

“Daddy’s racing Mud Hog this weekend,” Rudy put in. 

“Just like he does every weekend.” Lynette flicked her hair behind one ear. “I’m tired of playing second fiddle to a truck on growth hormones. So I packed up Rudy and came back to Virginia.” 

I knew my brother-in-law always wanted to be a NASCAR driver. He flunked pit crew because he couldn’t change tires fast enough or something. Then Chuck bought himself a monster truck. He raced Mud Hog in county fairs and monster jams, which never sounded like much of a job to me. 

“What are your plans?” Mama asked Lynette. 

“I enrolled in Dot’s Pink Palace Beauty Academy. Everybody says I’m good with hair. I have to stand on my own two feet since I can’t put no depends in Chuck. I have to think of Rudy.” 

“Beauty school is fine, but it won’t put bread on the table,” Mama said. 

“I also got a job as a shampoo girl. And Chuck will send money. But I can’t leave Rudy all day while I’m at school in the morning and Hair Magic in the afternoons.” Lynette turned to me. “That’s where you come in, Rebel.” 

“Me?” 

“A lady a few mobile homes down keeps an eye on the neighborhood kids, but she’s not a full-time babysitter,” my sister replied. “I need you to live with us this summer and watch Rudy.” 

Mama shook her head. “Rebel’s too young—” 

“She’s twelve!” Lynette insisted. “Time she had some responsibility. Instead of worrying you with her foolish notions, let her work.” 

“I don’t know,” Mama said, weakening just the slightest. “Rebel’s young for her age.” 

“I am not!” I was a paleontologist, practically. 

“Mama, this will be good for Rebel.” 

“Do I have any say in this?” I asked the air. 

Mama stood. “I’ll call your daddy and see what he thinks.” She went into the kitchen. 

“If I do this—” I said to my sister. “If… how much will you pay me?” I might swing that second Kids’ Dig trip after all. 

“Nothing,” Lynette said bluntly. “I can’t afford it.” 

“I’m not going to work for nothing! That’s slavery!”

Mama came back. “Okay, Rebel, your daddy says you can go. Lynette, make sure she uses that cream and changes her bandages.” 

“I’m not going!” I yelled. “She’s not paying me one red cent!” 

“You are going,” Mama said. “Your sister needs you.”

What choice did I have? It was either go to Lynette’s or rot in my bedroom. 

While Mama slapped clothes in my duffel bags, suddenly eager to get rid of me, Rudy told me more about their trailer. 

“Our new house came with two surprises,” he said. “A bed filled with water!” 

“The water bed is nice,” Lynette said. “The cat is not.” 

“His name is Doublewide, and he’s the fattest cat I’ve ever seen! He can do tricks!” Rudy’s eyebrows nearly leaped into his hairline. 

“Like what?” I asked. 

Lynette’s mouth twisted. “He tee-tees in the toilet. And he rings the doorbell when he wants to come in.” 

“You’re kidding. Who would train a cat to pee in the toilet?” 

Lynette shrugged. “Saves on kitty litter.” 

“Doublewide acts just like a person!” Rudy bounced on the sofa cushion. 

“Honeybunch, we don’t jump on furniture,” Lynette said, tapping his knee. “That cat is so smart, he’s creepy. But we have to keep him. He’s part of the rental deal.” 

Mama lugged two stuffed duffel bags to the door. “I think this is everything.” 

“Rebel can always wear the rest of her clothes,” Lynette said with a smirk. 

“Ha-ha.” 

I packed my paleontology equipment: geologist’s hammer, putty knife, trowel, soft paintbrushes, field notebook, magnifying glass. Even though I was in exile this summer, I could still hunt for fossils. 

I tucked Tusky and The How and Why Wonder Book of Prehistoric Mammals in my backpack. I was ready. 

Lynette piled my bags in the trunk of an old clunker. “If Chuck knew I was driving this, he’d have forty heart attacks. I traded in his sports car—which I needed like another hole in the head—for this. Ain’t pretty, but it runs.” 

The vinyl passenger seat was crisscrossed with frayed duct tape. I got in, screaming, “Oooch, eeech, ouch!” The seat was scalding, and the duct tape pinched my thighs. 

Mama leaned in the window to kiss my cheek. “Behave, now, Rebel. Your daddy and I will miss you. Lynette, be sure to look after Rebel’s heels. And don’t let her stay up too late.” 

“Don’t worry, Mama.” 

Lynette started the car and backed it down the driveway. Mama waved in obvious relief. I felt like a baton handed off in a relay race. 

As we drove out of town (You Are Leaving Frog Level, Incorporated 1903, Population 39 Plus 18 Dogs), Lynette chattered about her new life. 

“I can’t wait to start beauty school! But I’m a little nervous too. You’ll help me with my homework, won’t you, Rebel?” 

“Sure.” I glanced in the backseat. Rudy was studying one of Lynette’s fashion magazines scattered on the floorboard. What a funny little kid he was. 

Lynette switched on the radio. “Rudy is just an Angel Mae. You won’t have a bit of trouble. But he’s such a picky eater. I wish you’d get him to eat better.” 

“What does he eat?” I asked. I wasn’t planning on doing a lot of cooking. 

“Every morning, he has an RC float. He won’t touch a crumb except hot dog spaghetti for lunch and dinner—” 

“What kind of spaghetti?” 

“It’s a breeze to fix. You take cooked spaghetti and add some ketchup and a little sugar. Then fry a couple of hot dogs, cut up like pennies, you know? Stir it all up. Sometimes you can throw in a small can of peas.” 

Disgusting. “That’s all he eats?” 

“And cookies. You see why I’m trying to broaden his tastes.” She glanced in the rearview mirror. “Put some meat on his bird bones. Ain’t that right, Rudykins?” 

Rudy sat forward with his magazine. He pointed to a navy blue dress trimmed in white lace. 

“Do you like this?” he asked me. “I bet you’d look nice in it.” 

I shrugged. I didn’t bother much about clothes. “It’s okay.” 

“I’ll mark the page,” he said, settling back again. “This is the dress you’ll be laid out in.” 

“Say what?” I stared at my sister. “What in Sam Hill is he talking about?” 

“Nothing. He went to his grandmother Parsley’s funeral last month and picked up some notions. That’s all.” She turned the radio up louder. 

That’s all? My Angel Mae nephew shopped for people’s funeral outfits before they were even dead. What else had Lynette conveniently forgotten to tell me? 
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From the Field Notebook of Rebel McKenzie 


I have found a missing link! My How and Why Wonder Book of Prehistoric Mammals says that Thomas Jefferson had some bones from a cave in Virginia. The bones were from a strange animal. Thomas Jefferson called the animal a Megalonyx—a gigantic prehistoric lion he thought was still roaming the wild forests of the West. 

Scientists later figured out Jefferson’s bones were from a huge ground sloth. They named it Megalonyx jeffersoniibecause Jefferson discovered it. 

My book says, “The Megalonyx was a huge, hairy animal that walked on the sides of its four longclawed feet. It had a thick hairy tail upon which it could rest some of its weight when it stood on its hind legs to browse on leaves high up in the trees.” Some ground sloths were over six feet tall and weighed 3,500 pounds! 

When I get to the Kids’ Dig, I’m going to tell the paleontologists that I have discovered the direct descendant of Megalonyx. Thomas Jefferson was almost right—a smaller version of his strange lion animal is right here in Virginia. 

I am naming it Megalonyx doublewideus. 
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Doublewide, the Wonder Cat 


Grandview Estates was anything but. Not grand. Not an estate. And the only view was of a giant sewer pipe rising from a scraggy vacant lot. 

“Hey, you got a 7-Eleven in your trailer park,” I said as we passed a small strip shopping center. “Can we stop for a blueberry Slurpee?” 

“Not now. And don’t say trailer park,” Lynette corrected. “We live in a mobile home community.” 

“Pardon moi,” I said, slouching down to dangle my bare feet out the window. 

“Sit right. Only trash ride down the road like that.” 

I pulled my feet in and folded my arms across my chest. Lynette acted like a prissy old lady. Don’t say trailer park. Only trash stick their feet out the car window. She was old—twenty-six, fourteen years older than me. She married Charles Parsley and left home when I was just four. I really didn’t know her very well. What if I’d traded one mother for another? The thought hardly filled my heart with gladness. 

I looked out at the mobile homes lining the streets endwise. Double-wides and single-wides all claimed tiny yards, some overgrown with weeds, others so neat they could have been clipped with manicure scissors. The better-kept lawns had white-washed tires blooming with petunias and baskets of geraniums hanging from awnings. 

Some trailers boasted screen porches or carports and freshly painted trim. But a lot of them looked neglected. We drove by trailers with crooked Venetian blinds, busted barbecue grills, and bent TV antennas. 

Noticing stuff was part of my training. Paleontologists have to be keen observers, because most people aren’t. A rock an ordinary person would kick aside could turn out to be the toe bone of a giant Ice Age beaver. You never knew. 

I stared at a white trailer with ceramic cat figurines crawling up its shutters. Orange, red, and pink zinnias rocketed from the picket-fenced yard. A green cement frog squatted in a birdbath. The grass was as green as Oz. 

“That’s Miz Matthews’s place,” Lynette remarked. “She watches the kids on our street sometimes.” 

“Yesterday she gave me a quarter for the vending machines at the firehouse.” Rudy’s bony arm stretched over the back of the seat as he pointed to a brick building. 

“They have soda machines and candy machines and ones with potato chips—” 

Junk food within walking distance. That was promising. 

“Miz Matthews kept an eye on Rudy so I could enroll in Dot’s Pink Palace Beauty Academy.” Lynette wheeled The Clunker into a short driveway, parked under a tottering metal carport, and switched off the engine. The car coughed like an old man clearing his throat, then sputtered into silence. 

“We’ll come back for your things in a minute,” Lynette said to me. 

Her yard was summer-fried, brown and crispy as a taco. Sun-starched towels, T-shirts, and denim cutoffs hung stiffly from an umbrella clothespole. I climbed out of the car barefoot and tromped on crabgrass sharp as knife blades. 

“Yow!” I yelled, hopping into my flip-flops. Heat baked through the rubber bottoms. Apparently, Grandview Estates was built on a volcano. 

Lynette frowned. “Keep your shoes on, dummy.” 

“Hey!” Rudy cried. “There’s Doublewide!” 

A large, dark-brown blob perched on a rusted patio table by the front door. It unwound a whiplike tail from around dainty front paws and arched its back. The cat was shaped like a chocolate-colored basketball with a smaller ball balanced on top. His face and ears were nearly black and his coat was sleek as a seal’s. 

Crossed blue eyes watched us. When we were nearly at the door, the cat stood on its hind legs, reached up with one paw, and whacked the doorbell. Ding-dong. I heard the faint chime inside. 

“We’re right here,” my sister told the cat, fumbling with her keys. “You don’t have to ring.” 

“He does that all the time?” I asked. “That’s so cool!” 

“The first few times we heard the doorbell, we thought it was kids messing around. Then I looked out and saw this stupid cat, big as life, hitting the button.” 

“Doublewide is real smart. He could be on TV.” Rudy stroked the cat’s head. “He’s a Siamese!” He pronounced it “Si-meeze.” 

Lynette unlocked the door and Doublewide streaked in ahead of her. “But not a purebreed. He’s got a kink in his tail and his eyes are crossed. Plus he weighs twenty-one pounds. You can hear his thighs rub together when he walks. Siamese are supposed to be slinky.” 

“You could use him for a footstool,” I said, and Rudy giggled. 

“I could use him for a garbage disposal,” Lynette said. “He eats like a Saint Bernard. I’d get rid of the big pest, but he’s part of the lease. The owner moved to an apartment that doesn’t allow pets.” 

“How would he know if you got rid of Doublewide?” I asked. 

“That cat would probably call social services on me.” 

We walked into a little hall. The kitchen was on one side. I spied a bedroom on the other. Two steps down the hall and we were in the living room. 

“The movers delivered our furniture yesterday,” Lynette said. “I left Chuck his tacky recliner and the patio chairs. No way is he getting the Spanish modern living room suite I worked my tail off at Ben Franklin to pay for.” 

I didn’t know Spanish modern from a hole in the ground, but Lynette’s living room made a funeral parlor look like a carnival. Low-slung black vinyl chairs skulked around the walls. A red glass globe lamp swung from a thick brass chain. A painting of a bullfighter on black velvet in a fancy gold frame hung over the black sofa. 

“I still have to put up the drapes,” Lynette said, “and then our place will be all nice and cozy.” 

I’d seen cozier dungeons. 

She showed me the rest of the trailer, which took about three minutes. Down another hall were a little blue-tiled bathroom and Lynette’s room with a water bed smack in the middle of the green shag carpet. I threw myself on the water bed. Waves sloshed me back and forth. 

“I’d get seasick in that thing,” I said, struggling to clamber off. “How do you sleep in it?” 

“You’re not supposed to jump in like a pearl diver.” 

Rudy’s bedroom was at the far end of the trailer, opposite the kitchen. His room was so small, I had to mince sideways between the sway-backed twin beds. 

“That one’s yours,” Rudy said, generously giving me the bed half-blocked by a dresser. Going to the bathroom in the middle of the night should be tons of fun. I wondered where I could buy shin guards. 

“Why is it so hot in here?” I asked, pushing my bangs off my forehead. 

“The A/C is on the fritz,” Lynette answered. “Let’s bring your bags in so you can get settled. Then I’ll fix supper.” 

On the way out, the phone in the kitchen rang. Lynette grabbed the receiver. 

“Hi, Mama. Yeah, we just got in.…What did you forget?…You’re kidding me. Okay, catch y’all later.” 

“What did Mama want?” I asked. 

“To make sure your feet were okay, for one. I didn’t tell her you were prancing around barefoot. She also told me to hold your hand when we cross the street.” 

“What? I’m twelve, for Pete’s sake!” 

“According to Mama, you never look where you’re going and you’re liable to get run over. Rudy must take after you. He trips over dust. His glasses are taped because he falls and breaks them all the time.” 

“You are not holding my hand to cross the street,” I said, bristling. “I look down at the ground because I might miss an important fossil.” 

“Uh-huh.” She sounded just like Mama—not really interested in what I’m interested in. 

There was no place in Rudy’s room to put my things. Superhero comics were stacked on his nightstand. His dresser was packed with clothes and blankets. Rows of little NASCAR model cars lined the dresser top, surrounded by plastic cups advertising monster truck rallies. 

“My daddy give me these,” Rudy said, rolling a red car to the edge of the dresser. “I’m gonna be a race car driver someday.” 

“Has your daddy ever won a race in his monster truck?” 

I plumped Tusky at the foot of my bed, then stacked my clothes on the closet shelf. Doublewide lounged against my pillow, taking a brisk bath. 

“Not yet, but he will,” Rudy replied. “Mud Hog is the baddest truck of all!” 

Mud Hog couldn’t have been too “bad” or it would have won a race by now. But I could tell Rudy thought a lot of his daddy. He must miss him a lot. 

“Maybe your daddy will win next weekend.” 

“He promised he’d give me the trophy! Then I’m gonna have my picture taken with him and Mud Hog. And then we’ll go to Tastee Freez.” Rudy zoomed the race car back to its spot in the row. 

He didn’t seem to realize that he lived here now and wouldn’t see his daddy next weekend, even if Chuck did manage to win a race by some miracle. Virginia is a long way from Alabama. 

“See my comic?” Rudy flipped open a tablet and showed me a smudgy pencil story with pictures. “I’m gonna be a comic drawer when I grow up.” 

“I thought you were gonna be a race car driver.” 

“I can do both,” he said, tossing the tablet on my side of our enormous room. 

“Supper’s ready!” Lynette called. 

Doublewide quit washing in mid-lick and bounded off the bed like a kangaroo. For his size, he sure could move quick. He skidded into the kitchen, then jumped up on the extra dinette chair, waiting for his meal just like a person. 

“No animals at the table,” Lynette told Rudy as she set plates down. 

“Doublewide is part of the family,” Rudy said. “Rebel’s here. She’s family.” 

“Rebel is not a cat.” Lynette put my plate in front of me and shooed the cat. Doublewide didn’t twitch a whisker. 

I stared at my plate. Shriveled pieces of meat were drowned in bright red sauce over mushy noodles. “What is this?” 

“Hot dog spaghetti,” Lynette said, passing around a saucer of soft white bread smeared with margarine. “Rudy’s favorite. Don’t you like spaghetti?” 

“Regular spaghetti, yeah.” I poked at a little green thing with my fork. 

“Canned peas,” Lynette said. “Stop picking at your food.” 

I finally took a bite. It tasted better than it looked, though it was kind of sweet. 

Rudy speared a pea on his fork. “There’s a guy on the next street with a big ol’ bump on his neck like a football. I seen him. I bet he has to eat like this.” He wrenched his head sideways and opened his mouth wide as a bullfrog’s. 

“Rudy, don’t tell stories,” Lynette said. 

“It’s not a story! I seen him with my own two eyes. He had a scarf on, but you can still see the bump. The lady next door to him won the jackpot at bingo last Friday. Three hundred dollars and a real silver pickle dish.” 

“You sure know a lot about people, considering you’ve only been here two days,” I said. 

“Rudy, you haven’t been pestering the neighbors, have you?” my sister asked. 

He shook his head. “Uh-uh. I heard about that man from—somebody. I went over to see him, is all.” 

I wondered who this mysterious somebody was. 

“And don’t go gossiping about the neighbors,” Lynette warned him. “People will have a bad impression of us.” 

After supper, she gave Rudy two Oreos and sent him outside to play. Then we tackled the dishes. 

“Rebel, I didn’t tell you everything about my little boy.” Lynette squirted Ivory soap into the running tap. A fine stream of bubbles floated upward. One popped on my arm, leaving a damp circle. 

“Like what?” A lump of dread rose in my throat. Was Rudy a pint-sized ax murderer? 

“He’s crazy about his daddy, but Chuck is hardly ever around. Chuck doesn’t mean to hurt Rudy’s feelings, but that’s just the way he is.” She rinsed a yellow monster truck cup and plopped it in the drainer. “So Rudy got more—delicate-like, I guess you could say. He sleepwalks.” 

“He walks in his sleep?” I’d heard of people sleepwalking but never knew anyone who did. “What if he walks in his sleep tonight? What’ll I do?” 

“He doesn’t do it every night. Only once in a while. And if he does, just lead him back to bed, easy. You don’t want to wake him up.” 

“Will he look like he’s awake?” 

Lynette nodded. “He’ll talk and everything. But he’s really asleep. That’s not all.” She took a deep breath. “He has lunch with God.” 

I dropped the frying pan I was drying. It hit the floor with a clatter. “Do I set three places at the table?” 

“Don’t act smart. Hand me that skillet so I can wash it again. When it’s nice out, Rudy eats his lunch on the porch steps. And, well…he talks to God.” 

“About what?” I wiped a glass calmly but my stomach quivered. 

“Sometimes stuff he’s worried about. Sometimes just about the weather.” 

The weather. My nephew discussed the weather with God. I wondered if Rudy ever asked Him to make it snow so he could get a day off from school. 

“What do you want me to do?” I asked. 

“It might be a phase. Just don’t make a big deal out of it, okay?” 

Well, at least now I wouldn’t have to worry about what I’d say to a seven-year-old all summer. Apparently God would take up the conversational slack. 

Lynette had to get up early for her first day at Dot’s Pink Palace Beauty Academy. She put Rudy in the tub while she redid her nails. I leafed through my How and Why Wonder Book of Prehistoric Mammals, but I was so tired, I kept reading the same sentence over and over. 

Rudy came out of the bathroom in checkered-flag underpants, damp-haired and smelling of Prell. When he saw me, he screeched and ran into his room. 

“Don’t peek! I’m in my birthday suit!” 

“Not quite. Put your pj’s on and hop in bed, Popkin,” Lynette called after him, waving her hands to dry her nails. “Don’t forget your cuddly.” 

At last Rudy was in bed, wearing NASCAR pajamas and clasping a plastic truck that didn’t look very cuddly to me. 

Lynette kissed him fifty times and pulled the covers up to his chin even though it was a hundred and ten degrees. “Nighty-night, Sugar Pie. Don’t let the bedbugs bite. See you in the morning, Rebel.” 

“Yeah.” I had already changed the bandages on my heels and slipped into my sleep shirt. Lynette cut the light as I slid between the sheets. 

And sank into a deep trough.

The bed was a canoe. I couldn’t roll out of the hole! 

“Rebel?” Rudy said from across the room (only a few inches away). “Will you keep that bully away from me?” 

“What bully?” How come Lynette didn’t tell me about that ? 

“The one next door. I’m scared to go near their house.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll take care of any bully.” It was probably some boy a year or so older than Rudy. I’d fix his little red wagon pretty fast. 

“Rebel?” 

“Yeah?” 

“Will you let me sleep with your elephant sometimes?” 

“Tusky? He’s not an elephant. He’s a woolly mammoth.…That’s a kind of elephant that lived thousands of years ago.” I could hear Rudy waiting for my answer. “I guess so. Sometimes.” 

“Tomorrow?” 

“Maybe.” I hoped he would drop off, so I kept quiet. 

Within a few minutes, Rudy’s breathing grew even. I lay awake and sweat. It was like trying to sleep in a bread box. I wondered what to do with a funeral-outfit-shopping, sleepwalking, lunch-with-God-sharing seven-year-old all day, every day, for eight weeks. Then I fell asleep too. 


* * *


“Ohhh, the night they drove Old Dixie doownnn…” 

I sat up in the dark. What the heck was that eerie sound? 

“…and all the people were singing…” 

It was Rudy, singing “The Night They Drove Old Dixie Down” in a high-pitched, quavery voice. He was asleep! The notes were off-key, but he got all the words right. 

This was too much. I decided to go to the bathroom. Maybe Rudy’s solo would be finished by the time I got back. I heaved myself out of the canoe-bed and inched toward the door. 

“Ow!” Naturally I cracked my shin on the stupid dresser. Then I made my way through the trailer without turning any lights on so I wouldn’t wake Lynette. 

I started to sit down on the toilet. My bare skin met something furry. 

“Aiiiieee!” I stumbled backward, windmilling my arms to keep my balance. 

There was a splash! then something large and soaking wet shot out of the toilet like a geyser. The dark shape streaked toward the door, drenching my legs and sleep shirt. 

Doublewide, the Wonder Cat. 

First thing tomorrow, I planned to buy a calendar so I could mark off every day I was stuck in this joint. Just like a convict. 




From  

The Standard Book of Cosmetology 

(Milady Publishing Co., Pink Palace Beauty Academy, Frog Level, Virginia) 


[image: ] Personality Quiz [image: ]



[image: ]Answer One: (a) Always, (b) Sometimes, (c) Never 


	
Do you give careful attention to personal grooming such as clothes, hair, makeup, hose, and shoes? 

	
Do you check your posture sitting, standing, and walking erect? 

	
Do you change undergarments regularly and avoid halitosis and body odors (B.O.) at all times? 

	
Are you loyal to others? 

	
Can you accept responsibility? 

	
Do you have confidence in your knowledge and ability? 

	
Do you have a good tone of voice and choice of words? 
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Announcing the Summer
Ice Age Kids’ Dig and Safar1!
Saltville, Virginia

JX Dig for genuine Ice Age fossils with real
paleontologists and keep what you find!

@ X Identify and prepare fossils!

4% Build amodel of a Saber-toothed Cat to keep!

4% Go on a Megalodon Shark’s Tooth Hunt and

keep one giant shark’s tooth!

;\ i) s X Field trips to footprint sites! %

JX Special Ice Age breakfasts! Mastodon Sausage,
Bison Bacon, Great Bear Grits, Giant Beaver
Biscuits, and Paleo Pancakes!

X Toast marshmallows and sing around the campfire!

Spend one adventure-packed week in Saltville, where
fossils of Ice Age mammals and human artifacts (from
14,000 years ago!) are preserved in the time line of
blue-gray clay that dates back more than 200,000 years!

Fee includes meals, lodging (authentic log cabins!),
and field supplies. Register early!

Dig #1: June 21-28
Dig #2: August 8-15
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