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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


THE ATHEIST’S PRAYER


Freaky cult death, blow-snarfing strippers, falling-down drunk mall Santas…what’s not to enjoy here?


The Atheist’s Prayer is a satiric but never snarky romp through a landscape of particularly American squalor, where we track the highs, lows, and multiple pratfalls of colorful fuck-ups and scumbags. It would be enough to linger in the hilarious freakshow that is Candy and Hank and leave it at that, but Amy takes things a step further past the tragic slapstick…on another level this book is a serious meditation on spirituality and belief, and the ever present possibility of redemption – all executed with compassion and panache.


Biddle pulls off this delicate balancing act deftly in her tremendously satisfying debut novel. Bravo, and more please!


Nathan Larson, author of The Dewey Decimal System and The Nervous System


Fiendishly funny and compellingly perceptive, The Atheist’s Prayer is a satirical look at our deep-seated need for spiritual belonging and acceptance. It’s an encouraging reminder that truth and goodness are often found in the most unlikely places.


Daniel Mongrain, The Indiscriminate Critic


A mash-up of Vonnegut and Hiassen, The Atheist’s Prayer is a fast-paced, comic exploration of belief, disbelief, and gullibility run amok. Biddle’s debut novel seamlessly blends the lunacy of a fairy-worshipping cult and other hard-to-believe beliefs with quirky characters in a poignant, engaging story written with style and humor.


Lynne M. Hinkey, author of Marina Melee


With the wit and humor to rival Chuck Palahniuk, The Atheist’s Prayer is a breath of fresh air in a world of cookie-cutter plots. This darkly funny debut explores the depths of friendship in unlikely places. Readers will not be disappointed.


Katie French, author of The Breeders


A stripper, a loser, and two children try to make sense out of their own messed up lives and, instead, find friendship, hope and death on fairy wings. The Atheist’s Prayer is impossible to put down.


Brian Braden, author of Black Sea Gods
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Sunday


“There’s no such thing as Santa Claus,” Kevin whispered to the redhead sitting next to him. The little boy shook his head, and a drop of drool slid down his chin. Gross. Kevin missed his old Sunday school and his best friend Jimmy, and most of all he missed home.









CHAPTER 1


Fictitious Father


Two round, stubbly faces stared at Hank in the mirror. He clutched onto the bathroom sink with both hands and stared back at the blurry faces until they meshed into one. His black bangs hung limply over his swollen, bloodshot eyes. He grinned at himself but immediately stopped. A tooth was missing. How was a tooth missing? He probed the gap with a grimy finger.


It didn’t matter, anyway. He’d never been proud of his teeth. Growing up, he might not have come from the poorest family, but his father had certainly found better things to spend his hard-earned cash on than braces.


“It’s just those money-hungry orthodontists trying to suck money out of unsuspecting parents. Fucking moneymongers,” his father would say as he drank away Hank’s college tuition.


Right. Last night there had been a lot of falling. Had he actually attempted to ride one of the horses standing outside the stable next to Jefferson Park? He started to laugh but the throbbing in his head made him stop. He doused his face with cold water. Yes, he had. And he had been yelling, “You will never catch me on my trusty steed,” when the horse bucked him off. He hadn’t even finished saying “steed” when he hit the ground.


Hank brushed the taste of stale beer and blood out of his mouth, taking care not to aggravate the gaping hole in his gums. He wondered if he had simply jumped on the horse for the hell of it or if he had pissed off the carriage driver and decided to use the horse as a getaway. He also wondered how he had managed to get on the beast, which was at least twenty-feet tall.


Hank’s dog, Chuck Norris, was staring at him and wagging his tail. He was a slightly overweight German shepherd who had been left behind a year ago by the college student next door.


“What’s so funny, Chuck?” Hank asked as he staggered to the toilet and almost pissed on the wall. He wasn’t hung over. He was still drunk. If he was sober, he would not have laughed at the missing tooth. What was Lizzie going to say?


“Fuck Lizzie. She’s a prude.” Prude wasn’t quite the right word. She was horny as shit, as soon as they were alone. Over-religious, though. Pious. Overbearing. And her damn kid. Hank didn’t like the kid. He was a brat. Who walks into a room without knocking? If Hank had pulled that stunt when he was seven, he would have felt it on his behind for a week.


Hank checked his watch. He had to leave in five minutes in order to get to work on time. Working at the mall wasn’t so bad, now that Christmas was over. Promising presents to hundreds of children every day only made him want to get a vasectomy. Then again, he didn’t want some dumbass doctor messing with his balls. Plus, it would probably screw with his sex drive. Bad idea.


Hank decided to make good use of his time. He pulled out his phone and texted Max:


Get up fuc ker howd I lose my tooth


Cell phones were useless. He always had to play tricks to type in swear words. He figured he should make an app that would override the cell phone’s limited vocabulary. He’d make bank. Except that app probably already existed. He was just too cheap to own one of those damn fancy phones.


“Fuck,” he said, rubbing his head. “Why does the mall have to be open on fucking Sunday, huh?” he asked the dog.


Chuck Norris gave him a rough nudge with his nose. He barked. The sound resonated through Hank’s eardrums and vibrated his already throbbing temples.


“OK, OK! Breakfast,” he said.


Chuck Norris barked again.


“Shhh. We don’t need to bark right now.” Hank stumbled into the kitchen, picked up the dogfood bag and poured the kibble into the water bowl. Chuck Norris didn’t seem to care, and happily licked up the soupy mess.


Hank’s cell phone beeped:


U fell off a pony dum as s!


Apparently, Max was also too cheap to have a cell phone that typed out swear words. Hank responded immediately:


That was no pony


Hank hit ‘send’ and put the phone in his pocket. He needed to get ready for work. He returned to the bathroom for a quick shave, then donned a day-old work shirt and squirted on a cloud of cheap cologne.


When he was done, he tested out his smile in the mirror, making an effort to hide the gap in his teeth. It didn’t work.


“Shit!” he said, poking at his gap. With a grin like that, no one would want to talk to him. His commission was fucked. He tried out a few more polite faces, but he couldn’t hide the missing tooth with anything better than a half-assed grimace. He imagined all the money he was about to lose. Lizzie would never invite him back to her place if he couldn’t afford to take her to Mon Cherie and order a first, second and third course.


“Fuck Lizzie, she’s so fucking dumb,” he said out loud, aware this time that he was simply trying to convince himself. Lizzie was by far the smartest girl he had ever dated. That wasn’t saying much, though. His last girlfriend wasn’t aware of the difference between a zebra and a horse. She’d asked him once and he wasn’t sure what to tell her. So he’d said, “Zebras are extinct, sweetie.”


She’d bought it, but only after he explained the definition of extinct.


Lizzie’s kid could already beat his last girlfriend in an IQ test, and he still believed in Santa Claus…well, until a few weeks ago.


His phone beeped. It was Max:


I have a video. It was a pony. Lol


Hank had bigger problems to deal with right now. Not only was he going to have to explain the stupid gap in his teeth to Lizzie, he also had to figure out how to look semi-respectable for his customers. He started up a conversation with himself in the mirror.


“Good morning, sir!” he said.


Fucking gap.


“How are you today, ma’am?” he said, pulling his lips awkwardly to the side as he spoke.


It was too obvious.


Just don’t smile.


“Good afternoon, sir!”


This time, a little less noticeable. He just had to mumble a bit while twisting his lips.


“Good fucking morning, jackass.”


It worked!


This business of being polite was a pain in the ass. What was he trying to sell today, anyway? Oh right, purses. Apparently, it was too soon for bathing suits and too late for wool caps, so they were pushing for what every woman always needed: more fucking purses.


At least he got to gawk at women all day.


Hank looked at his watch again and realized that there was no more time for rehearsal. No time to take Chuck Norris out either. He’d have to call the dog walker. No, the dog walker didn’t work on Sunday. He’d have to call Max. Max owed him one after last night, anyway.


He threw on a jacket and darted into his kitchen, knocking a box of Chinese food onto the floor as he opened the freezer to retrieve a bottle of rum.


“Hair of the dog,” he said to the dog, who was scarfing down the leftover Chinese. Hank kicked the box away from Chuck Norris and threw it in the trash while the dog licked the last few noodles off the floor.


“That stuff’s bad for ya, buddy,” he said.


Hank grabbed a bottle of Coke from the mountain of sodas next to his fridge. A buddy of his worked in the storage unit at the mall, so he always had a surplus of ‘broken packages.’ Hank spilled a third of the Coke into his sink and watched it trickle over the dirty dishes. With skilled practice, he topped his soda with cold rum and stuffed it into the inside pocket of his jacket. Nearly tripping over Chuck Norris and into his precious 32-inch, hi-def flat-screen TV, he rushed out the door.


Ten minutes late. He’d timed it perfectly.


He flew down three flights of stairs two steps at a time and bee-lined to his Dodge Caravan, complete with torn pleather seats and faded wood paneling, which had been all the rage when some smug yuppie had bought the thing new. She sputtered and wheezed in protest when he started the engine.


“Come on, baby, you can do this,” he said, like every other morning. She faltered one more time and then smoothed out, as always.


“You treat me well, old girl. You do.” She hummed happily in response. Hank rubbed the steering wheel thankfully and pulled the van out of the parking lot. Turning the radio on, he scanned through talk shows and advertisements.


“Low, low, LOW prices!” exclaimed some sleazy salesman. Hank doubted it.


“…members of this new-age movement call themselves Polymoirans. According to a recent survey, there are now over seventy thousand people in the United States who follow this belief system,” said a newscaster. Hank hadn’t heard about the fairy freaks since the suicides in California a year or so back. It was too early for that kind of craziness.


He switched to a country station and sang along to ‘The Devil Went Down to Georgia.’









CHAPTER 2


Tempt Us


Kevin was bored. The Sunday school teacher was talking about Noah’s ark. Kevin had already learned about the ark when he was at Cedarville Baptist School. Genesis 6–9.


To pass the time, he tried to imagine two of every animal on the ark. More and more animals climbed on until they were packed so tight they sank his imaginary ship. He raised his hand.


“How come Noah didn’t just bring one of each?” he asked. “It wouldn’t of been so crowded then.”


The Sunday school teacher gave him a Sunday school smile and paused to think of a Sunday school answer.


“Because you need a mommy and a daddy to have a happy family.”


Kevin only had a mommy and she’d lied to him about Santa Claus, so maybe the Sunday school teacher had a point. The redhead next to him was smiling. He probably had a happy family. To even things out, Kevin stuck his gum in the boy’s curls. The kid didn’t notice.


The Sunday school teacher did.


“Kevin.”


She gave Kevin a Sunday school stern look. He put on his best innocent look. Then he farted. It was an accident, but when the rest of the class started laughing he couldn’t keep his giggles inside.


“Young man, you will promptly remove that gum from Christopher’s head.” She was using big Sunday school words. Kevin stopped giggling. The wad of gum was covered in messy orange strands of hair. He reached for the scissors on the table in front of him.


“No, Kevin, just…” She sighed. “Sit in the corner until we come back.”


Kevin moved his creaky metal chair to the corner. Small flakes of rust fell from the seat as he sat down. Kevin’s old Sunday school in Cedarville had nice chairs and he never had to sit in the corner.


Kevin inspected the wall in front of him. The peeling wallpaper in the corner looked like a triceratops. He traced it with his finger, losing himself in the jungle of his imagination. A triceratops charged through the forest in pouring rain. As the rain came down harder and harder, it turned the ground under the dinosaur’s feet into a mucky swamp. Soon the water was so deep that every step was a struggle. Determined, the prehistoric beast shook his head and marched on.


Eventually, the forest opened to a huge field. But the field was blue, not green, and only the tops of the tallest grasses poked above the flood. The ark was floating in the distance, drifting farther away every second. The triceratops let out a mournful triceratops sound, which was somewhere between an angry cow and screeching car tires.


Kevin realized that this would explain why dinosaurs didn’t exist anymore, but he thought he should ask someone to make sure. The Sunday school teacher was still in another room, removing the gum from Christopher’s hair, but there was an older girl sitting with her back to him at the corner of the table, just within pencil-poking distance.


Kevin poked the girl with his pencil and she turned around with an eep that made him smile.


“Hey! What?” She wrinkled her forehead the way his mother did when she was mad, and Kevin immediately stopped smiling. She was almost scary-looking, with her straight black hair and pierced ears. Back in Cedarville only teenagers had pierced ears.


Kevin dug up the courage to ask his question. “Do you think dinosaurs are extinct because of the flood? Maybe they didn’t make it onto the ark in time. Maybe Noah didn’t have room.”


“That’s stupid,” said the girl. She rolled her eyes and turned back around.


“No it’s not. It makes perfect sense.” Kevin desperately wanted her to see how obvious it was.


“Noah’s ark isn’t real.”


“Yeah it is. Archemologists found it,” Kevin said to the back of her head.


She spun around in her seat. “No, the archae-OLO-gists were religious lunatics.”


“What’s a lunatic?”


“A crazy person.”


“You could have just said that.”


The girl was a lunatic, apparently. Everyone knew about Noah’s ark. She didn’t talk like most people did either. She didn’t speak soft like everyone back in Cedarville. Her words were hard and short, like the news reporters on TV. Then again, it seemed like a lot of people in Jefferson talked like that.


“It’s like Santa Claus,” said the girl. “It’s a made-up story grownups tell to make you behave. You know, God rained down his terror because people were bad, and only good Noah was spared.”


Kevin wished Christopher was back, so he could say, “See? I told you Santa Claus isn’t real.” But since Christopher wasn’t back he kept talking to the strange girl.


“You’re a lunatic.” He tested out the new word.


To his surprise, the girl smiled. “No, but my name is Luna. You’re Kevin, right?”


Kevin nodded. It was weird, she almost seemed nice when she smiled.


“How old are you?” he asked.


“Eleven.”


“I’m seven.”


“Hmm,” she said. She turned back around and rapped her shiny black fingernails on the table, obviously trying to keep him from asking more questions.


Kevin thought about what Luna had told him. While he was going over the similarities between Noah and Santa Claus (they both had beards), the Sunday school teacher and Christopher came back through the squeaky classroom door. Kevin quickly turned to face the corner.


“You can move back to the table, Kevin, and cut out an animal to put on the ark,” the Sunday school teacher said, giving him a strict warning look as he returned to his seat.


Since the Sunday school teacher didn’t have any dinosaur pictures, Kevin decided to cut out tigers, which were almost as cool. As they cut out their animals, the Sunday school teacher asked if anyone had any questions. Kevin’s hand shot up.


“Yes, Kevin?”


“Um,” he said. It was hard to decide what to ask first. “How come Noah didn’t wait…” He changed his mind. “Is it true that Noah’s ark isn’t real and it was made up so we aren’t bad?”


“Of course not! What would make you say that?” The Sunday school teacher looked upset.


Kevin wished he hadn’t asked the question. Trying to save himself, he mumbled, “That’s what Luna told me.” The Sunday school teacher raised a single brow at Luna.


“I did not!” said Luna. “I never even talked to him. He’s a stupid seven-year-old.”


“Don’t call your classmates stupid, Luna. You know better than that.”


“I’m sorry, ma’am,” said Luna sweetly. As soon as the Sunday school teacher turned around, she gave Kevin a nasty glare.


It wasn’t fair, but Kevin knew better than to argue over who said what. He scooched his chair away from Luna and cut out his tigers in silence, wishing he was back in Cedarville.


When Kevin’s mother came in to take him to church, the Sunday school teacher pulled her aside and talked to her in a hushed and hurried voice. Kevin couldn’t understand what she was saying, but he knew it wasn’t nice.


Even still, his mother smiled at him and squeezed his hand as they walked down the hall to the church service. “I know the move’s been hard, sweetie,” she said. “But I’m sure you’ll find some new friends here.”


In church, Kevin sat on the hard, wooden pew next to his mother and listened to the preacher’s deep, soft voice. Kevin liked the church service better than the stupid Sunday school class. He didn’t understand what the sermon was about, but he knew it was important. He liked the songs they sang, and his mother let him turn the old pages of the Bible. They were soft and worn like cotton sheets.


As the preacher talked, Kevin leaned his head against his mother’s arm. She smelled like lavender perfume, as usual, but he also noticed a hint of Santa’s cologne.


The last time he smelled that cologne was on Christmas Eve, back in Cedarville. There were funny noises coming from upstairs, so he ran up to investigate, hoping to catch Santa with a bag full of gifts coming down from the rooftop. But when he got upstairs, he realized that the noise was coming from his mother’s room. It was laughter.


When he turned the doorknob, the laughter stopped. Stepping into the bedroom, he found Santa on top of his mother. Kevin knew it was Santa because of the red suit lying crumpled on the floor, and because it was Christmas Eve, and because he remembered Santa’s face from visiting him at the mall in Jefferson. Only, Santa didn’t have a beard anymore.


Without his usual Ho, Ho, Ho, Santa Claus said, “Kid, Lizzie and I are having adult time, OK?”


Kevin stood there, mouth open, mind spinning. He thought adult time was when his mother went out with other well-dressed adults, sometimes a group of girls and other times a man in a button-down shirt carrying flowers. Sometimes, adult time was when Grammy and Auntie Brie came over and stayed up late into the night discussing adult things loudly in the kitchen after Kevin went to bed. There had been a lot of adult time once his mother decided to move.


But adult time had never been Santa Claus on top of his mother, butt naked.


“Santa?” asked Kevin.


Santa sighed, rolled off of Kevin’s mother and unsuccessfully tried to cover up his dangling weenie as he scrambled to find his clothes.


“Kevin, you should wait downstairs,” said his mother, covering herself with a blanket. But Kevin didn’t move.


“There’s no such thing as Santa, buddy. You should know that by now.” Santa staggered a bit as he stepped into one pant leg at a time, nearly knocking over a lamp in the process. Then he threw on his red jacket and started rummaging through the sheets. “My name’s Hank.”


Kevin’s mother seemed to forget he was there. She looked sadly at Santa Hank. “You don’t have to go.” There was a pleading tone in her voice, like when she told Kevin to stay out of trouble or when she called Grammy in tears asking for one more chance. Her hair was all frizzy on one side and some lipstick was smeared on her cheek.


“I think I should,” Santa Hank said, pulling his hat and beard out of the tangled sheets and heading for the door. Before Kevin could say anything, Santa Hank came back, grabbed a pair of red Santa boxers from the floor, and left. His cologne wafted around the room and slowly seeped into the furniture. Kevin remembered it from their trip to the mall. He liked the smell.









CHAPTER 3


Not


“Let him go!” screamed Heather, shoving the full weight of her body against the massive man in front of her. “He needs his mother!” Hot tears streamed down her face.


“Ma’am, it’s against state law to own a primate as a pet,” said the man. His fat, puffy face grimaced as he spoke, twisting into grotesque shapes in the dim light. For a moment, Heather saw the devil. She screamed and swatted at his face as he bent down to shove Mike, her precious baby, into a rusty cage. The man stumbled, taken off guard by either the blow or the grotesque scar that covered Heather’s hand.


Mike seized the opportunity and bit his captor’s arm. The man yelped and released his grip. His thick leather gloves and long sleeves were no match for Mike’s teeth.


Good boy, thought Heather as Mike twisted out of the man’s arms and scrambled across the room to disappear into the hallway. You show that monster that you won’t let him take you.


Heather knew Mike would outsmart the man. Mike knew the best hiding places in the house. His favorite was the toilet. He was a perfect fit, just small enough to close the lid over his head. When her evil ex-husband, Hunter, had taken to abusing Mike, the toilet was his only escape. Heather always flushed twice, so he wouldn’t have to sit in dirty water.


The stupid devil-man waddled after Mike. She watched his fat body jiggle back and forth with every step until he disappeared. Heather wondered when the man would give up. He would give up.


“Come on, buddy. I’m not going to hurt you,” said the man, forcing compassion into his harsh voice.


Lying bastard. He wanted to shove poor Mike into that god-awful cage, tote him to a zoo, then toss him in with the unruly monkeys there. Deprived of his family, Mike would become neurotic, malnourished and depressed. He wouldn’t get his bedtime stories. He wouldn’t get fresh grapes every morning. He would constantly be assaulted, poked and prodded by leering strangers. Mike didn’t like strangers. He was shy. He needed someone he trusted to hold him and love him, but all he would get at a zoo—or worse, a ‘humane’ shelter—would be a cement floor and banging cage doors.


No, she couldn’t live with herself if she lost him to some hellhole. She’d saved him from the zoo when he was just a baby. Risked everything one night to climb over the fence and smash the lock on his cage. He was so tiny and they had already separated him from his mother. At the time, she was unsuccessfully trying to have a child of her own. Her maternal instincts were so strong that when she heard him crying, it was beyond her power: She had to save him. Now he was an old man. And now they wanted to take him away.


How would he sleep without his blankie?


What if they euthanized him?


Heather quietly began to open windows. If all else failed, Mike could escape outside. He would come back. He always came back.


“What are you going to do if you can’t find him? Burn the place down?” she called after the man, her confidence returning.


“Don’t tempt me,” he bellowed back.


She had to move out anyway. She hadn’t paid rent in months. She used to be able to live on her monthly disability checks, but they stopped coming when some bureaucrat decided brief reactive psychosis was not a permanently debilitating disease and manic depression was not a mental illness that prevented her from surviving in the ‘real world,’ whatever that was. Since then, she’d struggled just to feed herself and Mike, never mind paying bills.


As the oversized lump of flesh stomped through the house, his elephantine limbs caused each room to shake. He made chattering noises, as if imitating a monkey would make Mike come out.


But Mike was too smart for this dimwit. He would hide under the toilet seat until the man left, then jump into her arms, chattering and squealing until the excitement of the afternoon escaped him. He would drip toilet water all over her, but she wouldn’t care. She would still have him.


When the man returned to the living room, she gestured toward an open window. “I think he escaped,” she lied.


The man’s round face scrunched up in displeasure. He probably didn’t like the smell of the place. Good.


The living room did smell of urine, but she was used to it. She needed to move out, though. The place was falling down around her. She paid too much for this decomposing pile of lumber that her landlord called a house.


But she couldn’t leave her daughter behind, the only pleasure Hunter had ever given her after two miscarriages and years of abuse and neglect. Hunter had married her out of fear, not love. Fear of the social disgrace surrounding an illegitimate child. Fear of the hell his church used to manipulate its followers. It didn’t take long before his fear turned into resentment, which he took out on Heather and Mike in frequent bouts of vicious anger. Anger her daughter never saw. Violence hidden behind closed doors, fake smiles and open bibles.


Yes, she had to rescue her daughter from her father’s clutches, save her from being brainwashed by the evil veiled beneath the robes of priesthood and hidden between the lines of ‘sacred’ texts. The three of them would have to run away again. Far away, this time. To California, maybe. California didn’t have laws against owning exotic animals. There, they could live in the mountains with their Faerie Keepers and no one would find them. No one would ever break up her family again.


“Ma’am, you’ve already had thirty days to give this monkey to a facility that is equipped to properly care for a nonhuman primate.” The man’s chest heaved as he struggled to catch his breath from the strenuous twenty-yard chase. “If you don’t turn your monkey in now, we will return and seize it. Right now, you are charged with illegally owning an exotic pet. If we have to come back, you may face more serious offenses. It’s your choice.”


“You can come back, then,” said Heather. “I don’t have a monkey anymore. He ran away. In fact, I never had a monkey. That one you just saw must have escaped from the zoo and found my house. Now it’s their problem.”


The man shook his head and wiped the sweat off his brow, even though the windows were open and it was a chilly day.


“It’ll be easier for both of us if you cooperate, ma’am.”


“I’m trying to cooperate, you’re just not listening. There’s a monkey problem around here. Someone should do something about it.”


“Don’t forget, you could also be charged with assaulting a police officer, and we will have a warrant to search your house.” He looked around, as if the thought was intimidating. “God knows what else we’d find.”


“You can leave now. There’s nothing here. You might want to see if the zoo is missing a male capuchin.” In fact, they were. They’d been missing him for eighteen years and they would keep missing him.


“I’ll be back tomorrow with animal control,” he said. “This isn’t my job anyway,” he added under his breath. He picked up the rusty cage and stomped out the door, mumbling to himself.


“Mikey,” Heather cooed as soon as she heard gravel crunching under the man’s tires. “It’s OK. He’s gone.”


There was a clink.


The lid of the toilet.


A splash.


He probably fell back in.


Another clink.


Always closes it behind him. What a good boy.


And then the sound of the bathroom door opening and closing.


So smart.


Mike trotted into the living room and hopped up onto the only piece of furniture in the room: a moldy couch with no cushions. From the arm of the couch, he sprang onto Heather’s shoulder, dripping wet.


“Eep!” she exclaimed, even though she had expected the soggy embrace. Mike began jumping up and down on her shoulder, his dainty nails scratching through her clothes and digging into the calluses she had accumulated over the years from his friendly enthusiasm. Strands of her long black hair wrapped around his yellowing white arms as he began to pat her head in excitement. Perched on her shoulder, he loudly recounted the horrors of being chased by the evil man.


“E-e-e-e-ooo,” he said. “Chirr-e-e.”


Heather set him on the floor and patted the top of his head. She pulled a dirty blanket from the couch and began drying him off. He squirmed as she ruffled his fur. When he was dry enough, she tossed the blanket on the floor.


“We’ve got to get busy, little guy. We have to move quick or they’ll come back and put you away.”


Mike looked up at her and cocked his head, his big round eyes asking more questions than his vocal cords could muster. He licked his lips and scratched the bottom of his chin, silently waiting.


Guilt tore into Heather’s heart. She was an unworthy mother. She had lost her daughter and now she was dangerously close to losing her son.


“I know, sweetie. What you need is a retirement home, not a jail cell. Someone to give you massages all day.” She squatted down and tickled his tummy.


“E-e-e!” he laughed, his pink face scrunching up until it was almost lost under his white hair. He wriggled out of her reach, crawling backwards on his hands and kicking out with his tiny black feet.


“We’ll make a big bed in the back of the Subaru,” she explained. “Then we’ll meet up with your sister. Remember Luna?”


At the sound of her name, Mike stood up on his hind feet and scanned the room, his little black ears twitching with excitement.


“That’s right,” said Heather. “Luuuna!”


“Ch-e-e-chirr!” said Mike, jumping up and down again. Without warning, he took off and started careening around the house, leaping from couch to lamp to window, knocking the lamp onto the floor.


While Mike celebrated, Heather began to collect her belongings.









CHAPTER 4


With the Comfort


“That was a nice service,” Lizzie said sweetly, taking hold of Kevin’s hand as they walked to the car. Kevin barely heard her. He was thinking about what Luna had told him in Sunday school.


“Noah’s ark is real, isn’t it?” he asked.


“Of course it is, sweetie. In fact, some archaeologists believe they found pieces of Noah’s ark on Mount Ararat in Europe…Hey, didn’t you bring your little dinosaur to class with you? The T-rex?” His mother was so good at remembering things for him.


Kevin had gotten the T-rex in his stocking. On the bottom of it was a sticker that said, ‘Made in China.’ It was the final proof that Santa wasn’t real. But he still liked the green plastic thing. After all, he had asked for the T-rex to go with the rest of his dinosaur collection.


He’d brought it to class, but the Sunday school teacher made him put it into the toy bin because it was distracting. It was probably still there, next to the Barbie dolls and the Care Bears and the Christmas books that hadn’t been put away yet.


“Be quick,” Kevin’s mother said. He jumped out of the car and ran back toward the church.


Halfway there, he tripped and fell into a puddle of mud.


“Ha!” said a voice above him. He looked up to see Luna’s narrow face as she peered down at him. “I mean, oops,” she added, sticky syrup dripping from her voice. “I didn’t mean to trip you.” Her brown eyes sparkled with mischief.


Kevin stuck his tongue out at her as he got up, feeling his face turn red. Before he could think of a good name to call her, she turned and ran off, catching up to a large man with a big scruffy beard. She grabbed his hand and skipped beside him as he tromped along. It made Kevin think of a deer trotting next to a clumsy rhino.


Kevin brushed himself off and walked the rest of the way to the church. He knew he was supposed to go around and use the proper Sunday school entrance, but his mother had told him to hurry, so he cut through the worship hall. Inside, he tried to walk quietly past the empty pews, but his muddy sneakers squeaked loudly. The sound echoed embarrassingly as he squished his way to the door on the other side.
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