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FOR MY DAUGHTERS, EMILY, HANNAH, AND LAURA, WHO HAVE KNOWN FOR QUITE SOME TIME THAT THE SECRET WORDS WERE “PERCY AND BONES.”

I L0VE YOU.
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AWAY THEY GO FULL CRY, MAKING THE WELKIN RING WITH THE MUSIC OF THEIR DEEP-TONED NOTES.

ROBERT SMITH SURTEES, HANDLEY CROSS
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PART ONE
THE MIND OF THE MISFITS
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CHAPTER ONE
TWO BEGINNINGS


If man could be crossed with the cat it would improve man, but it would deteriorate the cat.

MARK TWAIN
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At first, I felt sure 1 did not want to go. To enter their world of shadows, to cross the veil, 1 would suffer losses to body and soul. But when the call comes, who can pretend not to hear? So, 1 begin this story on the morning I heard the voice. And I give my word, 1 will speak what 1 know—and I know more than most.

On the fourth evening of summer vacation, Len stopped killing people just long enough to feel a cereal-shaped hole in the pit of his stomach. Without remorse, he shot four more times, watched his victims collapse, and then, calmly, he turned off the video game. He slammed his leaning chair from two legs to four on the floor. Rising slowly, he slouched his way into the kitchen, breaking form with a karate kick against a wingback chair along the way.

As Len opened the refrigerator door, he saw his sister, Angie, sitting at the table, looking out the window. Unnoticed by her, he took in her “perfect” hair, “perfect” clothes, and—at least if his buddies were to be believed—her “perfect” profile. These flawless qualities reminded him of her ridiculously high GPA and chummy relationship with their parents.

He looked inside the fridge at the orange juice, shriveled celery, and day-old mac and cheese. Then he saw a jug of milk. He grabbed it and plopped it on the counter so hard the top popped off. He flipped a plastic cup out of the cupboard, clanked it down next to the milk, and snagged a bag of Oreos from the pantry. He glanced over at Angie. Then he noisily ripped open the bag, crushed three Oreos into the glass, and poured in some milk. Angie didn’t flinch.

Len took her lack of response as a personal challenge. “Angie, I don’t know what I’m going to do with you. You’re so embarrassing. I have friends, you know.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, her left arm resting blithely on the table.

“I have friends. Friends are people who hang out together. Don’t you know that?”

Angie squinched her eyes up and shook her head sarcastically.

“You’ve just got to quit acting like you’re from Jupiter’s third moon. People talk about what you say.” He burped. “Look, I’m not spying on my baby sophomore sister or anything—but you know that Jim guy who’s always staring at you ’cause he thinks you’re so freakin’ gorgeous? He overheard you talking to some girls in the quad the last week of school.” He smiled to show off the chocolate bits dripping down his teeth. Angie turned away. “He said you said that you loved the ginger cat with the warm green eyes. What’s with that? You said that the fabric of the world was stretching or tearing or some such nonsense.” He drained the glass and slammed it on the table. “Do you realize how crazy you sound?” He got a new glass out of the cupboard and poured some Coke in it. “Do you want some?”

“Sure, half a glass.” She turned back to face him. “Len, I don’t see why I should stop talking about what I see.” She hunched over as if some revelation were about to appear in the palm of her hand. “More and more, the world seems to be awakening deep longings, and I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s some good reason.”

“I can’t believe you actually defend yourself. And what’s with this ‘reason’ garbage. That’s never exactly been your specialty.” Len handed her a glass of soda, then opened the pantry door and grabbed a bag of tortilla chips.

Angie pushed back her chair and stood up. “Maybe you’re just jealous you don’t see the things I do.”

“Angie, you are so clueless.” Her confidence irritated Len. “Why would I want to see what’s not there? You don’t even realize how hard this is on me.”

Angie set her Coke down. “Just because you just graduated doesn’t make you God or anything.” She placed both hands on the table and leaned over, catching Len’s eyes in what he took to be a stare-down. But it wasn’t a competition. Angie seemed to be looking past Len’s eyes into deeper places. Her intensity made him uneasy. He backed up, bumped into the open pantry door, and dropped the bag of chips. “What I realize,” Angie said, “is that the fabric of things is changing. Maybe it’s not stretching or tearing. Maybe it’s something else. I don’t know. What I do know is that I am glad the ginger cat with the warm green eyes came into our backyard.”

“Why me? Why did I get born into this lame family?” Len kicked the bag of chips into the pantry, got out another glass, and poured orange juice to the top.

From the living room, Charlotte Bartholomew called out, “Would you guys come in here for a minute?”

Rolling his eyes, Len turned his head in the direction of his mom’s voice. “‘Guys’ is sexist, Mom. We learned that in McEachen’s English class. You teach English, don’t you? You should know.”

“Fine. I’m glad to hear ‘y’all’ are learning to become sensitive. Now, would you and Angie be sensitive to your dear old mother and come in here?”

As if he were resisting a gravitational pull to keep him in the kitchen, Len forced himself into the living room and leaned the back of his legs against one arm of the blue corduroy sofa. After his slow-motion free-fall onto the cushions—not spilling a drop—he pulled his backwards hat down so that it covered his eyebrows. Angie followed him into the room. She picked “the ginger cat” Percy off the seat of the maple rocker, rubbed his head, and sat down.

Charlotte sat up straight in the rose-colored wingback chair. “I want to read you the beginning of my story.”

Len sighed. “So, why is this necessary right now? I’m getting hungry.”

“Because I need a focus group, that’s why.” Charlotte counted the pages in her lap. “I tell my own students in writing class to do the same.”

“You don’t need to get testy, Mom.” Len stretched his legs on the sofa.

“I’m not testy,” Charlotte said testily. “I just thought you’d be more interested in listening to me read my manuscript. Maybe you think it’s beneath you.”

“Artists.” Len took a breath for his next attack.

“OK, Mom, we’re ready now.” Angie glared bug-eyed at Len. “Percy and I will listen, won’t we, Percy? We can’t wait to hear it. Really.”

Charlotte smiled at Angie and sneered at Len. Then, she began to read aloud.

THE NEW AND IMPROVED ADVENTURES OF PERCIVAL P. PERKINS III AND BONES MALONE

CHAPTER ONE: The Golden Brooch

Asolitary figure strolled confidently down an apartment corridor. “Ho, ho. Hum, hum. Oh, I know, I shouldn’t enjoy this so much. What would Mama say? Dear me, wouldn’t the Old Noodle wiggle over this one … Hey, what’s this? Could it be the door to Mrs. Markle’s fabulous furnishings? And the lock looks so lonely. ‘Won’t you please pick me, Ollie, pretty please, with easy tumblers on top?’”

As Ollie Ollie Otterson’s banter twittered on, he picked the lock and slipped into the apartment.

“Now, where would she keep that gorgeous golden beetle brooch?” Ollie examined items on the mantel. “What have we here? A vase from some ancient Chinese Dynasty? Well, ting-a-ling-a-Ming. What’s this inside? ‘Handmade by Arnold Fishbeck.’ That’s just toodly-too bad.”

Ollie dropped the vase with a crash on the floor.

“Lenny.” Charlotte slapped her manuscript loudly in her lap. “Len!,”“ What?!,” Len rose like Dracula from the couch.

“Wake up. It’s not a lot to ask.”

“C’mon, I heard every word.” He rubbed his eyes and yawned.

Charlotte gave him her I-don’t-think-so grimace. “Angie was attentively listening. You were in snooze-ville.”

Angie smiled and batted her eyelashes.

Len gulped some orange juice. “OK, you smarty-pants queens. There’s a goofy-named character doing goofy stuff. Ollie is stealing a golden brooch, just like Bennu keeps talking about.”

Charlotte said, “Bennu keeps talking about Ollie?”

“No, he’s obsessed with some stupid ancient beetle. Something he read about in his nerdy AP history class. Go on, OK?”

Charlotte resumed.

At the same time, outside of the Jewel of the Nile Apartments, Captain Henley Hornbrook confided in Percy Perkins. “We overheard some toughs talkin’ about Mrs. Markle’s rather loaded jewelry box: ’Nobody can get at it, no sir,’ they said. Then one of ’em said ‘Nobody ’cept the Master.’ We was certain they meant that schemin’ bandit himself, Otterson. So we sent for you and came over ourselves.”

“Tsk, tsk,” Percy said, bopping his round derby that looked like a hamburger sitting on his head. “That Otterson is such a scalawag. As the brown book says, ‘You can’t tell a crook by his collar.’ Hornbrook, you take a few men up to the roof. While you set up, I’ll get my supplies and grab my dear friend Delilah Hob.” After opening the trunk of his magnificent brand-new 1927 Pierce-Arrow automobile, the renowned detective threw some rope over his shoulder and then picked up a six-pound turtle. He said, “Thanks for the offer to help, Delilah,” and put a rolled-up flag in her mouth.

With Hob and hemp in hand, Percy walked over to the lawn just below Mrs. Markle’s second story window, passing his friend and unWatsonian sidekick, Bones Malone, with a wink.

While Percy tied one end of his rope to Delilah Hob, he asked Bones to hold the other end. Rhythmically, Percy swung the rope back and forth until the brave turtle sucked all appendages into battle-ready absence. Then he flung the rope, and Delilah crashed precisely into the center of Mrs. Markle’s living room. Instantly, Delilah thrust out her legs and the flag, which read, “Surrender, Ollie!,”

As Bones tugged on the rope and pulled the turtle back outside, a startled Ollie Ollie Otterson saw Percy out the window and sprinted out the door. He ran swiftly down to the locked stairwell door (Rattle. Bam!, “Oh Mama!,”) and frantically up to the roof (“I made it, Mama. Ain’t I brave?”). Wheezing heavily, Ollie ran right into the waiting arms of Hombrook’s men in blue.
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All’s well that the cooks don’t spoil, eh Bones?” Percy said in triumph, adjusting his pince-nez.

“To tell the truth,” answered Bones, “I am kinda hungry/”

The two comrades-in-snooping hopped into the Pierce-Arrow and sped away. Before Percy’s familiar green vest was out of sight, one policeman wondered aloud, “How does he do it? How does he know?”

Captain Henley Hornbrook tapped the tobacco tightly into his pipe. “As you might reckon, the question ain’t easily answered. Percival P. Perkins III is unlike most mortals. He draws upon waterfalls of knowledge, rivers of ancient wisdom (though not always well channeled), his own splish-splashing intelligence, streams of experience, flowing athletic skill, and he has a knack for being dry when everyone else is all wet. Of course, it doesn’t hurt that Percy is a cat.”

“Well, what do you think?” Charlotte had a way of asking this question that, to Len, snapped her in an instant from her role as Mom to her position as Professor of English at Willamette Community College.

Angie cocked her head. “I love it that you named the main character Percy after lil’ ol’ Percy here. It makes me think we have a real celebrity living in our own house.” She held a hand up to Len, as if to say, “Don’t you start in.” “I can’t believe he was a stray just a few weeks ago.” Angie rubbed the orange cat under his chin, and he lifted his head for more.

Inspired, Len scratched his own chin and pulled on the lonely whiskers growing there. “Thanks for sharing, Ang. That’s so special. Anyway, Mom, it’s not a bad start. I don’t get why you’re writing about talking animals. Is this just a comic book thingy or are you trying to ‘bury pop-philosophical ideas behind a playful facade’? I learned how to say that in McEachen’s class, too. I dunno. I think you need to work a bit on character development or something.”

Angie said, “Oh, Len, you can be so negative.”

“It’s not that I don’t like it,” said Len. He sat up and congratulated himself on this show of support. “You wanted critique, right?”

“Don’t worry about it. I get criticized by my students all the time. I’m fine.” Len knew she wasn’t. Charlotte straightened her pages and rose abruptly from her chair. “Just let me know when you like something, OK, Lenny?”

“Mom, please stop calling me Lenny. I keep telling you to call me Len. I’m not a kid anymore.” He stood and went eye to eye with her.

“You’re right. I keep forgetting. And you only remind me a hundred times a day.”

Len looked away and saw Angie wince. At first he thought Angie was taking his side, feeling his pain—and then he realized that, of course, Angie was objecting to the bickering.

As Charlotte walked out, Len stuck his hands in his jeans and called after her. “If a hundred times isn’t enough, Mom, you just let me know. I could make it a thousand.”

He winced back at Angie and left the room.



CHAPTER TWO
THE COMMISERATION


He called himself the Misfit because he couldn’t match what he’d done wrong with everything he’d gone through in punishment.

FLANNEL O’CONNOR “A GOOD MAN IS HARD TO FIND”
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Lizbeth Neferti pulled on the hood of her sweatshirt and tightened the tie. She looked in the mirror. Some cat burglar, she thought. I’m more like a cow burglar.

Remembering her Saturday morning mission, she hunkered down and tiptoed out her bedroom and down the hall. She tried to step as lightly as angel wings—but stealth did not become her. As she passed family photos on the wall, she studied them.

There’s Grandma and Grandpa when they were still in Egypt. They say they can trace our ancestry back to the pharaohs. Yeah, right. Ooh, there’s a creak in the floor. Here’s Mom and Dad at their wedding. Dad looks so dumb in that shirt with all the lace. And here’s my baby picture. I started out so cute. Who knew I’d grow into this? Look at that. Bennu graduated last week, and Mom’s already got the picture up. Typical Mom. Ah, Bennu’s door is open a smidge. This is my chance.

With the force of a charging fullback, Lizbeth broke into the room, shouting “Yeeeearrrrgh!,” at the top of her lungs.

Bennu adjusted his glasses about a sixteenth of an inch. “Hello, Lizbeth. What do you think of this line? I’m working on a poem: ‘The weightless hours of summer float by like untethered balloons.’ Do you like it?”

“I’d like to be able to scare you once in a while.”

“Sorry. The creaking floorboards don’t help, y’know.”

“I knew it.” Her shoulders fell. “I’ll bet that’s why you thought of the word weightless. To show me exactly what I’m not.”

“You don’t have to turn everything you hear into a comment about you. I wasn’t even thinking about you. Honest. Listen, here’s my next line: ‘in warmth and bliss, there is no end to this dreamy flight.’”

“Yeah, cool.” Lizbeth noticed a slight narrowing of Bennu’s eyes, a wrinkle of disappointment. She’d seen this expression often enough, especially when he got teased about his hooking nose. “Really, Bennu, you’ve got a knack for poetry. I’m not much of a judge, but—”

“I’m not done: ‘for now the ride is smooth, and the breeze a perfect speed for gliding.’”

Bennu sat up on his bed, wadded up his reject papers, and threw them one by one into his trash can.

Lizbeth picked up a small plastic baseball bat and slugged one right back into Bennu’s face.

“OK, ya got me. Happy now?”

“Happier. So, you gonna enter some poetry contest?”

“Yeah, it’s called P.O.E.T.S., the Poetry of Excellence Training Seminar. I was hoping for something less cheesy, like S.L.A.P., Stop Lame Archaic Poetry.”

Lizbeth smiled. Her brother wasn’t a nerd like her softball-friends called him. So he had thick glasses. So what? He’s an artist—and I bet someday—

“Bennu!, Lizbeth!,” Their father’s alarmist voice came from downstairs. “Bennu, take out the garbageseem to work!, Lizbeth, get going on the lawn!,”

“He’s always yelling,” said Bennu. Then he yelled back. “But, Dad, it’s Lizbeth’s turn. I know it is.”

Lizbeth started down the stairs. Their cockapoo, Sniffles, met her and turned over for a tummy-rub.

“No way!, The chart on the fridge says it’s you, Bennu!, You can’t argue with what’s in black and white.”

“I could if you gave me a chance!,”

Lizbeth pretended she didn’t notice Sniffles peeing on the carpet.

“Horace, get down here!,”

Lizbeth walked past her father just as he said this. She knew how much Bennu hated his given name, Horace Imset Neferti—and how grateful he was that she had called him Bennu when she was two. It was the best she could do, and even though Bennu sounds no more like Horace than her choice of booga for milk, the name stuck.

Bennu tromped down. “It could be worse,” he confided to Lizbeth. “Those idiot McKenzie Boys call me Hawkman. So I have a beak nose, sue me.”

In the backyard, Lizbeth mowed the lawn, momentarily cursing equal rights and the drudgery of the labor. She keenly wished to finish. She and Bennu had arranged on this Saturday morning to meet Len and Angie on their shared Lewis River dock by 10:00. Presently, it was 9:30.

So Lizbeth mowed with abandon. As she took a turn, she saw her dad, Martin, standing on the patio, wagging his finger. He yelled something over and over, but Lizbeth couldn’t hear him. Reluctantly, she turned off the machine and listened to him chastise her for “missed” grass and other violations of suburban ethics.

“OK, Dad, I’ll take care of it.” She took a Kleenex out of her overalls and blew her nose. “But you don’t have to yell, you know.”

“I don’t? Really? I’d be quite happy not to yell. But not yelling doesn’t seem to work!,” He stormed back into the house.

Lizbeth pulled out her cell phone and called Len and Angie to tell them she and Bennu would be late. Then she grabbed half of her shiny black ponytail in each hand and yanked hard to tighten it against the rubber band.

“Why me?” She pounded the lawnmower handle hard. “Nothing works out for me. Maybe if I’d gotten some of Cleopatra’s genes, I could have been Miss Jewel of the Nile or something. Fat chance.”

Lizbeth put her foot on the blade cover and yanked the starter cord as if she were pulling out her own demons. Her strength was sufficient. She almost wished it had taken two or three tries. Like it would have for Bennu, she thought, and she let herself smile at his expense. Then she grabbed the mower and plowed ahead.

When she came in for a drink, Lizbeth saw Bennu rushing around, returning each room’s wastebasket to its color-coordinated, rightful place. Then he bounded into the kitchen.

“C’mon,” said Lizbeth, “we need to get out of here before Dad gives us more to do.” She threw a couple of juice boxes into a daypack.

Bennu rummaged through the pantry. “Cookies, chips, soda pop, candy bars,” he said. “The four basic food groups.”

It was nearly 11:00 before Lizbeth and Bennu rushed through the backyard and out through their gate into the Wilder, the public strip of land behind the house, on the banks of the Lewis River. Dodging the occasional blackberry cane, Lizbeth said, “Bennu, wait up!, I can’t help it if my legs are shorter!,”

“Oh, don’t make excuses. Hurry up.”

Thanks for the sympathy, thought Lizbeth. What do you know, anyway? You practically fly over the ground.

After a while, a crow squawked obnoxiously, and Lizbeth looked past Bennu to see Len and Angie sitting cross-legged on the old boards of the dock. She loved it when the four of them, “The Commiseration of Misfits” as they called themselves, got together. They said the name ironically, but Lizbeth knew it made sense. They didn’t fit in, they all had “issues,” and they enjoyed whining.
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As the four talked about their trials of the last four days, Len noticed Percy stroll onto the dock. Immediately, the ginger cat started stalking a moth that eventually landed on Angie’s jeans. Percy slunk down, wiggled his backside vigorously, and leaped mightily onto his prey. Caught by surprise, Angie yelped and then pulled her white sweater up to look where she thought Percy had snagged it.

“So,” said Bennu, “I guess you got to keep the cat.”

Len saw that Angie noticed that Bennu looked at her exposed midriff.

Angie scratched Percy’s head. “Yeah. He wandered into our backyard and wouldn’t leave. He does these amazing things. If you kneel to pick something up, he hops onto your back and just sits there. It’s awesome.”

Len, squatting on the dock, leaned forward to attempt a handstand. “Mom named a character in her new story after him: Percival P. Perkins III. Pretty cheesy, huh?” His shaky arms gave way, and he fell in a heap. Then he suggested they visit the twin firs on the Old Peterson Farm, one of the few abandoned homesteads not yet subdivided into plots for homes. “Rumor has it,” he said, “that it has an awesome tree house erected by some homeless guy who’d been a total squatter on the property.”

Bennu stiffened noticeably. “Rumor also has it that the McKenzie Boys like to hang out there.”

“Ah, yes,” said Len, “the infamous Brutes from McKenzie Butte, a.k.a. the McKenzie Butte Boys, those lousy Mink Brothers, the Missing-Link Minks.” He made his best Neanderthal face. “I say we go anyway.” Hands on hips, he struck a pose as disdainful of physical threat as his slight frame permitted.

Bennu stepped up to Len so that his additional five inches in height were obvious. “I don’t want to meet them anywhere, I’ll tell you that.”

“Be reasonable, Len.” Lizbeth pulled at a broken cattail. It broke in her hand, scattering fluff all over her legs. “The Minks are from McKenzie Butte. There’re all kinds of gangs up there. The Boys are bigger, stronger, hateful, and fully have it in for us. The tree house will be there another day.”

“True.” Len held his gesture like a lawyer in a bad movie. “But I don’t like the idea of them dictating what we can and can’t do. If we don’t stand up to them, they’ll just keep pushing us around.” He paused.“ C’mon, Lizbeth, you’re a varsity softball jock.”
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Lizbeth folded her arms to cover her exposed biceps. “Thanks for the compliment,” she said sarcastically. Then, her whole countenance changed. She felt herself blush with embarrassment and anger.

Angie touched her on the arm. “Is anything the matter?”

Contrary to her nature, Lizbeth took center stage. She walked over to the end of the dock and turned toward the other Misfits. “Look, I haven’t told any of you. I’ve been meaning to—but I just haven’t been able to say it out loud.” She closed her eyes and faced the sun, hoping for warm reassurance. It did not come.

Len said, “Lizbeth, I don’t want to be a jerk, but we need to get going here. Are you going to tell us or what?”

She felt her eyelids burning. “OK.” She took a deep breath and opened her eyes. “On the last day of school, I hung around late with Laura and Hannah. I walked part-way home with Laura, then we split off near the Mini-Mart. I took a short cut behind the store.” She stopped and gathered herself again. “I didn’t see them at first—but there they were, all three of the McKenzie Boys leaning against the dumpster. They were flicking matches and just being the slime balls that they are.”

Lizbeth paced as she enacted the scene. “I just wanted to get past them, that’s all. Then Tommy pushed off from the dumpster, and Josh stood there in that disgusting undershirt and mouthed, ‘bring it on.’ They were doing other stuff, too. 1 tried to ignore it. They’re so perverted.” She looked as if she might cry. Then she lifted her head with bleary-eyed resolve.

“I looked toward the end of the alley, toward the sidewalk.” She pointed toward the other end of the dock. “Somebody would surely walk by, right? But no. I was alone. The grossest one, Odin, he yells ‘Stump!,’ He’s so awful. He flashed his idiot tattoos like I was supposed to be impressed. His shoulders are so freakin’ huge.” Her eyes grew large, as if Odin were there on the dock, threatening her all over again.

“Odin, you know how he talks, said that I had ‘trespassed in their official space.’ Then he said he needed a kiss, like it was payment or something. I looked around. No one was coming. I looked at his brothers. Tommy faked a punch at me, and Josh flexed his arms like he was doing curls.”

She stopped to let it all sink in. “What was I supposed to do? Fight them all? Scream? I kept walking. That’s what I do best, right? Just plod on step after step.” She took two long steps away from the river. “Then Odin grabbed me from behind. He turned me around and said in that fake charm crap, ‘C’mon, baby, I like a girl with a little muscle on her.’ His voice felt like knives carving me up. He said, ‘Stump, you’re not much to look at, but you’ll do in a pinch.’”

Angie covered her mouth.

“I hated it, him, them. I hated his sick words.”

Angie went to console her, but Lizbeth stayed in the moment, pulling away from Angie’s hand as if it were Odin’s.

“Yeah, that’s what happened next. Hands. Hands grabbing at me. They seemed to come from everywhere. My heart went crazy. I thought I had to get away or I’d never start breathing again. 1 could see sunshine on the sidewalk. Somehow I felt that if I could just get there, I’d be OK. They grabbed my arms, and we fought. I yanked and yanked, but they were so strong. Me, Lizbeth, they were too strong for me. Then they pushed me down.” Lizbeth knelt, facing the sun. “I just knew the worst was coming. I started to scramble away, but Tommy and Josh held my shoulders, and—”

She stopped and gulped. “Then Odin spoke again. He said, ‘Hey, boys, look at that one.’ I looked, too. They were checking out some thin chick walking on the sidewalk. Suddenly, I was nothing. The girl was Allison Rippy, you know, that songleader type who barely wears anything? Odin left me, and the brothers followed. They ran over to her and were practically drooling. Odin slipped his hand around her waist. Allison grabbed the bottom of her mini-skirt like she suddenly got modest.”

Lizbeth stood up, trembling. She gestured to the imaginary McKenzie Butte Boys and Allison. “Odin, that jerk, turned back to me and said, ‘Why’d I want to kiss you anyway, Stump?’ I could see Allison’s hands shake. Then I heard people coming up the sidewalk. So I ran out there, too. With all of us watching, Odin pushed her away and, I swear, he sucked her in with his eyes.” She looked at them all stark and pale, as if innocence were a tangible thing that had drained right out of her.

Then Lizbeth stopped resisting the flow of tears. She wept freely, first into her own hands, then on Angie’s shoulder. Some time passed. Len nervously paced, sat down, stood up, and acted frustrated and useless. He strode over to the shore and tossed rocks into the river.

Finally, Bennu spoke. “Sorry, Lizbeth.” He offered a consoling hug. Then he broke away and stormed around the dock. “I can’t believe they did this to you. Well, yeah, I can believe it—they’re like that—but I can’t believe they attacked you.” He curled his hands tight with rage. “Just once, I’d like to get the Brutes from the Butte in my element. They should know what it feels like to be humiliated.”

Lizbeth had heard this kind of threat before: the courage of one whose enemy is nowhere in sight.

Len pinched the bridge of his nose like an exasperated father. “So, you’re going to get the McKenzie Boys to enter a poetry competition with you? Are you nuts?!,”

“I know,” said Bennu. “It’ll never happen. But what I’d give to slowly sink my talons into them.”

“That’s kind of a gross image,” said Lizbeth.

Len snorted. “Yeah, way to cheer her up, big brother.”

“Oh, shut up!,” Bennu faced Len. “At least I’m not ten feet away throwing rocks like a little kid.” He turned to Lizbeth. “Hey, you got away, Lizbeth. Nothing worse happened. It could have been worse, you know.”

Lizbeth bolted away from Angie. “What? I get mugged and you say it could have been worse? Am I supposed to feel grateful they didn’t kill me but just called me Stump?” She marched toward Bennu, who backed up off the dock and over toward Len. “Why don’t we count the ways to bash me? There’s Tank, The Planet, and my personal favorites, Bessie and Betsy. Stupid cow names!,” She glared at them with her huge round eyes.

“Liz,” said Len, “Lizbeth, back off a second.” He took a few steps toward the dock. “Look, do you want us to call the cops? We will. We’ll do whatever you want.” Lizbeth thought he looked frightened, as if he thought that speaking with tenderness would take years off his life.

“No. I’m fine. I’m OK, now.” She glanced back at Angie sitting on the dock petting Percy. “I feel better just talking about it.” She picked up a rock, sent it skipping across the river and safe to the other side.

“They’re such pig-headed dorks.” Bennu pushed his glasses up and flung another rock. “Until now, all they’d ever done was make fun of us. They’ve yelled every short-stuff name there is to Len: Pipsqueak. Dwarf. Mickey Mouse.”

“OK, that’s enough.” Len swelled his thirty-two inch chest.

“Midget. Shrimpo. Weenie.”

“I said that’s enough, Beakface!,” He walked over and sat down on the dock.

“They make sci-fi noises when Angie walks by,” continued Bennu.

Angie acted as if she hadn’t been listening to their conversation. “Really, Lizbeth, I feel so badly for you. My own shoulder hurts just where you said they touched you, and I feel a deep churning inside.”

Lizbeth didn’t know how to respond, to say thank you or wonder about Angie’s sanity. At the same time, Angie’s beauty made her compassion less credible. What did she know about suffering? Lizbeth knew it wasn’t fair to think like this, but she did.

Then Angie pointed to a plank on the dock. “We’re just like the little helpless ants right here. We’ve all had our share of enemies.”

Lizbeth waited for Len to pop off.

“What?!,” exclaimed Len. “Ants?” Angie let an ant crawl on her. “Look, you know it’s true. We’re together because people think we’re weird. We don’t fit in. How many brothers and sisters hang out in high school?” She turned her hand around to keep the ant on top. “So, we’ve got to help each other, y’know, like birdseed in winter. We’re like thistle seeds to the golden finch.”

Len stood up and turned his back. “I can’t take this.”

“Angie,” said Bennu, “first you say we’re like ants, then we’re like birdseed. That’s a kind of mixed metaphor, don’t you think?” Bennu stood up and stepped on the line of ants in front of Angie.

“Bennu!,” she cried out. “Look where you’re going.”

Len poked Bennu in the chest. “Yeah, way to go, Bennu. First you insult me ’cause I’m short, then you say something dumb to Angie.”

Lizbeth watched Bennu sweep his black curly hair out of his eyes. She knew Bennu was now reviewing the top 150 dumb things he’d said around girls.

Then Len waved his hand in front of blank-eyed Bennu, “You hoo, Mr. Metaphor Man, are you with us? You ready to go to the Peterson Farm?”

Like a bird, Bennu snapped his head around to Len. “Maybe you’re right, Len. We shouldn’t curl up in a corner every time we hear about them.” He jutted out his chin.

“Guys!,” said Lizbeth. “They think they have to stand up to everything. No wonder the world’s in such a mess. I vote no. What do you say, Angie?”

Angie did not look up. Facing the sun, her cheeks glistened and her sweater shone in crystalline sparkles. Lizbeth thought she saw Bennu’s knees actually buckle. Angie said, “Yes, I would like to rise into a tree and gaze with sweet longing on the valley below.” She bowed her head, then pulled some lip gloss out of her pocket and delicately swabbed her lips.

Bennu picked at the grooves in a tire attached to the dock. “Angie, you, um…”

Len clapped his hands once and walked toward the canoe. “That settles it. Three to one. Sorry, Liz. It will all work out. You’ll see. Bennu, why don’t you, like, untie the canoe? I’ll put the daypacks in.”

Lizbeth thought, OK, I lost again, but don’t blame me when things go bad. Then she sat into the canoe, her overall straps rising to the level of her cheeks. She said softly, “I knew my vote wouldn’t matter.”

“C’mon, Lizbeth.” Bennu stepped into the number three spot. “Enough of this woe-is-me attitude. You know Mom hates it.”

“What’s with all this brother-sister mush?” Len pretend-hugged himself. “Don’t you realize the pressure this puts on the rest of us? You should hear my mom: ‘Lenny, why can’t you be more like that sweet Neferti boy?’ It stinks.”

They pushed off and paddled smoothly down the Lewis, Len steering them into the swifter elements in the center of the river, Lizbeth paddling from the second seat to the front. Lizbeth watched Angie in the front seat glide a finger over the water, then point to the blooming dogwoods. But Lizbeth couldn’t get her mind off of Len’s bossiness. She knew that no amount of beauty would take his breath away. Not much of anything could keep him from talking either.

“I tell you, Lizbeth, I think you shoulda kicked Odin where you’d do some real damage.” Len took off his hat. “You shoulda shown ’em we can’t like be pushed around, not by nobody, no how.” He snarfed and snarled like the Cowardly Lion, shaking his hair like a mane. “Hey, is everybody paddling? Seems like I’m doing all the work.”

For a short spell, in a calmer section of the river, they drifted and enjoyed the ferny banks and the cry of a hawk overhead. Then the Misfits sliced their paddles into the water again. Lizbeth reveled in the pull and release, the way her own strength powered the canoe lightly over the surging, melted snow. Then she felt something at her ankles. Frightened, she shifted back in her seat, causing the canoe to wobble.

“What’s up?” shouted Bennu.

“I dunno,” answered Lizbeth, half-looking, half-groping blindly under her seat. She felt something soft and warm. “Oh, no, look.”

“What?” said Len. “What is it?”

Lizbeth held up the stowaway. “Look who’s tagging along. It’s our good luck charm, Percy.”

“Ah, cripes,” said Len, banging the side of the canoe. “What are we supposed to do with him?”

“It’s too late to do anything about it now.” Lizbeth grinned. “Unless you want to go back.” Len lowered his eyebrows sternly. “Well, then, we’ll just have to deal. Maybe he’ll protect us. He has claws, you know.”

“Yeah, right,” said Len.

Lizbeth knew Len wouldn’t go back. That would mean giving in, a direction of the will he rarely chose.

Len swerved the canoe around to miss a boulder. “OK, Liz, he stays.”



CHAPTER THREE
OVER THE RIVER AND TO THE WOOD


Danger and delight grow on one stalk.

ENGLISH PROVERB
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With no further surprises, the Misfits reached a small pebbly wash near the homestead where they could beach the canoe. After everyone had stepped out, Percy tightrope-walked the gunnels, and Lizbeth carried him to shore.

Len pulled on the canoe. “Took about thirty minutes, eh, Bennu?”

“Yeah,” said Bennu, “but it will take a lot longer to get back, against the current and all. We should probably leave no later than five.”

“We’d be fine leaving at five-thirty.”

“What a shock. You’re disagreeing with me.”

Lizbeth looked for a reason to get away from this bickering. She walked over to Angie. Squatting down, she saw Angie gently holding a lily of the valley, then inhaling deeply. Angie moved to a bleeding heart plant that had a single flower hanging out like a welcome sign. As Angie traced the perfect pink heart with her finger, she glanced at Lizbeth and pointed to the tiny petal sticking out at the bottom, the part that made it look like the heart is bleeding. It was not pale pink like the rest of the flower. Unlike any other bleeding heart Lizbeth had ever seen, the petal became bright red toward the tip. Angie poked the tip with her finger.

It cut her. She said, “Oh!,” and watched one drop of blood fall into the palm of her hand. Lizbeth waited for Angie to wipe it off or offer some bizarre interpretation.

“Just shut it,” was all she heard. It was Len’s “last word” to Bennu. Worrying that they’d start shoving each other, Lizbeth ran back over to them, pushed them apart, and said, “Let’s get going.”

Daypacks secured, the four trekked up the small bluff that rose above the river. In true feline fashion, Percy acted as if he were ignoring them, though he was never more than twenty feet behind. Lizbeth kept him in view. She loved to watch his orange fur darting in and out of the waving green of spring.

As the hill started to level out, Lizbeth spotted a ramshackle house at the top of the hill. Its weathered siding testified to years of neglect or, as Bennu suggested, lousy choices. “I don’t get it. Why would somebody pick this crummy plot of land?”

Lizbeth ran her finger over some chipped paint. “Yuck. Look at the dirt inside and the graffiti. Such charming sentiments. It makes you sick.” Then she noticed things were missing: siding, an inside door, a window. “Why would somebody just randomly tear up the house?”

“They didn’t.” Angie pointed out to the yard. “The homeless guy did. Look over there.”

They all turned to gaze upon a most remarkable structure. It wasn’t any ordinary tree house, not merely floorboards in a tree. About forty feet up, nestled into towering fir trees, were two entirely separate rooms with walls and windows, joined by a suspension bridge. Lizbeth almost laughed. “I can’t believe it. They’re like guest cottages in the sky.”

Bennu ran over to a platform suspended by a pulley hanging from the second room. “Maybe we should take turns getting yanked up.”

Then Lizbeth jogged over to a spiral staircase. She ran her hand over the banister that coiled fairy-tale-like around two trunks growing close together. “This is just too cool to be true.”

Len stood right by her. “This is like something out of Robinson Crusoe.” He put one foot on the first step and smiled a Cheshire-cat grin.

“We really have a choice?” Lizbeth stood out of the way and gestured for him to go. “You’d run us over if we went first.” She half-hoped Len would return the courtesy. When, instead, he turned to walk up, Lizbeth said sarcastically, “No, please, you go ahead.”

Len did not turn around. He tested the first few stairs. “C’mon. This is totally secure. It can handle our weight.”

So Lizbeth followed Len, with Bennu next, and then Angie. Lizbeth felt the trunk on her left and grasped the banister on the right as if it were made out of polished brass. She made one revolution and looked down at the base of the tree. There was Percy licking a paw. He meowed. She waved at him. “We’ll be right back.”

As they got to the top and entered the first room, Lizbeth immediately noticed its finished quality. The windows, nicely set into the walls, provided ample light. The splintered clapboard on the outside contrasted with the smooth paneling inside. There was even a shelf with knick-knacks.

Len kicked a beer can out the door and looked over until it crash-landed below. He said, “Pretty darned impressive. This guy really knew what he was doing.”

Bennu touched the window molding. “I can’t believe this. There’s not even a draft coming in.” He moved his glasses up and down, as if without them he might see something new.

Then Len hopped up and down.

“What are you doing?” shouted Lizbeth. “Don’t you think we have enough weight in here already?”

“Don’t bulge an eyeball, Lizbeth.” He put his hands on his hips. “I’m just trying to see if it’s as strong as it looks. Let’s go over to the other room and check it out.”

Lizbeth, closest to the other door, poked her head past the threshold, then stepped back. “There’s no way that bridge is safe. It’s just a bunch of ropes and boards slapped together by a lunatic.” Swaying in space, the bridge stirred in her every dust speck of vertigo she possessed. She told herself that without courage no adventure ever amounts to anything.

Len stepped up next to Lizbeth. He said that the rope side-rails looked solid. Bennu gave a thumbs-up sign. Then Angie reminded Lizbeth that the tree houses weren’t all that old. Lizbeth looked down at the wooden planks, then at her thunderous thighs.

Len took his hat off, revealing his frayed mop of hair. To Lizbeth, it matched her anxiety.
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Len put his hat back on and hoped that, as he scrunched it down tight, he would also scrunch down his fear. He put one foot down. “OK,” he said. “It’s OK. It’s a little shaky, but all suspension bridges are, right?” He tried to walk weightlessly. The second foot followed. To make matters more difficult, he needed to look down to assess the strength of each plank. The slightest puff of wind felt like a hurricane. He clutched the side-supports so tightly his knuckles hurt. When the bridge swayed slightly, he reacted and made the bridge jerk. Stop moving!, he shouted to himself. But aloud he said, “The ropes are, uh, in good shape.” C’mon, he told himself. Keep going. Then he yelled back to the others. “And all but one board is fine. Just watch the one that’s half-way out.”

With a final bound to the opposite landing, Len grabbed a branch and looked out at the river and valley below. He felt exhilarated. From this height, the crest of the hill no longer obscured the curves of the Lewis coursing through the valley toward the coastal range and the sea, with cottonwoods and willows lining the riverbanks.

Len stretched a hand to the others. “Next!,”
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Lizbeth stood like stone. “Why do I have to go next? Why don’t you two go so that the bridge won’t break until you’re safely over?”

Bennu frowned. “So then we’d all be stranded? Look, if we thought you wouldn’t make it, none of us would go!,”

“OK, fine.” She tied on a scarf to keep her hair out of her eyes.

“It’s not so bad,” boomed Len. “I made it. So can you.”

Yeah, she thought, you weigh all of forty-two pounds.

The hand he extended to Lizbeth looked to her like a small-boned, lightweight nothing.

She stepped out gingerly, then clumped across in awkward lurches, wincing as she stepped over the broken plank. A loose piece fell to the ground, but the bridge held. “Miracles happen,” she said as she arrived next to Len.

Now she held her hand out to Bennu. He pulled his hood up and cinched the tie. “I won’t make it if I have to look down.”

“What are you afraid of?” said Len. “You’re so blind you can’t see the ground anyway. Just look straight ahead, and we’ll guide you.”

Bennu obeyed, one handhold, one step at a time. He never looked down. Once across, he grabbed Lizbeth’s hand and closed his eyes in gratitude.

Len said, “Congrats, Mr. Daredevil, you made it.”

Lizbeth wiped Bennu’s sweat off her hand and onto her overalls. She looked over to Angie. She knew Angie was not the type to creep inch by inch from the steps into a swimming pool. Here, too, Angie took one deep breath and dove across, not coming up for air till she stood on the other side. As they congratulated each other, Lizbeth tried to put from her mind the fact that the only way down led them back across the same fragile, swaying bridge. She released her grip on the branch near the landing and led the way into the second of the makeshift, abandoned rooms.

Unlike the other room, this interior offered mostly darkness. Dimly, Lizbeth made out some kind of partition that closed off part of the room.

Toward that cavernous space she walked, side by side with Len, as if they were competing for the first look. Lizbeth couldn’t wait to see the next clever design from the absentee architect. Would they find a hobbit’s hutch or a clever tree house bed?

As it turned out, they were greeted all right, but by a nightmare.

“Hello, my trespassing friends.”



CHAPTER FOUR
THE LESSON


People talk sometimes of bestial cruelty, but that’s a great injustice and insult to the beasts; a beast can never be so cruel as a man, so artistically cruel.

FYODOR DOSTOEVSKY, THE BROTHERS KARAMAZOV
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Lizbeth froze. She knew the voice too well. Dread filled her, and all she could think about was not going through the horror once more, not giving them a chance to finish what they started.

The voice from behind the wall spoke again. “I don’t suggest you try to run.” Lizbeth choked on the courtesy of these words. She glanced back at the open doorway. On the bridge one light, loose rope floated in the breeze.

Again the doomsayer spoke. “It will be better for you if you do as I say.” The hulking voice sounded closer. Then, a towering form of uncontrolled manhood emerged, his well-developed upper body only partly covered with a cut-off shirt, his tattoos tense with muscular threat. One of them spelled his nickname in barbed gothic letters, “ODIN.” His knife reflected a shaft of sunlight from the open door.

That was all Lizbeth needed. She ran out to the platform and over the bridge so fast she was not sure she touched the planks at all. When she reached the other tree house, she looked back at the other Misfits nearly trampling each other on their way out.

OK, she thought, they’re coming. I can lead the way.

After Lizbeth descended several spiral steps, she heard a scream. Angie was hurt. Lizbeth climbed up two steps, until her head was even with the floor of the room.

Then she paused. Gripping the top of the banister tightly, she wondered, should I go back to help Angie… or keep going to help Angie? Bennu and Len are already there. If I left, I could get help.

She turned and moved down three steps, her left hand finding sap on the tree trunk.

How? From the nearest neighbor? Where? What good would it do?

She turned and went up two steps.

But I saw the knife, the blade shining. And I know those hands.

She stepped down swiftly, then stopped.

But how can I leave my friends? It’s Angie that’s hurt, fragile Angie. How can I even think of leaving? What if they need just one more hand?

Up.

I’ll call the police on my cell phone.

Down.

I’m going to get help. 9-1-1. I’m not running away…

The call would not go through. Then Lizbeth heard noises coming up the spiral stairs. As Tommy bragged about his switchblade, Josh banged something hard against the tree.

Lizbeth bolted back up to the room and stumbled over to a window that looked out to the bridge. She saw Angie’s foot dangling through a hole in the planks, her ankle bleeding. Len and Bennu pulled her foot out.

“Hurry!” yelled Bennu.

Odin stood calmly on the landing behind them. “I told you not to run.” Lizbeth hated his perverse compassion. “Let’s go find your friend, the fullback. She owes me.”

Lizbeth turned back to the stairs. Tommy grabbed one of her arms and Josh the other. They pushed her over to the door. Tommy laughed. “Hey, bro’, you lookin’ for this?”

Odin walked across the bridge till he hovered over Angie. “We should teach these trespassers a lesson.”

Lizbeth wondered if the bridge would hold. She stared at the tattoo on Odin’s right biceps, an animal with a snake’s body and a tiger’s head.

“Time to go down,” Odin said too pleasantly.

Lizbeth’s strength seemed to have left her. She knew better than to have hope. And now, Len and Bennu and Angie—all had to go through what happened to her, and maybe more.

Odin snickered. He held the knife to Len’s neck and ushered him back into the room, then down the stairs. Then came Lizbeth, Tommy, Bennu, Angie, and Josh.

On the curling stairs, Lizbeth wanted to push Odin over the edge like the fullback he claimed she was. Of course, with the knife near Len, she knew she couldn’t. Then she craned her neck back but could not see Angie. She feared for her, imagining how Josh was prodding her down. By the time they reached the bottom, a tear had slipped down Lizbeth’s face. Like a prayer, the tear seemed to her to ask for sympathy and rescue, mercy or grace, any good thing. She shook it loose. Unheard and unanswered, it landed silently on the clasp of her overalls.

The Boys tied the Misfits’ hands behind their backs, then pushed them all to the ground. The ropes hurt Lizbeth’s wrists with a hot-flesh kind of pain. She wondered why they needed to be so cruelly tight.

Now what? she thought.

She looked over at Len. She could see the indignation in his eyes. She worried about Len. Would he keep his mouth shut? Sharp pebbles dug into her knees, so she leaned over to relieve the pressure. She saw Bennu’s fear screaming in its silence.

“What are you going to do?” asked Len harshly. “We’ve done nothing to you. Just let us go.”

Odin looked like a father shocked at his own child’s obliviousness. “You’ve come uninvited to our place of amusement. We don’t appreciate the intrusion.” He rubbed the stubble on his chin. “Tommy, put the one with the big mouth on the platform over there.”

To Lizbeth, Odin’s mean eloquence seemed to come right out of his snake-beast tattoo. She looked to Angie for support. Her head was bowed.

Clumsily, Len shuffled himself up on his knees. His voice became a growl. “We didn’t even know you came here.”

A lie, Lizbeth thought, but a forgivable one, even sensible. Her wrists hurt—and the burning pain matched her conscience, which, irrationally, took this moment to make her feel bad for Len’s lie. The thin veil of shame left her feeling more vulnerable. Then Josh sat beside her.

Odin gestured to the ropes. “OK, hoist him up.” Tommy yanked on the pulley-rope, jerking Len off the ground. As Len flopped onto the platform, Lizbeth felt Josh’s rough hand rubbing up and down from her exposed neck to her cheek.

Bennu pushed at Josh and yelled toward Tommy. “Stop it! Stop it right now! You can’t get away with this!”

“What does it matter, Mr. Nose?” Josh shoved him, Bennu’s glasses falling into the dirt. Lizbeth stared at them, knowing that Bennu’s despair would now take a quantum leap. “You’ll all live,” said Josh, wiping his hands on his undershirt. “I think.”

As Tommy laughed, Len called out to the others. “We’ll be all right. They’re just trying to scare us.”

It’s working, thought Lizbeth.

Odin paced back and forth as if preparing for a grand decision.

Tommy pressed on the bill of his red baseball cap, curling the sides in more. “What next, O mighty O-ton?”

Lizbeth struggled to get away, but Josh tightened his grip and went to kiss her neck. “I like the spunky ones,” he said.

“That’s Odin to you, you loser,” the elder brother shot back to Tommy. “Keep pulling. I think these folks have underestimated us.”

With the platform five feet up, Tommy tied off the rope and gave it a solid push, causing Len to swing around erratically, a sight almost unbearable for Lizbeth to watch. Len lurched around on the platform, trying to grasp without hands and hold on without arms. The shift from one side to the next looked torturous, one leg dangling over the side, his head exposed in defenseless humiliation.

Josh kissed Lizbeth’s neck, then stood to watch the scene.

Back and forth Len swayed. Slipping. Nearly falling. Straining to stay on. Lizbeth felt certain he would plunge out and hit the ground without the use of his hands to break the fall. She imagined him with a broken leg or neck. Then, surprisingly, Josh stepped past her and slowed the platform down. Perhaps the worst was over.

Then the Mink brothers picked up stones. They held them in their palms, calculating weight and grip. Tommy looked into an imaginary catcher’s sign and nodded in agreement.

Bennu propped himself up as best he could. “What was going on? I hate not being able to see.”

Angie told him.

Bennu glared at the shapes before him. “You have no right!” He rocked his head back and forth. “Stop it! Stop it!” His high-pitched wail sounded alien to Lizbeth, coming from depths that frightened her.

Josh walked over and kicked dirt onto him. “Shut up. Your turn will come soon enough.”

At first the McKenzie Boys only lobbed the pebbles, making Len twist to avoid the hit, teeter, and nearly fall.

Then Tommy went up and spun the wooden shelf around and pushed it. The platform whirled, a roller coaster and gun arcade in one.

Josh picked up larger stones.

The Boys aimed now. One rock, spinning, missed. Another zipped past Len’s shoulder. He slipped toward the edge. A third stone clunked loudly against the platform. Lizbeth wished she could cover her eyes with her hands.

“Close but no cigar.” Tommy went into another windup.

Then Odin threw and missed.

Maybe they aren’t really trying to hit him, thought Lizbeth. Maybe they will let us all go soon, thankful for our lives, never to come here again. Maybe Len was right.

But Odin’s next rock hit Len, glancing off his thigh. It didn’t seem to hurt him much, and Lizbeth still hoped the worst was over. The Boys huddled for a minute—maybe negotiating about how to release us, thought Lizbeth—but then turned and all threw at once, Tommy’s rock finding its mark, striking Len’s head. Blood splurted out and down his forehead and face. He collapsed onto the platform, his head hanging over the side.

Lizbeth screamed.

Odin grinned. “Good shot! Struck him out! Let’s see what can do.”

Tommy ambled over to Angie. “Hey, beautiful, Josh lost the bet, so I get you. Get ready for a good time.”

Lizbeth looked over at Angie, who was slumped over, weeping. “Angie,” whispered Lizbeth, “quick, get up, run.”

Tommy looked back at Josh. “You couldn’t hit him from two feet.”

Awkwardly, Angie leaned against Lizbeth and stood. Lizbeth told her to go, but she just stood there crying, looking overwhelmed, looking as if she would completely snap at any minute. Lizbeth couldn’t bear it. She got herself up and pushed Angie. “Let’s go.”

Bennu cried out, “Where are you going? Don’t leave me!”

Odin and Josh high-fived and looked for new stones to throw.

Tommy turned again to Angie. “C’mon, Beautiful, don’t play hard to get.”

Lizbeth started down the hill. “Angie, follow me.” She looked back and saw that Angie wasn’t coming. Angie stumbled around haphazardly, not gaining any distance from the tree houses or Tommy. She shuffled her feet, kicking up dust.

Furious, Lizbeth ran back. She heard Angie call out deliriously, “Mom … Dad … holding on … the Boys … at the Tree … letting go.”

“Angie!” yelled Lizbeth. “No one else is here! No one’s going to help us!”

Tommy jogged over.

Angie spoke faster. “Ropes, ropes dangling.” Lizbeth caught up to Tommy and plowed into his shoulder. His red cap flew off and landed near Angie. She shouted now. “Blood! … I see a drop on the palm of my hand!” Her eyes glazed over. “The blood is flowing. It’s raining now. The blood is splashing.” She fell to her knees.

Tommy shoved Lizbeth over and charged toward Angie.

From the ground, Lizbeth could see Angie looking back toward Len. She seemed to be looking somewhere above him. Lizbeth followed the direction of her gaze. All she could see on the bridge between the tree houses was Percy.

Odin laughed and wound up to throw another stone.

Angie pleaded again, “Mom … Dad … Can’t anyone help us?”

Lizbeth closed her eyes and hung her head in weary submission, waiting for the thud of a rock against Len’s body, or a hand to drive a scream out of Angie’s. Then she heard a voice above her. “Come on now. It’s time to go.” Something about the voice was strange. Her courage spent, all she had left was morbid curiosity. Slowly, she turned her head toward the sky and opened her eyes. To her amazement, all was dark.

She opened her eyes as wide as they would go. She slapped at herself to see if she were dreaming. Then, in one kinetic lurch, she pushed herself up and looked around. Someone stood near her. Was it Tommy or Odin? She turned toward it, her mouth open. She couldn’t see the face.

How could it be dark? Oh, my heart, it’s beating so loud, I can’t hear anything. I can feel it leap off my chest. What’s happening to me? Who is this person? Wait. I pushed with my hands, the ones that were tied. “Bennu, Angie, where are you?”

As her eyes adjusted to the dark, she rubbed her wrists. The body of the voice came closer. She cried out, “Hey! Watch it!”

“Come now. Make haste. I know you have suffered, and I share your grief.” A hand touched her shoulder. It came from underneath a long cloak.

She jerked around to push his hand away.

His hand caught hers. “Please, if we hope to endure this night, we must find shelter.” The voice felt reassuring, like a father’s tender embrace.

That’s when she noticed it was raining.


PART TWO
THE HEART OF FEAR
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CHAPTER FIVE
A TERRIBLE GOOD


How can we contrive to be at once astonished at the world and yet at home in it?

G. K. CHESTERTON, ORTHODOXY

[image: Image]

Writers of history look down from any number of mauntaintops. Some say these views are limited and not to be trusted. But 1 tell this story not from a distant overlook. I explain events from the valley where 1 lived them. I know what happened—the trees, the blood, the rain—even if it is as hard to believe as heaven.

“Wait here,” the cloak said. “I’ll get the others ready.”

Sure, Lizbeth said to herself. I’ll just stand in the rain while a stranger who won’t show his face prepares his men for me. No, thanks.

Though some nearby lanterns gave dim light, Lizbeth could tell she stood at the base of a fir tree of some sort, and that other trees joined together to surround them in a ring. She couldn’t immediately see the other Misfits, so she stepped back behind a tree. It was cedar. She could smell it.

Mentally, Lizbeth jump-cut between the images before her and the ones at the Peterson homestead: dripping night/blazing sun, dense trees/sweeping vista, confidence/helplessness … This last realization jolted her. She took stock of her body. Unaccountably, she felt neither weak nor hurt, not even dazed or disoriented. Instead, she felt strong. Not just typically robust either, but more potent than ever, rippling with power. As she flexed anywhere on her body, those muscles seemed to lock into place with a click. She’d felt strong before—but never this strong, and never had she felt so good about being so strong. Although embarrassed by the thought, she wanted to celebrate with a shout or even a beastly snort.

Just as jokingly, she asked herself, where are the ropes and the rocks and the McKenzie Boys? Where am I? Where are the others? Where is poor Len?

Someone with a lantern moved out from the center, and she could see a body on the ground nearby, curled up in the fetal position. She ran over. Just before she got right up to it, the body moved onto its back. It was Bennu. One eye ventured into the open, and the other eye followed suspiciously. He smiled, as if he were enjoying the raindrops splashing all over him.

Lizbeth knelt and nudged him. “Bennu. Hey, Bennu, it’s Lizbeth. Are you OK? You’ve got to get going. Weird things are happening.”

Slowly, Bennu sat up. “OK, I’m awake. What weird thing has happened? Hey, when did it start raining?”

“Good question. But the harder one is where is it raining?”

“Are the McKenzie Boys gone?”

“I don’t see them.”

“If they’re gone, who cares where we are? I don’t even mind the rain dribbling down my cheek or the clammy sensation of my pants getting soaked. These drops feel to me like mist in a desert wind or—”

“What’s the matter with you?” Lizbeth grabbed her brother by the shoulders. “You sound like you’re entering another poetry contest.” She felt that he was light as a feather, that if she lifted him up, he would fly away.

“I suppose I’m just trying to express the joy that comes as a rope to save me, but you have pulled the slack out, and now I fear the very same rope may hang me. Here, help me up.”

Lizbeth felt as if she were curling fifteen pounds. “Look, I don’t care if you want to talk funny. What’s stranger is that I prayed to get out—to anywhere but there with the McKenzie Butte Boys.”

“And now it appears your prayers were answered. We are anywhere. Ah, the noose tightens.”

“Are you sure you’re not feeling a little light-headed?”

“I feel light-bodied.”

“Well, settle down. I’m scared. It’s dark and it’s raining, and I don’t know where Len is or who Angie’s talking to over there.” She pointed over to the lanterns.

Bennu ran his hands through his hair, skimming water off. “What’s the guy wearing, a hooded cape? No wonder I can’t tell what he’s wearing. I don’t have my glasses. They fell off when I got pushed. They’ve got to be here somewhere.” He looked around, quickly, with birdlike snaps of the head. He and Lizbeth did their best to look in the dark. “I’m dead if I can’t find them.” Splashing recklessly, he felt around on the ground. “C’mon, where are they? They have to be here.”

“Bennu, get a grip. We’ll find them. You’re acting like a lunatic.”

He inspected his nose and ears several times as if his glasses might suddenly appear. He looked and felt and groped and relooked, and then he froze, his hands stuck in wide-fingered surprise. “Lizbeth, it’s too bizarre.”

“What?”

“I can see the ripples in the rain-made pools, the swirls of Angie’s wet, red-blond hair, the lifelines on my own palms. And, wait, weren’t my hands tied? What is going on?”

“I dunno. But we’ve got to find Len. Let’s see what Angie’s up to.”

Quietly—though Lizbeth wondered why they should be afraid if Angie wasn’t—they crept up behind some ten or so figures in cloaks. All were facing away from them, toward the flame-powered lanterns on the ground. Occasionally someone pointed into the distance. Lizbeth and Bennu stood behind Angie and eavesdropped. Two cloaks approached Angie, one on each side. When they spoke, they revealed their profiles in the light.

“We’ve only just returned from dangerous missions, young lady.” A tall male’s bony frame could be made out even under his cloak. “No doubt mine was the most dangerous, but that is as it should be.”

“My name is Angie.”

“Forgive my rudeness. My name is Prester John. The urgency is so great that I forgot to be polite. Most of the time Highlanders show the utmost courtesy and respect.” He gestured to the stern-looking woman on the other side of Angie. “This is my aide, Ellen Basala.”

“Good to meet you.”

Lizbeth was not at all sure it was good or that Angie should be so forward.

“Thank you.” Ellen Basala bowed. “I’m glad to meet anyone His Eminence finds interest in.” Leaning in to Angie, she added, “Of course, anyone who will listen to him is someone he finds interest in.”

Prester John brought his hand to his head in some kind of salute. “Angie, excuse us now, but we must go to help develop the extremely sensitive military strategy necessary to cope with the danger we are in.”

As Prester John and Ellen walked away, Angie received a tap on the shoulder.

“Angie,” whispered Lizbeth.

Angie jumped. “What?”

“Angie, it’s Lizbeth. Bennu’s here. We’ve got to find Len. C’mon.”

After Angie hugged Lizbeth wholeheartedly and Bennu awkwardly, the threesome turned back to the darkness over by the trees.

“There’s no time to talk right now,” said Bennu. “Let’s split up.”

Lizbeth moved out to the left from where she had been looking before. The cold, light rain kept falling, a persistent reminder that she was no longer on a hillside above the familiar Lewis. Blinking into the mist, Lizbeth stared up at the awesome trees that disappeared into the dark above her. As her eyes followed the trunks back down to the ground, she saw Len, unconscious, right by her feet.

He moaned. Lizbeth enjoyed the sound because it meant he was alive. She shouted to the others that she found him and then leaned over him to examine his head wound. She had trouble doing so. She found a little matted blood, but his hair—was it possible—seemed thicker and longer than she remembered it. Maybe the light rain had frizzed it out. Maybe the thrown rock, the blood and the dirt, made it seem thicker. She could barely part it. In her anxious compassion, she pressed his scalp harder and more rapidly until her uninvited massage made Len twitch in pain. She found the sore. Like a mother probing a child’s bruise, she learned she wasn’t appreciated. Unlike most mothers, she gave up.

“Ouch!” Len pushed himself up on his elbows. “What’s going on?”

“I wish I could tell you.” Lizbeth cradled his head with her left arm.

Curiously, Len sniffed repeatedly like he was searching for a scent. “Oh, my achin’ head. Where’s Odin? Isn’t he gonna get us if we just sit here? Yuck, I feel woozy. I think I’m gonna faint.”

Then he did.

Lizbeth helped lay Len back down. As Bennu and Angie ran up, she dug into her overalls and found some old tissue. With it, she wiped crusty blood from his face. The rain had already removed some of it.

“OK,” she said, “Len needs attention. He needs a doctor. Angie, do you think it’s all right to ask these people for help? What’s with them anyway? Are they part of one of those historical reenactment groups or something?”

“I don’t think so,” said Angie, who had leaned over and checked Len’s forehead for a fever. “I don’t know who they are or where we are or why we are here—but I feel as strongly as anything that we should trust them. They seem good and right and true.”

Lizbeth gripped the tissue tighter. “And you’ve figured all of this out in a few minutes?”

“Yeah, what makes you be so sure?” said Bennu.

“Because of their leader, the one standing directly behind you.”

Lizbeth felt her heart pound. Before she could turn around, the leader stepped over to Lizbeth’s left and knelt next to her.

“We have learned,” he said, tenderly touching Len’s face, “that a good friend who pilgrims with you is hurt.” It was not the person she’d heard speak to Angie. It was the same voice she had heard earlier, before she opened her eyes in this place. He said, “I will do what I can.” His quiet assurance did not settle Lizbeth’s racing fears.

As he put both hands on Len’s head, another member of the band, considerably shorter than the leader, came around to the other side, next to Angie. His lips shone pale orange in the light of the lantern. “Hello, I’m Terz. Things may look bad, but things will get better. They always do. All you need to know right now is that you are being helped by the Great One himself.”

At this description, the “Great One” issued a short groan. “Your friend appears not to have a mortal wound.”

“The amazing thing is,” said Lizbeth, “he did. He got hit so hard with a rock it could’ve killed him.” With worry still held in her eyes, Lizbeth looked up at Angie, who smiled back at her as if nothing more had happened than a little spill while running through the Wilder behind their house. Lizbeth tried to smooth out the wrinkles in her brow.

After pulling a satchel around from his side to the front, the lead cloak rummaged through it and pulled out several pouches. From one he took a leaf of some sort, creased it and held it under Len’s nose. He wiped the secreting oils around Len’s mouth, then crushed the leaf and sprinkled the remains into Len’s hair. There was no immediate response. He tied up the pouch and returned it and the others to the satchel.

Terz patted Len on the arm. “There’s no question, something good will come of this.”

The whole procedure made Lizbeth nervous and suspicious. What’s this hokum, she thought. Where’s the science in a crushed leaf on the head?

Then the healer stood and gave orders to the others who had by now gathered around Len. “Mook, you and Alabaster put together a stretcher. The rest of you, assist these other souls as they have need. We’ve tarried long enough here in Circle Stand. I fear we’ll be discovered. We’ll go up the trail to Chimney Cave by way of Joseph’s Ledge. Let’s walk.”

He paused and then, to Lizbeth’s ears, spoke the most curious thing: “In Welken.” The group responded in unison, “Of Welken.” Another pause. Then they all set to work.

Before long, the ones he called Mook and Alabaster returned with a primitive stretcher, two tree limbs with a skin strapped to it. As they set the stretcher beside Len, Mook turned his noble, placid face to Lizbeth. “I can tell you are grieved at your friend’s injury. We will do what we can to help. I am Mook of the Nezzer clan, and with me is Alabaster Singing.”

“I’m Lizbeth. Um, thank you.”

Mook and Alabaster lifted Len onto the stretcher. Mook said, “I hope we don’t seem too rough with your friend. We must hurry. We are in great danger, a threat that grows stronger every moment we are in the open.” He and Alabaster left them.

“OK,” said Lizbeth. She didn’t know what to say or what to ask. She looked down at Len. In the light of the lanterns, his form cast a shadow deep and foreboding. It worried Lizbeth. She gasped quietly at the sight of him motionless on the stretcher, but before she could sink into weighty remorse, the outline of Len’s upper body caught her eye. “What do you think?” she asked Bennu and Angie. “Am I seeing things or does his body look larger? And his hair looks longer too. Maybe it’s just because of the shadows.”

“Shadows,” said Bennu, echoing her. “Maybe that’s where we are, a shadow-world, a place earth-but-not-earth, a parallel dimension.”

“You’ve played too many video games, Bennu.”

Angie felt Len’s shoulders. He moaned again. She said, “But maybe this ‘Welken’ world is not a place of shadows. What if it’s a place of light?”

“Doesn’t seem like it so far.” Lizbeth stepped aside as Mook covered Len with a blanket. She waited for him to walk away. “Where are we going with these people? How do we know they are friends? Lots of people act nice at first, but they’re just hooking you in.”

“Lizbeth,” said Angie. “What cruel purpose do you see? All they’ve done is help. Maybe you have seen too many movies. Do you think we are in some black dream brought on by the McKenzie Boys?”

“I dunno. Any explanation seems as likely as the next.”

Except, she thought, except that I don’t feel like a shadow at all. I feel like I should test my strength, like I should push against something, a wall, a tree, anything.
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