
[image: Image]


[image: Images]



For my parents, Paul and Fay Anne, who taught me to love stories,

and to my husband, Jamie, who always believed I could tell them.
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A scream. A gasp. Then silence.

Flashes of light upon depths of dark.

The boy was small. So small.

Tumbled in the waves, tugged by the current,

round and round until the thin tide lifted him onto land.

I could guess how his story would end.

Fear destroys life. Eats souls.

And when fear is the obstacle, there is only one outcome.

I’d have to collect him soon.

I watched and I waited.
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BORN

HIS JAW WAS THE FIRST thing to move, back and forth like a seesaw. His teeth rubbed against one another, pushing out the grit between them.

“Unhhh!” The boy’s mouth crinkled.

He tried to open his eyes, but light slapped them shut again.

He felt cold, his back damp. He curled his fingers and was surprised they obeyed. He wriggled his toes, and they wriggled back. He lifted his arms, then felt around his body. Two legs, chest, head, and nose.

Just as it should be.

He pushed up on his elbow, and a sickening feeling erupted in his stomach. Leaning over, he retched, but nothing came.

I don’t feel good. The thought slopped out of his murky mind.

The boy reached down to steady himself and a streak of pain ran up his arm. “Ow.” He pulled it back, glaring at it through squinting eyes. There was no sign of injury. No cuts, or bruises, or scrapes. He pressed down again, but the pain bit back, clamping into his muscle.

“Ow!” His arm must be hurt on the inside, but how? Better not press on it anymore.

His head was sore too—a throbbing pain on one side. His fingers searched for the reason but found only curls of hair.

Struggling to his knees, the boy cautiously pried his eyes fully open, spying on his surroundings through gaps between his fingers.

He was on a beach of golden sand stretched out against the edge of a never-ending blue ocean. Curious waves crept up to him, then retreated, returning seconds later. The beach was cut off to his right by trees so large they hung over the water. Those trees fed into bushes behind him, then more trees and more bushes—a green wall, so thick he couldn’t see through it, carving around the sand as it ran alongside the ocean into the distance to the boy’s left.

That was it. That was all he could see.

The boy dropped his hands, the brightness no longer stabbing his eyes.

Where am I?

The question echoed in his brain and was joined by another.

How did I get here?

He gazed down at his body. He was wearing navy-blue swim shorts and a yellow T-shirt with a pattern on it. Nothing else. Not even shoes. He pulled at the bottom of the shirt so it stretched out before him. Even upside down, he could read the words: IN REAL LIFE I’M A PIRATE. The word “pirate” was curved around a picture of a skull and crossbones.

Skull and crossbones?

The biggest question of all screamed in his mind.

Who am I?
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The boy staggered to stand. He was wobbly but stayed upright.

Had he just been born? No, he wouldn’t be wearing shorts and a T-shirt if he had just been born. He wouldn’t even know what shorts and a T-shirt were, or the beach, or trees, or the ocean.

He glanced at the emptiness around him. No ships or boats. Just rolling, white-tipped waves. The sand was clear too. No footsteps showing a path he had walked.

“Hello?” The boy flinched at the sound of his own voice. It was high and croaky, like a tiny frog. He coughed and pinpricks of sand scratched his throat. He stuck his fingers into his mouth and tried to fish them out, but they found nothing. His tongue was no help either.

“Hello?” he called, a bit louder than before. This time his voice was high, but singed with a rasp, like the words had been grated over the sand.

Still no answer came. The water’s edge crept toward him, then backed away. The leaves in the trees purred in the slight breeze.

The boy’s jaw tightened. He couldn’t be alone. Not completely alone. There must be someone near, someone who could hear him.

He dug his feet into the sand, bent his legs as a brace, then gathered his voice from deep within himself.

“HEEEEELLLLLLLOOOOOO!”

An explosion came from the depths of the trees. A roar drove over him as every leaf and branch erupted. Riding atop the sound were the high-pitched squawks of thousands of birds, upset that their quiet had been disturbed. They rose up from the tops of the trees, so many that they changed the color of the sky. Circling above him, squawking in frightened, angry bursts.

The boy raised his arms to shield his head. Fear sparked in his belly.

The birds flapped their wings harder. Bones creaked as they stretched with every beat. Their feathers stiffened to sharp, clanging points. The beaks lengthened too, gnashing with loud clack, clack, clacks. The noise grew deafening as the distended birds blocked out the sun.

The boy ran.

But there was nowhere to hide.

He scrambled across the sand away from the birds. But the ground trembled before him. Black spikes of rock shot up in his path, threatening to spear the boy.

Gasping, he turned back, but the birds still swarmed the sky above. The boy ran to the Green Wall. Dark, spooky, but maybe a place to hide. But when he got close, branches twisted and curled, creaking toward him. A loud HIIIIIISSSSSSSSS escaped through the leaves.

The boy cried out, then ran back and back as fast as his feet would take him. He ran until he splashed into the searching fingers of the incoming tide. The water had seemed calm before, but now greedy waves tugged at his ankles.

They wanted him to go in.

They wanted to take him down.

They wanted to drag him beneath

the surface. . . .

The boy fled to the center of the beach, the place where he’d been born. He curled up as small as he could and shut his eyes tight. Everything had turned scary. Everything had turned bad. How was that possible?

“Once upon a time . . . ,” he murmured. “Once upon a time, there was a boy who was hidden.”

He waited for the birds or rocks or trees or water to attack. He waited to be hurt.

But nothing happened. After a while his heart slowed and the roar around him began to hush. The boy cracked one eye open. The birds had shrunk back to their normal size and jetted away behind the Green Wall. The trees swayed quietly in the breeze, their branches pointing to the sky. The sand stretched out along the coast, a pale ribbon that looked as soft as cream. And the ocean waves danced all the way to the horizon.

Quiet fell once again.

The boy’s arms slid shaking to his sides.

He didn’t know who he was or where he was, but he knew he wasn’t safe on this beach.

And he had nowhere to go.
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COMPANY

THE SUN SQUATTED IN THE sky, watching the boy. He tried to return its gaze—maybe it knew a way out of this place—but the brightness hurt his eyes.

He stared at his bare knees, bare shins, bare feet. Skinny legs and arms like on a stick figure. He spread out his hands. Even with his fingers stretched as far apart as they could go, they were still small.

This didn’t make sense. Boys weren’t supposed to be left alone on scary beaches, were they?

Maybe there was a clue on him. He patted his pockets and felt nothing but dug his fingers inside to be sure. There was something. Something soft. He pulled it out and held it up.

A small piece of fabric, about three inches square, with fraying edges. It was bluish gray in color, although it looked stained and worn. And it had some fading markings, but the boy couldn’t tell what they were.

He sighed. The square didn’t have any answers. He stuffed it back in his pocket.

The label on his shorts was too faded to tell him anything, so he pulled off his T-shirt. This label had the words DUDE DUDS and YM 10–12. The boy scrunched up his nose. He felt sure he had a name but hoped it wasn’t “Dude Duds.” 10–12 might be his age, though. His stomach tingled, like it knew he was right.

He pulled his shirt back over his head and looked for more clues around the beach, anything he might’ve missed. But there was nothing. Just the yellowish-white sand, which looked as though it had once been bright white but needed a good wash; the wall of trees covered in every sort of green, from very light near the edge, where the sun lit up the leaves, to an ominous black-green deep within the branches; and the wide-open ocean that was a thousand different shades of blue, swaying together as though hearing the same silent music.

The beach looked harmless now. But the boy knew different. It was a trickster that was trapping him.

He wouldn’t be fooled, though. He held on to one hope, one small idea that simmered in his heart—he didn’t belong here. He couldn’t remember where he’d got his clothes, but he couldn’t have gotten them on this empty beach. This was the home of the terrible growing birds and who knew what else. He’d heard that HIISSSS and he’d felt the ground shake. Something else was in the Green Wall too. Something even more terrifying. He could see it in his mind—a beast like a giant bear with the head of a wolf, teeth sharp enough to tear apart a tree and a mouth big enough to devour a small boy.

The boy shivered. Yes, this was their home. Not his. He must have a different home, filled with clothes and toys and food and . . .

His stomach grumbled at the thought of food, and the boy sat up straighter. He hadn’t eaten since he’d woken up, and boys were supposed to eat and drink, weren’t they? He hadn’t wanted anything before, but he had been busy trying to figure out where he was. Now that he thought of food, a craving crashed over him, racing from his toes to his mouth.

He pushed himself up to his feet. “I’ll eat,” he told himself. “After that, I’ll be able to remember where my home is.” But where would he get food? His brain gave him the answer: a refrigerator.

The boy’s eyes widened as a blast of cold mist rushed at his face, stifling his breath. When the frozen air cleared, a large open box stood in front of him, illuminating shelves covered with food: a turkey sandwich wrapped in plastic; a half-eaten bowl of Jell-O; bottles of ketchup, mustard, mayonnaise; a pizza box; bags of broccoli and spinach; and, in a glass case, a cake with strawberry icing. On each side of him were open doors stacked with more shelves that offered milk, juice, Cadbury Fruit & Nut bars, cheese, and butter.

Everything looked delicious and the boy wanted to devour it all, except the vegetables. “Yuck!” But how could he? Was it real?

He touched the bowls and bottles. They were solid.

“How did this get here?”

He reached for a Cadbury bar first, but when he grazed the door’s shelf, something white fluttered at the edge of his sight—something on the other side of the door. Was it more food? A clue? Vowing to eat the chocolate and cake as soon as he’d finished investigating, the boy pulled the doors shut.

The brushed silver on the outside of the refrigerator reflected his darker outline, and he stroked the spot where his face would be. He wished he could see himself properly, but the image was too blurry.

His reflection was broken up by other things: a palm tree magnet with the words MY HEART WAS LOST IN THE BRITISH VIRGIN ISLANDS, a magnetized clip holding a card for Great Smiles Dentistry with 1/9 2:15 p.m. scrawled on it, a magnetic zombie with its arms and legs floating around its body, and in the middle, four shiny round magnets holding up the corners of a drawing of a knight on a horse outside a big castle. The knight had a blue cape flowing from his shoulders, and he pointed a long sword up to the sky.

“What’s this?”

A tightness in the boy’s chest made him think they were familiar, but he couldn’t be sure. He liked the picture of the knight, though. He looked strong and powerful, confident that he could win any battle he faced. The boy plucked the picture off the refrigerator, his fingertips outlining the shape of the knight’s helmet and sword. Smiling, he reached for the handle of the door, ready to eat, but his fingers clasped around air. His smile melted.

The refrigerator and picture had disappeared, and the boy wasn’t sure what he missed more—the food or the knight.

A grumble echoed in his belly, and he muttered, “I know. I know.” He pressed on his stomach to shut off its complaining.

Where did the fridge come from? Was it magic? He shook his head. That was silly. Magic was only in stories. Maybe he’d remembered it and imagined that it was here. Yes, that must be it. Just a memory that somehow came to life for a few seconds—a memory that wanted to tease him.

But if the refrigerator was a memory, then it must’ve come from his home, his real home. The boy’s heart lifted. He was right, he did have a home somewhere else.

If he could only find it.

He collapsed into a pile on the sand. Nerves stabbed at his fingers and toes as he thought about what searching for his home would mean. The beach looked normal now, but he remembered how the rocks had tried to pierce him when he ran away from the birds. How the Green Wall had reached for him when he got close. How the water had tugged, tugged, tugged at him to go in. He’d have to leave the beach if he was going to find his home, but how could he?

“Once upon a time, there was a boy who was lost.” The words crawled over the boy’s lips, slipping past his despair. “The brave king of the land sent out a thousand knights to search every corner of the world. They searched the cities and the forests, the oceans and the beaches. Until they saw him, all alone. And they took him home.”

He pressed his mouth into a thin line, an almost-smile grasping at hope. Yes, that was it. Someone would find him. Like the knight in the picture, someone brave and strong who could help him get home. He just had to wait.

“Chicken.”

The boy jumped up. Whirled around.

“Who said that?” His voice was timid. He scanned the coast and peered into the thick trees.

Nothing.

Nobody.

He frowned. Had he imagined it? He dropped back onto his butt, digging his toes in the sand.

“You’re not going anywhere.”

The boy jumped up again. “Who said that?” He turned in every direction, strained his neck to see as far away as possible. But the voice wasn’t coming from far away—it was right next to his ear.

“You’re too chicken to find your way home.”

The voice was so close, it could probably hear the boy’s pounding heart. He tried to slow it.

“Who . . . said . . . that?” The boy eyed the shadows of the trees. Maybe the voice was from the terrible birds, hiding behind a thick trunk. If a shadow moved, the boy could run.

“I did.”

A brisk breeze blew up and branches rattled. A bird flew out, but it was small and darted away.

The boy crouched down and felt for a stone or something to throw. But his fingers found only sand. He filled his fist with the grains.

“Come out,” he said, trying to keep his voice calm. “Come OUT!” He threw the sand into the Green Wall. The grains fell through the branches—tink, tink, tink—onto the ground.

Nothing came. Nothing moved.

Leaves rattled in the wind. Clouds darkened overhead.

“If you’re looking for me, you’re way off.”

Was it coming from behind him? The boy twisted on his heel.

“Where are you?” His hands thumped his sides.

“Here.”

“Where?”

“I’m in here.”

“In where?”

“In here.”

His breath faltered.

“You’re in . . . in my head?”

“Bingo. Gold star for the slowpoke.”

The boy gritted his teeth. The air calmed and the sun came back out, but it didn’t brighten his mood. He dropped onto the sand.

“What are you doing in my head?”

“Whatever I want.”

“How did you get in there?”

“The usual way.”

The boy crossed his arms. The voice was a bully that wasn’t playing fair.

“Tell me how you know I won’t get home.”

“You’re a scaredy-cat.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Yes, you are. I know you, and you won’t leave this beach.”

“You don’t know me. You just got here.”

The voice laughed. “I’m always here.”

Pouting, the boy tried to remember the voice from before, but he couldn’t. He shook his head. If he couldn’t even remember his own home, it wasn’t a surprise that he couldn’t remember a voice in his head. Maybe the voice was right, even if it was a bully.

But if the bully knew him . . .

“Who am I then?”

“I’m not telling.”

“Why not?”

“That wouldn’t be any fun.”

The boy narrowed his eyes. “If you’re in my head, then you don’t know anything more than I do, do you?”

“That’s for me to know and you to find out.”

“Then what good are you?”

“Ha-ha.” The bully’s voice sounded sinister. “I’m no good at all.”

The boy groaned and flopped onto his back. His only company was a voice in his head—and it was mean.
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RESCUE

THE SUN RACED THE CLOUDS across the sky, and too quickly it was heading toward the horizon. But the boy remained on the beach.

“Still think some knight’s out looking for you?”

“Someone will come. You’ll see.”

He hoped he was right. The sun would soon leave him. And if he hadn’t been found by then, he’d be alone. In the dark. Where any monster could see.

He glanced at the Green Wall. Light twinkled like eyes in the brush. Perhaps it was the birds, terrible or small. Perhaps it was the hissing thing. Or perhaps it was the other monster the boy knew hid behind the leaves, the half bear, half wolf that waited to eat him.

The ocean had swelled too. Rolling waves paced off the coast like they were searching for the right moment to strike. The moment when they could drag the boy down to the biggest monster of all . . .

watching . . .

waiting . . .

patient.

As the sun crept lower, the boy looked out for his rescue. But the beach held nothing except sand and rocks, sand and rocks.

Until he saw it. Something else, something new. Something small and gray bobbed up and down at the edge of the water.

He couldn’t make out what it was. A hurt animal, maybe? It was moving. Sometimes it was short and fat, like it was trying to hide; then it would be hit by a wave and stretch long and skinny, as though it was reaching for the sand, reaching for safety.

The boy stepped closer, but not too close. Maybe the monster under the sea was trying to seize the gray thing too. His stomach twisted—for him and the thing.

“Stay with me.” Words filled the air around the boy, and the pain in his head suddenly pulsed white hot. He clasped it with his hands as he whirled to see who spoke, but he couldn’t spy another person. This voice wasn’t the bully in his head. It was older, softer. A woman. It had felt warm and familiar, and the boy wanted to catch it and hold it close.

“Hello?” he called.

But the voice didn’t respond. Had it come from the thing in the water? The boy peered closer.

“Don’t go.” The woman’s words returned, dancing around him. “Stay with me.”

“Who are you?”

Again no answer came, and no one else was on the beach. Except the gray thing.

The pain in his head dissipated, and the boy straightened. “Did you say that?” he called out, but the thing didn’t reply, just shifted and curled in the tide. Maybe the voice had wanted him to help.

“You can’t help that thing.” Laughter tinged the bully’s words.

“I might.”

“The water will get you.”

The boy gulped. The bully had a point, but if the gray thing needed his help, he couldn’t ignore it. It was small; it needed protection.

Those words grew up from deep within his bones. Familiar and strong. The smaller something is, the more it needs protection.

How did he know that?

He couldn’t say, but he knew he had to protect the gray thing before the monster in the sea ate it. If he was quick, ran lightning fast, maybe he could rescue it without getting pulled below. “I have to try.”

The boy stepped closer, keeping his toes away from the greedy ocean. The gray thing drifted onto the edge of the sand, then was pulled back out again. In. Out. In. Out. Each time, it reached a little farther inland, then was sucked back out to sea.

“Let it go!” the boy shouted. “It doesn’t want to be with you. It wants to be here with me. Leave it alone!”

The ocean carried the thing into shore—closer, closer.

“Yes! Come on!” The boy jumped up and down, waving the thing toward him.

But the water was just teasing. The thing began to float back out.

“No!” The boy stepped into the tide and felt the tug on his toes.

“You’ll get dragged in.”

“But it’s so close.” He took a deep breath, then lunged, grabbing a piece of the gray thing in his hand.

“I’ve got it!” he cried, and turned to escape back up to dry sand.

His foot stepped on a piece of slippery seaweed and slid out from under him. He tried to stay upright, but the water jerked his other leg away. He landed flat on his back in the wet sand.

The low tide crashed over his face.

“Hold on!” he screamed to himself before the ocean filled his mouth.

The water receded, yanking on the boy’s wrists and feet. The sand under him slinked away, and he felt himself begin to sink. Fear crawled back into his chest. He was caught. Stuck! He had to get away.

With his fist still clamped around the gray thing, the boy gulped air and closed his eyes. He held his breath as water rushed over him again.

“Trust me. Jump!” The voice floated to the boy, watery and distant. It wasn’t the bully or the woman, but someone else—someone angry.

The boy opened his eyes. He wasn’t holding the gray thing anymore. His hand was clasped around a metal bar. And instead of sand, he was surrounded by pink rectangular tiles.

“Come on,” said the voice. It sounded deep, impatient. “Jump.”

A wave beat against him and he gasped, choking in a mouthful of sand. He was back on the beach, stuck in the tide. No more metal bar or pink tiles, just sand and water. And the water tugged at him, the long arms of the monster from the deep pulling the boy into its depths. He couldn’t let it take him.

The boy clawed his way out of the tide, dragging the gray thing behind him. Finally free, he ran back to his favorite spot in the sand. Dry and safe. He lay on his back, his arms and legs sprawled out, soaking in the last rays of the welcoming sun.

He breathed deeply. He had done it. The ocean had tried to take him, tried to suck him down. But he had escaped . . . this time.

He didn’t ever want to go near the water again.

He shivered, thinking of its grip on him. And the voice. The angry voice. The pink tiles and the metal bar. Where had they come from? He searched what he could remember, in case it was a memory like the refrigerator, but he couldn’t coax more out. Was it something to do with the gray thing?

The boy sat up and pulled the thing onto his lap. “Are you all right?” he asked, straightening the edges, then he frowned. It wasn’t an animal at all. He was staring down at a ragged blanket.

“A blanket!” The bully laughed. “You did all that for a blanket?”

“I like the blanket.”

“You would, baby.”

The boy ignored the bully’s taunt. The blanket didn’t give him a clue about the pink tiles, but it still pleased him. “Maybe I have one back home,” he said.

“Aww. A little baby with his blanket.”

“I’m not a baby. You’re just jealous because you can’t have it.”

“Ha! Yeah, that’s what it is.”

The boy shook his head and focused on his prize.

The blanket was soggy and frayed but not gray, like he had first thought. It was a very pale blue, like the sky early in the morning before the clouds settled in. The color was masked in places by stains, big purple and brown splotches, like the blanket had been beaten by something much bigger. One corner was torn, another had a great gash, and threads peeled away at the edges. If the boy pulled one, the whole blanket might come apart. He was careful not to pull any.

The cold, wet material was soft between his fingertips, harder in the stained areas. Its smoothness felt familiar; it stirred his heart, but he didn’t know why.

All he knew was the blanket comforted him, and for that, he loved it.
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FAMILY

THE BLANKET WASN’T BIG, BUT if the boy curled up, it could cover him. It could be his armor, his shield, his protector.

He lifted its middle so the fabric ballooned out below. He smiled. It could be a tent, a giant circus tent for fleas. Or it could be a floppy wizard’s cap; he wrapped it around his head with a grin. Or it could be a flag, and he waved it high.
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