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"Sam?"

Leah's mom, sitting in the driver's seat of the station wagon, turned to look at him. "Here we are at your house. Aren't you getting out? Need help with your seat belt? Can you open the door by yourself?"

Sam shook his head. He had already unbuckled his seat belt with no difficulty. "In a minute," he said. "I need to get something out of my pocket."

"There's your mommy, at the back door," Leah said, pointing. "She has a pencil sticking out of her ear.

Sam wiggled so that he could pull the small object out of his pocket. He didn't look up. "No," he 
explained. "She always wears a pencil behind her ear. It's her carrying place for pencils."


"Sam's mom is an artist," Leah's mom explained to Leah. "So it's probably important for her to have a pencil available all the time. Isn't that right, Sam?"

"Yeah," Sam agreed, but he wasn't really listening. He examined the little object carefully, figuring out which was the front and which was the back. Then he ducked his head so that no one could see, and he inserted it into his mouth. It felt damp, and he realized that it was damp with his friend Adam's spit, and that someone else's spit might be poison. But Sam decided he didn't care.

"Okay," he said, and opened the door of the car.

Mrs. Krupnik had come down to the sidewalk to meet him. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail. She had a yellow pencil tucked behind one ear, as usual, and a coffee cup in one hand.

"Hi, Sam," she said. She smiled at Leah's mom, waved through the window of the car at Leah, and took Sam's hand as he climbed out. "Hot dogs for lunch," she told him cheerfully.

Sam waved to Leah and her mom but he didn't say good-bye the way he usually did. He was arranging his mouth. His mouth felt kind of uncomfortable, and it might be full of Adam's poison spit, but Sam didn't care. He felt like the coolest guy in the neighborhood. In the town.


He felt like the coolest guy in the whole world.


He held his mom's hand and walked beside her through the yard, up the back porch steps, and across the porch to the kitchen door.

"Sam?" his mom said as she unzipped his jacket in the kitchen. "You're awfully quiet today. Is everything okay?"

Sam nodded. Then, slowly, he smiled at his mother.

She screamed.

It was really cool to make people scream, even your own mother.

"Sam!" his mother said loudly. "What ¿5 that in your mouth?"

"Fangs," Sam said happily.

He smiled widely. He knew what he looked like, because he had seen Adam smiling just this way at show-and-tell time this morning. Adam had brought the fangs to nursery school.

Sam knew that he looked like Dracula, because he had seen Adam looking like Dracula. Not a fake Halloween costume of Dracula, but the real Dracula, with pointy, scary teeth.

Everyone in the nursery school circle had screamed, even the teacher, Mrs. Bennett, when Adam had stood up and smiled. Sam had screamed, too. At first, he had felt very scared. Then, after the scary feeling wore off, he had felt very jealous.


But now he had the fangs; they were in his mouth; he had turned into Dracula. And now his mother had screamed.


It was so cool to have fangs.

He was surprised that he could talk when his top teeth were covered with plastic. But he could say "fangs" pretty well, although it sounded a little like "fangsh."

He said it again. "Vampire fangsh."

"Spit," his mother said tensely. She held her hand cupped in front of Sam's mouth.

That was kind of weird, Sam thought. Why would his mother want him to spit into her hand? When the dentist told him to spit, there was a neat little round sink with swirling water for him to spit into.

Anyway, it was hard to spit around the fangs. Sam tried but he didn't manage very well.

"Sam!" his mother said. She jerked her hand away, and wiped it on her denim skirt. She sounded angry now. "I meant spit out the fangs."

Oh. Well, of course he wouldn't be able to eat his hot dog with fangs in his mouth. The hot dog smelled really good. Sam could see it there in the pan on the stove, waiting for him. And the little plastic bottle of bright yellow mustard that squirted from a nozzle—his favorite kind; Sam didn't like brown mustard at all—was waiting by his place at the kitchen table.


So Sam reached into his mouth and carefully took the fangs off of his teeth. He put them into his pocket so that he could find them right after lunch.


Sam was planning to wear the fangs all day. He was already looking forward to greeting his sister, Anastasia, when she came home from school; and his father at the end of the day. He thought maybe his father would be so surprised that he would drop his briefcase and papers would fly all over. That would be exciting.

And he was planning to scare his cat, too. Fangs were so cool.

But his mother was still standing in front of him with her hand out.

"Not in the pocket, Sam," she said. "Give them to me. No more fangs."

Sam closed his hand, inside his pocket, around the fangs. "I traded for them," he explained. "They were Adam's, and he gave them to me, but I have to take him my Etch A Sketch tomorrow."

"Bad trade," his mother said. "Give them to me."

"Why?" he asked. "Why can't I wear fangs?"

"Because it makes you look disgusting," Mrs. Krupnik said.

"That's why I want them," Sam explained. Sometimes mothers didn't get it. "I like to look disgusting."

"It's just too scary, Sam," his mother said. "Too 
gross. I saw a terrible movie once, about vampires, and I hated every minute of it, even though Tom Cruise was in it. I've had a thing about fangs ever since. I'm sorry, but I can't let you wear fangs in this house."


Sam frowned. He really wanted his hot dog, but he didn't want to give up his fangs. "How about if I keep them in my pocket?" he suggested.

Mrs. Krupnik thought about it. Finally she sighed. "Promise me you won't take them out of your pocket as long as you're in this house?"

"Even just to look at?"

"Even just to look at. I don't want those fangs to see the light of day. I don't think my heart can stand the sight of those fangs."

"But can I reach into my pocket and touch them?" Sam asked.

"Okay, but don't tell me when you're touching them. I don't want to know."

Sam's hand was in his pocket. "I'm touching them right now," he said.

"Sam! I told you not to tell me!"

"Oh. Okay, now I'm not touching them. Look—here are both my hands. Can I have my hot dog?"

Mrs. Krupnik put their lunch on the table and poured a glass of milk for Sam and a cup of coffee for herself. Usually she talked to him a lot during lunch. Usually she asked him everything about his 
morning at nursery school, what songs he had sung and what stories he had heard. But today Mrs. Krupnik didn't say much. "I'm sorry, Sam," she told him as she cleared the empty plates away. She sliced an apple and gave him a couple of pieces. "I just seem to have a thing about fangs. I guess I suffer from fangphobia."


"What's that?"

"Fear of fangs," his mother explained. "Want more apple?"

Sam nodded and she gave him two more slices.

"Do you think maybe you'll get over fangphobia?" Sam asked hopefully. "Maybe by tonight, when Daddy comes home, so I could—"

"Nope. Never."

Sam sighed. He finished his apple slices. "I'm going up to my room," he announced.

"Okay," his mother said, "but remember what you promised, Sam? No fangs. Not in this house."

"I'm going to be very sad up there."

"I'm sorry to hear that. No fangs in this house," she repeated, looking at him.

His mother's face looked very certain, and her voice sounded very certain, so Sam trudged up the stairs to his room with a disappointed feeling. His hand went into his pocket and felt the fangs. His day was ruined.

Somewhere, Sam thought, there would be a nicer 
place to live. A place where people didn't have fangphobia. Maybe somehow he could find that place.


That was when Sam decided to run away.
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Quietly, in his bedroom, Sam gathered up the things that he wanted to take with him when he ran away from home.

He found the fireman's badge that he had been given by a real fireman on the day that his nursery school class went to visit a fire station. His mother had planned to sew it to his jacket but she hadn't gotten around to it yet, partly because Sam couldn't choose which jacket.

Very carefully—it took him quite a long time—Sam attached the fireman's badge to the neck of his sweater with a large paper clip that he found in a dish on his sister's desk.

He thought about what else he should take with 
him. In the bathroom, standing on a chair so that he could reach the medicine cabinet, Sam found a little box of Band-Aids. Sam was very fond of Band-Aids, and especially of these Band-Aids, which were decorated with hearts and stars.


He put several Band-Aids into the pocket of his jeans. But his pocket was already full of fangs, so it didn't feel very comfortable.

He decided maybe it would be better to wear the Band-Aids. So, very carefully—it took him quite a long time—he unwrapped three of them, two red and a blue, and stuck them onto himself. Pushing up the leg of his jeans, he stuck one onto his knee, then he stuck another to the back of his left hand. Finally, after a lot of thought, he stuck the third one on his forehead.

Sam climbed on the stool again and examined himself in the mirror.

The fireman's badge was paper-clipped to the neck of his blue sweater. The Band-Aid, red with white stars, was neatly across his forehead.

He stared at himself for a moment, thoughtfully. It was interesting to see himself with a Band-Aid on his forehead, but what he really wanted to see in the mirror...

The bathroom door was closed, so maybe it didn't really count as "in the house," and he wouldn't be exactly breaking his promise.
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Carefully Sam inserted the fangs into his mouth.


He shuddered a little, looking at himself turned into a werewolf. No wonder his mother had fangphobia. He was really scary to look at.

Thinking guiltily again about his promise to his mother that he would not wear the fangs in the house, Sam replaced them in his pocket. In the mirror, he looked disappointingly normal again, even with a red Band-Aid on his forehead.

Just for the sake of curiosity, Sam tried his mother's eyebrow pencil, which was in a small basket on the back of the toilet. There were lipsticks in the basket, too, but Sam didn't bother with those. He still remembered playing with the lipsticks when he was much younger, and getting into a lot of trouble.

He darkened his eyebrows a little. He made them bigger than his normal eyebrows, which were quite small. He made his eyebrows into upside-down Vs.

The new dark eyebrows actually looked pretty good with the Band-Aid. They made him look kind of fierce, Sam thought, the way a werewolf or a vampire should look.

He scribbled a little with the eyebrow pencil on his upper lip. He was pretty sure his mother wouldn't mind. It didn't seem to damage the pencil any. And it was his upper lip, after all, not anyone else's. The reason she got mad about the lipstick before was because he had scribbled on her bedspread.


He gave himself a sort of mustache and scribbled some whiskers onto his chin.


Cool, Sam thought, staring into the mirror.

Back in his room, he found a pair of green mittens. It wasn't very cold out, but Sam didn't know how long he would be gone. Maybe winter would come and he would need mittens.

Then Sam decided that he needed a suitcase.

In the hall closet Sam found what he was looking for. It was his father's gym bag, crimson-colored with the words HARVARD UNIVERSITY on the side.

He took his father's big sneakers out of the bag and put them on the floor of the closet, but he kept the rolled-up towel that he found inside the bag. You could never tell when you might need a towel. Maybe he would wash or something while he was gone.

He added the mittens to the suitcase.

Then, because there was space left in the bag, he added his bear.

Sam had had his bear for a very long time. It had been given to him when he was born, and there were photographs of Sam sleeping in a little crib, with the bear sitting in the corner near his head, at a time when Sam and the bear were both the same size.

Now Sam was, of course, much bigger than the bear. And the bear was a little scruffy, because Sam had chewed its ears when he was a baby beginning to get teeth. But it still slept in his bed, so he decided 
to take the bear—which had no name—along. The bear had never had any adventures at all, and Sam felt a little sorry for him.


He thought about taking his pajamas, which were hanging on a hook on the inside of his closet door. But he decided not to.

People who ran away probably slept in their clothes, Sam decided. People with fangs wouldn't wear pajamas, especially not pajamas with spaceships on them.

"I'm running away soon," Sam called down the stairs to his mother so she would know. "Because of the fangs," he added.

He listened, but she didn't answer. Mrs. Krupnik had gone into her studio, the large room where she worked at her drawing table doing book illustrations. Probably she hadn't heard him. Sometimes when she was working, his mother didn't notice anything else that was going on.

Well, thought Sam, that was good. He could just sneak away and she wouldn't notice. Probably if she knew he was running away, she would cry and try to stop him.

She would probably scream, Sam thought.

"I'm running far away!" he called loudly, and waited for the scream. But there was no answer from the studio.


"Because of the fangs!" he added. But his mother was silent.


Sam trudged back to his room and got his Harvard gym bag suitcase. He thumped the bag down the stairs noisily.

"I'm sorry I'm making all this racket," he called toward the door of the studio, "but I'm taking a big suitcase full of stuff because I'm going to be gone a long time.

"I'm taking mittens," he added, when he got to the foot of the stairs. "Because when winter comes I'll need them.

"I'll be sleeping in the snow," he called toward the room where his mother was. He could see her back now, in the striped sweater, through the doorway. She was hunched over, working at her drawing table. Her shoes were on the floor and her legs and feet, in black tights, were wrapped around the legs of her special chair.

"Do you hear me?" Sam asked after a minute. "Do you hear me talking?"

His mother turned. She had a pen in her hand and a cheerful expression on her face. "Oh, Sam," she said, with a smile. "Is that you? I heard someone talking, but I didn't think it was you, because the person I heard was talking about running away. So I thought it was a stranger."


"No," Sam said in a serious voice, "it was me."


"I see you are wearing a Band-Aid on your forehead," his mother said with interest.

"Yes. In case I get injured when I'm running away."

"I see. And what is that on your upper lip, Sam?"

"A mustache," Sam explained.

"And attached to your sweater?"

"A fireman's badge."

"In case of...?"

"Well, in case there's a fire," Sam explained.

"I see. You certainly are well prepared, Sam. Do you have your toothbrush?"

Sam shook his head. "People who run away don't brush their teeth," he said. "Anyway," he added, "I'll be wearing fangs."

"Oh, I see," his mother said. "Well, I hope you don't get cavities. I don't know if the dentist is willing to work on fanged people."

"I suppose you're going to cry when I leave," Sam said.

Mrs. Krupnik shook her head. "I don't think so. I'll miss you though, Sam. So will Daddy and Anastasia."

Sam thought for a moment about his father and sister. Just that morning, at breakfast, all of them had been laughing together in the kitchen.


Anastasia had been talking about Steve Harvey, who lived down the street. Steve Harvey was kind of Anastasia's boyfriend.


"Not anymore," Anastasia had said that morning. "Steve Harvey is toast."

"Excuse me?" Mrs. Krupnik had said, looking at the piece of toast in her own hand.

"That means Steve is gonzo," Anastasia explained. "He's not my boyfriend anymore."

"Kaput," their father said. He shrugged and laughed. "That means 'toast' in German."

Remembering breakfast, remembering Anastasia and Daddy and how they had all been laughing together, Sam said suddenly to his mother, "I might cry when I run away, even if you don't." He surprised himself saying it, because he hadn't thought of it until just this minute. But suddenly he felt as if he might actually cry.

"Maybe you should pack some Kleenex," his mother suggested. "There's some in the downstairs bathroom."

Sam didn't say anything.

"Where are you going, by the way?" his mother asked. "In case we want to write to you."

Sam thought. He hadn't really planned where to go. He thought about fangs and the kinds of places where people with fangs might be welcome.


That made him think about walruses, who had not only giant, scary, sticking-out teeth but also large whiskers. If he had made his pencil mustache larger, Sam thought, it would be almost like walrus whiskers.


"I'm going to be living with walruses," Sam said to his mother, who really seemed to be interested.

"Where might that be?" she asked.

Sam remembered a video he had seen at nursery school. It had shown walruses lying around on ice. They were all asleep, lying in a pile. He thought he remembered that they lived in Alaska. "Alaska," he replied to his mother. "I'll be lying around in a big pile, in Alaska."

"Oh," she replied. "Well, you will certainly need your mittens, then."

"Yes, I will."

"Well, good-bye, Sam. See you around," she said, and waved to him. "I'll miss my number-one super-spectacular son a lot. Especially at dinner. We're having lasagna tonight."

"Bye," Sam said. He picked up his traveling bag and headed for the back door, trying hard not to think about lasagna, and completely forgetting to stop for Kleenex.

I'm toast, he thought, as he let himself out the back door. Now I'm completely toast.




End of sample
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