







Lynne Rae Perkins

Winner of the Newbery Medal for Criss Cross

As Easy as Falling Off the Face of the Earth

[image: image]

 

[image: image]



[image: image]

 

[image: image]





for a friend






Contents

[image: image]


Part One



Wait



It seemed to Ry at this Moment that Having a Cell Phone in Montana was Like Having a Canoe on Mars



Walking to Town



In the Night



Everything Seems More Normal in the Morning



Del’s Kitchen



Strangers, Rides, and Candy



New Pêche Skillet (“Pesh”)



In A Related Story: The Previous Morning in Wisconsin



Another Separate, Related Story: Siesta



Betty, Betty, Betty



(Shoes) (Lost and Found) (Cinderella)



At the Train Station



Oops



A Faraway But Related Story: Wisconsin



A Faraway But Related Story: Dog Version



Another Faraway But Related Story, This One with a Beautiful Sunset



Dogs



At the End of the Day




Part Two



In Which Our Heroes Walk Down a Lonely Highway, At Least One of Them Hoping for a Ride



Riding with Carl



(Post-Carl)



North Dakota



Dogs



Road Talk



Dogs



Kind of Weird



Anyway, Listen



The Mystery of Ry’s Grandpa



When The Rug is Pulled Out—The Earth, Too—You Have to Move Your Feet to Keep from Falling



Part Three



The Good, The Bad, and The Rotten



Concurrently (That Same Night), Also in the Midwest (Con-Placently?)



And Now Back to Ry, Sleeping On Sharon’s Couch



You Are Here



Dogs



Tennessee. Georgia. Florida.



Airplane Day



The Longest Breakfast




Here We Go, Then



At Yulia’s



Naruto



Neural Pathways



The Minute We Get Our Stuff



Part Four



Hi-Ho



The Lighthouse Keeper of Maceta



Islands Come, Islands Go



The Crumbling Cupcake



While He Slept and After He Woke



The Windmill



In the Hospital



Next



In the Drink



Seeing Things?



In Finisterre



Dogs



The News



Dogs



Some Explaining to Do



Postscript



Post-Postscript: Peg and Olie







Acknowledgments



About the Author




Credits





Copyright



About the Publisher











PART ONE





[image: image]










[image: image]

WAIT



Wait a minute.

Was the—had the train just moved?

Ry turned his head to look at it straight on, but it sat on the tracks, as still as the lumpy brown hill he was climbing. As still as the grass that baked in gentle swells as far as he could see and the air in the empty blue sky.

He must have imagined it. Nothing had moved. Everything was the same.

But there it was again. Was it because he blinked? Maybe it was the water in his eyes; it had wobbled up his vision.

He picked out a post alongside the tracks, directly below the line where the logo on the train changed from red to blue. As he watched, the red and the blue shifted almost imperceptibly to the right above the post. Then perceptibly. The train was moving.

“Wait,” Ry said aloud.

Because it wasn’t supposed to move yet. The conductor had said—the conductor had said forty minutes. Ry was supposed to be on the train. After a full second of hesitation, he went scrambling down the steep rubbled face of the hill. He was thinking that there was time, that trains usually moved a little, in fits and starts, before they really got going. Probably he would get back on the train and then sit there waiting for another hour. But he was thinking it would be smarter to run than to watch it leave without him.

He was leaping and skidding, and he had just glanced up to check on the train when his right foot came down at the wrong angle on a surprise outcropping. He went tumbling in an out-of-control (but time-saving) way down to the scrubby thickets on the lower half of the slope.

Abraded and gravel encrusted, he rose in an instant to his feet. His boots had filled with pebbles and dirt. It felt as if beanbags were strapped to the bottoms of his feet as he thrashed through branchy turnstiles of brush in as straight a line as he could manage.

On his way up the hill, he had picked out a winding path through the wider spaces, but there wasn’t time for that now. He no longer had to blink to see that the train was moving. It was passing before his eyes. People visible in the windows read their magazines, leaned back, lifted cups or cans to take a drink. His heart seemed to have moved inside of his windpipe. He willed it back down into his chest so he could keep breathing.

A small child saw him and waved. Ry waved, too, and shouted. His shout was lost in the roar of the train, but the boy beamed, delighted, before he turned away and was carried out of sight.

When Ry came to the barbed-wire fence, keeping who-knows-what in or out, he slowed himself to pay attention, to avoid snagging cloth or flesh. Still, he was over it in a flash, and running.

No one stood watching from the back of the caboose as he reached the clearing. There was no caboose. The sound of the train faded, and he could hear his own deep gulps for air. He felt his heart thumping along.

The train melted from a recognizable object to a guessable shape to a black dot identifiable only by its position at the vanishing point of a set of railroad tracks. Ry watched the black dot until he could not see it at all. Though he breathed evenly now, and his heart was beating at its usual rhythm, it wasn’t because he was calm. It was just that his body hadn’t yet heard from his brain that they were in dire straits. Because his brain was still puzzling it out.

For many, many minutes he looked, unbelieving, at the empty air where the train had been. Then he turned in the other direction. It was a mirror image of emptiness, with an identical lesson in perspective. From either side of the tracks, more emptiness extended. There was the north emptiness, made of the strange eroded hills, and the south emptiness, with the grass and, in the distance, a blue-gray shape that must have been a butte.

The south emptiness had a shallow silty river, fringed sparsely with a few trees and bushes, flowing in rough parallel to the tracks. As his brain began to take in what had just happened, Ry’s body walked over to one of the trees and sat down on a small boulder in its spotty shade. He untied his hiking boots, pulled them off, and held them upside down. The gravel and dirt spilled out like sands through the hourglass onto the geological time heap of wherever this was.

It felt good to have his shoes off. Ry pulled his socks off, too, and scooted himself around to where he could get his feet in the water. This was so nice that for half a minute, he forgot how he came to be sitting there. Then he remembered, and said some words. There was one word in particular that he said over and over and over. He said it until it didn’t even sound like a word anymore. Until he felt almost calm. Then he said to himself, “It’s not the end of the world,” and that was true. It wasn’t the end of the world at all. It might, though, be the middle of nowhere.

 

His backpack was traveling west in the overhead compartment of the air-conditioned train. No one would miss him for a while, or maybe ever; he had been careful about that. Now he looked at his watch again. Time was so weird. Exactly and only one hour had passed since he had opened that letter.

He had received the letter, with the yellow new-address forwarding sticker and “Urgent—important information” stamped on the envelope in red ink, several days ago. But it was like Peter and the Wolf, no, wait—it was like “The Boy Who Cried Wolf.” The letters with “Urgent—important information” stamped in red had been arriving regularly from the camp director, and at first Ry would tear them open immediately. Inside, there would be a photocopied note reminding him to bring Gold Bond powder to prevent chafing, or to wear his boots for an hour every day to break them in, to study up on this or that epoch, or that the itinerary had been altered slightly due to unforeseen circumstances but don’t worry, it would still be great.

The last one he had opened before this one had been kind of weird, he remembered that now, but to tell the truth, he hadn’t read it that carefully. There was so much going on; the moving truck bringing the furniture, his grandfather arriving, his parents leaving for their trip. He tried to remember now what it had said. Because this one said only—he took it out of his pocket to read it one more time:

 

Dear Roy,

Do not come to camp. There is no camp. Camp is a concept that no longer exists in a real place or time.

We are so sorry. The Summer ArchaeoTrails Program will not take place. A statistically improbable number of things have gone wrong and the camel’s back is broken. Your money will be fully refunded as soon as I sell my car and remortgage my house.

We apologize for any inconvenience this may cause, blahblahblah. We hope to regroup and put together a bombproof program by next summer. Live and learn!

With deepest apologies, believe me,

(illegible scrawl)

Wally Osfeld

 

He almost hadn’t opened it at all. He had come across it by accident, standing in the aisle reaching up into the overhead compartment, trying to search through his backpack without actually taking it down out of the bin, looking in all the zipper pouches for the bag of Peanut M&M’s. He saw the envelope and thought, I guess I better see what this one says. He sat down, opened it, read it, thought, What the…?

Montana rolled by outside his window as he read it again.

He pulled out his cell phone to call his grandfather, but there were zero bars of reception. The battery was running down, too. Ry wished he hadn’t texted his way across Wisconsin and Minnesota, friends from his former life, in his old hometown. He had tried to charge it in the outlet in the restroom, but the outlet was worn out or something; the charger just fell out. Plus it would be not only rude but smelly to sit there for the amount of time it would take. So he hadn’t.


Just then the train slowed to a crawl. And slowed some more, to a creep. And then it stopped altogether. Ry couldn’t see a station, or a town. Or anything, really.

After a few minutes, a conductor appeared and announced that there would be a delay. A minor mechanical problem.

“Do not get off the train,” he said. “The train will move on as soon as the problem is resolved. Which will not be long.”

But he told the elderly woman in front of Ry, in a lowered voice, that it would be forty minutes or so before the train moved on. An hour at most, he said. And he moved back through the doors to the next car to spread the news.

Ry sat there with his phone in his hand and the letter in his lap.

He just needed to talk to his grandfather.

Probably the train itself (being inside of it) was blocking reception. He would just step off for two minutes, make the call, get back inside. He slipped down the narrow, turning stairwell to the vestibule. No one was there. There were two handles on the door. But would moving them set off some kind of alarm? He had one hand tentatively on the handle when a voice behind him said, “You wanna go out?” Ry turned to see the lady in the red baseball shirt, the one who had slept with a practically life-sized teddy bear.

“I was just going to try to make a phone call,” he said.

“Whatever,” she said. “I open ’em when I need to step out for a smoke. Here: you just—”

She moved the handles and the door was open.

“I wouldn’t go too far, though,” she said, and disappeared into one of the restrooms.

Ha! Victory!

But standing outside the train, there was still no signal.

And a few feet away, no signal.

The hills were not that far off, really. Ry had a feeling that up on top of them, he could get enough reception. He checked his watch. If he was not at the top in ten minutes, he would turn around and come back. It crossed his mind that someone looking from the train might see him go, but he decided not to worry about it. He would just act like he knew what he was doing.

As if he knew what he was doing, he strode through the scrubby grass. Casually, but also carefully, he climbed over a barbed-wire fence. Fortunately, it was not an electrified fence, at least at that juncture. The hills, when he reached them, were higher and steeper than he had imagined they would be. By going around behind the one in front, he found a more manageable ascent. Still, it was tricky. But fun.

He was having a good time hauling himself up and along. What a great summer it was going to be. Then remembering, and it was, Oh. Yeah.

He headed for a small flat area on a shoulder of rock. It wasn’t the top, but it was probably close enough. The shoulder was tiny enough when he got there that it was a challenge to turn from his knees to a sitting position. Once he had managed that, it was like sitting on any other pinnacle on Earth, which is to say, it was kind of spectacular.

There was what might be a town in the far distance, and the train, not toylike, but smaller than up close. But you could ignore the train and the town, and then it just seemed like the land went on uninterrupted forever, in lumps and bumps of one kind or another. Someone had told him there was a county in Montana that had only one resident. He didn’t know if that was true, but if it was, it looked like this could be the one. A pretty little river meandered along below, on the other side of the tracks. The sky, as promised, was Big.


He was balanced between all of it, precariously enough for a thrill, but short of actual danger. He glanced back down at the train. They were missing it all, sitting there with their magazines, eating nachos, only seeing the world through a window.

That was when the train had moved.

And after he was sure it had moved, that was when he gave himself over to gravity.

But too late.

Now, sitting under the tree, he looked back up at where he had climbed and thought two potentially useful thoughts. One was about that town he had seen in the distance. The other was that he hadn’t actually had a chance, while he was up there, to try to make the phone call.

He decided to go back up.

 

The second climbing felt oddly familiar. Like, Oh, yeah, there’s that rock. There’s that bush. That skidded-out place was made by my own tumbling body.

It was possible that no human had ever climbed this hill before, that he was the only one. Maybe someone prehistoric had climbed it. Or one of the guys laying the track for the railroad, way back when. Why else would anyone be here?


As he climbed, the sound of a rusty hinge creaking open and shut emanated from Ry’s stomach and he realized he hadn’t eaten for a while, and that he would enjoy eating something about now. That wasn’t going to happen right away, so he blocked the thought out. He wasn’t going to starve. Yet. He didn’t think.

He made his way once more to the place where he had sat the first time, and once more performed the maneuver by which he could turn and sit without falling off. The desolate brown hills still crouched there like ghosts carved out of solid time. The ceiling of sky was an optical illusion made by the atmosphere sucking up all of the colors of sunlight except blue—was that it? When it was just space going on from here to forever, really, with a flimsy veil of gases and moisture in between. The rolling grasslands rolled on and on.

Although he could see the town in the distance. Just barely, but he could see it. This time up, Ry didn’t ignore it. He sought it out. It was far away, but it couldn’t be that far if he could see it. He could walk there, if he could see it.

Reassured, he pulled his phone out of his pocket.








[image: image]

IT SEEMED TO RY AT THIS MOMENT THAT HAVING A CELL PHONE IN MONTANA WAS LIKE HAVING A CANOE ON MARS



There was one bar of reception.

Ry called his own house first, where his grandfather was staying, along with the dogs. It was nice to hear another voice, even if it was his own, on the answering machine. He listened, then left a message that he hoped sounded urgent (“Something unexpected has come up and I need to talk to you to figure out what to do about it”), without sounding too alarming (“Don’t worry, I’m okay”). His grandfather was an old guy. He didn’t want to make him panic.

Wondering if his grandfather would remember to check the answering machine, he called his parents’ cell phone. Another thing he didn’t want to do was to wreck their Caribbean Sailing Idyll, but this seemed like a circumstance they would want to know about.


“Come on, you guys, answer your phone,” he said as it rang and rang.

What was left of the battery was fading from searching so hard for the faint signal, so he turned the phone off. It sang out its good-bye and turned out the lights.

“Okay,” he said aloud.

He looked again at the town. He would walk. He would walk along the train tracks. The tracks probably went through the town, or near it. The river was nearby, at least here, so he could take drinks. There would be people in the town, and he would figure out what to do next.

Unless it’s a ghost town, he thought, which almost made him laugh. But not quite. He was in the West. That could happen here.
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WALKING TO TOWN



It was not long before Ry felt that the sun and dry air might be baking his brain. He thought he could feel it begin to shrivel and misfire, maybe even vitrify, inside his skull. But when he walked over to the river and waded in and splashed his face and stood in the shade for five minutes, his brain seemed to reconstitute and he could go on.

He came to a place where a road crossed the tracks, and he had to think, Road or tracks? Road or tracks? Tracks won because they looked straighter. Very, very straight.

On one of his forays into the river, something brushed against his leg as he stood there. He looked down to see a number of fish, each one about the size of his forearm, all swimming along. He didn’t know what kind they were. He fingered the pocketknife in his pocket and mentally pictured himself sharpening the end of a stick and trying to spear one of the fish. He could picture sharpening the stick, but in his mind’s eye every time he took a stab, he either missed or just knocked the fish off course. How long would it take you, what was the learning curve on fish stabbing? Maybe he should give it a try while he still had strength. Then there would be the whole starting-afire-with-a-stick thing. Unless he ate the fish raw.

“I think you can go for pretty long without eating,” he said aloud. “As long as you have water to drink.”

He sat on the bank, putting his boots back on, and a white shape in the weeds caught his eye. He picked it up. It was the skull of a small animal. He laughed softly as a thought struck him. The thought was that he had expected to spend his summer hiking and looking for bones. He had wanted to do it because it seemed like it would be doing something real. And here he was, hiking, and here was a skull. And it all felt pretty real, right?

The difference was that instead of hiking with a small group of people and a guide who knew where to go, he was utterly alone and not one person in the entire world knew exactly where he was, including himself. And he hadn’t expected his hike to be along a railroad track.

But although the track didn’t make for the most interesting hike, it was not interestingness he needed most. He just needed to get somewhere.

Ry turned the skull over and looked at it from various angles. What was it? Looking into its vacant eye sockets he said, “You were probably a large rodent. I’m guessing not that long ago.”

He held it in one hand as he got to his feet, then slipped it into a side pocket of his shorts. He would find out later what it was. It might be cool to put it on his dresser at home. The truth was that it made him feel a little less alone.

He took inventory of what else was in his pockets. It was a short list: pocketknife, next-to-useless cell phone, wallet. The list of what he didn’t have at the moment was longer.

“But at least I have my health,” he said. It was a joke.

The wallet had eighty-three dollars in it, a hundred bucks less the cost of some Amtrak food. He looked around for a place to spend it. “Where’s the 7-eleven?” he asked. This was a joke, too.

He said his lame jokes aloud, to keep his spirits up. He didn’t know if he should panic or not. Well—he knew he shouldn’t panic. But he didn’t know how dire his situation was. It was the moment when the elevator drops and you don’t know whether to laugh or get started on the screening of your whole life passing before your eyes. Only a lot longer than that moment. It was that moment stretched into hours.


Periodically, he felt the urge to text someone.

Nowhere, he imagined typing.

Still nowhere.

Each time, without thinking, he pulled out his phone, looked at its blank face, remembered, and shoved it back down in his pocket.

“It’s not like I’m the only living thing, though,” he said. “Look. Cows.” Black ones grazed on a hilltop in the distance.

It was probably a great place to be a cow. Or a pheasant. One of which fluttered up from the grasses at his approach.

He walked past a field where cylindrical bales of hay were sprinkled like giant corks spilled on a tabletop. A dilapidated long-ago schoolhouse. A conglomeration of rusted buildings. A cluster of newer silvery ones. Ry stared for a long time at a small house painted bright orange with about twenty cars parked behind it, in varying states of decay, along with discarded bathroom fixtures and a windowless bus that seemed to have melted into the ground, faded to an almost greenish yellow, vegetation thriving around it and up through it. He decided to keep walking toward the little town.

Down here in the bottomlands, Ry couldn’t see it. It had to be just beyond those next hills, though. Should he use his energy to climb up high again? What if night fell before he got there? No. It couldn’t be that far. How often did trains come along, and would a train stop and pick up someone waving their arms? He didn’t think so. Would a train stop if the engineer saw a dead body near the tracks? Maybe the engineer would tell someone. But maybe he would be looking the other way.

The track split into two tracks now. That could be a good sign.

His stomach made the sound effect for a cartoon character hurtling through outer space in a spiral trajectory. The bones in his legs were softening into rubber bands. His forearms were covered with tiny scratches that were more painful than they looked.

Ry felt a sudden trickling from his nose, and then a flowing. He turned his head and lifted his arm to wipe it on the sleeve of his T-shirt and saw that it was blood. His nose was bleeding. Lifting the hem of his T-shirt and pinching his nose shut with it, he plodded along, breathing through his mouth, checking every few minutes to see if the bleeding had stopped.

The sun was beginning to lower in the sky, shifting its strategy from beating down on his head and shoulders to blinding him. Ry started over to the river again and, without intending to, found himself sitting down halfway there. He loosened the laces on his boots and then, without intending to, found that he was lying flat on his back. A large bird traced a silent circle high above. Was it a vulture, or a hawk? He wondered if he looked edible. He should not fall asleep out in the open. He was tired, though.
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Vultures probably went by the smell. Of something rotting.

“It’s blood,” he said to the vulture, referring to his T-shirt, “but I’m not dead.” Still, maybe he should roll over closer to that tree. He was too tired to roll. He didn’t want to.

He pictured seasons going by as he lay there. Autumn leaves, covering him. They would have to blow over from those trees; the wind would have to be just right. Then the snows would cover him. By that time he would be picked clean. A skeleton, like the little creature by the river, now in his pocket. Probably some shreds of clothing would remain, fluttering in the frigid gusts of air. The little skull would lie next to his femur. Rest in peace.

The air had given up some of its heat. That was nice. A soft breeze floated over Ry’s closed eyelids. He dreamed he was lying on a bed. A huge bed; he couldn’t find the edges of it when he reached with his hands or his toes, but not a very comfortable one. Hard and lumpy. He must be in a motel room, because he became aware that the bed had a vibrating massage feature. Ry had heard about this, but he had never seen one before. There was a metal box with a slot to put quarters in, to make it go. He was surprised at how loud it was, though—the loudness was canceling out most of the relaxingness. There was also a jerkiness to it, a stop-and-start irregularness, like trying to sleep when your neighbor was cutting up logs with a chain saw. He examined the metal box to see if he could adjust the setting, turn it down, but there were no knobs or dials, just the slot for quarters.

Then he sat up and opened his eyes.

A freight train was rolling by. It seemed to be slowing down; the sound of the steel wheels reached him in gently lurching waves as one by one the boxcars and tankers flowed along before him.

Ry thought he saw two figures, moving shadows, through the open door of a boxcar, and he saw that here was an opportunity for rescue. A way to shortcut his long hike. But the silhouettes gave him the creeps, too. And besides, most of the boxcar doors were shut.

He was on his feet now. He watched uncertainly for a time. The train seemed to be going slower and slower, slowing down to a complete. Stop.

Directly before him, a short set of metal steps led up to a metal mesh door in the metal mesh walls of a car carrier. If they hadn’t stopped so directly before him, beckoning him, he probably wouldn’t have climbed on. But there they were. As if under a spell, he walked to them and hauled himself up. He climbed to the top step and tried the door. It was locked, so he turned around and sat down.

A few minutes later, there was a growing rumbling. When Ry stood up and leaned around, he could see between his car and the next that another train was passing in the opposite direction, on the second track.

Not long after the rumbling faded, his train began to move again. Slowly at first. Then continuing slowly. And slowly some more. The train never did move faster than very slowly while Ry was on it, because it was making its way onto a siding in a freight yard on the outskirts of the town. He had hopped onto the train just a mile or so out. He could have walked it, though he didn’t know that when he got on. He couldn’t see the town at the beginning of the track’s long, gradual curve. Even when he could see it, he was glad to be riding.

He rode with his legs stretched out, the backs of his heels resting against a lower step, watching this chunk of the world scroll by. When the train went over the river, on the trestle, Ry pulled his legs and feet up instinctively, uninstinctively forgetting how he had loosened his bootlaces earlier. His left boot caught on the edge of the metal step, his foot slipped out of the boot, and the boot bounced once on the trestle and went sailing through the air, down into the milky coffee of the river water. He saw it reemerge to bob along downstream like a plastic duck in a carnival booth, way, way, way out of reach. He watched it in disbelief, his boot floating off to end up in some distant weedy backwater or at the bottom of the river, not doing anyone any good, while here was his foot in only a sock, his foot that the boot fit perfectly, never again to meet. He pulled the laces tight on the remaining boot and tied them.

The train slowed further as it pulled past—humans! Sitting in lawn chairs, next to a little house. Concrete grain elevators. A scrapyard full of heaps of curled metal rubbish. And the trainyard. Suddenly there were several tracks, and other trains, and pieces of trains, unidentified industrial objects, buildings. And people working.

Ry decided to jump off before they saw him sitting there. The train was barely moving. He jumped without incident and limped (on account of the missing boot) hurriedly over behind some rusting piles of industrial detritus. Not seeing an inch-thick rusted steel cable because it was in shadow and coming straight at him, he walked into it. It hit him just above his right eye. He jumped back and let out a yelp and his hand flew up to where the pain was. He clenched his eye shut and hopped up and down in a circle.
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Then he stood still. He moved his hand up just slightly and opened his eye.

“I can still see,” he said. “That’s good.” He took his hand away and looked at it.

“No blood,” he said. “That’s lucky.”

He couldn’t help smiling a little despite the searing pain, because this made him think of the joke about the blind dog with three legs, no tail, and major bald patches.

“What’s his name?” someone asks.

“Lucky,” says the dog’s owner.

He stood there on the rusted, frayed edge of some town in Montana at sunset. He could feel warmth around his eye as the swelling narrowed his eye opening to a slit. But it didn’t swell shut completely. That was lucky.

“I’m so lucky,” he said to himself. “Lucky, lucky, lucky.”

 

Ry had been happy to see the town on the horizon, but now that he was here, what was he supposed to do? Where should he go? Who should he talk to? He pulled out his phone again and turned it on. There were five messages: Jake was bored—how was the train? Amanda just saw that one guy at the mall. Again. From Eric: Dude, you at camp yet? From Nina: Hey, have you talked to Amanda? She won’t talk to me. From Connor: Wanna play b-ball?

“I don’t live there anymore, remember?” muttered Ry.

He sent out a mass text: Where am I??!!!??

No Grandpa, no parents yet. He called them both.

“Call me,” he said. “I have to turn my phone off, but leave a message.”

Food, he thought then. I have to eat.

He did have some money in his wallet.

Past another phalanx of grain elevators, he found himself in front of a sign with two arrows at the lower end of a bridge that went over the train tracks. The arrow pointing left was next to the words Business District. The arrow pointing to the right was next to the word Canada.

Ry headed for the business district. It was the old downtown. About half of it was boarded up. Of the other half, what was still open at this time of day was bars. He decided to try the next block over. The movie theater was open. He could even afford it, but it might not be the smartest move. When he came out, it would be night, full on.


He soon walked into a welcoming neighborhood of tidy houses with trees and bushes and vacu-formed and extruded plastic toys in cheerful, noxious colors sprinkled across the yards. Ry felt he was walking into a club of which he was a member, and he walked down the sidewalk with some confidence that no one glimpsing him through a front window, with the distance of a front yard separating them, would take any notice of him. (He was forgetting a few aspects of his current appearance.)

It was not the kind of club where he could walk up and knock on someone’s front door, though. Not like in the very olden days when travelers were taken in (and fed) by total strangers.

He had never before studied a street in terms of the places it provided for shelter. The pickings were slim. Maybe after everyone went to bed, he could sit on someone’s porch. He walked up one street and down another, the streets filled with houses. The houses were filled with people who had lives and families and friends, but he had no connection to any of them.

The houses had windows that were beginning to glow, golden with lamplight or blue with TV light, as dusk sifted down. Whiffs of dinners, wafts of conversation murmured through the air—good smells, friendly sounds, but he had to keep walking as if he had somewhere to go.

How good it would feel if one of the houses would take him in. If a door opened and a familiar voice called out, “Ry! Get in here! Where have you been?”

He decided to go back to the street with the bars. At least he could get a burger or something. But he had turned a few corners and, trying to retrace his steps, he must have missed a turn. Because here was a park, with a gazebo. He was pretty sure he hadn’t passed that before. Or this school. Or this church, with its yellow bricks illuminated by lights hidden in the shrubbery.

Other than the gazebo park and the school and the church, the rows of houses and trees might as well have been twenty-foot-high hedges in a maze. Ry was the rat, searching for his cheese. Burger. The tired, hungry rat.

All of the people seemed to have gone inside. For dinner, no doubt. Chicken, maybe, or spaghetti. Up ahead, though, a guy was in his driveway, doing something with a truck and a welding torch. In the fading light, it was hard to make out what he was doing, exactly, but it looked like he had chopped apart a couple of pickup trucks and was welding them together in a new way. The cab of one pickup truck now rested somehow on top of the walls of the box of another pickup. Both pickups had the rounded shape and the aura of automotive ancientness. The guy who was welding had his back toward Ry. As Ry approached in his weakened, famished state, he fell under the spell of the welding torch and he stopped, transfixed by the flame and the sparks flying into the onset of a night that had no place for him. He thought he might watch, just for a minute or two, and he sat down, almost without realizing it, on a small stack of tires that some lobe of his desperate mind had noticed.

Once he sat down, it seemed unlikely that he would be standing up anytime soon. The streetlights flickered on, and one of them lit Ry up like a lone actor on a stage. But still, he didn’t move. He couldn’t move.

The welder took his mask off, then. He noticed Ry, and nodded. He worked for a few minutes longer, putting his tools in order. He saw that Ry was still sitting there, and said, “How’s it going?”

Ry opened his mouth for the word okay to come out. Instead, his lips lost their ability to form that word, or any word. A sound issued from his throat, but it left his mouth unshaped. Tears were forming and welling up in his eyes. He clenched his jaw and fixed his gaze on the odd-looking truck in an effort to stop the tears from spilling out onto his cheeks. He focused on the truck. The two trucks. Seeing, without seeing, the door handles, the bumper, the dull red spots of primer, a sticker on a window.

 

[image: image]

 

“What’re you doing?” he croaked finally. He was embarrassed by his voice, but relieved that he had managed to speak. He cleared his throat and said, “I mean, it looks cool, but can you actually drive it, on regular roads?”

By the end of the sentence, his voice sounded almost normal. Normal was what he was going for. Forgetting, just briefly, how not ordinary it was to materialize in a total stranger’s driveway at nightfall, filthy and bruised and on the verge of tears, in a torn bloody T-shirt, wearing only one shoe.

Del had taken note of all this while Ry was gazing fixedly at the truck. He guessed at Ry’s age—fourteen? Fifteen? And wondered who had roughed him up. He wondered if the boy would tell him. “How’s it going?” had apparently been way too intrusive. Maybe he was hungry. Maybe the best thing would be to feed him.

“I was just about to go get a bite to eat,” he said. “Have you eaten?”

“You mean, like, today?” asked Ry.

“I mean, like, recently,” said Del.

“No,” said Ry. “I had breakfast.”


“Okay,” said Del. “Wait a minute.” He opened one of the truck doors, leaned inside, and emerged with a clean, folded T-shirt and a pair of flip-flops.

“Here,” he said. “Put these on. We’re not going anyplace fancy, but your shirt’s looking a little unappetizing, and you need to have shoes on both feet. My name is Del.”

“I’m Ry,” said Ry.

“Do you want to go inside and wash up first?” asked Del. “The bathroom is straight ahead.”

Ry had never before been so happy about soap and warm water, and then a towel. He felt like singing. But didn’t. He examined his reflection in the mirror. It was true that his T-shirt was now a shredded dirty rag. Looking down, he remembered that it was bloodstained, too, from his nose. He pulled it off and put on the fresh one, which was tan and had a picture of a tree on it.

He checked himself out in the mirror again, this time admiring his blossoming black eye. His eyeball blinked back at him through a crevice in the swollen discolored hillock that was now the most striking feature of his sunburned face. Kind of cool looking except that it hurt. A dull ache with a throb.

It occurred to him that the mirror was the door of a medicine cabinet. On the premise that medicine cabinets were like bathrooms in fast food restaurants—a shared resource for the common good—he opened the door. There was a razor and a shaving brush. Toothpaste and toothbrush. Earwax removal fluid. A jar of Vaseline. A bottle of generic aspirin that had two tablets left.

Ry hesitated. He put the bottle back on the shelf and closed the door.

 

The velvet black sky was crammed thick now with stars. And the air was chilly, especially on sunburned flesh. Ry shivered, and put his hands as deep in his pockets as they would go. His bare toes and heels hung over the edges of the flip-flops. They looked like girl flip-flops. Kind of skinny, and they were turquoise. Del came out of the garage, pulled the door down, and nodded toward the truck.

“Hop in,” he said. “Let’s see if we can drive it on a regular road.”

Climbing up into the old truck was like stepping into a time machine. The worn leathery seat and the spacious darkness of the cab, with lighted dials glowing from the dashboard, lighting the rounded edges of knobs and levers, gave off an immense feeling of safety. Ry wanted to stay there forever, except that he was starving. His stomach was now making the cartoon sound effects for two space aliens having a fistfight. Or whatever kind of fight they had.

“What are you doing to this truck?” he asked again. “I mean, why are you putting the other truck on top of it?”

“Everyone wants to ride in the front seat,” said Del. “Everyone wants to look out the front window.”

“How will people get up there?” asked Ry.

“I haven’t quite figured that out,” said Del. “But I’m working on it. I have some ideas.”

“Do you have a big family?” asked Ry. Because he was wondering who “everyone” was, who needed to have seats in the front.

Del considered the question before answering.

“Not strictly speaking,” he said. “Do you?”

“No,” said Ry. “Just my mom and dad. And our dogs. And my grandpa.” Mentioning them was like looking down from the tightrope, remembering the precariousness of his situation, losing his balance. Looking up, he saw that they were pulling into a small gravel parking lot alongside a boxy gray building.

“Do they know where you are?” ventured Del as they got out of the truck. The doors ka-thunked shut, they walked the short distance to the restaurant.

“I don’t even know where I am,” said Ry.


 

The restaurant had a theme of mining. There was a framed brownish photograph of old-time guys with suspenders and brimmed hats standing at the opening to a mine, right inside the door, and a pickax and shovel hanging from the wall behind the counter. Aside from that, the theme of the place was brown. Even if your eyes were closed, the tiny molecules of gravy and meat, the golden brown molecules of the crust of rolls and of French fries, suspended in the air as thick aroma, would tell you that.

Eyes open, there was brown paneling on the wall, wood-grain Formica tabletops, an all-over brownness. With white lighting: bare fluorescent tubes over the counter and fake oil lanterns on the tables. It was nice. Not like his own home, but homey somehow.

Del asked the waitress to bring a Baggie filled with ice, and as Ry held it over his eye, he told Del how he had come to be there. Through his other eye, and through a rising tide of tiredness, Del went in and out of focus.

There was a plaid shirt, sandy wisps of hair, a face that seemed old and young at the same time. The hands lifting his fork or his coffee cup were strong, battered hands that worked hard and could do things.

The eyes that listened from beneath craggy brows were serious or amused, but unfazed. No big deal. As if these things happened all the time. Bad luck about losing your shoe, though.

Ry told his story between bites of a roast beef sandwich with gravy on it, mashed potatoes, applesauce, buttered rolls. The warm, soft food in his mouth and stomach made up a warm, soft featherbed for his mind to crawl into. Del listened as Ry’s sentences lost their endings, then their middles, then refused to start up at all. He watched as Ry’s eyes tried to stay open, his head tried to stay upright on his neck, a bowling ball on a stem, but his wavering eyelids fell to, his head wilted down onto his chest with all the weight of gravity.

Del slid out from his side of the booth and guided Ry into a lying-down position so that he wouldn’t fall into his food. Ry’s eyes fluttered open. He said, “I have some money in my wallet.”

“Don’t worry about it,” said Del, but Ry didn’t hear him. He was already out. Del returned to his seat to finish his meal. The waitress, warming his coffee, said, “So, who’s this, Del—a nephew?”

“I don’t exactly know,” said Del. “He showed up in my driveway. I thought he might be a runaway, but he’s got some other story.”
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