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ONE

The Empty Quarter

Every couple of months Dad and I would climb in the car and he’d drive out through the suburbs, out past the small towns, past the farms and ranches, until we came to what I called the Empty Quarter. I saw a BBC special on it once—I thought they said Ruby Kallie, but now I know they were saying the Rub al-Khali—the “quarter of emptiness.”
It’s the sea of sand that makes up a fifth of the Arabian Peninsula, but for us it could mean Death Valley, or the Gila wilderness, or the Spanish Pyrenees, and once, it was an island in the Bay of Siam that we had to sail a small boat to.

But it had to be empty—it had to be without people. That was the only safe place where I could do it, where I could practice.

“We just can’t chance it, Griff. You want to do this, this is the only way.”

We were living in the United States then, five thousand miles from England, in San Diego, in a garage flat at the north end of Balboa Park, but when Dad said that, we were a hundred miles east of the flat. We’d taken the Yuma cutoff, U.S. 98 off of Interstate 8, and it was hot and windy and sand was blowing across the road.

I was only nine then, used to not knowing anything, always asking, always pushing. “Then why do it at all—why should we even take this chance?”

He looked sideways at me and sighed, then back to the road, swerving slightly to avoid a bouncing tumbleweed the size of a Volkswagen. “It comes down to … could you do that? Could you walk away from it? I mean, for me, it would be like spending the rest of my life in a wheelchair, even though I could still walk. I’d be pretending I could do naught, you know, making myself do everything the hard way when by just standing up and taking a few steps I could reach that stuff off the wheelchair ramp, the stuff on the upper shelf.”

He sped up a little as we reached a rocky stretch where
there wasn’t quite so much blowing sand. “And, dammit, it’s a gift! Why the hell shouldn’t you be able to do it? Just because they—” He clamped his mouth shut and looked back at the road.

For once I didn’t push it. There were some things my parents just wouldn’t talk about, and what happened back in Oxford was one of them. When I’d first jumped, at five, from the steps of the Martyr’s Memorial in front of a busload of tourists. Well, not then, exactly, but after, the thing that caused us to leave the UK and keep moving.

Dad began watching the odometer closely, checking the map. He hadn’t been there before—our Empty Quarters were always different. He drove past the road, only recognizing the turn after we passed because a tangle of tumbleweeds hid the cattle guard that marked it. We were the only ones on the highway—he just backed up and made the turn, switching the Range Rover into four-wheel as soon as he was in the loose sand on the other side of the grate.

“Tell me the rules,” he said.

“Go on, Dad!” I knew the rules. I’d known them since I was six.

“So, back to the flat? It’s two hours, but I’ll do it.”

I held up my hand. “All right, all right!” I held up four fingers and ticked them off one by one. “Never jump where someone can see me. Never jump near home. Never jump to or from the same place twice. And never, never, ever jump unless I must—or unless you or Mum tell me to.”

“And what does that mean—that you must?”


“If I’m going to get hurt or captured.”

“Killed or captured by who?”

“Anyone.” Them. That’s all I knew. The strangers from Oxford.

“And what does it mean if you break the rules?”

“Have to move. Again.”

“Yeah. Again.”

We drove for another forty-five minutes, though it was slow going. “This’ll have to do. Any farther and we’ll be too close to the border. Don’t want to attract the INS.” He turned up a dry wash and went on until we couldn’t see the road and the hills of the ravine rose up on both sides.

It took us ten minutes to climb to the top of the higher ridge, so we could see all around. Dad used his binoculars, taking forever. Finally he said, “Okay. In the ravine only, right-oh?”

I danced in place. “Now?”

He said, “Now.”

I looked down at the Rover, toy-sized, at the bottom of the ravine, and then I was there, sand settling around me as I fumbled with the gate.

By the time Dad had hiked back down I’d changed into the coveralls and the goggles and I had the face mask hanging loosely around my neck. When he came trudging across the sand and gravel, I was laying out the paintball gun and the hopper full of rounds and the CO2 cartridges.

He took a drink from the water bottle and offered it to me. While I drank he put on his own goggles and loaded the gun.


“Don’t wait for me to fire. This is pretty fast—maybe two hundred feet per second—but you could still jump before it arrived if you were far enough away. But bullets travel thousands of feet per second. You wait till they fire, and you’ll be dead.

“Don’t let anyone even point a weapon at you.”

I was just seating the face mask when he shot me, point-blank, in the thigh.

“Fuck!” I yelled, grabbing my leg. The paint was red and I put one of my hands right in it.

“What did you say?” Dad looked half mad, half amused. I could swear he was trying not to laugh.

I blinked, looking down at the red paint on my hand. My leg hurt. It hurt a lot, but I wasn’t supposed to use that word. I opened my mouth to reply but Dad said, “Never mind,” and lifted the gun again.

Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice …

The paintball splattered across the gravel, but I was twenty feet off to the side. Dad twisted and got off a quick shot but the reason it didn’t hit me was that he missed, not that I’d jumped in time. I felt the wind of the projectile go past my head but then I was on the far side of the truck and the second shot passed through empty air, before tumbling through the branches of a creosote bush.

“Okay,” he yelled. “Hide-and-seek, unlimited.”

I turned around and began counting loudly. I heard his feet crunch across gravel and then nothing. The second I counted thirty, I jumped sideways, thirty feet, expecting to
hear the poooof of the paintball gun, but Dad was nowhere in sight.

There were several stretches of sand in the wash and one of these had a fresh set of widely spaced tracks leading across it. I jumped to the stretch of sand without crossing the gravel and followed them.

I had to find him without getting shot. But I could jump as much as I wanted. Around a bend in the ravine, the tracks were closer together but they went another fifty feet and stopped in the middle of the wash. Stopped.

Dad wasn’t there, either, and there wasn’t anything nearby he could have stepped onto. For just a second, I thought, Maybe … maybe Dad could—

The paintball caught me on the butt. It didn’t hurt near as much as the last one but it hurt my pride. I spun and jumped at the same time, sideways, ten feet, sloppy—there must’ve been ten pounds of dirt falling away from me and jump rot hanging in the air where I’d been. Twisting, fading jump rot.

Dad was stepping out from behind some scrub. The gun hung loosely at his side.

I pointed at the line of tracks in the sand. “Did you jump?”

He laughed, almost a bark. “Don’t I wish! I just turned around and walked back in my tracks.” He pointed at some rocks near his hiding place. “Stepped off the sand there and Bob’s your uncle.” He pointed his finger at the ground and twirled it like he was stirring a drink. “Again.”


I turned around and started counting loudly. As he ran off he shouted over his shoulder, “Look for more than tracks in the sand!”

And that’s the sort of thing we did for the next hour. We did hide-and-seek, limited (where I couldn’t jump until I saw him), and tag, where I had to jump close enough to touch him and get away without getting shot, and closed room, where we drew a big square in the sand and I could jump anywhere in it but not leave it, while he fired shot after shot.

Once he hit a patch of jump rot where I’d been and the paintball exploded, coming back out as high-velocity pieces of plastic film and a mist of spray paint. Another time, I jumped late and the paintball came with me, tumbling through the brush at right angles to its original path, but missing me.

Dad was perplexed. “Wow, I don’t think I’ve ever seen it do that before.” Dad had this theory that the jump rot was like, well, like the wake of a ship, the disruption of the water when a vessel passes through. It’s like the turbulence or maybe even a hole I leave behind.

When I jump in a hurry, sloppily, there’s more of it and I carry more crap with me. When I’m focused, if there is jump rot, it’s tiny, and fades away almost instantly.

We continued. When Dad said, “Enough,” I had one more paint mark on my right shoulder blade, but he’d gone through seventy paintball rounds. He let me shoot a dozen rounds at a boulder, enough to finish off the last of the CO2 cartridge, and then we went home.


He never said anything about my swearing and I never said anything about him shooting me in the leg.

Call it even.



 Tuesday and Thursday afternoons I had karate class.

Mum had a doctorate in French literature but she didn’t work. She was homeschooling me. She said that I just got too bored in the public education system, but I heard them talking once, when they thought I was asleep.

Dad said, “What can we do about it? He’s too young to hold a secret this big all the time. It’s not fair to him and it’s too dangerous. Maybe later, when he’s older.”

Mum said, “He’s not a kid. No kid ever talked like that—he’s a miniature adult. He needs to run up against kid logic and skin his knees where we’re not there to pick him up. He needs to make friends.”

The compromise was karate class. The homeschooling curriculum required a physical education equivalent so I had to do something.

I think Dad went for it because of the discipline and because he thought, from the class he watched, that the kids never talked to each other. Well, we weren’t supposed to talk during class but it was an after-school program at the elementary school two blocks away—all form-one kids. Of course there was talking.

I liked our instructor, Sensei Torres. He didn’t play favorites and he was very gentle and he was very careful to keep Paully MacLand in check.


Paully was in fifth grade for the second time and he was almost as tall as Sensei Torres. He’d been doing the karate program since first grade and had a green belt.

And he was mean.

We were doing two-step kumite partner practice. One person would attack with a punch and the other would block and counterpunch. I was working with Paully and he wasn’t interested in the exercise. He was interested in hurting.

There was a definite no-contact rule. If you kicked or punched you had to stop short of hitting anybody. It was a firm rule and anyone who broke it had to sit out and could get dropped from the class if he kept doing it. Paully knew that. One of the kids told me Paully was kicked out of the class back in fourth grade for repeated offenses and was only allowed back the next year.

What Paully did instead was turn his blocks into strikes. He’d block so hard, it hurt—it left bruises. Like, perhaps, a paintball round in the thigh, point-blank.

I didn’t swear this time, though. I gritted my teeth instead and kept going. To hit so hard, Paully was drawing back, cocking before the block, which required he start almost before I actually punched. Next time it was my turn, I broke my rhythm, stepping in, but delaying the punch slightly. He blocked and missed my arm entirely. My punch stopped just short of his nose.

Sensei Torres laughed and had everybody change partners. Later he said to me privately, “Good eyes, Griff. It was
bad karate. In a real fight, you can’t block a strike that hasn’t even started.”

But Paully was waiting when I finished changing for the walk home, just inside the locker room, blocking the door. “So, you limey ass-licker, think you’re somethin’ with that stutter punch? Think you can make me look bad in front of Sensei?”

Maybe Dad was right about me having trouble keeping my mouth shut. It just came out, unbidden.

“Bollocks. You don’t need me to look bad. You do that all by yourself.” Right away I was sorry I said it, scared, in fact, but how do you take something like that back, especially when you mean it?

He just charged, rage painted on his face like red paint, his fist cocked back and looking larger than any paintball.

I couldn’t help it. Really, I didn’t mean to do it, I didn’t mean to break the rule, but one second his fist was heading toward my face like a thrown rock and the next I was standing in a cloud of dust in a ravine, next to a paintball-splattered boulder, out in the Empty Quarter.

I’d just broken rules number one and two (don’t jump near home and don’t jump where someone can see me) and maybe even rule four (don’t jump unless I must—if I’m going to get killed or captured).

I was in so much trouble.



 So I lied.

I jumped back to the school, outside, in the hollow between
the stairs and a hedge where I sometimes waited before karate, before the last bell rang. I used to sit in there and watch, invisible, the outsider—the foreign homeschooler—and watch all the kids run off, met by their parents or playing with each other on the playground.

I waited until I saw Paully leave, walking odd, looking back at the school with wide eyes. I exhaled. He looked okay. My worry was that he’d run into the jump rot before it faded.

It only takes five minutes to walk home. I did it in two.

“How was class?” Mum asked when I pounded up the steps and into the kitchen. She glanced at the clock. “Did you run?”

“Uh, yeah. Thirsty.” I buried my face in the fridge. I could feel my ears burning. I never lied to Mum. Well, technically it wasn’t lying but they’d always been clear about lying by omission.

I came out with the Gatorade. Mum had already pulled a glass from the dishwasher. She gave me a quick squeeze around the shoulders then set the glass on the counter. “Pork pie for supper. Potatoes or rice?”

“Rice.”

“Broccoli or green beans?”

I made a face. “Broccoli, if we have to.”

She laughed. “Well, there’s pudding after.”

I nodded and headed for my room, but she snagged me by the collar. “Are you all right?” She put the back of her hand against my forehead.

“What?”


“You didn’t ask what kind of pudding. I’m thinkin’ some terminal illness, maybe Ebola.”

“Ha-ha. Okay, what kind?”

“Raspberry tart.”

I said, “Brilliant!” to please her, but the truth was the thought of food made my stomach clench into a hard little knot. “I think I’ll just go and try another unit of math, okay?”

She took an exaggerated step back from me. “Or it could be bubonic plague. But go—mine is not to question why. This may not last—it could be a fluke, a temporary aberration. Let’s not mess with it.”

As I walked back to my room I heard her saying, “And maybe he’ll do a science unit and a history unit and maybe a French essay or two. If only we could find this germ, the I’ll-go-do-schoolwork germ, we could market it. Mothers everywhere would worship at my feet. Dare I say sainthood? It could hap—”

I shut my bedroom door loudly.

Paully would probably never say anything. I mean, what could he say? He was the kind of boy who didn’t like looking stupid, probably because he was stupid. Would he be stupid enough to tell this story? If he just said I scampered like a baby that would be fine. I wouldn’t care about that.

I did a unit of long division since I said I would. Actually, I rather liked math. Everything works or it doesn’t. There isn’t anything gray about it. And every time I stopped working on the math problems, I started thinking about Paully and my jumping. Even drawing, my usual escape, didn’t work.


I did three units of math.

Mum and Dad were talking about an upcoming business trip at dinner so I didn’t have to say much. I knew if I didn’t eat, they’d really begin to suspect something. I ate as much as I could but it sat in my stomach like lead.

“What are you thinking about, Griff?”

“What? Uh, nothing, Dad.”

“You’ve been staring at the wall for five minutes. No moving fingers, I hope? Mene mene tekel upharsin and all that.”

Dad’s a bit odd sometimes. “Math, I guess. And I was thinking about karate today. And when we did paintball out in the desert.” All true. All lies.

He nodded. Both of them watched me and it felt like the truth was written across my forehead. I could feel my ears heating up. “I don’t understand why things repeat sometimes to infinity.”

It was my best distraction. When in doubt, always ask a math question or a question about Le Petit Prince. Either could occupy them for hours, avoiding whatever they’d been on about. The downside was, well, it could occupy them for hours.

“What do you mean?”

“Like ten divided by three. You know—the answer is three point three three three three three three three and so on. Forever, I guess. But does it go on forever? How do they know? Maybe after enough times it becomes two? Or four? They call it a rational number, but really—what’s rational about that?”


So Mum pulled down a pad of paper and Dad pulled out an old textbook and by the time I escaped to my room, an hour and a half later, they were showing each other that it was really a function of a base-ten numbering system. “Yeah, if you divide ten by three in base nine, you get three.”

I shut the door to my room and flopped facedown onto my bed. I should have told them. I wanted to tell them. But I didn’t want to move again.

I changed for bed early, and tried to lose myself in reading, in drawing, even math. Later I brushed my teeth without being asked, causing more comments from Mum. She came in and kissed me good night. Dad stood in the doorway, said, “Good dreams, Griff.”

Mum asked, “You want the door shut?”

“year.”

“Bonne nuit, mon cher.”

Normally I’m asleep in minutes but this time I couldn’t get it out of my head. I’d lied about it. I’d broken the rules.

So they’ll never know. Only Paully saw and who would believe him, even if he talked?

I buried my head under my pillow but it didn’t help. I’d know. Didn’t matter if Mum and Dad found out. I’d always know.

I got up. I could hear them—well, I could hear the TV. They always watched the late news together and drank a cup of herbal tea. It was part of their routine, their last thing before bedtime. Sometimes I’d sneak down the hall and watch
from the corner. Half the time Mum would doze off during the sports and Dad would tease her about it.

I eased open my door. I had to tell them. Whatever happened, I had to tell them. I took a step out into the hall and the doorbell rang.

I felt a jolt in the stomach. Paully? His parents? Someone from the school?

Dad turned off the TV before he went to the door, followed by Mum, yawning. She hadn’t fallen asleep yet—the news was on the weather. She saw me in the doorway and blinked, started to frown.

I heard Dad open the door—it was around the corner past the kitchen so I couldn’t see it from the hall.

“Mr. O’Conner?” It was a woman’s voice. “I’m so sorry to drop by this late, but I’d like to talk to you about Griffin. I’m from the Homeschooling Administration Department at SDSD.”

Mum’s head snapped around. “No, you’re not.”

“Beg your pardon?” the woman’s voice said.

“You’re not. It’s not the SDSD. It’s the San Diego Unified School District or the San Diego City Schools. And there is no department for homeschooling. It’s done through the charter schools.”

“Tine. Have it your way,” said the woman. Her voice, previously warm and apologetic, went hard like granite.

Mum took a step away from the door and I saw her eyes get really big. Her hand down at her side jerked toward me
and pointed back, a clear indication to go back into my room.

I took a step back but I left the door open so that I could still hear, but what I heard was Dad saying, “Put the knife down. We’re not armed. What do you want?”

There was a crash from my parents’ room, at the other end of the hall.

Back at the door a man’s voice, a Brit from Bristol by the accent, said, “Where’s your kiddle?”

Dad shouted, “Griff—” There was a thud and his voice cut off. Mum screamed and I jumped—

—into the living room, magazine pages flying through the air, books falling off the bookshelf.

Dad was on his knees, one hand to his head. There were two strange men and the woman in the living room and they all twisted as I appeared, much faster than Dad ever managed, odd-shaped guns coming to bear. I flinched away, into the kitchen, plates and cups shattering against the wall and sink, and heard the guns fire, muffled, not unlike the paint gun, but there was an odd whipping noise, and they were turning again, right to me by the refrigerator. Mum screamed “Go!” and shoved one of the men into the other but the woman still fired and it burned my neck and I was standing by the boulder, the moonlit, paint-splattered boulder two hundred miles away.

I jumped back, but not to the kitchen. I appeared in the dark garage below and scrambled up onto the workbench, to reach the shelf above, where Dad kept the paint gun. Steps
pounded down the outside stairs and then someone kicked the door, to force it open, but there was a drop bar—it was that kind of neighborhood.

I put a CO2 cartridge in the gun. The top of the door splintered but held. I fumbled a tubular magazine of paintballs into the gun as a chunk of door fell into the room. The fat barrel of one of the weird guns appeared in the gap and I jumped, this time to my room.

Steps pounded down the hall and I jumped again, back to the living room. A man held a knife to Mum’s throat and Dad lay on the ground, still.

I shot the man in the eyes, point-blank.

He screamed and fell backward, clawing at his eyes. A gun went off and something tore at my hip and I jumped sideways again, shooting the man who was coming up the hallway in the forehead. One hand went to his face but he fired his weapon and multiple projectiles with wires between them tore through the air over my head. I jumped behind him and he whirled and I shot him in the bollocks, twice.

He doubled over and as he did, I saw Mum.

She was lying on the floor, slumped to one side, and the blood was everywhere.

Plaster exploded next to my head as a trio of projectiles thudded into the wall, wire trailing, lashing at the paint. I dropped to my knees, half flinching, half numb.

Dad’s puddle of blood was even bigger and there was a knife sticking out of his lower back.

The man I’d shot in the bollocks was twisting around,
bringing his gun up. I shot him in the face again, hitting his cheekbone. He fired his gun but the cables flew down the hallway, over my head, tearing pictures off both walls. I hit him with the paintball gun barrel, hit him hard, and again, and again. He dropped his gun and his eyes rolled back.

I turned back to Mum and Dad and the door. I could hear footsteps on the stair. I lifted the paintball gun but there was a flash from the door and a projectile caught the gun, slammed it up into my forehead.

I fell back, my vision dimming, dropping into some dark and formless place, but instead of hitting the wall, I fell all the way back onto sand and gravel.

The Empty Quarter. Mum. Dad. Empty.

I tried to lift my head and the moon dimmed and blinked out.

Empty.




TWO

Lost (and Found)

Someone was trickling water into my mouth and, startled, I inhaled it. Wracking coughs produced a stabbing pain in my head and side, but I couldn’t stop. The sun was high and blinding. I squeezed my eyes shut, still coughing. There was something wrong with my forehead and the side of my neck and my right hip.


Hands lifted me, helping me to sit. I managed a wheezing breath without coughing and opened my eyes. Sand. Gravel.

The Empty Quarter. I touched my forehead—there was a ragged gash, crusted, above my right eyebrow. I dropped farther and felt the side of my neck. There was a scab, like a rug burn. It tugged when I turned my head to see who was helping me to sit up.

“¿Mas comodo?” a rough voice asked. White teeth flashed in a salt-and-pepper beard. I shifted back slightly. He wore a straw hat and a blinding white button-down shirt, worn khaki shorts. His eyes were hidden behind mirrored aviator shades. His skin was brown but he didn’t look Hispanic. Tanned.

“Excuse me?” I managed.

“Oh,” he said. “More water?” He offered me the plastic bottle.

I accepted it and sipped cautiously, trying not to breathe it again.

“What happened, kid?”

I blinked. What had happened? Something at home, the woman who said she was from the school district … ?

I think I screamed then. I know I jerked upright and surged to my feet and my vision dimmed.

Not sure how much time passed, but I was lying down again, on my back. Someone was holding something over me, which shaded my face from the sun. It was a black umbrella and I could see the sun shining through the black cloth and the spokes, spotted with rust. The hand holding it was
thin and wrinkled. I followed the arm to a woman with jet black hair, wrinkled brown skin, and dark eyes like still pools of night.

She saw me watching her and said something in Spanish, to the side. I started to sit up again and a hand, not hers, pressed me back down.

“Let’s not and say we did.” It was the bearded man from before. “Unless you want to pass out again. There’s a nice puddle of dried blood here. Didn’t see it before—you were lying on it, but I’d say you’re better off lying down, okay?”

The wracking sobs came then. I remembered it all, every bit, flashing over and over, from Mum screaming “Go!” to the blood and the motionless eyes staring into nothing.

I think I passed out again.

The light was different—the sun had shifted halfway across the sky and the wind had picked up. Instead of an umbrella, a blue plastic tarp shaded my entire body, flapping gently in the slight breeze. A clear plastic bag half filled with fluid twisted and bounced with the movement of the tarp. A tube dropped from the bag and I watched it for several minutes before realizing it was running into my arm.

Crunching footsteps crossing the gravel came closer and then the light changed again as someone stuck his head into the shelter.

“¿Estas despierto?” It was the woman from before, the one with the umbrella. She watched my face for some sign of comprehension, then tried, “You okay?”

“Okay? Yes, uh, si.No hablo español.”


“Okay. Good. Okay.” She pointed to a plastic bottle lying beside me, mostly full of water. She mimed tilting a bottle up to her mouth. “Okay?”

“Right. Uh, okay.”

I tried to sit up but she shook her head. “No. Descanza. Estate quietecito.”

I dropped back. My head spun from the slight effort to sit up. I explored my side and found a mass of gauze and tape on my hip. I found a smaller bandage on my forehead, running up into my hair, the tape tugging painfully when I touched it. I wasn’t on the ground, I realized, but lying on a stretcher, one of those canvas things with two poles locked apart. Turning my head without lifting it, I realized we were no longer in my gully but on some raised hillside. I could see miles across desert, over gullies and low hills.

They’d moved me.

Driven me? Carried me?

I thought about the night before and it was as if I were stuck, frozen. My mind just stopped working. I didn’t pass out but I lay there staring at the ceiling trying to think but it was too much—my mind was just shying away from it. I knew it had happened. It was the gauze on my head. My brain was wrapped in gauze—white, fuzzy gauze—and it was hard to feel stuff through it.

I heard someone shout from far away, “Hey, Consuelo! ¡Un poco ayuda!” The woman sitting beside me patted me again on the shoulder and ducked out under the edge of the tarp.


As soon as she was standing upright I heard her footsteps go from a walk to a jogging run. After a minute footsteps returned, more than two, but there was a dragging sound, too, and then the bearded man and Consuelo were back, a man supported between them. His face was bloody and swollen and though his limbs twitched as if to help support him, he was helpless as a baby.

The bearded man glanced at me, watching, and said, “Hey, pardner, think you can get out of that stretcher? Got someone here who needs it worse.”

I blinked, then sat up carefully. The bandages at my hip tugged and my head swam just a bit but my vision didn’t dim like it had before. I edged off the stretcher away from the newcomer, then slid the stretcher toward them, holding it steady as they put the newcomer down.

There was a rapid exchange in Spanish of which the only word I understood was “banditos” and they were working as they talked. Consuelo was wiping blood off the man’s face as the bearded man hung another bag of liquid from the same line that supported mine. He cleaned a spot on the inside of the man’s elbow with a wipe from a tear-open packet and then slid a needle into the skin.

I winced and looked away. When I turned back, the needle was connected to the tube hanging down from the bag. The wind died for a moment, then shifted around, and I could smell him. He smelled awful, like one of the dirtier homeless guys around Balboa Park—rancid sweat and a whiff of urine.


“Uh, need a loo … bathroom.” My voice was a rasping croak but understandable.

The bearded guy was putting a foam collar around the neck of the man on the stretcher. He looked up at me. “Really? That’s a good sign.” He reached over and pinched the back of my hand.

I jerked it away. “Hey!”

He shook his head, chuckling. “Pinch the skin on the back of your hand and let go. Where I can see.”

“Why?”

“Dehydration. The longer the skin stays tented, the more dehydrated you are.”

“Oh.”I held my hand up, palm down, and did what he asked. The skin pulled back flat pretty much as soon as I let go.

“Hold still,” he said. I froze and he peeled back the strip of tape securing my drip needle, then pulled it out, one quick, smooth movement. I felt a tug and then there was a red dot welling up. He handed me an antiseptic wipe. “Put pressure on it with that—hold it high. While you’re peeing you can close your elbow over it.” He put his own finger over the inside of his elbow and pinned it by folding his arm up.

“Where’s the loo—uh, toilet?”

He laughed. “Pick a rock.”

I ducked gingerly out from under the tarp. My head spun and I bent over for a moment, bracing my hands on my thighs. After another moment things settled and I straightened carefully.


There was a battered four-wheel-drive pickup parked between two boulders, so dusty I couldn’t tell what color the paint job was. A large pair of binoculars and a battered orange-and-white ice chest sat on the tailgate. Two camp chairs sat in the partial shade of a mesquite bush.

The pressure in my bladder reminded me why I was standing. I took limping steps in the direction of the largest rock down the hill and peed behind it.

It took me longer to walk up the hill than down. It wasn’t just gravity. Without the full bladder I didn’t have the motivation, the need, and the gravel hurt my bare feet. It was hard not to just lie down on the ground right where I was and curl up in a ball.

The bearded man ducked out of the tarp and glanced at me. “You okay?”

No! I thought, but I nodded and resumed my painful limp up the hill.

He motioned toward the camp chair. “I’m Sam,” he said. “You got a name?”

“Grif—” I stopped myself. Then continued. “John Grifford. They call me Griff.” The woman claiming to be from the school district had asked for me, for Griffin O’Conner. “What happened to him?” I gestured at the blue tarp.

“Bandits. He’s a Mexican making the crossing to find work. Pretty poor but with a little money, usually everything his extended family can scratch together in U.S. dollars so he can travel to a city with jobs once he’s across. There’s them on both sides of the border that prey on ’em.
And after it happens, they don’t think they can complain to the police on this side, and on the other side, half the time it is the police.” Sam paused as I painfully lowered myself into the chair. “Now, once I heard you talk, I knew you weren’t Mexican, but his story could be yours—who attacked you?”

I looked away and put my hand to my mouth. The cotton gauze threatened to shred.

He added the unbearable bit: “Where are your parents?”

I nearly jumped. It was like a blow. I knew I wasn’t in danger but I still wanted to flinch away. I wanted to flee, to run, but I knew that no matter how far I went it wouldn’t change the facts.

“They’re d … d … DEAD!” There. I’d said it. Said something I couldn’t even think.

“Where?” Sam’s eyes widened a bit and his eyes twitched sideways. “When?”

He thinks it happened where they found me, that the people who attacked me could still be around. “San Diego—last night.”

Oh, bugger. What was the point of giving him a false name? Now he’d be able to read the newspapers and figure out who I really was.

Something my dad used to say went through my head: Better to keep your mouth shut and be thought an idiot than to speak and confirm it.

Sam dropped his shoulders back down. “How’d you get
all the way out here? Did they dump you? Could they still be around?”

I shook my head. “I got away—I came here because it was … safe.” I looked at the blue tarp. “Well, I thought it was safe.”

“How?”

I shook my head. “Can’t tell you. But honest, those that kill—” I bit down on my lip and squeezed my eyes shut for a second. “The last I saw of them was in San Diego. Not here.”

He stared at me for a moment. “Well, Pablo, in there, needs some pretty urgent medical attention. We’ll be putting him in the truck and then I’ll radio the county EMS, meet them out at the highway. The police and the border patrol will get involved pretty quick, so I just have one question. Should we be mentioning you? I mean, you didn’t go to the police in San Diego, did you?”

I stared at him. “What kind of adult are you? Of course you’re going to tell the police, no matter what I say. I’m just a kid. Doesn’t matter what I want. I’m a minor.”

He blinked, then laughed without making any noise, like I’d said something funny.

“So why are you even asking?” Too strident. I clamped my mouth shut, determined not to say anything else.

He stared at me, his brow wrinkled. “Kid, something really bad happened to you and yours but all I really know is that you’re in trouble. I meet people in trouble all the time. They’re undocumented workers, crossing. I’m not here to
judge them, either. What Consuelo and I do is try and keep them from dying. Sometimes it’s just a little water, sometimes it’s major medical evac. But we don’t judge and we don’t involve the INS unless we have to.

“I don’t know what’s best for you. I don’t know enough about what happened or why. You’re not dying—I don’t have to involve the county and the police. Don’t know if the cops would just take you back someplace where the people who did this could get at you again or if they even would want to get at you. So, I’m askin’ and I mean it: Should I tell the police about you?”

I shook my head side to side, hard, and the scab on my neck tore and stung.

“Well okay, then. I won’t.” Sam started to get up.

Despite my best intentions, I said, “Why do you do this, helping the illegals, I mean?”

“Someone’s gotta. I’ve been doing it for six years, since I found three dead men on the edge of my property. Consuelo, she lost her husband and teenage son east of here. Their coyote got them halfway across the worst of it and demanded more money before letting them into the truck, still out in the middle of nowhere. She got the story from a woman who didn’t have to walk—who didn’t die in the basin.”

I licked my lips. “She had the cash?”

“She offered a different form of payment.”

I looked at him, puzzled.

Sam said, “God, you’re young. You talk like you’re older so I keep forgetting. She offered sex for passage.”


I felt my ears get hot.

“How old are you, kid? Eleven, twelve?”

“I’m nine.”

Sam’s jaw dropped.

“I’ll be ten next month,” I added.

He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I should talk to the police.”

“You promised!”

“No, I didn’t exactly promise.” He shook his head. “But I said I wouldn’t. I won’t, I guess.” He stood. “Consuelo! ¡Debemos ir!” He opened the passenger door on the truck. “You ride here. Consuelo is going to ride in the back and tend to Pablo.”

“Can’t I wait here?”

“Not coming back here. After we get Pablo into an ambulance, I’m heading back to my place.” He gestured toward the lowering sun. “Done for the day.”

It took me almost as much time to get into the truck as it did for Consuelo and Sam to move Pablo and the stretcher into the back of the pickup, fold the tarp, and stow the camp chairs and ice chest.

He drove pretty slow, because the road—well, calling it a road was reaching. Sometimes it disappeared completely and it felt like he was just driving blindly across the desert, but then the twin ruts would reappear. Other places, going up a grade or down, water had carved deeply into the ruts, and no matter how slowly he drove I was thrown hard against the seatbelt or bounced off the door.


I looked around and saw Consuelo braced in the corner by the cab, shaded by her umbrella. The stretcher and Pablo were secured with straps but Consuelo kept one hand on his forehead, bracing his neck, I guess.

After a half hour we topped a rise and stopped the truck. Sam took a radio mike off its bracket and switched the unit on. “We don’t get into range until here.” He depressed the transmit button. “Tom—it’s Sam Coulton. Got a Hispanic male, dehydrated, some trauma. Got beaten and robbed after crossing south of Bankhead Springs. Was two days without water.”

The voice that answered was fuzzed with static, barely recognizable. “You need air evac?”

Sam answered, “Nah. He was conscious when I found him. I’ve got him on IV fluids and we’re less than fifteen miles from Old Eighty. I can meet the ambulance at the Texaco near Desert Rose Ranch Road in about thirty minutes.”

“I’ll call the sheriff’s office. Is he legal?”

“Doubt it. Sheriff for the assault and the INS, if they want, but they might as well send someone to just meet the ambulance at Regional in El Centro.”

“Okay—they’ll probably dispatch a unit to meet you at the Texaco. Anything else?”

“Nah. Gotta get going if I’m gonna meet the ambulance. Thanks loads. Love to Maribel.”

He hung the mike back on the dash and concentrated on his driving. I didn’t see how he expected to make fifteen miles in thirty minutes. We were doing much less than ten miles an
hour because of the ruts and rocks, but we reached the plain below after five more uncomfortable minutes and turned onto a dirt road that was a highway by comparison. Sam sped up to fifty and we were up to the motorway in fifteen minutes.

“Are those pajamas?” he asked.

I was wearing sweatpants and a T-shirt, what I normally slept in. “Uh, yeah.”

“So you were in bed? When it happened?”

I turned away and looked out the window. It was less than a half mile down the road to a petrol station. To my back, he said, “Okay. I won’t press but you want to avoid the cops, make yourself scarce while I deal with the deputy, okay?” He pulled into the shade of the pump awning and began rooting under the seat. After a moment he came up with one plastic flip-flop but he had to get out of the car and crouch down before he finally snaked its mate out from under. He took a couple of dollars out of his wallet and handed them and the flip-flops to me. “Go wash up, then get yourself a soda, okay? Until we’re done with the EMS.”

I was embarrassed. “Uh, thanks so much. I really—”

“Thank me later. Deputy’s coming.” He jerked his chin and I saw a distant car way down the road. The roof glittered and I could believe it was a police car.

I dropped the flip-flops onto the tarmac and put my feet in them. They were way too big but I shuffled my way into the store and, avoiding the eyes of the woman at the counter, I turned away from the counter to the loo.

The men’s bathroom stank and I looked horrible in the
mirror. My hair was matted and there were circles under my eyes. When I twisted around, painfully, the lower edge of my T-shirt was stained brown with a mixture of dirt and dried blood. Fortunately, the dirt made it look more like a particularly reddish mud rather than blood, otherwise, I suspect the clerk would’ve said something—or even called 911.

I tried rinsing the blood out in the sink but it spread the stain over more of the shirt. I tried the soap dispenser but it was empty, and much as I needed to, I couldn’t make myself put the shirt back on. It was wet and filthy and even though there was gauze and tape over the gouge in my side, I didn’t want the thing near me.

I dropped it on the edge of the sink and jumped.

I thought it was a very sloppy jump at first—every drawer was out and dumped and the bed mattress flipped over and across the springs. Clothes on hangers were dumped on the floor of the closet. But they were still, not flying through the air. Someone else had caused the mess. I froze, listening.

I wanted to hear something. I wanted to hear my father talking to Mum. The silence was oppressive, weighing down on me like a hot day. Then there was a click and a thud and a whirring sound and my heart beat like a hammer.

Oh. It was the AC cycling on.

I looked out into the hall. More things littered the floors—books, dishes. I began noticing the black powder, almost everywhere. Fingerprinting powder. There were holes in the walls, large, jagged, the edges sticking out, like something had been pulled from the room.


There was masking tape on the floor in the living room, just like on TV, two taped outlines on the floor. And dried blood.

I turned away—flinched away, really. Glancing out glass panes beside the door I saw yellow plastic ribbon stretched across the top of the stairway printed with CRIME SCENE: DO NOT ENTER.

A police car sat at the curb, too, windows down. I couldn’t see if anyone was in the driver’s seat but there was a crackle after a bit and the sound of someone talking, scratchy, like a radio.

Shite.

I backed up from the doorway, then walked quickly back to my bedroom, the tape on my hip tugging painfully. I picked up a T-shirt, a pair of jeans, underwear, my track shoes, and socks. They’d swept most of the books from my bookshelf, but I found my passport and my hoard, three and a half months’ allowance, where I’d left them, stuffed between Treasure Island and Little Big on the bottom shelf.

I turned to the wall for my sketches, but they were gone. They weren’t on the floor, either.

There was a sound from the front, like steps on the stair, and I clutched my things to my chest and jumped.

I was back in the Empty Quarter, by the paintball-splattered boulder, sand and dried grass swirling around me. I heard buzzing, flies returning to the dried blood where it had pooled on the ground. I thought about the bandits who’d attacked Pablo but there didn’t seem to be anybody around. I
could see footsteps where Sam and Consuelo had carried me away.

I climbed on a rock to change into the clean clothes, easing the pants over the bandages on my hip and brushing the sand off my feet to put on the socks and shoes. It took a moment to visualize the petrol station’s bathroom enough to jump back to it. It was the memory of the smell that finally did it. I stuffed the bloody clothes into the rubbish bin, beneath the used paper towels.

When I exited, there was a guy waiting who glared at me. “Shook the door hard enough. What’s the matter, couldn’t get it open? Is that why you took so fucking long?” He shouldered past me into the bathroom without acknowledging my faint, embarrassed “Sorry.”

The ambulance and the police were outside. The medical chaps were just easing Pablo off the canvas stretcher and onto the fancy ambulance gurney. Consuelo was watching the paramedics while Sam was just outside, by the store door, talking with a uniformed deputy.

I went back to the refrigerated cabinets and picked out a large bottle of Gatorade, then got some potato crisps. American chips. That’s what I miss from England—all the different flavors of crisps. Roast beef and horseradish was my fave.

I paid, using my money, and went out front, away from Sam and the deputy where there was a bench in the shade of the overhang. The Gatorade was good but the crisps were
incredible, like my body was craving the salt. I almost went in and bought another bag, but though my mouth said yes my stomach said no. I settled back and sipped from the bottle.

The deputy went back to his vehicle and brought back a map. Sam and he moved up the porch to spread it across the top of a rubbish can. Sam pointed out some specific location for him and I heard him say, “ … said there were three men. They spoke Spanish to him and each other. Could be a rival coyote gang—I’ve seen that happen.”

“You see any vehicles?”

Sam shook his head. “Only dust. You know, kicked up, but miles away. Normal. Nothing close enough to ID. And I was lookin’, too. Didn’t want to run into the assholes who did for Pablo.”

“Hmm.” The deputy tilted back his hat and asked, “You run into anybody out there who wasn’t in a vehicle? Someone who just needed a little more water but kept walkin’?”

Sam laughed. “Not today, Ken. The ones who do it right cross at night and hole up during the heat of the day. They may have seen me and Consuelo. I usually don’t see ’em at all unless they’re in a bad way.” He jerked his chin toward the ambulance.

“Okay, then. You going back there?”

“Not today. Goin’ home.”

“Hmmm. Okay. I’ll put the word out to the state police and the border patrol. You run across anything suspicious, let us know, right?”


“Right.”

They shook hands and the deputy went back to his car and began talking on the radio.

Sam glanced at me and started to go into the store then stopped. “Huh. There you are. Where’d you get those clothes?”

I opened my mouth to tell him, but what could I say? Really?

“I didn’t nick [image: e9781429925051_img_1644.gif]em.” I stood up and handed him the flip-flops and the two dollars he’d given me earlier. As he took them I dropped back onto the bench, hard, surprised. My knees had given out and it seemed the gas pumps were swaying in the wind. “Whoa.”

“Dizzy, eh?” He looked at me a moment longer. “Gonna gas up. Don’t really need it but it’ll give the deputy time to move off. You just sit here, right? Wish I—oh, well. Just sit. Rest. You feel faint, put your head between your knees.”

I nodded.

He went back to the truck. They’d just finished putting Pablo in the back of the ambulance and Sam exchanged a few words with the paramedic before they closed up and drove off down the highway, lights flashing but no siren. I closed my eyes for a few seconds—I thought—then the truck was there, right in front of me.

“Why don’t you lie down in back, Griff?”

I wondered if I should go with them at all, but I didn’t know what else to do. The thought of lying down was good, really good. I nodded and he helped me climb over the tailgate and drop onto the canvas stretcher. He gave me a folded blanket to
use as a pillow. “We’re headed west—cab should shade you, takes about forty-five minutes, all right?”

“All right,” I said.

He tucked the Gatorade between my arm and my side. I thought about drinking again, but it was too much effort.

I don’t even remember him pulling out of the petrol station.
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