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Chapter 1

			The House Rules

			[image: ]

			William folded the edges of the paper carefully. Each crease had to be perfect. “Whatever you do, don’t move!” he warned. 

			“Is this safe?” Andy asked. 

			“What do you mean? Of course it’s safe. I’ve never missed before. Besides, I paid you ten whole dollars. Put that apple on your head!” William commanded. He wasn’t about to have Andy back out of their deal.

			Andy balanced the apple above his forehead and waited for William to finish. “But what if you miss?” he asked nervously.

			“If I miss, I’ll give you a hundred dollars. But you have to swear to not move an inch,” William demanded. Finishing the last fold, he held a perfectly constructed boomerang. He had always been great at origami, but this was something his father had shown him how to make. 

			“What happens if I flinch?” Andy murmured. 

			“You could lose an eye,” William teased. He rolled his eyes thinking Andy was being a coward

			“Is this really what we have to do when I come over to your house?”

			“No. We could go outside, but that stranger keeps wandering around out there. I saw him peeking into my window.” 

			“I saw him, too!” Andy insisted. “That dark hood is creepy. Didn’t you call the police?” he shivered. 

			“No, I’m not a wimp. Besides, if anything happens, I’ll put his eye out with my boomerang,” William said, inspecting his work of perfection. “So, if you’d rather go outside, it’s no big deal, but we might see the stranger in a dark hood. . .” He trailed off, fishing for an answer.

			Andy looked at the door and shook his head. “I’ll take my chances in here,” he replied. 

			“Well, let’s get on with it,” William said. He waved his boomerang in the air, practicing his aim. He licked his lips with anticipation. After all, it wasn’t often he was able to have fun with Mrs. Burbank around. 

			The apple wobbled back and forth atop Andy’s head. “I think I have to go home,” he whimpered. 

			“Don’t be such a scaredy-cat. If you don’t hold still, I might miss,” William insisted. He walked away from Andy, counting his steps. “One, two, three . . . twenty-nine . . .”

			“Okay, that’s far enough,” Andy cried out. 

			William turned and stared down Andy on the far side of the room like it was a showdown at high noon. 

			“Are you sure we should be doing this inside?” Andy asked, quivering. 

			William knew this trick. Rickey Thompson had wormed his way out of their deal and kept a crisp ten dollars in his pocket without ever seeing the edge of his boomerang. He wasn’t going to fall for that again. 

			“You worry too much,” William said. “My house is the biggest mansion in the neighborhood. There’s more than enough space in my living room.”

			“You could still hit something.”

			“Like your eye?” William flippantly replied. He didn’t want to wait anymore. The anticipation of trying his latest paper creation was killing him. He couldn’t even wait for a countdown and launched his arm forward, letting the boomerang go. It sailed through the air toward Andy’s head. 

			There was no time for Andy to flinch. A split second later, the boomerang struck the apple squarely in the middle, toppling it to the floor. 

			“Ahhh!” Andy screamed post-mortem. 

			“Yes!” William declared, holding one fist in the air triumphantly. “Perfect hit.” 

			Andy bent down and picked up the apple. The boomerang was buried deep inside. It had nearly cut it in two. “I didn’t believe a paper boomerang could do that! What if it had really hit me in the eye?” Andy quivered at the thought.

			“You would have been a Cyclops,” William chuckled. “Stop worrying. I told you I never miss.” He pursed his lips and thought for a moment. “Well, I almost never miss.”

			“Almost! Almost! What do you mean almost?!”

			“There was this one time. But let’s not worry about it,” William said, not wanting to explain why Justin, another neighborhood friend, had gone home with a very awkward haircut that day.

			“Are you kidding me!? I would think that the chess club captain had to be more honest than that,” Andy said in disbelief. “Doesn’t being a part of that club make you have to be more trustworthy or something?” 

			It was true William was captain, but he was the head of lots of clubs. It wasn’t because he was popular. Rather, he was just smarter than most. Math was a walk in the park and chemistry was as easy as an afternoon nap. It must have been a family trait since his father was the same. Regardless, he failed to see how it forced him to be honest about his bad boomerang experiences in the past. It was only once anyway. 

			A shriek thundered from a nearby hallway. 

			William shuddered, knowing exactly what it was. It meant there was going to be more screaming and a dissertation on the house rules. He just didn’t know which rule had been broken. 

			“What was that?” cried Andy. 

			“That’s Mrs. Burbank, my aunt,” William sighed. 

			Loud, angry footsteps pounded against the floor. “WILLIAM!” shrilled a voice. The vibrations echoed off the wall and nearly knocked Andy backwards. 

			“It wasn’t me! I told him not to throw it inside,” Andy said. His face was white as a ghost hearing the thunderous wails from around the corner. The apple tumbled from his hand and hit the ground, splitting in two. “I have to go home,” he gulped, racing out the front door before he finished his sentence. 

			“Yes, Aunt,” William called out. 

			Mrs. Burbank stormed into the room, a surprisingly short, stout woman with a face redder than a tomato and a nose with flared nostrils. She stood over him authoritatively, wearing a striped dress that dragged across the ground. She thought the stripes were slimming, but they only accentuated her pear-like figure. In one hand, she was holding her trusty pen that did most of her dirty work. In the other, she was holding a list of rules. It was so long that, like her dress, it dragged on the floor behind her. This list was of particular length compared to others. William could see it stretch down the hallway, past five bathrooms, and up two flights of stairs. Most of her lists only made it half that length. William could always deduce how angry she was based on its length. It must have been something terrible to bring her all the way to the ground level of the mansion with a list so absurdly long. 

			“That’s the last straw!” Mrs. Burbank cried.

			William shrugged his shoulders and tried to think. He couldn’t recall anything that he had done to provoke her. 

			“You know exactly what you did,” Mrs. Burbank roared. “Don’t play coy with me.”

			Of course, it was normally like this. He never knew what he’d done wrong until Mrs. Burbank told him. 

			“Aunty, I don’t remember,” William protested. Sometimes Mrs. Burbank let off clues by batting her eyes quickly or nodding her head in one direction. He tried to guess what he’d done by investigating her angry glares. Things were always better if he could figure it out before she told him. 

			“Well?” she replied with a blank stare devoid of hints.

			William tried to think fast. The only thing that crossed his mind was how silly Mrs. Burbank looked when she was furious. He wasn’t sure if it was the stripes bouncing up and down or her face that looked like a tea kettle about to explode. 

			Mrs. Burbank puffed loudly through her nostrils like her pipes were about to burst. “How many times do I have to say it? Call me Mrs. Burbank, not ‘aunt,’ ‘aunty,’ or any other related words! I refuse to be an aunt to an undisciplined animal like you!”

			“Sorry, but there are too many rules,” William replied. He didn’t want to be bad or upset Mrs. Burbank. There was simply no other alternative. No one could keep rules straight from a list that could wrap around a mansion. Every list she had grew ten times daily. It never ended.

			“You seem to have a special knack for breaking all the rules!” Mrs. Burbank boomed.

			William tried not to look at Mrs. Burbank. He found it amusing that even though her stripes were supposed to be straight, they looked like a wobbled line going around her hips. He bit his lip to stop a grin. He knew it was rude, but the added sight of a ripe tomato face atop a roly-poly woman made it hard to refrain.

			“You think this is funny? How could you use glue? Do we need a rule for this?!” Mrs. Burbank demanded. 

			William’s eyes widened. He had altogether forgotten, caught up in his boomerang prospects. It hadn’t been intentional, of course. He had mixed his father’s glue recipe to perfection just before it spilled all over the toilet seat. It was the strongest batch that he had ever made. He had resolved to clean it up, but that was earlier. “I didn’t mean to,” he vainly protested. 

			Mrs. Burbank wasn’t about to listen. She placed her trusty pen against the list. 

			William lowered his head. Another rule? Really? He tried not to worry about it too much. 

			Like a python toying with his prey, Mrs. Burbank paced around William. Her dress coiled around his shoes. 

			William wondered if Mrs. Burbank’s anger could rub off her dress and turn it into a real-life cobra ready to attack him.

			Furiously, the pen went to the end of the list and feverishly scratched a new rule. Mrs. Burbank vocalized the rule as she wrote. “No glue of any sorts! That includes all glue recipes!”

			“I was trying to fix the thing in the bathroom, and the glue spilled. Honestly, I meant to clean it up. It was an accident. I just forgot.” He stopped protesting, knowing Mrs. Burbank’s unflinching rules meant nothing he said was going to change his inevitable punishment. 

			“I have cared for you for months while your father is missing. As repayment, I get a nasty red ring where the toilet seat had to be pried away. Honestly, I cannot put up with you any longer!”

			What did she mean by that? She had been in the mansion for six months, that much was true. But William relied on himself. He did his own laundry, made his own meals, cleaned the mansion, finished the to-do lists, and mowed the lawn. He hardly saw how she could claim she ‘cared for him.’ “If you would let me look for my father, I could find him. You wouldn’t have to watch me anymore,” he protested. 

			“How many times have we been over this?” Mrs. Burbank trailed down the list of rules with her eyes. “Rule four-hundred and thirty-six says you are forbidden to look for him.”

			William had no idea that Mrs. Burbank had made it into a rule. “Why not? He’s been missing for months, and no one is doing anything!” he argued. It made his blood boil talking about it. 

			“Do you recall the fire you started last time you went looking for him?” Mrs. Burbank reminded him. “Besides, you couldn’t be more wrong! There are detectives, police, and people looking for him,” she said vaguely. “One silly little boy isn’t going to make a difference.”

			“I could find him,” William insisted. “You wait, I’ll do it.” He folded his arms defiantly.

			Mrs. Burbank threw her hands on her hips. “Don’t be ridiculous! You’re an impatient young boy. No wonder your father left.” 

			“He didn’t leave!” William snapped. He felt his face flush and wondered if he was redder than Mrs. Burbank.

			“Important, wealthy men like your father don’t just disappear into thin air,” Mrs. Burbank challenged.

			“Well, he didn’t leave.” William insisted again. He took a deep breath to calm himself down.

			“You’re just going to have to accept the truth, though I doubt it will ever sink in. I’m all you have, and it’s going to take more than glue to scare me off.” 

			William knew why Mrs. Burbank wouldn’t leave. It was a simple answer: money. His father had been bursting at the seams with it. Who wouldn’t want to live in a gigantic, beautiful home? With William around, she didn’t have to do a single chore. She had fired most of the house staff just because she needed to create work as punishment for breaking rules. 

			“Maybe you would have better luck teaching Charley,” William muttered. He hadn’t meant to be heard, but it was loud enough to reach Mrs. Burbank’s ears. 

			“Funny you should mention him, because he is on his way,” Mrs. Burbank said, turning around and arching her back while examining her list of rules. “Oh, how I despise him.” 

			That was an odd thing to say. Mrs. Burbank didn’t allow Charley over even though he was a close family friend. He was probably related as a distant cousin or something, but William couldn’t be sure. It had never been important to know how they were connected. All he knew was when Charley was around, there was going to be a good time. That was until Mrs. Burbank came along. She thought he was a bad influence. Indeed, it would have been an unusual occurrence if she gave him an invitation. 

			“You asked him to come over?” William questioned. He was more than puzzled. 

			“Yes, he is taking you to stay with your Uncle Ben for a week. As soon as you finish your glue punishment, you’re leaving!”

			What did that mean? Who was Uncle Ben? William didn’t know his family well, but he was certain his father had never mentioned a brother. “Uncle? I don’t have an uncle.” 

			Mrs. Burbank turned sharply and put her finger over his lips. “You most certainly do, and I will not hear any arguments! Your uncle has generously offered to give me time off, which I desperately need.” She dramatically threw her arm onto her forehead. “I don’t think I can take much more without collapsing.” Her back bent into a dramatic pose, contorting the striped dress. “He’ll call me every few days to check in, so don’t do anything foolish. I’ll come get you in a week or so.” She smiled with anticipation. 

			William didn’t mind having time away. In fact, he needed it more than Mrs. Burbank. But who in the world was Uncle Ben? It didn’t matter, honestly. If there was a chance for him to get away, even for a few days, he was taking it. However, there was another matter to deal with first: Mrs. Burbank had mentioned punishment. “Let’s get the punishment over with,” William mumbled. He shrank backwards and cowered sheepishly, waiting for judgment. Mrs. Burbank’s punishments were never pleasant. 

			“The glue incident cannot go unpunished. Also, I know you threw that boomerang inside. That breaks rules 36, 108, and 205.” She paused to think, placing her hand to her chin. “Brush your teeth forty times . . .”

			Brushing his teeth didn’t sound that bad. He shrugged his shoulders, thinking he’d gotten off easily, but the rest was yet to come. 

			“. . . with a toilet brush,” Mrs. Burbank finished.

			“What?!” He gulped hard, but it didn’t get rid of the knot that formed in the back of his throat. 

			“The crime fits the punishment,” she said firmly. Mrs. Burbank grabbed William by the ear and marched to the nearest bathroom. She placed a toilet brush on the counter. With one hand, she raised a half-used tube of toothpaste into the air and squished. A long stream of creamy white mint mixed with baking soda fell downward onto the bristles. 

			Mrs. Burbank stood commandingly behind William as he picked up the toilet brush. At least it smells minty fresh. Stroke by stroke, he counted to forty. His gums turned a bright red, throbbing with pain. When he was done, his lips barely closed over his mouth. His swollen cheeks were puffing outward awkwardly like he had been punched.

			Mrs. Burbank looked satisfied. “Maybe you’ll learn manners someday. Go and pack your things. You don’t have long before Charley arrives.”

			William went up three flights of stairs to his room with drool falling from his mouth. He had gotten used to punishments like this. It was getting easier to get past them all the time, but this one would be much simpler. He had something to look forward to. He licked his tender gums with his tongue, trying to keep his spit from falling out. He couldn’t wait to leave. 

			He grabbed a bag and carelessly threw in a pair of shorts, a shirt, and an extra pair of shoes. Lost in thought, he kept dropping stuff in. He would have preferred looking for his father, but Mrs. Burbank never would have allowed it. Secretly he wondered if his Uncle Ben might know something. If his father had a brother, it seemed logical that he might be able to help. Even a small clue could change everything. 

			Finished packing, he pushed the bag closed even though it was bursting at the seams. He sat on top to force the edges together and zipped it tightly. Ready to go, he flopped on his bed, dreaming about being free from Mrs. Burbank. The mansion didn’t matter. None of it did. All he wanted was his father back. Well, it was almost all he wanted; It might have been fun to tear the list of rules up too. William licked his sore gums, trying to imagine they were getting better already. 

			The doorbell rang. It must have been Charley. 

			William grabbed his suitcase and walked down the hall. As soon as he passed his father’s office, he stopped and turned around. Books and trinkets littered the room. All of them were important to his father, but none more than the wall. 

			William looked behind his father’s desk. The wall was littered with pieces of paper, each with a special quote turned face down. Why his father had them was something he’d never understood. There were hundreds of them coalescing into a pattern that pin-wheeled outward peculiarly. When his father spoke about the wall, he would say, “It’s all about the pattern. Do you see the puzzle? Do you see it, William?” His father loved puzzles, but William had never understood. William loved good quotes too, but to him that’s all the wall was. There was no puzzle, no mystery that he could see, yet his father persisted in trying to convince him that it was there. 

			He closed his eyes and reached high on the wall. The first note his hand brushed, he unpinned. It didn’t matter which one he picked; he didn’t need to turn it over to know which quote was written on the other side. His father had made him memorize the pattern, every single piece of paper. He would never forget it. It was one of the few tangible connections he still had with his dad. 

			“‘Genius is one percent inspiration and ninety-nine percent perspiration.’ Thomas Edison,” he said. He turned the paper over to see the quote on the other side as predicted. He sat in his father’s chair, holding the quote tightly. The edges wrinkled as he squeezed. He didn’t think there was another person in the world who could understand how he missed his father. With his father constantly busy with work, they hadn’t had all that much time together before. It made every minute with him important. Now even that was gone. His whole world felt like it had imploded. 

			William glanced at the pictures on top of his father’s desk. There were only two that were ever there. The first he would never understand. It was hardly a picture at all, looking more like an amorphous blob of blue. His father would tell him that it represented the “eternal expanse of the mind,” whatever that meant. But his father seemed to find meaning in its blue nebulous shape. In fact, there were a few times that he’d found his father staring at it. When he later asked, his father had said it took him back to a time before all this, but that answer was just as hazy as the picture. 

			William had seen the other picture many times before. He’d never paid much attention to it. His father stood holding a pointy hat next to two men, one on either side of him. On his left, a thin, straight-backed character was smiling and leaning up against his father’s shoulder. Oddly, his one blue eye peered at the camera while his other, a stark green, darted awkwardly sideways. It was a bit disturbing to see the cross-eyed gaze and it sent chills up and down Williams spine every time he saw it. He quickly darted his eyes to the other side of the picture where there was a much shorter character. He was far too petite to lean on his father’s shoulder, being barely tall enough to lean against his knee. He was sporting a bright green suit and bowler hat that made him look like a character out of a comic book. 

			William looked over the picture, again confused at the odd characters. Had his father taken the picture at a circus? Where else would these kinds of characters meet? Scrutinizing, he leaned in and studied the background. A contraption with a twisted mess of tubes sprawled out in all directions. William wanted a better look, but most of it was covered by the foreground. He had never seen anything like that at a circus. Whatever it was certainly seemed more interesting than the old hat in his father’s hand. Regardless, everyone’s attention in the picture was devoted to looking at the hat. It didn’t look like a special hat. In fact, William thought it might have been one he had seen through an antique store window the other day. The hat was being triumphantly held as if it was a trophy, and everyone in the picture was wide eyed, gleaming with excitement as they stared. Along the bottom, no surprise, his father had written a quote: “If we worked on the assumption that what is accepted as true really is true, then there would be little hope for advance.” -Orville Wright.

			“William!” bellowed Mrs. Burbank’s shrill voice from downstairs. 

			How her voice carried up so many flights was beyond William.

			“Do I need to come up there? Don’t make me write another rule!” roared Mrs. Burbank again. 

			His time was up. He put the picture in his bag for safekeeping and followed the list of rules downstairs until he stopped at Mrs. Burbank’s feet. 

			Mrs. Burbank was tapping her foot impatiently. She was holding the end of the list and writing another rule. “You are no longer allowed more than five minutes to come downstairs,” she said, irritated. 

			William was too excited about leaving. He didn’t care what new rule was being added. He pretended to absorb the rule and nodded. 
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			Behind Mrs. Burbank, there was Charley, leaning against the front door frame like he was posing for a magazine. His light brown hair spiked upward, rivaling Elvis’s. He even had the sideburns to match. He always kept a whiff of cologne on him too, but his clothing left something to be desired. His tight t-shirt, with a heavy-metal electric guitar printed across the front, was too short and left his midriff exposed when he moved. When William ran up to him to give a high five, his belly button came into view. His hair wiggled as they slapped hands. 

			William reached for Charley’s other hand and they did a secret handshake. Hands raced through the air, bumping at a blinding pace, but William’s favorite part was the chest bump at the end. 

			“Good to see you,” Charley said in his usual mellow voice. 

			“You too,” William replied. “How’s the latest girlfriend?” That was always a good question to get Charley talking. He had no shortage of hysterical oddities to tell.

			“She was a babe,” Charley said, grimacing. “But we broke up. She wanted me to eat fish. I only eat meat.”

			“Isn’t fish meat?” William asked, anticipating a ridiculous answer.

			“I suppose, but it’s not a manly meat. Manly meats are limited to steak and pork. Chicken may be somewhere in the middle,” Charley replied, convinced he was right. 

			Mrs. Burbank put the list down. Her face was laced with disapproval already. “NO, no, no. Absolutely no talking about girls. He’s too young. I never should have called. Stop filling him with all sorts of ideas.” 

			“Sorry,” Charley said. He leaned toward William and whispered, “She’s uptight today. Did she eat fish?”

			“No, but she had steak last night.” 

			“Yeah, that’s an aggressive meat.”

			“I can hear you. Enough funny business. It’s time for you to leave. I’ll be expecting a call from your uncle,” Mrs. Burbank said. She waved her hands in the air, brushing them out the door.

			William grabbed his coat. He didn’t want to wait another minute. 

			The wind outside was cold. It nipped his bare legs, brushing past his shorts. The snow crunched under his footsteps. He didn’t care how cold it was. He wasn’t going back to face Mrs. Burbank again so he could change into pants. He hated pants. If Charley could deal with it in a midriff t-shirt, he could handle it. 

			William brushed away the snow in front of him and made a path to Charley’s 1983 GMC Ventura van. The side door was bent and the edge was open, letting snow fall inside. His arms gave three hard tugs before the door squeaked open enough to let him in. He threw his bag into the car and jumped inside. It took another three pulls to get the door closed again. Avoiding a pile of snow on the ground, he climbed up front, where the windows were duct-taped shut. Luckily, no snow was falling through, but the seat belt looked badly worn. He wondered if he would do better in the backseat. If the wind blows hard enough, will the van fall apart? 

			Charley turned the key and the engine roared. The stereo blared loudly, making the windows vibrate. It was 1990’s rock music, Charley’s favorite. 

			William was surprised that the van hadn’t broken down yet. He half expected a wheel to fall off the minute it started. Warm air rushed at him through the vents. He was grateful the heater worked. The engine squealed and the tires drove over the snow-packed road. He leaned to look back at the mansion. It was going to be a good week. He could just tell. With any luck, his uncle would help him find his father. 

			Hunched beneath a snow-laden bush, on the side of the mansion, a quiet figure dressed in a dark cloak was watching, a hood pulled back just above the eye line. No one would have noticed him spying. 

			Through the branches, a van could be seen. Loud music blared from it as it drove down the road and was lost in falling snow. 

			“You will help me,” the figure muttered as if William was standing next to him. “Or you’ll never find your father.” 

			


Chapter 2

			An Odd Welcome
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			A new song came through the van speakers. It was nice to hear a new rhythm because the same songs repeating were starting to make the drive dull. Charley cranked up the volume, making the van throb to the beat. Leaning against his window, William watched the snow fall. He felt his skull vibrating with the glass. As his head bounced, he turned and caught glimpses of Charley, head banging in the driver’s seat, one fist punching the air. When a famous guitar riff blared through the stereo, Charley clamped the steering wheel with his knees and strummed an air guitar. William smiled. It was good to be with Charley. 

			Turning off the main road, the van pushed through a snow drift. As the road narrowed off in the distance, it was hard to see any road at all. This was an area less traveled. Overgrown trees lined the sides. The van swerved to avoid the occasional low-hanging branch, but even the slightest move caused it to fishtail against the thick, fresh-laden snow. Rickety noises came screeching from the struggling van as it tried to keep itself from sliding over the shoulder of the road. 

			William tried not to listen to the whining belts and popping engine. All it did was cause anxiety. This van could strand us on an abandoned road. Still, he was happier here than with Mrs. Burbank. 

			“Are you okay?” Charley yelled over his music. 

			“What?” William yelled back. 

			Charley turned the radio down just enough to be heard. “Mrs. Burbank seemed more uptight than usual,” he said. 

			“You can say that again,” William replied with a nod. “Her rules are out of control.” Since Charley didn’t come over much, he was sure Charley didn’t know how bad it had gotten. 

			“She’s just looking out for you.”

			“By torturing me? She had me drink a jar of pickle juice when I forgot to put the toilet seat down!”

			“Ew! That’s bad. Maybe things will be better with your uncle?” Charley banged his head harder when one of his favorite grunge bands came on. 

			William half expected Charley to turn up the radio again, but he didn’t. He was grateful, because he needed someone to talk to. “That would be something if things got better with my uncle. My luck has been terrible lately. My dad vanished six months ago, Mrs. Burbank throws her rules at me constantly, and now I’m headed off to who knows where.” He leaned his head against the window. 

			“Come on. Look on the bright side. Your dad was always good at staying positive. What would he say right now?” Charley asked, swerving to miss another tree branch.

			That was an easy question. William gave a half-baked smile thinking about his father. “‘When one door closes, another door opens; but we often look so long and so regretfully upon the closed door, that we do not see the one which has opened for us.’ Alexander Graham Bell.” 

			Charley’s face scrunched together like he was confused. “What?”

			“It’s what my father would say. He had a quote for every occasion. It means we look too much at bad things in the past. It makes us forget the good things that might be in the future.”

			“That’s good advice, dude. Your dad knew lots of stuff.”

			“You should see his quotes. He made me memorize everyone in perfect order,” William said. He looked out the window, staring into the trees. “I wonder if he will ever come back,” he sighed. 

			“I’m sure he will!” Charley insisted. He saw William’s head dropping. “Just you wait, your uncle is going to have some answers for us.”

			William shrugged, hoping Charley was right. It had been six months without a hint of his father. Not a clue, not even a trace of him was left behind. It wasn’t always easy to keep his hopes up anymore. 

			Charley slammed on the brakes. His head lurched forward. The tires skidded atop the icy road. William fell forward, his seat belt cinched across his shoulder. The van slid ten feet. 

			William pulled back from his seat belt. He raised his head to look out. His neck was already sore from whiplash. The van had stopped short of colliding with a gate. Inches from the hood, its black ominous bars towered over them. It was hard to see because most of it was covered in snow. 

			“I think we’re here,” Charley said. His white-knuckled hands gripped the steering wheel, but his voice was unusually calm.

			“How do you know?” 

			“Look,” Charley said. He unclenched his fingers and pointed out the windshield.

			William followed Charley’s outstretched finger. On the gate, in snowcapped iron letters, MCFADDEN was spelled out. Wildly colorful spray paint covered half of them. Others were badly scratched and dented like they had been vandalized.

			“That’s my family’s name all right, but what’s with the spray paint?” William questioned. 

			“I’ve seen gates like this before. They’re mostly to keep out bears. Maybe a bear scratched it?” Charley suggested, shrugging his shoulders. 

			“A bear with spray paint?” William questioned. He knew Charley wasn’t dumb. He just had his moments where he didn’t think clearly. Like the time he thought dogs could talk after seeing a movie. He’d spent two hours trying to get a dog to speak before he realized that he had been watching voiceovers. 

			“It could happen. I’ve seen some weird stuff on the internet. Trained bears and everything,” Charley said, nodding his head. “Trust me, it could happen.” 

			William was in disbelief. There was no use arguing. Charley would defend his point of view to the end. Instead he glared out the window. Was someone supposed to greet them? He wasn’t sure that he could get to the gate through the thick snow. He wished he had worn pants and brought a snow shovel. 

			Charley honked the horn. The sound echoed against the trees. “So now what?” he asked. 

			“I don’t see anybody. We’re in the middle of nowhere,” William replied. They could go back, but he certainly wouldn’t head home to Mrs. Burbank. Interrupting her week of rest would have been a death sentence. 

			A loud screech came from the gate’s rusty hinges as it slowly opened. William looked at Charley with his eyes wide. He almost expected Charley to tell him that he was playing a joke, but Charley looked just as puzzled. 

			Charley backed up the van as a pile of snow rolled along the ground in front of the gate as it opened. There was a clear road ahead of them. “Do we go in?” he asked in a tense voice that was two octaves too high.

			William didn’t think they had an option. “If you want to explain to Mrs. Burbank why she doesn’t get a week off, then by all means, turn around.” 

			Charley pressed the gas, and the van rolled past the black gate. 

			William looked out the back window. The gate slammed closed with a crash. 

			“Are you sure your uncle invited you to come?” Charley asked, looking over his shoulder at the iron bars. 

			“That’s what Mrs. Burbank told me,” William mumbled. “But she can get pretty angry. Maybe she was trying to get rid of me?” It was a stretch to think that Mrs. Burbank would send him out into a heavily forested road behind a black gate, but he didn’t have a better explanation for why they were there. He wasn’t even sure that this Uncle Ben was real.

			“Great,” Charley said in a long, low tone. “So, we could be driving to a juvenile detention facility where she plans to lock you up and to teach you manners for all we know?”

			“I doubt it,” William said. Mrs. Burbank had never tried to get rid of him per se. She had tried to lock him outside overnight, dropped him off at the wrong house ten miles away, and left him on the subway, but these were just because she was angry. She was never trying to permanently get rid of him. Or was she?

			“She’s pretty serious about her discipline stuff,” Charley pointed out. “I wouldn’t put it past her to send you to some psychiatric facility. How do we know that your uncle even lives here anyway?” 

			“We don’t, but why was my family’s name on the gate?” William questioned, looking at the tightly shut iron bars. “Besides, I don’t think we can go back anymore.” 

			Charley shook his head. “Come on, old Bessy. You can do this. Steady now,” he said to his van. His hands patted the steering wheel like it was a horse. Moments later, the van pushed down the snowy road.

			 The sun was setting in the distance. Their surroundings were becoming a dark blur in the night. It was hard to see the hills ahead through unplowed drifts that rested across every hilltop. The tires spun madly going up. Going down was an entirely different matter; bald tires careened out of control, swerving at the last minute to avoid danger.

			The van made it to another hilltop and perched on the edge, about to slide down. “What is that up ahead?” Charley said. He was squinting his eyes at a ghostly figure. The headlights flashed across a man in the middle of the road as it careened downward across the icy ground. 

			William saw the ghostly figure blurred before his eyes. It wasn’t until the van slipped back up the hill and came to a stop a few feet away that he got another glimpse. The figure was a scrawny man with an umbrella held over his head shielding his pale, dirty face from the snow falling. He was thin as a twig with prominent cheekbones. His face had a deep hollow for one eye socket while the other was covered with a pirate patch. Black flies the size of bumblebees swirled around his head under the protection of the umbrella. He was standing in front of a tunnel like he was guarding it. It was too dark to see inside. Is this my uncle? 

			Charley rolled down the window and turned off the music. “Excuse me!” he yelled.

			The wiry man snapped his umbrella shut, sending flies buzzing in every direction. He strode quickly through the snow and stuck his head through the open window. Flies swarmed together again like a black rain cloud over his wild hair and dirty face that smelled like it hadn’t been washed in years. The flies carried the reeking stench into the van. Charley recoiled into the passenger’s seat and plugged his nose, grimacing. William swatted at the flies with both hands. His cheeks puffed out, holding his breath.

			“Can I help you?” slurred the stranger. Drool ran through empty holes where teeth should have been. His eye twitched quickly. 

			“We’re looking for my Uncle Ben,” William replied, pinching his nose. Even plugging his nose wasn’t filtering all the stench. It was so thick he could taste it now. 

			“What? Who are you?” growled the man. 

			William wasn’t sure that he wanted to tell him. Whoever this was seemed a little off. Most people are at least aware of their personal hygiene. This man wasn’t even aware that insects followed him. Who has black flies follow them anyway? “William,” he reluctantly answered.
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			One eye stared at William, but it felt like two. The man’s blank stare went straight through him. It made William glad the other eye was covered. William wasn’t debating whether the man was insane or not. There was no doubt he had lost a few marbles. It made William wonder if there really was a detention facility nearby—and if this was one of their escaped victims. 

			Breaking his stare, the man looked perplexed then almost angry.
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