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			ONE

			Roy would not have noticed the strange boy if it weren’t for Dana Matherson, because Roy ordinarily didn’t look out the window of the school bus. He preferred to read comics and mystery books on the morning ride to Trace Middle.

			But on this day, a Monday (Roy would never forget), Dana Matherson grabbed Roy’s head from behind and pressed his thumbs into Roy’s temple, as if he were squeezing a soccer ball. The older kids were supposed to stay in the back of the bus, but Dana had snuck up behind Roy’s seat and ambushed him. When Roy tried to wriggle free, Dana mushed his face against the window.

			It was then, squinting through the smudged glass, that Roy spotted the strange boy running along the sidewalk. It appeared as if he was hurrying to catch the school bus, which had stopped at a corner to pick up more kids.

			The boy was straw-blond and wiry, and his skin was nut-brown from the sun. The expression on his face was intent and serious. He wore a faded Miami Heat basketball jersey and dirty khaki shorts, and here was the odd part: no shoes. The soles of his bare feet looked as black as barbecue coals.

			Trace Middle School didn’t have the world’s strictest dress code, but Roy was pretty sure that some sort of footwear was required. The boy might have been carrying sneakers in his backpack, if only he’d been wearing a backpack. No shoes, no backpack, no books—strange, indeed, on a school day.

			Roy was sure that the barefoot boy would catch all kinds of grief from Dana and the other big kids once he boarded the bus, but that didn’t happen….

			Because the boy kept running—past the corner, past the line of students waiting to get on the bus; past the bus itself. Roy wanted to shout, “Hey, look at that guy!” but his mouth wasn’t working so well. Dana Matherson still had him from behind, pushing his face against the window.

			As the bus pulled away from the intersection, Roy hoped to catch another glimpse of the boy farther up the street. However, he had turned off the sidewalk and was now cutting across a private yard—running very fast, much faster than Roy could run and maybe even faster than Richard, Roy’s best friend back in Montana. Richard was so fast that he got to work out with the high school track squad when he was only in seventh grade.

			Dana Matherson was digging his fingernails into Roy’s scalp, trying to make him squeal, but Roy barely felt a thing. He was gripped with curiosity as the running boy dashed through one neat green yard after another, getting smaller in Roy’s vision as he put a wider distance between himself and the school bus.

			Roy saw a big pointy-eared dog, probably a German shepherd, bound off somebody’s porch and go for the boy. Incredibly, the boy didn’t change his course. He vaulted over the dog, crashed through a cherry hedge, and then disappeared from view.

			Roy gasped.

			“Whassamatter, cowgirl? Had enough?”

			This was Dana, hissing in Roy’s right ear. Being the new kid on the bus, Roy didn’t expect any help from the others. The “cowgirl” remark was so lame, it wasn’t worth getting mad about. Dana was a well-known idiot, on top of which he outweighed Roy by at least fifty pounds. Fighting back would have been a complete waste of energy.

			“Had enough yet? We can’t hear you, Tex.” Dana’s breath smelled like stale cigarettes. Smoking and beating up smaller kids were his two main hobbies.

			“Yeah, okay,” Roy said impatiently. “I’ve had enough.”

			As soon as he was freed, Roy lowered the window and stuck out his head. The strange boy was gone.

			Who was he? What was he running from?

			Roy wondered if any of the other kids on the bus had seen what he’d seen. For a moment he wondered if he’d really seen it himself.

			

			—

			
				That same morning, a police officer named David Delinko was sent to the future site of another Mother Paula’s All-American Pancake House. It was a vacant lot at the corner of East Oriole and Woodbury, on the eastern edge of town.

			Officer Delinko was met by a man in a dark blue pickup truck. The man, who was as bald as a beach ball, introduced himself as Curly. Officer Delinko thought the bald man must have a good sense of humor to go by such a nickname, but he was wrong. Curly was cranky and unsmiling.

			“You should see what they done,” he said to the policeman.

			“Who?”

			“Follow me,” the man called Curly said.

			Officer Delinko got in step behind him. “The dispatcher said you wanted to report some vandalism.”

			“That’s right,” Curly grunted over his shoulder.

			The policeman couldn’t see what there was to be vandalized on the property, which was basically a few acres of scraggly weeds. Curly stopped walking and pointed at a short piece of lumber on the ground. A ribbon of bright pink plastic was tied to one end of the stick. The other end was sharpened and caked with gray dirt.

			Curly said, “They pulled ’em out.”

			“That’s a survey stake?” asked Officer Delinko.

			“Yep. They yanked ’em out of the ground, every damn one.”

			“Probably just kids.”

			“And then they threw ’em every which way,” Curly said, waving a beefy arm, “and then they filled in the holes.”

			“That’s a little weird,” the policeman remarked. “When did this happen?”

			“Last night or early this morning,” Curly said. “Maybe it don’t look like a big deal, but it’s gonna take a while to get the site marked out again. Meantime, we can’t start clearin’ or gradin’ or nuthin’. We got backhoes and dozers already leased, and now they gotta sit. I know it don’t look like the crime of the century, but still—”

			“I understand,” said Officer Delinko. “What’s your estimate of the monetary damage?”

			“Damage?”

			“Yes. So I can put it in my report.” The policeman picked up the survey stake and examined it. “It’s not really broken, is it?”

			“Well, no—”

			“Were any of them destroyed?” asked Officer Delinko. “How much does one of these things cost—a buck or two?”

			The man called Curly was losing his patience. “They didn’t break none of the stakes,” he said gruffly.

			“Not even one?” The policeman frowned. He was trying to figure out what to put in his report. You can’t have vandalism without monetary damages, and if nothing on the property was broken or defaced….

			“What I’m tryin’ to explain,” Curly said irritably, “it’s not that they messed up the survey stakes, it’s them screwing up our whole construction schedule. That’s where it’ll cost some serious bucks.”

			Officer Delinko took off his cap and scratched his head. “Let me think on this,” he said.

			Walking back toward the patrol car, the policeman stumbled and fell down. Curly grabbed him under one arm and hoisted him to his feet. Both men were mildly embarrassed.

			“Stupid owls,” said Curly.

			The policeman brushed the dirt and grass burs off his uniform. “You say owls?”

			Curly gestured at a hole in the ground. It was as big around as one of Mother Paula’s famous buttermilk flapjacks. A mound of loose white sand was visible at the entrance.

			“That’s what you tripped over,” Curly informed Officer Delinko.

			“An owl lives down there?” The policeman bent over and studied the hole. “How big are they?”

			“ ’Bout as tall as a beer can.”

			“No kidding?” said Officer Delinko.

			“But I ain’t never seen one, officially speakin’.”

			Back at the patrol car, the patrolman took out his clipboard and started writing the report. It turned out that Curly’s real name was Leroy Branitt, and he was the “supervising engineer” of the construction project. He scowled when he saw the policeman write down “foreman” instead.

			Officer Delinko explained to Curly the problem with filing the complaint as a vandalism. “My sergeant’s going to kick it back down to me because, technically, nothing really got vandalized. Some kids came on the property and pulled a bunch of sticks out of the ground.”

			“How do you know it was kids?” Curly muttered.

			“Well, who else would it be?”

			“What about them fillin’ up the holes and throwin’ the stakes, just to make us lay out the whole site all over again. What about that?”

			It puzzled the policeman, too. Kids usually didn’t go to that kind of trouble when pulling a prank.

			“Do you have any particular suspects?”

			Curly admitted he didn’t. “But, okay, say it was kids. That means it’s not a crime?”

			“Of course it’s a crime,” Officer Delinko replied. “I’m saying it’s not technically vandalism. It’s trespassing and malicious mischief.”

			“That’ll do,” Curly said with a shrug. “Long as I can get a copy of your report for the insurance company. Least we’ll be covered for lost time and expenses.”

			Officer Delinko gave Curly a card with the address of the police department’s administration office and the name of the clerk in charge of filing the incident reports. Curly tucked the card into the breast pocket of his foreman shirt.

			The policeman put on his sunglasses and slid into his patrol car, which was as hot as a brick oven. He quickly turned on the ignition and cranked the air conditioner up full blast. As he buckled his seat belt, he said, “Mr. Branitt, there’s one more thing I wanted to ask. I’m just curious.”

			“Fire away,” said Curly, wiping his brow with a yellow bandanna.

			“It’s about those owls.”

			“Sure.”

			“What’s gonna happen to them?” Officer Delinko asked. “Once you start bulldozing, I mean.”

			Curly the foreman chuckled. He thought the policeman must be kidding.

			“What owls?” he said.

			

			—

			All day long Roy couldn’t stop thinking about the strange running boy. Between classes he scanned the faces in the hallways on the chance that the boy had come to school late. Maybe he’d been hurrying home, Roy thought, to change clothes and put on some shoes.

			But Roy didn’t see any kids who resembled the one who had jumped over the big pointy-eared dog. Maybe he’s still running, Roy thought as he ate lunch. Florida was made for running; Roy had never seen anyplace so flat. Back in Montana you had steep craggy mountains that rose ten thousand feet into the clouds. Here the only hills were man-made highway bridges—smooth, gentle slopes of concrete.

			Then Roy remembered the heat and the humidity, which on some days seemed to suck the very meat out of his lungs. A long run in the Florida sun would be torture, he thought. A kid would have to be tough as nails to make a routine of that.

			A boy named Garrett sat down across from Roy. Roy nodded hi and Garrett nodded hi, and then both of them went back to eating the gooey macaroni on their lunch trays. Being the new kid, Roy always sat alone, at the end of the table, whenever he was in the cafeteria. Roy was an old pro at being the new kid; Trace Middle was the sixth school he had attended since he’d started going to school. Coconut Cove was the tenth town his family had lived in since Roy could remember.

			Roy’s father worked for the government. His mother said they moved so often because Roy’s father was very good at his job (whatever that was) and frequently got promoted. Apparently that’s how the government rewarded good work, by transferring you from one place to another.

			“Hey,” said Garrett. “You got a skateboard?”

			“No, but I’ve got a snowboard.”

			Garrett hooted. “What for?”

			“Where I used to live it snowed a lot,” Roy said.

			“You should learn to skateboard. It’s awesome, man.”

			“Oh, I know how to skateboard. I just don’t have one.”

			“Then you should get one,” Garrett said. “Me and my friends, we do the major malls. You should come.”

			“That’d be cool.” Roy tried to sound enthusiastic. He didn’t like shopping malls, but he appreciated that Garrett was trying to be friendly.

			Garrett was a D student, but he was popular in school because he goofed around in class and made farting noises whenever a teacher called him out. Garrett was the king of phony farts at Trace Middle. His most famous trick was farting out the first line of the Pledge of Allegiance during homeroom.

			Ironically, Garrett’s mother was a guidance counselor at Trace Middle. Roy figured she used up her guiding skills every day at school and was too worn out to deal with Garrett when she got home.

			“Yeah, we skate hard until the security guards run us off,” Garrett was saying, “and then we do the parking lots until we get chased out of there, too. It’s a blast.”

			“Sweet,” Roy said, though cruising a mall seemed like a pretty dull way to spend a Saturday morning. He was looking forward to his first airboat ride in the Everglades. His dad had promised to take him, one of these weekends.

			“Are there any other schools around here?” Roy asked Garrett.

			“Why? You sick of this one already?” Garrett cackled and plunged a spoon into a lump of clammy apple crisp.

			“No way. The reason I asked, I saw this weird kid today at one of the bus stops. Except he didn’t get on the bus, and he’s not here at school,” Roy said, “so I figured he must not go to Trace.”

			“I don’t know anyone who doesn’t go to Trace,” Garrett said. “There’s a Catholic school up in Fort Myers, but that’s a long ways off. Was he wearing a uniform, this kid? Because the nuns make everybody wear uniforms.”

			“No, he definitely wasn’t in a uniform.”

			“You’re sure he was in middle school? Maybe he goes to Graham,” Garrett suggested. Graham was the public high school nearest to Coconut Cove.

			Roy said, “He didn’t look big enough for high school.”

			“Maybe he was a midget.” Garrett grinned and made a farty noise with one of his cheeks.

			“I don’t think so,” said Roy.

			“You said he was weird.”

			“He wasn’t wearing any shoes,” Roy said, “and he was running like crazy.”

			“Maybe somebody was after him. Did he look scared?”

			“Not really.”

			Garrett nodded. “High school kid. Betcha five bucks.”

			To Roy, that still didn’t make sense. Classes at Graham High started fifty-five minutes earlier than the classes at Trace; the high school kids were off the streets long before the middle school buses finished their routes.

			“So he was skippin’ class. Kids skip all the time,” Garrett said. “You want your dessert?”

			Roy pushed his tray across the table. “You ever skip school?”

			“Uh, yeah,” Garrett said sarcastically. “Buncha times.”

			“You ever skip alone?”

			Garrett thought for a moment. “No. It’s always me and my friends.”

			“See. That’s what I mean.”

			“So maybe the kid’s just a psycho. Who cares?”

			“Or an outlaw,” said Roy.

			Garrett looked skeptical. “An outlaw? You mean like Jesse James?”

			“No, not exactly,” Roy said, though there had been something wild in that kid’s eyes.

			Garrett laughed again. “An outlaw—that’s rich, Eberhardt. You got a seriously whacked imagination.”

			“Yeah,” said Roy, but already he was thinking about a plan. He was determined to find the running boy.

		

	
		
			TWO

			The next morning, Roy traded seats on the school bus to be closer to the front door. When the bus turned onto the street where he had seen the running boy, Roy slipped his backpack over his shoulders and scouted out the window, waiting. Seven rows back, Dana Matherson was tormenting a sixth grader named Louis. Louis was from Haiti and Dana was merciless.

			As the bus came to a stop at the intersection, Roy poked his head out the window and checked up and down the street. Nobody was running. Seven kids boarded the bus, but the strange shoeless boy was not among them.

			It was the same story the next day, and the day after that. By Friday, Roy had pretty much given up. He was sitting ten rows from the door, reading an X-Man comic, as the bus turned the familiar corner and began to slow down. A movement at the corner of his eye made Roy glance up from his comic book—and there he was on the sidewalk, running again! Same basketball jersey, same grimy shorts, same black-soled feet.

			As the brakes of the school bus wheezed, Roy grabbed his backpack off the floor and stood up. At that instant, two big sweaty hands closed around his neck.

			“Where ya goin’, cowgirl?”

			“Lemme go,” Roy rasped, squirming to break free.

			The grip on his throat tightened. He felt Dana’s ashtray breath on his right ear: “How come you don’t got your boots on today? Who ever heard of a cowgirl wearing Air Jordans?”

			“They’re Reeboks,” Roy squeaked.

			The bus had stopped, and the students were starting to board. Roy was furious. He had to get to the door fast, before the driver closed it and the bus began to roll.

			But Dana wouldn’t let go, digging his fingers into Roy’s windpipe. Roy was having trouble getting air, and struggling only made it worse.

			“Look at you,” Dana chortled from behind, “red as a tomato!”

			Roy knew the rules against fighting on the bus, but he couldn’t think of anything else to do. He clenched his right fist and brought it up blindly over his shoulder, as hard as he could. The punch landed on something moist and rubbery.

			There was a gargled cry; then Dana’s hands fell away from Roy’s neck. Panting, Roy bolted for the door of the bus just as the last student, a tall girl with curly blond hair and red-framed eyeglasses, came up the steps. Roy clumsily edged past her and jumped to the ground.

			“Where do you think you’re going?” the girl demanded.

			“Hey, wait!” the bus driver shouted, but Roy was already a blur.

			The running boy was way ahead of him, but Roy figured he could stay close enough to keep him in sight. He knew the kid couldn’t go at full speed forever.

			He followed him for several blocks—over fences, through shrubbery, weaving through yapping dogs and lawn sprinklers and hot tubs. Eventually Roy felt himself tiring. This kid is amazing, he thought. Maybe he’s practicing for the track team.

			Once Roy thought he saw the boy glance over his shoulder, as if he knew he was being pursued, but Roy couldn’t be certain. The boy was still far ahead of him, and Roy was gulping like a beached trout. His shirt was soaked and perspiration poured off his forehead, stinging his eyes.

			The last house in the subdivision was still under construction, but the shoeless boy dashed heedlessly through the lumber and loose nails. Three men hanging drywall stopped to holler at him, but the boy never broke stride. One of the same workers made a one-armed lunge at Roy but missed.

			Suddenly there was grass under his feet again—the greenest, softest grass that Roy had ever seen. He realized that he was on a golf course, and that the blond kid was tearing down the middle of a long, lush fairway.

			On one side was a row of tall Australian pines, and on the other side was a milky man-made lake. Roy could see four brightly dressed figures ahead, gesturing at the barefoot boy as he ran by.

			Roy gritted his teeth and kept going. His legs felt like wet cement, and his lungs were on fire. A hundred yards ahead, the boy cut sharply to the right and disappeared into the pine trees. Roy doggedly aimed himself for the woods.

			An angry shout echoed, and Roy noticed that the people in the fairway were waving their arms at him, too. He kept right on running. Moments later there was a distant glint of sunlight on metal, followed by a muted thwack. Roy didn’t actually see the golf ball until it came down six feet in front of him. He had no time to duck or dive out of the way. All he could do was turn his head and brace for the blow.

			The bounce caught him squarely above the left ear, and at first it didn’t even hurt. Then Roy felt himself swaying and spinning as a brilliant gout of fireworks erupted inside his skull. He felt himself falling for what seemed like a long time, falling as softly as a drop of rain on velvet.

			When the golfers ran up and saw Roy facedown in the sand trap, they thought he was dead. Roy heard their frantic cries but he didn’t move. The sugar-white sand felt cool against his burning cheeks, and he was very sleepy.

			

			—

			
				The “cowgirl” jab—well, that was my own fault, he thought. He’d told the kids at school he was from Montana, cattle country, when in fact he’d been born in Detroit, Michigan. Roy’s mother and father had moved away from Detroit when he was only a baby, so it seemed silly to call it his hometown. In Roy’s mind, he didn’t really have a hometown; his family had never stayed anywhere long enough for Roy to feel settled.

			Of all the places the Eberhardts had lived, Roy’s favorite was Bozeman, Montana. The snaggle-peaked mountains, the braided green rivers, the sky so blue it seemed like a painting—Roy had never imagined anywhere so beautiful. The Eberhardts stayed two years, seven months, and eleven days; Roy wanted to stay forever.

			On the night his father announced they’d be moving to Florida, Roy locked himself in his bedroom and cried. His mother caught him climbing out the window with his snowboard and a plastic tackle box in which he had packed underwear, socks, a fleece ski jacket, and a $100 savings bond his grandfather had given him as a birthday present.

			His mother assured Roy that he would love Florida. Everybody in America wants to move there, she’d said, it’s so sunny and gorgeous. Then Roy’s father had poked his head in the door and said, with somewhat forced enthusiasm: “And don’t forget Disney World.”

			“Disney World is an armpit,” Roy had stated flatly, “compared to Montana. I want to stay here.”

			As usual, he was outvoted.

			So when the homeroom teacher at Trace Middle asked the new kid where he was from, he stood up and proudly said Bozeman, Montana. It was the same answer he gave on the school bus when Dana Matherson accosted him on his first day, and from then on Roy was “Tex” or “cowgirl” or “Roy Rogers-hardt.”

			It was his own fault for not saying Detroit.

			“Why did you punch Mr. Matherson?” asked Viola Hennepin. She was the vice-principal of Trace Middle, and it was in her dim office cubicle that Roy now sat, awaiting justice.

			“Because he was choking me to death.”

			“That’s not Mr. Matherson’s version of events, Mr. Eberhardt.” Miss Hennepin’s face had extremely pointy features. She was tall and bony, and wore a perpetually severe expression. “He says your attack was unprovoked.”

			“Right,” said Roy. “I always pick the biggest, meanest kid on the bus and punch him in the face, just for fun.”

			“We don’t appreciate sarcasm here at Trace Middle,” said Miss Hennepin. “Are you aware that you broke his nose? Don’t be surprised if your parents get a hospital bill in the mail.”

			Roy said, “The dumb jerk almost strangled me.”

			“Really? Your bus driver, Mr. Kesey, said he didn’t see a thing.”

			“It’s possible he was actually watching the road,” Roy said.

			Miss Hennepin smiled thinly. “You’ve got quite the snippy attitude, Mr. Eberhardt. What do you think ought to be done with a violent boy like you?”

			“Matherson is the menace! He hassles all the smaller kids on the bus.”

			“Nobody else has complained.”

			“Because they’re scared of him,” Roy said. Which was also why none of the other kids had backed up his story. Nobody wanted to nark on Dana and have to face him the next day on the bus.

			“If you did nothing wrong, then why’d you run away?” Miss Hennepin asked.

			Roy noticed a single jet-black hair sprouting above her upper lip. He wondered why Miss Hennepin hadn’t removed the hair—was it possible that she was letting it grow?

			“Mr. Eberhardt, I asked you a question.”

			“I ran because I’m scared of him, too,” Roy replied.

			“Or perhaps you were scared of what would happen to you when the incident was reported.”

			“That’s totally not true.”

			“Under the rules,” said Miss Hennepin, “you could be suspended from school.”

			“He was choking me. What else was I supposed to do?”

			“Stand up, please.”

			Roy did what he was told.

			“Step closer,” Miss Hennepin said. “How does your head feel? Is this where the golf ball hit you?” She touched the tender purple lump above his ear.

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“You’re a lucky young man. It could’ve been worse.”

			He felt Miss Hennepin’s bony fingers turn down the collar of his shirt. Her chilly gray eyes narrowed and her waxy lips pursed in consternation.

			“Hmm,” she said, peering like a buzzard.

			“What is it?” Roy backed out of her reach.

			The vice-principal cleared her throat and said, “That knot on your head tells me you’ve learned your lesson the hard way. Am I right?”

			Roy nodded. There was no use trying to reason with a person who was cultivating one long oily hair on her lip. Miss Hennepin gave Roy the creeps.

			“Therefore, I’ve decided not to suspend you from school,” she said, tapping a pencil on her chin. “I am, however, going to suspend you from the bus.”

			“Really?” Roy almost burst out laughing. What a fantastic punishment; no bus ride, no Dana!

			“For two weeks,” Miss Hennepin said.

			Roy tried to look bummed. “Two whole weeks?”

			“In addition, I want you to write a letter of apology to Mr. Matherson. A sincere letter.”

			“Okay,” said Roy, “but who’s going to help him read it?”

			Miss Hennepin clicked her pointy yellow teeth. “Don’t press your luck, Mr. Eberhardt.”

			“No, ma’am.”

			As soon as he left the office, Roy hurried to the boys’ bathroom. He climbed up on one of the sinks that had a mirror and pulled down his shirt collar to see what Miss Hennepin had been staring at.

			Roy grinned. Plainly visible on each side of his Adam’s apple were four finger-sized bruises. He swiveled around on the rim of the sink and, craning over his shoulder, spotted two matching thumb marks on the nape of his neck.

			Thank you, dumb-butt Dana, he thought. Now Miss Hennepin knows I’m telling the truth.

			Well, most of the truth.

			Roy had left out the part about the strange running boy. He wasn’t sure why, but it seemed like the sort of thing you didn’t tell a vice-principal unless you absolutely had to.

			

			—

			He had missed his morning classes and most of lunch hour. He hurried through the cafeteria line and found an empty table. Sitting with his back to the doors, he wolfed down a chili burger and a carton of lukewarm milk. Dessert was an overbaked chocolate chip cookie the size of a hockey puck and just about as tasty.

			“Gross,” he muttered. The inedible cookie made a thud when it landed on the plate. Roy picked up his tray and rose to leave. He jumped when a hand landed forcefully on his shoulder. He was afraid to look—what if it was Dana Matherson?

			The perfect ending, Roy thought gloomily, to a perfectly terrible day.

			“Sit down,” said a voice behind him, definitely not Dana’s.

			Roy brushed the hand off his shoulder and turned. Standing there, arms folded, was the tall blond girl with the red-framed eyeglasses—the one he’d encountered on the school bus. The girl looked extremely unhappy.

			“You nearly knocked me down this morning,” she said.

			“Sorry.”

			“Why were you running?”

			“No reason.” Roy tried to get past her, but this time she sidestepped in front of him, blocking his path.

			“You could’ve really hurt me,” she said.

			Roy felt uncomfortable being confronted by a girl. It wasn’t a scene you wanted the other boys to see, for sure. Worse, Roy was truly intimidated. The curly-haired girl was taller than he was, with wide shoulders and tan muscular legs. She looked like an athlete—soccer, probably, or volleyball.

			He said, “See, I punched a kid in the nose—”

			“Oh, I heard all about it,” the girl said snidely, “but that’s not why you ran off, was it?”

			“Sure it was.” Roy wondered if she was going to accuse him of something else, like stealing the lunch money out of her backpack.

			“You’re lying.” The girl boldly seized the other side of his lunch tray, to prevent him from leaving.

			“Let go,” Roy said sharply. “I’m late.”

			“Take it easy. There’s six minutes to the bell, cowgirl.” She looked as if she wouldn’t mind socking him in the stomach. “Now tell the truth. You were chasing somebody, weren’t you?”

			Roy felt relieved that he wasn’t being blamed for a serious crime. “Did you see him, too? That kid with no shoes?”

			Still gripping Roy’s tray, the girl took a step forward, backing Roy up.

			“I got some advice for you,” she said, lowering her voice.

			Roy glanced around anxiously. They were the only ones left in the cafeteria.

			“You listening?” The girl shoved him once more.

			“Yeah.”

			“Good.” She didn’t stop pushing until she had Roy pinned to the wall with his lunch tray. Glaring balefully over the top of her red-framed eyeglasses, she said, “From now on, mind your own damn business.”

			Roy was scared, he had to admit. The edge of the tray was digging into his rib cage. This girl was a bruiser.

			“You saw that kid, too, didn’t you?” he whispered.

			“I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about. Mind your own business, if you know what’s good for you.”

			She let go of Roy’s tray and spun on her heels.

			“Wait!” Roy called after her. “Who is he?”

			But the curly-haired girl didn’t answer or even look back. Stalking off, she simply raised her right arm and reproachfully wagged a forefinger in the air.

		

	
		
			THREE

			Officer Delinko shielded his eyes against the noon glare.

			“Took you long enough,” said Curly, the construction foreman.

			“There was a four-car pileup north of town,” the police officer explained, “with injuries.”

			Curly huffed. “Whatever. Anyways, you can see what they done.”

			Again the trespassers had methodically removed every survey marker and filled in the stake holes. Officer Delinko wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer, but he was beginning to suspect that this wasn’t the random work of juvenile pranksters. Perhaps somebody had a grudge against Mother Paula and her world-famous pancakes.

			“This time you got a actual vandalism to report,” Curly said pointedly. “This time they messed up some private property.”

			He led Officer Delinko to the southwest corner of the site, where a flatbed truck was parked. All four tires were flat.

			Curly raised the palms of his hands and said, “There you go. Each a them tires is worth a hundred and fifty bucks.”

			“What happened?” the policeman asked.

			“The sidewalls was slashed.” Curly’s shiny head bobbed in indignation.

			Officer Delinko knelt down and studied the truck’s tires. He couldn’t see any knife marks in the rubber.

			“I think somebody just let the air out,” he said.

			Curly muttered a reply that was difficult to hear.

			“I’ll make a report, anyway,” the policeman promised.

			“How about this?” Curly said. “How about you put some extra patrols around here?”

			“I’ll speak to my sergeant.”

			“You do that,” Curly grumbled. “I got some people I can speak to myself. This is gettin’ ridiculous.”

			“Yes, sir.” Officer Delinko noticed that three portable latrines were strapped on the back of the flatbed truck. He caught himself smiling at the name painted on the blue doors: TRAVELIN’ JOHNNY.

			“For the construction crew,” Curly explained, “for when we get this project started. If we ever get started.”

			“Did you check ’em out?” asked the policeman.

			Curly frowned. “The johns? What for?”

			“You never know.”

			“Nobody in their right mind’s gonna fool around with a toilet.” The foreman snorted.

			“Can I have a look?” Officer Delinko asked.

			“Be my guest.”

			The policeman climbed up on the bed of the truck. From the outside, the portable latrines appeared untouched. The cargo straps were cinched tight, and the doors to all three units were closed. Officer Delinko opened one and peeked his head inside. The stall smelled heavily of disinfectant.

			“Well?” Curly called up to him.

			“A-okay,” said the policeman.

			“Truth is, there ain’t much to wreck on a port-a-potty.”

			“I suppose not.” Officer Delinko was about to shut the door when he heard a muffled noise—was it a splash? The policeman stared uneasily at the blackness beneath the plastic seat. Ten seconds passed; then he heard it again.

			Definitely a splash.

			“What’re you doin’ up there?” Curly demanded.

			“Listening,” replied Officer Delinko.

			“Listenin’ to what?”

			Officer Delinko unclipped the flashlight from his belt. Edging forward, he aimed the light down the toilet hole.

			Curly heard a cry and watched in surprise as the policeman burst from the doorway of the latrine, leaping off the flatbed like an Olympic hurdler.

			What now? the foreman wondered unhappily.

			Officer Delinko picked himself off the ground and smoothed the front of his uniform. He retrieved his flashlight and tested it to make sure the bulb wasn’t broken.

			Curly handed him his hat, which had come to rest near an owl burrow. “So. Let’s hear it,” the foreman said.

			The policeman nodded grimly. “Alligators,” he declared.

			“You’re kiddin’ me.”

			“I wish I was,” said Officer Delinko. “They put alligators in your potties, sir. Real live alligators.”

			“More than one?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			Curly was flabbergasted. “Are they…big gators?”

			Officer Delinko shrugged, nodding toward the Travelin’ Johnnys. “I imagine all of ’em look big,” he said, “when they’re swimming under your butt.”

			

			—

			Miss Hennepin had notified Roy’s mother, so he had to repeat the story when he got home from school, and once more when his father returned from work.

			“Why was this young man choking you? You didn’t do something to provoke him, did you?” asked Mr. Eberhardt.

			“Roy says he picks on everybody,” Mrs. Eberhardt said. “But even so, fighting is never the right thing.”

			“It wasn’t a fight,” Roy insisted. “I only punched him to make him let go. Then I got off the bus and ran.”

			“And that’s when you were struck by the golf ball?” his father asked, wincing at the thought.

			“He ran a long, long way,” his mother said.

			Roy sighed. “I was scared.” He didn’t like lying to his parents but he was too worn out to explain the real reason that he had run so far.

			Mr. Eberhardt examined the bruise over his son’s ear. “You took a nasty shot here. Maybe Dr. Shulman ought to have a look.”

			“No, Dad, I’m okay.” The paramedics had checked him out on the golf course, and the school nurse at Trace Middle had spent forty-five minutes “observing” him for signs of a possible concussion.

			“He seems to be fine,” agreed Roy’s mother. “The other young man, however, has a broken nose.”

			“Oh?” Mr. Eberhardt’s eyebrows arched.

			To Roy’s surprise, his father didn’t seem angry. And while he wasn’t exactly beaming at Roy, there was unmistakable affection—and possibly even pride—in his gaze. Roy thought it was a good opportunity to renew his plea for leniency.

			“Dad, he was strangling me. What else could I do? What would you have done?” He pulled down his collar to display the bluish finger marks on his neck.

			Mr. Eberhardt’s expression darkened. “Liz, did you see this?” he asked Roy’s mother, who nodded fretfully. “Does the school know what that thug did to our son?”

			“The vice-principal does,” Roy piped up. “I showed her.”

			“What did she do?”

			“Suspended me from the bus for two weeks. Plus I have to write an apology—”

			“What happened to the other boy? Wasn’t he disciplined, too?”

			“I don’t know, Dad.”

			“Because this is assault,” Mr. Eberhardt said. “You can’t choke another person. It’s against the law.”

			“You mean, they could arrest him?” Roy didn’t want to get Dana Matherson thrown in jail, because then Dana’s mean and equally large friends might come after him. Being the new kid in school, Roy didn’t need to be making those types of enemies.

			His mother said, “Roy, honey, they’re not going to arrest him. But he needs to be taught a lesson. He could seriously hurt somebody, picking on smaller kids the way he does.”

			Mr. Eberhardt sat forward intently. “What’s the boy’s name?”

			Roy hesitated. He wasn’t sure exactly what his father did for a living, but he was aware it had something to do with law enforcement. Occasionally, when talking to Roy’s mother, Mr. Eberhardt would refer to his working for the “D.O.J.,” which Roy had deciphered as the United States Department of Justice.

			As much as Roy disliked Dana Matherson, he didn’t believe the kid was worthy of the U.S. government’s attention. Dana was just a big stupid bully; the world was full of them.

			“Roy, please tell me,” his father pressed.

			“The boy’s name is Matherson,” Mrs. Eberhardt chimed in. “Dana Matherson.”

			At first Roy was relieved that his father didn’t write the name down, hoping it meant that he wasn’t going to pursue the incident. Then Roy remembered that his father seemed to have a supernatural memory—for instance, he could still recite the batting averages of the entire starting lineup for the 1978 New York Yankees.

			“Liz, you should call the school tomorrow,” Mr. Eberhardt said to Mrs. Eberhardt, “and find out if—and how—this boy will be disciplined for attacking Roy.”

			“First thing in the morning,” Mrs. Eberhardt promised.

			Roy groaned inwardly. It was his own fault that his parents were reacting so strongly. He should never have shown them the marks on his neck.

			“Mom, Dad, I’ll be fine. Honest I will. Can’t we just let the whole thing drop?”

			“Absolutely not,” his father said firmly.

			“Your dad’s right,” said Roy’s mother. “This is a serious matter. Now come to the kitchen and let’s put some ice on your bump. Afterwards you can work on that apology letter.”

			

			—

			
				On one wall of Roy’s bedroom was a poster from the Livingston rodeo that showed a cowboy riding a ferocious humpbacked bull. The cowboy held one hand high in the air, and his hat was flying off his head. Every night before turning off the lights, Roy would lie on his pillow and stare at the poster, imagining that he was the sinewy young bull rider in the picture. Eight or nine seconds was an eternity on top of an angry bull, but Roy imagined himself hanging on so tightly that the animal couldn’t shake him no matter how furiously it tried. The seconds would tick by until finally the bull would sink to its knees in exhaustion. Then Roy would calmly climb off, waving to the roaring crowd. That’s how he played the scene in his mind.

			Maybe someday, Roy thought hopefully, his father would be transferred back to Montana. Then Roy could learn to ride bulls like a cowboy.

			On the same wall of his bedroom was a yellow flyer handed out to drivers entering Yellowstone National Park. The flyer said:

			
				WARNING!

				MANY VISITORS HAVE BEEN GORED BY BUFFALO.

				BUFFALO CAN WEIGH 2,000 POUNDS AND CAN SPRINT AT 30 MPH, THREE TIMES FASTER THAN YOU CAN RUN.

				THESE ANIMALS MAY APPEAR TAME BUT ARE WILD, UNPREDICTABLE, AND DANGEROUS.

				DO NOT APPROACH BUFFALO!

			

			At the bottom of the handout was a drawing of a tourist being tossed on the horns of a fuming bison. The tourist’s camera was flying one way and his cap was flying another, just like the cowboy’s hat in the rodeo poster.

			Roy had saved the Yellowstone flyer because he was so amazed that anybody would be dumb enough to stroll up to a full-grown buffalo and snap its picture. Yet it happened every summer, and every summer some nitwit tourist got gored.

			It was exactly the sort of idiotic stunt that Dana Matherson would try, Roy thought as he contemplated his apology letter. He could easily envision the big goon trying to hop on a bison, like it was a carousel pony.

			Roy took a piece of lined notebook paper out of his English folder and wrote:

			
				Dear Dana,

				I’m sorry I busted your nose. I hope the bleeding has stopped.

				I promise not to hit you ever again as long as you don’t bother me on the school bus. I think that’s a fair arangement.

				Most sincerely,

				Roy A. Eberhardt

			

			He took the page downstairs and showed his mother, who frowned slightly. “Honey, it seems a little too…well, forceful.”

			“What do you mean, Mom?”

			“It’s not the content of the letter so much as the tone.”

			She handed it to Roy’s father, who read it and said, “I think the tone is exactly right. But you’d better look up ‘arrangement’ in the dictionary.”

			

			—

			The police captain slumped at his desk. This wasn’t how he had planned to end his career. After twenty-two winters pounding the streets of Boston, he’d moved to Florida with the hope of five or six warm and uneventful years before retirement. Coconut Cove had sounded ideal. Yet it had turned out not to be the sleepy little village that the captain had envisioned. The place was growing like a weed—too much traffic, too many tourists, and, yes, even crime.

			Not nasty big-city crime, but flaky Florida-style crime.

			“How many?” he asked the sergeant.

			The sergeant looked at Officer Delinko, who said, “Total of six.”

			“Two in each toilet?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“How big?”

			“The largest was four feet even. The smallest was thirty-one inches,” replied Officer Delinko, reading matter-of-factly from his report.

			“Real alligators,” the captain said.

			“That’s right, sir.”

			Officer Delinko’s sergeant spoke up: “They’re gone now, Captain, don’t worry. A reptile wrangler came and got ’em out of the johns.” With a chuckle he added, “The little one almost took the guy’s thumb off.”

			The captain said, “What’s a ‘reptile wrangler’—aw, never mind.”

			“Believe it or not, we found him in the Yellow Pages.”

			“Figures,” the captain muttered.

			Normally an officer of his rank wouldn’t get involved in such a silly case, but the company building the pancake franchise had some clout with local politicians. One of Mother Paula’s big shots had called Councilman Grandy, who immediately chewed out the police chief, who quickly sent word down the ranks to the captain, who swiftly called for the sergeant, who instantly summoned (last and least) Officer Delinko.

			“What the heck’s going on out there?” the captain demanded. “Why would kids single out this one construction site to vandalize?”

			“Two reasons,” said the sergeant, “boredom and convenience. I’ll bet you five bucks it’s juvies who live in the neighborhood.”

			The captain eyed Officer Delinko. “What do you think?”

			“It seems too organized to be kids—pulling out every stake, not just once but twice. Think about what happened today. How many kids do you know who could handle a four-foot gator?” Officer Delinko said. “Seems awful risky, for a practical joke.”

			Delinko is no Sherlock Holmes, thought the police captain, but he’s got a point. “Well, then, let’s hear your theory,” he said to the patrolman.

			“Yes, sir. Here’s what I think,” Officer Delinko said. “I think somebody’s got it in for Mother Paula. I think it’s some kind of revenge deal.”

			“Revenge,” repeated the captain, somewhat skeptically.

			“That’s right,” the patrolman said. “Maybe it’s a rival pancake house.”

			The sergeant shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “There is no other pancake house in Coconut Cove.”

			“Okay,” said Officer Delinko, rubbing his chin, “so then, how about a disgruntled customer? Maybe someone who once had a bad breakfast at a Mother Paula’s!”

			The sergeant laughed. “How can you mess up a flapjack?”

			“I agree,” the captain said. He’d heard enough. “Sergeant, I want you to send a patrol car by the construction site every hour.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Either you catch these vandals or you scare ’em away. It doesn’t matter to me as long as the chief isn’t getting any more phone calls from Councilman Bruce Grandy. Clear?”

			As soon as they left the captain’s office, Officer Delinko asked his sergeant if he could come in early to work the Mother Paula patrol.

			“No way, David. The overtime budget’s tapped out.”

			“Oh, I don’t want any overtime,” the patrolman said. All he wanted was to solve the mystery.

		

	
		
			FOUR

			Roy’s mother made him stay home all weekend to make sure there was no delayed reaction to the golf-ball bonking. Though his head felt fine, he didn’t sleep well either Saturday night or Sunday night.

			On the way to school Monday morning, his mother asked what was bothering him. Roy said it was nothing, which wasn’t true. He was worried about what would happen when Dana Matherson caught up with him.

			But Dana was nowhere to be seen at Trace Middle.

			“Called in sick,” Garrett reported. He claimed to have inside information, owing to his mother’s high-ranking position as a guidance counselor. “Dude, what’d you do to that poor guy? I heard there was guts all over the bus.”

			“That’s not true.”

			“I heard you pounded him so hard, his nose got knocked up to his forehead. I heard he’ll need plastic surgery to put it back where it belongs.”

			Roy rolled his eyes. “Yeah, right.”

			Garrett made a fart noise through his teeth. “Hey, everybody in school is talkin’ about this—talkin’ about you, Eberhardt.”

			“Great.”

			They were standing in the hall after homeroom, waiting for the first-period bell.

			Garrett said, “Now they think you’re a tough guy.”

			“Who does? Why?” Roy didn’t want to be thought of as tough. He didn’t particularly want to be thought of at all. He just wanted to blend in quietly and not be noticed, like a bug on a riverbank.

			“They think you’re tough,” Garrett went on. “Nobody’s ever slugged a Matherson before.”

			Apparently Dana had three older brothers, none of whom was remembered fondly at Trace Middle.

			“What’d you put in your apology letter? ‘Dear Dana, I’m sorry I thumped you. Please don’t break every bone in my body. Leave me one good arm so at least I can feed myself.’ ”

			“You’re so funny,” Roy said dryly. The truth was, Garrett was pretty funny.

			“What do you think that gorilla’s gonna do next time he sees you?” he said to Roy. “I was you, I’d start thinkin’ about plastic surgery myself so that Dana wouldn’t recognize me. Seriously, man.”

			“Garrett, I need a favor.”

			“What—a place to hide? Try the South Pole.”

			The bell rang and streams of students filled the hall. Roy pulled Garrett aside. “There’s a tall girl with curly blond hair, she wears red glasses —”

			Garrett looked alarmed. “Don’t tell me.”

			“Tell you what?”

			“You got the hots for Beatrice Leep?”

			“That’s her name?” Roy figured it had been at least a hundred years since anyone had named their daughter Beatrice. No wonder she was such a sorehead.

			“What do you know about her?” he asked Garrett.

			“I know enough to stay out of her way. She’s a major soccer jock,” Garrett said, “with a major attitude. I can’t believe you got the hots for her—”

			“I don’t even know her!” Roy protested. “She’s hacked off at me for some crazy reason, and I’m just trying to figure out why.”

			Garrett groaned. “First Dana Matherson, now Beatrice the Bear. You got a death wish, Tex?”

			“Tell me about her. What’s her story?”

			“Not now. We’re gonna be late for class.”

			“Come on,” Roy said. “Please.”

			Garrett stepped closer, checking nervously over his shoulder. “Here’s all you need to know about Beatrice Leep,” he said in a whisper. “Last year one of the star linebackers for Graham High snuck up from behind and slapped her on the bottom. This was at the Big Cypress Mall, broad daylight. Beatrice chased the guy down and heaved him into the fountain. Broke his collarbone in three places. Out for the season.”

			“No way,” said Roy.

			“Maybe you ought to think about Catholic school.”

			Roy gave a hollow laugh. “Too bad we’re Methodists.”

			“Then convert, dude,” Garrett said. “Seriously.”

			

			—

			Officer David Delinko looked forward to getting up early to scout the construction site. It was a welcome break from his daily routine, which offered few opportunities for real surveillance. Usually that was left to the detectives.

			Although Officer Delinko liked the town of Coconut Cove, he had become bored with his job, which mostly involved traffic enforcement. He had joined the police force because he wanted to solve crimes and arrest criminals. Yet, except for the occasional drunk driver, Officer Delinko rarely got to lock up anybody. The handcuffs clipped to his belt were as shiny and unscratched as the day he joined the force, almost two years earlier.

			Vandalism and trespassing weren’t big-time crimes, but Officer Delinko was intrigued by the continuing pattern of mischief at the future site of Mother Paula’s All-American Pancake House. He had a hunch that the culprit (or culprits) intended something more serious than juvenile pranks.

			Since the police chief was getting pressure to stop the incidents, Officer Delinko knew that catching the vandals would be a feather in his cap—and possibly the first step toward a promotion. His long-term career goal was to become a detective, and the Mother Paula case was a chance to show he had the right stuff.

			On the first Monday after the alligator episode, Officer Delinko set his alarm clock for five A.M. He rolled out of bed, took a quick shower, toasted himself a bagel, and headed out for the construction site.

			It was still dark when he arrived. Three times he circled the block and saw nothing unusual. Except for a garbage truck, the streets were empty. The police radio was quiet as well; not much happened in Coconut Cove before dawn.

			Or after dawn, for that matter, Officer Delinko mused.

			He parked the squad car next to Leroy Branitt’s work trailer and waited for the sun to rise. It promised to be a pretty morning; the sky looked clear, with a rim of pink in the east.

			Officer Delinko wished he’d brought a thermos of coffee, because he wasn’t accustomed to getting up so early. Once he caught himself sagging behind the steering wheel, so he slapped briskly at his cheeks in order to stay awake.

			Peering through the fuzzy early-morning gray, Officer Delinko thought he saw movement in the open field ahead of him. He flicked on the squad car’s headlights and there, on a grassy mound marked by a freshly planted survey stake, stood a pair of burrowing owls.

			Curly hadn’t been kidding. These were the dinkiest owls that Officer Delinko had ever seen—only eight or nine inches tall. They were dark brown with spotted wings, whitish throats, and piercing amber eyes. Officer Delinko wasn’t a bird-watcher, but he was intrigued by the toy-sized owls. For several moments they stared at the car, their big eyes blinking uncertainly. Then they took off, chattering to each other as they swooped low over the scrub.

			Hoping he hadn’t scared the birds away from their nest, Officer Delinko turned off his headlights. He rubbed his heavy eyelids and propped his head against the inside of the car window. The glass felt cool against his skin. A mosquito buzzed around his nose, but he was too sleepy to swipe at it.

			Soon he nodded off, and the next thing he heard was the radio crackle of the dispatcher’s voice, routinely asking for his location. Officer Delinko fumbled for the microphone and recited the address of the construction site.

			“Ten-four,” the dispatcher said, signing off.

			Officer Delinko gradually roused himself. The squad car was hot but, oddly, it looked darker outside now than when he’d first arrived—so dark, in fact, that he couldn’t see anything, not even the construction trailer.

			In a fleeting moment of dread, Officer Delinko wondered if it was already the next night. Was it possible he’d accidentally slept through the whole day?

			Just then, something smacked against the squad car—pow! Then came another smack, and another after that…a steady invisible pounding. Officer Delinko grabbed for his gun but it wouldn’t come out of his holster—the seat belt was in the way.

			As he struggled to unstrap himself, the car door flew open and a white blast of sunlight hit him in the face. He shielded his eyes and, remembering what they’d taught him at the academy, shouted, “Police officer! Police officer!”

			“Yeah? Could’ve fooled me.” It was Curly, the sullen construction foreman. “Whatsa matter, didn’t you hear me knockin’?”

			Officer Delinko tried to gather his senses. “Guess I fell asleep. Did something happen?”

			Curly sighed. “Get out and see for yourself.”

			The patrolman emerged into the glaring daylight. “Oh no,” he muttered.

			“Oh yeah,” Curly said.

			While Officer Delinko had been dozing, somebody had sprayed all the windows of his squad car with black paint.

			“What time is it?” he asked Curly.

			“Nine-thirty.”

			Officer Delinko let out an involuntary whimper. Nine-thirty! He touched his finger to the windshield—the paint was dry.

			“My car,” he said despondently.

			“Your car?” Curly bent down and scooped up an armful of dug-up survey stakes. “Who cares about your stupid car?” he said.

			

			—

			
				Roy spent the morning with a knot in his stomach. Something had to be done, something decisive—he couldn’t spend the rest of the school year hiding from Dana Matherson and Beatrice Leep.

			Dana could be dealt with later, but Beatrice the Bear couldn’t wait. At lunchtime Roy spotted her across the cafeteria. She was sitting with three other girls from the soccer team. They looked lanky and tough, though not as formidable as Beatrice.

			Taking a deep breath, Roy walked over and sat at the same table. Beatrice glared in seething disbelief while her friends regarded him with amusement and kept eating.

			“What is your problem?” Beatrice demanded. In one hand was a barbecued pork sandwich, suspended between the tray and her sneering mouth.

			“I think you’re the one with the problem.” Roy smiled, even though he was nervous. Beatrice’s soccer friends were impressed. They set down their forks and waited to see what was coming next.

			Roy plowed ahead. “Beatrice,” he began, “I’ve got no idea why you’re mad about what happened on the bus. You’re not the one who got choked, and you’re not the one who got punched in the nose. So I’m only going to say this once: If I did something to upset you, I’m sorry. It wasn’t on purpose.”

			Evidently no one had ever spoken to Beatrice so forth-rightly, for she appeared to be in a state of shock. Her sandwich remained fixed in midair, the barbecue sauce trickling down her fingers.

			“How much do you weigh?” Roy asked, not unpleasantly.

			“Wha-uh?” Beatrice stammered.

			“Well, I weigh exactly ninety-four pounds,” Roy said, “and I’ll bet you’re at least a hundred and five…”

			One of Beatrice’s friends giggled, and Beatrice shot her a scowl.

			“…which means you could probably knock me around the cafeteria all day long. But it wouldn’t prove a darn thing,” Roy said. “Next time you’ve got a problem just tell me, and then we’ll sit down and talk about it like civilized human beings. Okay?”

			“Civilized,” Beatrice repeated, gazing at Roy over the rims of her glasses. Roy’s eyes flickered to her hand, which was now dripping fat glops of barbecue sauce. Soggy chunks of bun and meat were visible between clenched fingers—she had squeezed the sandwich so ferociously that it had disintegrated.

			One of the soccer girls leaned close to Roy. “Listen, Mouth, you best get outta here while you can. This is so not cool.”

			Roy stood up calmly. “Beatrice, are we straight on this? If anything’s bothering you, now’s the time to tell me.”

			Beatrice the Bear dropped the remains of her sandwich on the plate and wiped her hands with a wad of paper napkins. She didn’t say a word.

			“Whatever.” Roy made a point of smiling again. “I’m glad we had this chance to get to know each other a little better.”

			Then he walked to the other side of the cafeteria and sat down, alone, to eat his lunch.

			

			—

			Garrett snuck into his mother’s office and copied the address off the master enrollment sheet. It cost Roy a buck.

			Roy handed the piece of paper to his mother as they were riding home in the car. “I need to stop here,” he told her.

			Mrs. Eberhardt glanced at the paper and said, “All right, Roy. It’s on our way.” She assumed the address belonged to one of Roy’s friends, and that he was picking up a textbook or a homework assignment.

			As they pulled into the driveway of the house, Roy said, “This’ll only take a minute. I’ll be right back.”

			Dana Matherson’s mother answered the door. She looked a lot like her son, which was unfortunate.

			“Dana home?” Roy asked.

			“Who’re you?”

			“I go to school with him.”

			Mrs. Matherson grunted, turned around, and yelled Dana’s name. Roy was glad that she didn’t invite him inside. Soon he heard heavy footsteps, and Dana himself filled the doorway. He wore long blue pajamas that would have fit a polar bear. A mound of thick gauze, cross-hatched by shiny white tape, occupied the center of his piggish face. Both eyes were badly swollen and ringed with purple bruising.

			Roy stood speechless. It was hard to believe that one punch had done so much damage.

			Dana glared down at him and, in a pinched nasal voice, said: “I am not believin’ this.”

			“Don’t worry. I just came to give you something.” Roy handed him the envelope containing the apology letter.

			“What is it?” Dana asked suspiciously.

			“Go ahead and open it.”

			Dana’s mother appeared behind him. “Who is he?” she asked Dana. “What’s he want?”

			“Never mind,” Dana mumbled.

			Roy piped up: “I’m the one your son tried to strangle the other day. I’m the one who slugged him.”

			Dana’s shoulders stiffened. His mother clucked in amusement. “You gotta be kiddin’! This little twerp is the one who messed up your face?”

			“I came to apologize. It’s all in the letter.” Roy pointed at the envelope clutched in Dana’s right hand.

			“Lemme see.” Mrs. Matherson reached over her son’s shoulder, but he pulled away and crumpled the envelope in his fist.

			“Get lost, cowgirl,” he snarled at Roy. “Me and you will settle up when I get back to school.”

			When Roy returned to the car, his mother asked: “Why are those two people wrestling on the porch?”

			“The one in the pajamas is the kid who tried to choke me on the bus. The other one, that’s his mother. They’re fighting over my apology letter.”

			“Oh.” Mrs. Eberhardt thoughtfully watched the strange scene through the car window. “I hope they don’t hurt each other. They’re both rather husky, aren’t they?”

			“Yes, they are. Can we go home now, Mom?”

		

	
		
			FIVE

			Roy zipped through his homework in an hour. When he came out of his room, he heard his mother talking to his father on the phone. She was saying that Trace Middle had decided not to take disciplinary action against Dana Matherson because of his injuries. Apparently the school didn’t want to provoke Dana’s parents, in case they were considering a lawsuit.

			When Mrs. Eberhardt began telling Mr. Eberhardt about the wild tussle between Dana and his mother, Roy slipped out the back door. He wheeled his bicycle from the garage and rode off. Twenty minutes later, he arrived at Beatrice Leep’s bus stop, and from there he easily retraced Friday’s ill-fated foot chase.

			When Roy got to the golf course, he locked his bike to the pipes of a water fountain and set off jogging down the same fairway where he’d gotten clobbered. It was late in the afternoon, steamy hot, and few golfers were out. Nonetheless, Roy ran with his head down and one arm upraised for deflection in case another errant ball came flying in his direction. He slowed only when he reached the stand of Australian pines into which the running boy had vanished.

			The pine trees gave way to a tangled thicket of Brazilian peppers and dense ground scrub, which looked impenetrable. Roy scoured the fringes, looking for a trail or some human sign. He didn’t have much time before it would get dark. Soon he gave up trying to locate an entry point and elbowed his way into the pepper trees, which scraped his arms and poked his cheeks. He shut his eyes and thrashed onward.

			Gradually the branches thinned and the ground beneath him began to slope. He lost his balance and went sliding down a ditch that ran like a tunnel through the thicket.

			There, in the shadows, the air was cool and earthy. Roy spotted a series of charred rocks encircling a layer of ashes: a campfire. He knelt by the small pit and studied the packed dirt around it. He counted half a dozen identical impressions, all made by the same set of bare feet. Roy placed his own shoe beside one of the prints and wasn’t surprised to see they were about the same size.

			On a whim he called out, “Hello? You there?”

			No answer.

			Slowly Roy worked his way along the ditch, hunting for more clues. Concealed beneath a mat of vines he found three plastic garbage bags, each tied at the neck. Inside the first bag was common everyday trash—soda bottles, soup cans, potato chip wrappers, apple cores. The second bag held a stack of boys’ clothing, neatly folded T-shirts, blue jeans, and underpants.

			But no socks or shoes, Roy observed.

			Unlike the other bags, the third one wasn’t full. Roy loosened the knot and peeked, but he couldn’t see what was inside. Whatever it was felt bulky.

			Without thinking, he turned the bag over and dumped the contents on the ground. A pile of thick brown ropes fell out.

			Then the ropes began to move.

			“Uh-oh,” Roy said.

			Snakes—and not just any old snakes.

			They had broad triangular heads, like the prairie rattlers back in Montana, but their bodies were muck-colored and ominously plump. Roy recognized the snakes as cottonmouth moccasins, highly poisonous. They carried no rattles to warn in advance of a strike, but Roy saw that the tips of their stubby tails had been dipped in blue and silver sparkles, the kind used in art projects. It was a most peculiar touch.

			Roy struggled to remain motionless while the fat reptiles untangled themselves at his feet. Tongues flicking, some of the moccasins extended to their full lengths while others coiled sluggishly. Roy counted nine in all.

			This isn’t good, he thought.

			He almost leaped out of his sneakers when a voice spoke out from the thicket behind him.

			“Don’t move!” the voice commanded.

			“I wasn’t planning to,” Roy said. “Honest.”

			

			—

			When he lived in Montana, Roy once hiked up Pine Creek Trail into the Absaroka Range, which overlooks Paradise Valley and the Yellowstone River.

			It was a school field trip, with four teachers and about thirty kids. Roy had purposely dropped to the rear of the line, and when the others weren’t looking, he peeled away from the group. Abandoning the well-worn path, he angled back and forth up the side of a wooded ridge. His plan was to cross over the top and quietly sneak down ahead of the school hikers. He thought it would be funny if they trudged into the campsite and found him napping by the creek.

			Hurriedly Roy made his way through a forest of towering lodgepole pines. The slope was littered with brittle dead logs and broken branches, the debris of many cold, windy winters. Roy stepped gingerly to avoid making noise, for he didn’t want the hikers down below to hear him climbing.

			As it turned out, Roy was too quiet. He walked into a clearing and found himself facing a large grizzly bear with two cubs. It was impossible to say who was more startled.

			Roy had always wanted to see a grizzly in the wild, but his buddies at school told him to dream on. Maybe in Yellowstone Park, they said, but not up here. Most grownups spent their whole lives out West without ever laying eyes on one.

			Yet there was Roy, and a hundred feet across the glade were three serious bears—snorting, huffing, rising on their hind legs to scope him out.

			Roy remembered that his mother had packed a canister of pepper spray in his backpack, but he also remembered what he’d read about bear encounters. The animals had poor eyesight, and the best thing for a human to do was remain perfectly still and silent.

			So that’s what Roy did.

			The sow bear squinted and growled and sniffed for his scent on the wind. Then she made a sharp coughing noise, and her cubs obediently dashed off into the woods.

			Roy swallowed hard, but he didn’t move.

			The mother bear rose to her full height, bared her yellow teeth, and faked a lunge toward him.

			Inside, Roy was quaking with terror but on the outside he remained calm and motionless. The bear studied him closely. Her changing expression suggested to Roy that she’d figured out he was too meek and puny to pose a threat. After a few tense moments, she dropped to all fours and, with a final defiant snort, lumbered off to collect her cubs.

			Still, Roy didn’t move a muscle.

			He didn’t know how far the bears had gone, or whether they might come back to stalk him. For two hours and twenty-two minutes Roy remained as stationary as a plaster statue on that mountainside, until one of his teachers found him and led him safely back to the group.

			So Roy was extremely good at not moving, especially when he was scared. He was plenty scared now, with nine venomous snakes crawling around his feet.

			“Take a deep breath,” advised the voice behind him.

			“I’m trying,” Roy said.

			“Okay, now step backwards real slow on the count of three.”

			“Oh, I don’t think so,” said Roy.

			“One…”

			“Now wait a second.”

			“Two…”

			“Please!” Roy begged.

			“Three.”

			“I can’t!”

			“Three,” the voice said again.

			Roy’s legs felt like rubber as he teetered backward. A hand seized his shirt and yanked him into the thicket of pepper trees. As Roy’s butt landed in the dirt, a hood came down over his face and his arms were jerked behind his back. Before he could react, a rope was looped twice around his wrists and secured to the trunk of a tree. Roy could feel the smooth sticky bark when he wiggled his fingers.

			“What’s going on!” he demanded.

			“You tell me.” The voice had moved in front of him. “Who are you? Why’re you here?”

			“My name is Roy Eberhardt. I saw you run by the school bus the other day.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about.”

			“On two different days, actually,” Roy said. “I saw you running and I got curious. You looked kind of…I don’t know, wired.”

			“Wasn’t me.”

			“Yeah, it was.” The snake wrangler was using a false husky tone—the voice of a boy trying to sound like a grownup.

			Roy said, “Honest, I didn’t come out here to hassle you. Take off this hood so we can see each other, okay?”

			He could hear the boy’s breathing. Then: “You’re gonna have to get outta here. Like right now.”

			“But what about the snakes?”

			“They’re mine.”

			“Yeah, but—”

			“They won’t go far. I’ll catch ’em again later.”

			Roy said, “That’s not what I meant.”

			The boy laughed. “Don’t worry, I’ll take you out the back way. Just do as I say and you won’t get bit.”

			“What a guy,” muttered Roy.

			The boy untied him from the Brazilian pepper and boosted him to his feet. “I gotta admit, you did pretty good,” the boy said. “Most kids woulda peed their pants.”

			“Are those cottonmouths?” Roy asked.

			“Yep.” The boy sounded pleased that Roy knew what kind of snakes they were.

			“Where I used to live, we had lots of rattlers,” Roy volunteered. He thought that if he could start a friendly conversation, the kid might change his mind and take the hood off Roy’s face. “I never heard of a cottonmouth with sparkles on its tail.”

			“They’re goin’ to a party. Now start walkin’.” The boy grabbed Roy from behind and guided him forward. He had a strong grip. “I’ll tell you when to duck for branches,” he said.

			The hood was either black or dark blue, and Roy couldn’t see a speck of light through the heavy fabric. Blindly he stumbled and swayed through the thicket, but the barefoot boy kept him from falling. Roy knew they were out of the trees when the air got warmer and the ground beneath his feet got flat. He could smell the fertilized sod of the golf course.

			Soon they stopped marching, and the kid began to loosen the knots on Roy’s wrists. “Don’t turn around,” he said.

			“What’s your name?” Roy asked.

			“I don’t have a name no more.”

			“Sure you do. Everybody’s got a name.”

			The kid grunted. “I been called Mullet Fingers. And I been called worse.”

			“You don’t really live out here, do you?”

			“None a your business. What’f I do?”

			“All by yourself? What about your family?” Roy asked.

			The boy rapped him lightly on the back of the head. “You ask too many nosy questions.”

			“Sorry.” Roy noticed his hands were free, but he continued to hold them behind his back.

			“Don’t turn around until you count to fifty,” the kid instructed him. “Otherwise, you’re gonna wake up one morning with one of those big ole cottonmouths in your bed. Got it?”

			Roy nodded.

			“Good. Now start countin’.”

			“One, two, three, four…,” Roy said aloud. When he reached fifty, he whipped the hood off his head and wheeled around. He was alone in the middle of the driving range, surrounded by acres of golf balls.

			The barefoot boy was gone, again.

			Roy ran all the way back to his bicycle and rode home as fast as he could. He wasn’t frightened and he wasn’t discouraged. He was more excited than ever.

		

	
		
			SIX

			At breakfast the next morning, Roy asked if it was against the law for a kid his age not to go to school.

			His mother said, “Well, I’m not sure if it’s an actual law but—”

			“Oh yes, it is,” his father cut in. “Truancy is what it’s called.”

			“Can they put you in jail?” Roy asked.

			“Usually they just put you back in school,” Mr. Eberhardt said. Half-jokingly he added, “You weren’t thinking of dropping out, were you?”

			Roy said no, school was all right.

			“I bet I know what this is about,” Mrs. Eberhardt said. “You’re worried about bumping into that Matherson boy again. See, didn’t I tell you the apology letter was too assertive?”

			“The letter was just fine,” Roy’s father said, spreading open the newspaper.

			“If it was ‘just fine,’ then why is Roy so scared? Why’s he talking about dropping out of school?”

			“I’m not scared,” Roy said, “and I don’t want to drop out of Trace Middle. It’s just…”

			His mother eyed him. “What?”

			“Nothing, Mom.”

			Roy decided not to tell his parents about his encounter with Mullet Fingers, the running boy. Being in law enforcement, Roy’s father probably was required to report all crimes, even truancy. Roy didn’t want to get the kid in trouble.

			“Listen to this,” Mr. Eberhardt said, and began reading aloud from the newspaper: “ ‘A Coconut Cove police cruiser was vandalized early Monday morning while parked at a construction site on East Oriole Avenue. The officer had fallen asleep inside the car at the time, according to a police spokesperson.’ Can you believe that?”

			Roy’s mother clucked. “Sleeping on duty? That’s disgraceful. They should fire that fellow.”

			Roy thought the story was pretty amusing.

			“It gets better,” his father said. “Listen: ‘The incident happened shortly before sunrise, when an unknown prankster sneaked up to the patrol car, a 2001 Crown Victoria, and spray-painted the windows with black paint.’ ”

			Roy, who had a mouthful of raisin bran, burst out laughing. Milk dribbled down his chin.

			Mr. Eberhardt was also smiling as he continued: “ ‘Coconut Cove Police Chief Merle Deacon declined to release the name of the officer who fell asleep, saying that he is part of a special surveillance team investigating property crimes on the east side of town. Deacon said the officer has recently been ill with the flu and had been given medication that made him drowsy.’ ”

			Roy’s father looked up from the article. “Medication, ha!”

			“What else does the story say?” Mrs. Eberhardt asked.

			“Let’s see…. It says this was the third suspicious incident within a week at this location, which is the future home of a Mother Paula’s All-American Pancake House.”

			Roy’s mother brightened. “We’re getting a Mother Paula’s here in Coconut Cove? That’ll be nice.”

			Roy swabbed a napkin across his chin. “Dad, what else happened out there?”

			“I was wondering the same thing.” Mr. Eberhardt skimmed the rest of the article. “Here it is: ‘Last Monday, unknown intruders uprooted survey stakes from the property. Four days later, vandals entered the site and placed live alligators in three portable toilets. According to police, the reptiles were captured unharmed and later released into a nearby canal. No arrests have been made.’ ”

			Mrs. Eberhardt rose and started clearing the breakfast dishes. “Alligators!” she said. “Good heavens, what next?”

			Mr. Eberhardt folded the paper and tossed it on the kitchen counter. “This is turning out to be an interesting little town after all, isn’t it, Roy?”

			Roy picked up the newspaper to see for himself. East Oriole Avenue sounded familiar. As he read the story, Roy remembered where he’d seen that street sign. Beatrice Leep’s bus stop, the place he had first spotted the running boy, was on West Oriole Avenue, just the other side of the main highway.

			“The article doesn’t say how big those gators were,” Roy remarked.

			His father chuckled. “I don’t think it’s important, son. I think it’s the thought that counts.”

			

			—

			The police captain said, “I’ve read your report, David. Is there anything else you’d like to add?”

			Officer Delinko shook his head. His hands were folded on his lap. What could he say?

			His sergeant spoke up: “David understands how serious this is.”

			“ ‘Embarrassing’ is the word,” the captain said. “The chief has been sharing some of the e-mails and phone messages with me. It’s not pretty. Did you see the newspaper?”

			Officer Delinko nodded. He had read and reread the article a dozen times. Each time it made his stomach churn.

			“You probably noticed that your name wasn’t mentioned,” the captain said. “That’s because we refused to release it to the media.”

			“Yes. Thank you,” Officer Delinko said. “I’m very sorry about all this, sir.”

			“And you read Chief Deacon’s explanation for what happened? I assume you’re comfortable with that.”

			“To be honest, sir, I haven’t had the flu. And I wasn’t taking any medication yesterday—”

			“David,” the sergeant cut in, “if the chief says you were taking flu medicine, you were definitely taking flu medicine. And if the chief says that’s why you fell asleep in your patrol car, then that’s exactly what happened. Understand?”

			“Oh. Yes, sir.”

			The captain held up a yellow slip of paper. “This is a bill from the Ford dealership for four hundred and ten bucks. They got that black paint off your windows, that’s the good news. Took ’em all day, but they did it.”

			Officer Delinko was sure that the captain was going to hand him the repair bill, but he didn’t. Instead he placed it inside the patrolman’s personnel file, which lay open on his desk.

			“Officer, I don’t know what to do with you. I just don’t.” The captain’s tone was one of paternal disappointment.

			“I’m very sorry. It won’t happen again, sir.”

			Officer Delinko’s sergeant said, “Captain, I ought to tell you that David volunteered for this surveillance duty at the construction site. And he went out early in the morning, on his own off-duty time.”

			“His own time?” The captain folded his arms. “Well, that’s commendable. David, can I ask why you did that?”

			“Because I wanted to catch the perpetrators,” Officer Delinko replied. “I knew it was a priority with you and the chief.”

			“That’s the only reason? You didn’t have some sort of personal stake in this case?”

			I do now, thought Officer Delinko. Now that they’ve made a fool of me.

			“No, sir,” he said.

			The captain turned his attention toward the sergeant. “Well, there’s got to be some type of punishment, whether we like it or not. The chief’s taking too much grief over this.”

			“I agree,” the sergeant said.

			Officer Delinko’s heart sank. Any disciplinary action would automatically become part of his permanent record. It might be an issue when it came time for a promotion.

			“Sir, I’ll pay that bill myself,” Officer Delinko offered. Four hundred and ten dollars was a serious chunk out of his paycheck, but keeping his record spotless was worth every penny.

			The captain said it wasn’t necessary for Officer Delinko to cover the bill—and that wouldn’t satisfy the chief, anyway. “So I’m putting you on desk duty,” he said, “for a month.”

			“David can live with that,” said the sergeant.

			“But what about the Mother Paula’s surveillance?” Officer Delinko asked.

			“Don’t worry, we’ll get it covered. We’ll pull somebody off the midnight shift.”

			“Yes, sir.” Officer Delinko was depressed at the idea of being stuck behind a desk, doing nothing for a whole boring month. Still, it was better than being suspended. The only thing worse than sitting at headquarters would be sitting at home.

			The captain stood up, which meant the meeting was over. He said, “David, if anything like this ever happens again…”

			“It won’t. I promise.”

			“Next time you’re definitely going to see your name in the newspaper.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Under a headline that says: OFFICER TERMINATED. Is that clear?”

			Officer Delinko cringed inwardly. “I understand, sir,” he said quietly to the captain.

			He wondered if the little jerks who’d sprayed his Crown Victoria realized how much trouble they were getting him into. My whole career is in jeopardy, Officer Delinko thought angrily, all because of some smart-ass juvenile delinquents. He was more determined than ever to catch them in the act.

			In the hallway outside the captain’s office, the sergeant told him, “You can pick up your car at the motor pool. But remember, David, you’re off road patrol. That means you’re allowed to drive the unit home and back, but that’s all.”

			“Right,” said Officer Delinko. “Home and back.”

			He had already thought of a route that would take him directly past the corner of East Oriole and Woodbury, the future location of Mother Paula’s All-American Pancake House.

			Nobody said he couldn’t leave his house extra early in the morning. Nobody said he couldn’t take his sweet time getting to work.

			

			—

			Dana Matherson was absent from school again. Roy felt somewhat relieved, though not enough to relax. The longer Dana had to stay away so his nose could recover from Roy’s punch, the nastier he would be when he finally returned to Trace Middle.

			“You’ve still got time to blow town,” Garrett suggested helpfully.

			“I’m not running away. Whatever happens just happens.”

			Roy wasn’t trying to act cool. He’d thought a lot about the Dana situation. Another confrontation seemed inevitable, and part of him simply wanted to get it over with. He wasn’t cocky, but he had a stubborn streak of pride. He had no intention of spending the rest of the year cowering in the rest room or sneaking through the halls just to avoid some dumb bully.

			“I probably shouldn’t tell you this,” said Garrett, “but some of the kids are taking bets.”

			“Great. They’re betting on whether Dana’s going to beat me up?”

			“No, on how many times he’s going to beat you up.”

			“Nice,” Roy said.

			Actually, two good things had come out of the altercation with Dana Matherson. The first was Roy successfully tailing the barefoot boy to the golf course. The second was Roy being booted off the bus for two weeks by the vice-principal.

			It was nice having his mother pick him up at school. They got to chat in the car, and Roy arrived home twenty minutes earlier than usual.

			The phone was ringing when they walked in the door. It was his mother’s sister calling from California to chat. Roy seized the opportunity to retrieve a cardboard shoe box from his room and slip quietly out the back door of the house.

			He was heading for the golf course again, with a slight detour. Instead of making a left on West Oriole, toward the bus stop, Roy rode his bicycle across the highway to East Oriole. He’d gone less than two blocks when he came upon a scrub-covered lot with a dented work trailer in one corner.

			Parked beside the trailer was a blue pickup truck. Not far away sat three bulldozer-type vehicles and a row of portable toilets. Roy figured this had to be the same place where the police car got spray-painted and the alligators were hidden inside the latrines.

			As soon as Roy stopped his bicycle, the door of the trailer flew open and a stocky bald man charged out. He wore stiff tan work pants and a tan shirt that had a name stitched to the breast. Roy was too far away to read it.

			“What do you want?” the man snapped, his face flushed with anger. “Hey, kid, I’m talking to you!”

			Roy thought: What’s his problem?

			The man came toward him, pointing. “What’s in that box?” he yelled. “What’ve you and your little buddies got planned for tonight, huh?”

			Roy spun his bike around and started pedaling away. The guy was acting like a total psycho.

			“That’s right, and don’t you come back!” the bald man hollered, shaking a fist. “Next time there’ll be guard dogs waiting for you. The meanest damn dogs you ever saw!”

			Roy pedaled faster. He didn’t turn around. The clouds were darkening, and he thought he felt a raindrop on one cheek. From the distance came a rumble of thunder.

			Even after crossing the highway to West Oriole, Roy didn’t slow his pace. By the time he made it to the golf course, a steady drizzle was coming down. He hopped off his bicycle and, shielding the shoe box with both arms, began to jog across the deserted greens and fairways.

			Soon he reached the thicket of pepper trees where he’d encountered the boy called Mullet Fingers. Roy had mentally prepared himself to be blindfolded and tied up again—he’d even composed a short speech for the occasion. He was determined to persuade Mullet Fingers that he was someone to be trusted, that he hadn’t come to interfere but rather to help, if Mullet Fingers needed it.

			While working his way through the thicket, Roy grabbed a dead branch off the ground. It was heavy enough to make an impression on a cottonmouth moccasin, though he hoped that wouldn’t be necessary.

			When he got to the ditch, he saw no signs of the deadly sparkle-tailed snakes. The running boy’s camp was gone—cleaned out. All the plastic bags had been removed, and the fire pit had been buried. Roy poked the tip of the dead branch through the loose dirt, but it yielded no clues. Glumly he checked for footprints and found not one.

			Mullet Fingers had fled without a trace.

			As Roy emerged into the fairway, the purple sky opened up. Rain slashed down in wind-driven sheets that stung his face, and lightning crashed ominously nearby. Roy shivered and took off running. In an electrical storm, the worst place to be was on a golf course, standing near trees.

			As he ran, flinching at every thunderclap, he began to feel guilty about sneaking away from the house. His mother would be worried sick once she realized he was out in this weather. She might even get in the car and come searching for him, a prospect that troubled Roy. He didn’t want his mom driving around in such dangerous conditions; the rain was so heavy that she wouldn’t be able to see the road very well.

			As wet and weary as he was, Roy forced himself to run faster. Squinting through the downpour, he kept thinking: It can’t be much farther.

			He was looking for the water fountain where he’d left his bicycle. Finally, as another wild burst of lightning illuminated the fairway, he spotted it twenty yards ahead of him.

			But his bicycle wasn’t there.

			At first Roy thought it was the wrong fountain. He thought he must have lost his direction in the storm. Then he recognized a nearby utility shed and a wooden kiosk with a soda machine.

			This was the place, all right. Roy stood in the rain and stared miserably at the spot where he’d left his bike. Usually he was careful about locking it, but today he’d been in too much of a hurry.

			Now it was missing. Stolen, undoubtedly.

			To get away from the rain, Roy dashed into the wooden kiosk. The soggy cardboard box was coming apart in his hands. It would be a very long walk home, and Roy knew he couldn’t get there before nightfall. His parents would be going bananas.

			For ten minutes Roy stood in the kiosk, dripping on the floor, waiting for the downpour to slacken. The lightning and thunder seemed to be rolling eastward but the rain just wouldn’t quit. Finally Roy stepped outside, lowered his head, and started trudging in the direction of his neighborhood. Every step made a splash. Raindrops streaked down his forehead and clung to his eyelashes. He wished he’d worn a cap.

			When he got to the sidewalk he tried to run but it was like sloshing through the shallows of an endless lake. Roy had noticed this about Florida: It was so low and flat that puddles took forever to drain. He plodded onward and soon he reached the bus stop where he’d first spotted the running boy. Roy didn’t pause to look around. It was growing darker by the minute.

			Just as he made it to the corner of West Oriole and the highway, the streetlights flickered on.

			Oh brother, he thought. I’m really late.

			Traffic was steady in both directions, creeping through the standing water. Roy waited impatiently. Every car pushed a wake that splashed against his shins. He didn’t care. He was already soaked to the bone.

			Spying a gap in the traffic, Roy ventured into the road.

			“Watch it!” shouted a voice behind him.

			Roy jumped back on the curb and spun around. There was Beatrice Leep, sitting on his bicycle.

			She said, “What’s in the shoe box, cowgirl?”

		

	
		
			SEVEN

			How it happened was no big mystery.

			Like all students, Beatrice the Bear lived in the vicinity of her school bus stop. Roy likely had ridden right past her front door, and when Beatrice had spotted him, she’d simply tailed him to the golf course.

			“That’s my bike,” he said to her.

			“Yeah, it is.”

			“Can I have it back?”

			“Maybe later,” she said. “Hop on.”

			“What?”

			“The handlebars, you dork. Get on the handlebars. We’re goin’ for a ride.”

			Roy did what he was told. He wanted to retrieve his bicycle and go home.

			Two years of pushing up and down high hills in Montana’s thin air had made Roy a powerful rider, but Beatrice Leep was stronger. Even through deep puddles she pedaled swiftly and effortlessly, as if Roy were weightless. Perched uncomfortably on the handlebars, he clutched the sodden cardboard box.

			“Where are we going?” he shouted.

			“Hush up,” Beatrice said.

			She steamed past the fancy brick entrance to the golf course and soon the paved road gave way to a dirt rut, with no curbs or streetlights. Roy braced himself as the bike jounced through muddy potholes. The rain had softened to a mist, and his wet shirt felt cool against his skin.

			Beatrice stopped when they came to a tall chain-link fence. Roy observed that a small section had been cut with wire clippers so that it could be pulled back. He got off the handlebars and tugged at his jeans, which had ridden up the crack of his butt.

			Beatrice parked the bicycle and motioned for Roy to follow her through the hole in the fence. They entered a junkyard full of wrecked automobiles, acres of them. In the twilight Roy and Beatrice crept along, darting from one rusted hulk to the next. From the way Beatrice was acting, Roy assumed they weren’t alone on the property.

			Soon they came to an old panel truck propped up on cinderblocks. Roy could barely make out the faded red lettering on its battered awning: JO-JO’S ICE CREAM AND SNO-CONES.

			Beatrice Leep stepped up into the cab, pulling Roy behind her. She led him through a narrow doorway into the back, which was cluttered with crates, boxes, and heaps of clothes. Roy noticed a sleeping bag rolled up in a corner.

			When Beatrice closed the door, they were in total darkness; Roy couldn’t see his own fingers in front of his face.

			He heard Beatrice’s voice: “Lemme have your box.”

			“No,” Roy said.

			“Eberhardt, are you fond of your front teeth?”

			“I’m not afraid of you,” Roy lied.

			It was stuffy and humid inside the old ice-cream truck. Mosquitoes hummed in Roy’s ears and he slapped at them blindly. He smelled something that seemed out of place, something oddly familiar—cookies? The truck smelled like freshly baked peanut-butter cookies, the kind Roy’s mother made.

			The piercing beam of a flashlight caught him squarely in the eyes, and he turned away.

			“For the last time,” Beatrice said menacingly, “what’s in that shoe box?”

			“Shoes,” said Roy.

			“I’m so sure.”

			“Honest.”

			She snatched the box from his hands and flipped it open, aiming the flashlight at the contents.

			“I told you,” Roy said.

			Beatrice huffed. “Why are you carryin’ around an extra pair of sneakers? That’s really weird, cowgirl.”

			“The shoes aren’t for me,” Roy said. They were almost brand-new; he’d only worn them a couple of times.

			“Then who’re they for?”

			“Just a kid I met.”

			“What kid?”

			“The one I told you about at school. The one who went running by your bus stop that day.”

			“Oh,” Beatrice said caustically, “the one you went chasing when you shoulda been minding your own business.” She turned the flashlight off and everything went black again.

			“Well, I finally met him. Sort of,” Roy said.

			“You don’t give up, do you?”

			“Look, the kid needs shoes. He could step on broken glass or rusty nails…or even a cottonmouth.”

			“How do you know he wants to wear shoes, Eberhardt? Maybe he can run faster without ’em.”

			Roy wasn’t sure what Beatrice Leep’s problem was, but he knew he was seriously late for dinner and his parents were probably frantic. He planned to make a break as soon as Beatrice turned on the flashlight again. If he could somehow beat her to the bicycle, he might be able to get away.

			“Whatever,” Roy said. “If he doesn’t want the shoes, I’ll keep ’em myself. If he does, well, they ought to fit him. He looked about as tall as me.”

			From the darkness, only silence.

			“Beatrice, if you’re going to beat me up, could you please hurry up and get it over with? My mom and dad are probably calling the National Guard right now.”

			More heavy silence.

			“Beatrice, you awake?”

			“Eberhardt, why do you care about this kid?”

			It was a good question, and Roy wasn’t certain he could put the answer into words. There was something about the look on the boy’s face when he went running past the school bus those days; something urgent and determined and unforgettable.

			“I don’t know,” Roy said to Beatrice Leep. “I don’t know why.”

			The flashlight blinked on. Roy clambered for the door, but Beatrice calmly snatched him by the seat of his jeans and yanked him to the floor beside her.

			Roy sat there panting, waiting to get clobbered.

			Yet she didn’t seem mad. “What size are these?” she asked, holding up the sneakers.

			“Nines,” said Roy.

			“Hmm.”

			In the cupped glow of light, Beatrice put a finger to her lips and pointed over her shoulder. Then Roy heard the footsteps outside.

			Beatrice clicked off the light and they waited. The steps in the gravel sounded heavy and ponderous, like those of a large man. Something jangled as he moved; a set of keys, maybe, or loose coins in a pocket. Roy held his breath.

			As the watchman approached the ice-cream truck, he whacked one of the fenders with what sounded like a lead pipe. Roy jumped but made no noise. Luckily, the man kept walking. Every so often he’d bang the pipe loudly on another junker, as if he were trying to scare something out of the shadows.

			After the man was gone, Beatrice whispered: “Rent-a-cop.”

			“What are we doing here?” Roy asked weakly.

			In the darkness of the compartment, he could hear Beatrice the Bear standing up. “Tell you what I’m gonna do, cowgirl,” she said. “I’ll make you a little deal.”

			“Go on,” said Roy.

			“I’ll see that the barefoot kid gets these shoes, but only if you promise to leave him alone. No more spying.”

			“So you do know him!”

			Beatrice hoisted Roy to his feet.

			“Yeah, I know him,” she said. “He’s my brother.”

			

			—

			At four-thirty in the afternoon, when Officer David Delinko normally got off work, his desk was still piled high with paperwork. He had lots of forms to fill out and reports to complete about what had happened to his patrol car. He kept writing until his wrist began to ache, and at six he finally called it quits.

			The motor pool was only a few blocks away, but the rain was pouring down when Officer Delinko wearily came out of the headquarters building. He didn’t want his uniform to get drenched, so he waited under the eaves, directly beneath the capital P in COCONUT COVE PUBLIC SAFETY DEPARTMENT.

			Lots of cities had started referring to their police forces as “public safety” departments, a phrase intended to promote a softer, friendlier image. Like most officers, David Delinko thought the name change was pointless. A cop was a cop, period. In an emergency, nobody ever yelled, “Quick! Call the public safety department!”

			“Call the police” is what they always shouted—and always would.

			David Delinko was proud to be a policeman. His father had been a robbery detective in Cleveland, Ohio, and his older brother was a homicide detective in Fort Lauderdale—and a detective is what David Delinko fervidly wanted to be, someday.

			That day, he realized sadly, was probably further in the future than ever, thanks to the vandals at the pancake-house construction site.

			Officer Delinko was mulling his situation, watching the rain stream down, when a lightning bolt zapped a utility pole at the end of the street. Briskly he retreated into the lobby of the headquarters building, where the ceiling lights flickered twice and faded out.

			“Aw, shoot,” Officer Delinko grumbled to himself. There was nothing to do but wait for the storm to pass.

			He couldn’t stop thinking about the bizarre incidents at the Mother Paula’s property. First, somebody pulling the survey stakes; then dumping the alligators in the latrines; then spray-painting his squad car while he was asleep inside—this was the work of bold and defiant perpetrators.

			Immature, certainly, but still bold.

			In Officer Delinko’s experience, kids weren’t usually so persistent, or so daring. In typical cases of juvenile vandalism, the crimes could be traced to a group of youngsters, each trying to outdo the other for thrills.

			But this wasn’t a typical case, Officer Delinko thought. Possibly it was the work of just one person with a grudge—or a mission.

			After a while, the squall began to subside and the thunderclouds scudded away from the center of town. Officer Delinko covered his head with a newspaper and made a dash for the motor-pool yard. His hand-shined shoes were squirting water by the time he got there.

			The Crown Victoria, looking as good as new, sat outside the locked gate. Officer Delinko had asked the garage chief to hide the car keys in the gas cap, but instead they were inserted into the ignition, visible to anyone strolling by. The garage chief believed nobody was loony enough to steal a marked police car.

			Officer Delinko started up the car and headed for his apartment. Along the way he made a slow loop around the pancake-house property, but there wasn’t a soul to be seen. He wasn’t surprised. Criminals disliked lousy weather as much as law-abiding citizens did.

			Even when off-duty, Officer Delinko always kept the radio in his police cruiser turned on. That was one of the strict rules for those who were allowed to take their patrol vehicles home with them—you must keep your ears on, just in case a fellow officer needs help.

			Tonight the dispatcher was reporting a couple of minor fender benders and a local boy who went missing on his bicycle during the electrical storm. Roy something-or-other. A burp of static on the radio made it hard to hear the boy’s last name.

			His parents must be pulling their hair out, Officer Delinko thought, but the kid’s bound to turn up safe. He’s probably just hanging out at one of the shopping malls, waiting for the thunder to stop.

			Ten minutes later, Officer Delinko was still half-thinking about the missing boy when he spotted a slender, rain-soaked figure standing at the corner of West Oriole and the highway. It was a boy matching the description given out by the dispatcher: approximately five feet tall, ninety pounds, sandy brown hair.

			Officer Delinko steered his car to the curb. He rolled down the window and called out across the intersection, “Hey, young man!”

			The boy waved and moved closer to the edge of the road. Officer Delinko noticed that he was walking a bicycle, and that the rear tire appeared to be flat.

			“Is your name Roy?” the policeman asked.

			“That’s me.”

			“How about if I give you a lift?”

			The kid crossed the street with his bike, which fit easily inside the spacious trunk of the Crown Victoria. Officer Delinko radioed the dispatcher to report that he’d located the missing youth and that everything was fine.

			“Roy, your parents are going to be mighty happy to see you,” the patrolman said.

			The boy smiled nervously. “I sure hope you’re right.”

			Silently Officer Delinko congratulated himself. Not a bad way to end the shift for a guy stuck on desk duty! Maybe this would help get him out of the captain’s doghouse.

			

			—

			Roy had never been in a police car before. He rode in the front seat next to the young officer, who did most of the talking. Roy tried to be polite and keep up his end of the conversation, but his mind was swirling with what Beatrice Leep had told him about the running boy.

			“My stepbrother, actually,” she’d said.

			“What’s his name?”

			“He got rid of it.”

			“Why do they call him Mullet Fingers? Is he an Indian?” Back in Bozeman, Roy had gone to school with a boy named Charlie Three Crows.

			Beatrice Leep had laughed. “No, he’s not an Indian! I call him Mullet Fingers ’cause he can catch mullet with his bare hands. You know how hard that is?”

			A mullet was a slippery, free-jumping baitfish that traveled in schools of hundreds. The bay near Coconut Cove was full of them in the spring. Throwing a cast net was the customary method of capture.

			“Why doesn’t he live at home?” Roy had asked Beatrice.

			“Long story. Plus, none of your business.”

			“What about school?”

			“My brother got shipped off to a ‘special’ school. He lasted two whole days before he ran away. Then he hitchhiked back, all the way from Mobile, Alabama.”

			“What about your parents?”

			“They don’t know he’s here, and I’m not gonna tell ’em. Nobody is gonna tell. You understand?”

			Roy had solemnly given his word.

			After they’d sneaked out of the auto junkyard, Beatrice Leep had given Roy a peanut-butter cookie, which he gobbled hungrily. Considering the circumstances, it was the best-tasting cookie he’d ever eaten.

			Beatrice had asked how he planned to explain his whereabouts to his mother and father, and Roy had admitted he hadn’t figured that part out yet.

			Then Beatrice had performed an astounding feat—she’d lifted his bicycle by the sprockets and chomped a hole in the rear tire, like she was biting into a pizza.

			Roy could only gape in amazement. The girl had jaws like a wolverine. “There! Now you’ve got a flat,” she’d said, “and a halfway decent excuse for missing dinner.”

			“Thanks. I guess.”

			“So what’re you waiting for? Get outta here.”

			What a weird family, Roy thought. He was replaying the tire-biting scene in his mind when he heard the policeman say, “Can I ask you something, young man?”

			“Sure.”

			“You go to Trace Middle, right? I was wondering if you’ve heard any talk at school about stuff that’s been happening out where the new pancake house is supposed to go up.”

			“No,” Roy said, “but I saw an article in the newspaper.”

			The officer shifted uneasily.

			“About the alligators,” Roy added, “and the police car getting spray-painted.”

			The officer paused for a brief coughing spell. Then he said, “You sure nobody’s been talking about it? Sometimes the kids who pull these sorts of pranks like to brag on themselves.”

			Roy said he hadn’t heard a word. “This is my street,” he said, pointing. “We’re the sixth house on the left.”

			The policeman wheeled into the Eberhardts’ driveway and braked to a stop. “Roy, could I ask you a favor? Could you call me if you do hear something—anything, even a rumor—about the Mother Paula’s situation? It’s very important.”

			The officer handed Roy a printed card. “That’s the office line, and that’s my cellular.”

			Above the phone numbers, the card said:

			OFFICER DAVID DELINKO

			Patrol Division

			COCONUT COVE PUBLIC SAFETY DEPARTMENT

			“You can call me anytime,” advised Officer Delinko. “Just keep your eyes and your ears open, okay?”

			“Right,” Roy said, not too eagerly. The policeman was asking him to be an informant: a snitch on his own classmates. It seemed like a steep price to pay for a ride home.

			Not that Roy wasn’t appreciative, but he didn’t feel like he owed the officer anything besides a sincere thank-you. Wasn’t it part of a policeman’s job to help people?

			Roy got out of the car and waved to his parents, who were standing on the front steps. Officer Delinko removed Roy’s bicycle from the trunk and set it upright, on its kickstand. “There you go,” he said.

			“Thanks,” said Roy.

			“They’ll patch that tire for you at the Exxon. Was it a nail that got you?”

			“Something like that.”

			Roy’s father came up and thanked the policeman for bringing his son home. Roy overheard the two men exchanging law-enforcement chitchat, so Roy figured his father had told the officer he worked for the Justice Department.

			When Mr. Eberhardt went to put Roy’s bicycle in the garage, Officer Delinko lowered his voice and said, “Hey, young man.”

			What now? Roy thought.

			“Think your dad would mind writing a letter to the police chief? Or even to my sergeant? No biggie, just a nice note about what happened tonight. Something they could put in my permanent file,” Officer Delinko said. “The little things help, they really do. They add up.”

			Roy nodded in a noncommittal way. “I’ll ask him.”

			“Terrific. You’re a solid young fellow.”

			Officer Delinko got back in his car. Mrs. Eberhardt, who had gone inside to get a towel, came up and pumped the patrolman’s hand. “We were worried out of our minds. Thank you so much.”

			“Oh, it was nothing.” Officer Delinko shot a wink at Roy.

			“You’ve restored my faith in the police,” Roy’s mother went on. “Honestly, I didn’t know what to think after reading that outrageous story in the paper. The one about that policeman who had his windows painted black!”

			It was Roy’s impression that Officer Delinko suddenly looked queasy. “You all have a good night,” he told the Eberhardts, and turned the key in the ignition.

			“Do you happen to know that fellow?” Roy’s mother asked innocently. “The one who fell asleep inside his car. What’s going to happen to him? Will he be fired?”

			With a screech of rubber, Officer Delinko backed out of the driveway and drove off.

			“Maybe there was an emergency,” Mrs. Eberhardt said, watching the patrol car’s taillights disappear into the night.

			“Yeah,” said Roy, smiling. “Maybe so.”

		

	
		
			EIGHT

			Roy stuck to his promise. He quit searching for Beatrice Leep’s stepbrother, though it required all the willpower he could muster.

			One incentive to stay home was the weather. For three straight days it stormed. According to the television news, a tropical wave had stalled over southern Florida. Eight to twelve inches of precipitation was expected.

			Even if the sun had been shining gloriously, Roy wasn’t going anywhere. The guy at the gas station reported that the punctured bicycle tire was beyond repair.

			“You folks got a pet monkey?” he’d asked Roy’s father. “Because I swear it looks like teeth marks in the sidewall.”

			Roy’s parents didn’t even ask Roy what had happened. Having lived in Montana, they were accustomed to dealing with flats. A new tire had been ordered, but in the meantime Roy’s bike sat idle in the garage. He spent the soggy afternoons working on homework projects and reading a cowboy novel. When he looked out the bedroom window, all he saw were puddles. He missed the mountains more than ever.

			When Roy’s mother picked him up after class on Thursday, she said she had some good news. “Your suspension from the school bus has been lifted!”

			Roy wasn’t exactly ready to turn cartwheels. “Why? What happened?”

			“I guess Miss Hennepin reconsidered the situation.”

			“How come? Did you call her or something?”

			“Actually, I’ve spoken to her a number of times,” his mother acknowledged. “It was a fairness issue, honey. It wasn’t right that you got suspended while nothing happened to the boy who started the fight.”

			“It wasn’t a fight, Mom.”

			“Regardless. It looks like Miss Hennepin came around to our point of view. Starting tomorrow morning, you’re back on the bus.”

			Yippee, thought Roy. Thanks a bunch, Mom.

			He suspected she had another motive for pestering the vice-principal—she was eager to resume her early-morning yoga sessions at the community college, which she couldn’t attend as long as she was driving Roy to Trace Middle.

			He didn’t want to be selfish, though. He couldn’t depend on his parents forever. Maybe the other kids on the bus wouldn’t make too big a deal out of his return.

			“What’s the matter, honey? I thought you’d be glad to get back on your regular routine.”

			“I am, Mom.”

			Tomorrow is as good a day as any, Roy thought. Might as well get it over with.

			

			—

			Leroy Branitt, the bald man who called himself Curly, was under too much pressure. His eyelids twitched from lack of sleep, and all day long he perspired like an Arkansas hog.

			Supervising a construction job was a large responsibility, and every morning brought new obstacles and headaches. Thanks to the mystery intruders, the pancake-house project already was two weeks behind schedule. Delays cost money, and the big shots at the Mother Paula’s corporation weren’t happy.

			Curly expected to be fired if anything else went wrong. He’d been told as much by a top-level executive of Mother Paula’s. The man’s job title was Vice-President for Corporate Relations, and his name was Chuck Muckle, which Curly thought would be more suitable for a circus clown.

			Chuck Muckle wasn’t a very jolly fellow, though, especially after seeing the newspaper article about the police car being spray-painted on Mother Paula’s property. Among Chuck Muckle’s responsibilities was to keep Mother Paula’s valuable brand name out of the media, unless the company was opening a new franchise or introducing a new menu item (such as its sensational Key lime flapjacks).

			In all his years of supervising construction, Curly had never gotten a phone call like the one he received from Chuck Muckle after the newspaper story appeared. He’d never before been chewed out for fifteen minutes nonstop by a company vice-president.

			“Hey, it ain’t my fault,” Curly had finally interjected. “I ain’t the one fell asleep on the job. It was the cop!”

			Chuck Muckle instructed him to quit whining and take it like a man. “You’re the foreman, aren’t you, Mr. Branitt?”

			“Yeah, but—”

			“Well, you’re going to be an unemployed foreman if anything like this happens again. Mother Paula’s is a publicly traded company with a global reputation to protect. This is not the sort of attention that’s beneficial to our image. Do you understand?”

			“I do,” Curly had said, though he hadn’t. Serious pancake eaters wouldn’t care what happened to the police car, or even about the gators in the portable potties. By the time the restaurant opened, all that weird stuff would be forgotten.

			However, Chuck Muckle had been in no mood for a reasonable discussion. “Listen closely, Mr. Branitt. This nonsense is going to stop. As soon as we hang up, you’re going to go out and rent the biggest, most bloodthirsty attack dogs you can find. Rottweilers are the best, but Dobermans’ll do.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Is the site even cleared yet?”

			“It’s rainin’,” Curly had said. “It’s supposed to keep on rainin’ all week.” He figured Chuck Muckle would find a way to blame him for the weather, too.

			“Unbelievable,” the vice-president grumbled. “No more delays, you hear me? No more.”

			The plan was to get the site cleared before bringing in the VIPs and the media for the official gala groundbreaking ceremony. The highlight was going to be a special appearance by the woman who portrayed Mother Paula in the advertisements and TV spots.

			Her name was Kimberly Lou Dixon, a runner-up in the Miss America contest in either 1987 or 1988. Afterward she became an actress, though Curly couldn’t recall seeing her anywhere except in the pancake-house commercials. They dressed her up in a calico apron, a gray wig, and granny glasses to make her look like an old lady.

			“Let me explain why you’ll be out of a job if this project gets stalled again,” Chuck Muckle said to Curly. “Miss Dixon’s window of availability is extremely limited. She’s due to start filming a major motion picture in a couple of weeks.”

			“No kiddin’. What’s it called?” Curly and his wife were avid movie fans.

			“Mutant Invaders from Jupiter Seven,” said Chuck Muckle. “The problem is this, Mr. Branitt: If the groundbreaking gets postponed, Miss Kimberly Lou Dixon won’t be able to attend. She’ll be on her way to Las Cruces, New Mexico, preparing for her role as Queen of the Mutant Grasshoppers.”

			Wow, thought Curly. She’s playing the queen!

			“Without Miss Dixon’s presence, we will no longer have a blockbuster event, publicity-wise. She’s the company icon, Mr. Branitt. She’s our Aunt Jemima, our Betty Crocker, our—”

			“Tony the Tiger?” said Curly.

			“I’m glad you understand what’s at stake here.”

			“I sure do, Mr. Muckle.”

			“Excellent. If everything goes smoothly, you and I will never need to speak to each other again. Won’t that be nice?”

			“Yes, sir,” Curly agreed.

			The first order of business was erecting a chain-link fence around the construction site. Finding somebody to work in the rain wasn’t easy, but Curly eventually hooked up with an outfit in Bonita Springs. Now the fence was finished, and it was only a matter of waiting for the guard-dog trainer to arrive.

			Curly was somewhat nervous. He wasn’t really a dog person. In fact, he and his wife had never owned a pet, unless you counted the stray cat that occasionally slept under the back porch. The cat didn’t even have a name, which was fine with Curly. He had enough to worry about with the humans in his life.

			At half-past four, a red truck with a camper top drove up to the trailer. Curly pulled a yellow poncho over his glistening head and stepped out into the endless drizzle.

			The trainer was a beefy, mustached man who introduced himself as Kalo. He spoke with a foreign accent, the same accent that the German soldiers always had in World War II movies. Curly could hear the dogs barking ferociously in the camper bed, heaving themselves against the truck’s tailgate.

			Kalo said, “You go home now, yah?”

			Curly glanced at his wristwatch and nodded.

			“I lock up za fence. I come back tomorrow early, to get za dogs.”

			“Fine by me,” Curly said.

			“Somezing happens, you call right vay. No touch za dogs,” Kalo warned. “No talk to zem. No feed zem. Important, yah?”

			“Oh yah.” Curly was more than happy to steer clear of the brutes. He backed his pickup off the lot and got out to close the gate.

			Kalo waved amiably; then he turned the attack dogs loose. They were extremely large, all Rottweilers. They took off loping along the fence, crashing through the puddles. When they got to the gate, all four of them leapt upright against the fence, snarling and snapping at Curly on the other side.

			Kalo ran up, shouting commands in German. Instantly the Rottweilers ceased barking and dropped to sitting positions, their black ears pricking up intently.

			“Maybe best you go now,” Kalo said to Curly.

			“They got names?”

			“Oh yah. That vun dere is Max. That vun, Klaus. That vun, Karl. And that big vun is Pookie Face.”

			“Pookie Face?” Curly said.

			“Iss my precious baby. I brought him all za way from Munich.”

			“They’ll be okay in the rain?”

			Kalo grinned. “They be okay even in hurricane. You go home now, don’t vorry. Za dogs, zey take care of your problem.”

			As he walked back to his truck, Curly saw that the Rottweilers were watching every move he made. They were panting lightly, and their muzzles were flecked with foamy spittle.

			Curly figured he finally might get a decent night’s sleep. The vandals didn’t stand a chance against five hundred–odd pounds of badass dog flesh.

			They’d have to be insane to jump the fence, Curly thought. Totally out of their minds.

			

			—

			The next morning, Roy’s mother offered to drop him at the bus on her way to yoga class. Roy said no thanks. The rain had finally let up, and he felt like walking.

			A fresh breeze was blowing in off the bay, and the tangy salt air tasted good. Seagulls circled overhead, while two ospreys piped at each other in a nest on top of a concrete utility pole. On the ground at the base of the pole were bleached fragments of mullet skeletons that had been picked clean and discarded by the birds.

			Roy paused to study the fish bones. Then he stepped back and peered up at the ospreys, whose heads were barely visible over the scraggle of the nest. He could tell that one was larger than the other; a mother, probably, teaching her fledgling how to hunt.

			In Montana, ospreys lived in the cottonwoods all along the big rivers, where they dived on trout and whitefish. Roy had been pleasantly surprised to find that Florida had ospreys, too. It was remarkable that the same species of bird was able to thrive in two places so far apart, and so completely different.

			If they can do it, Roy thought, maybe I can, too.

			He hung around watching the nest for so long that he almost missed the school bus. He had to jog the last block to get there before it pulled away, and he was the last to board.

			The other kids grew strangely quiet as Roy made his way down the aisle. When he sat down, the girl in the window seat quickly stood up and moved to another row.

			Roy got a bad feeling, but he didn’t want to turn around to see if he was right. He hunkered down and pretended to read his comic book.

			He heard kids whispering in the seat behind him, followed by a hasty gathering of books and backpacks. In a flash they were gone, and Roy sensed a larger presence, skulking.

			“Hi, Dana,” he said, twisting slowly in his seat.

			“Hey, cowgirl.”

			After a week, Dana Matherson’s nose was still slightly purple and puffy, though it definitely wasn’t protruding from the center of his forehead, as Garrett had claimed.

			The only thing startling about Dana’s appearance was a fat, scabrous upper lip that hadn’t been that way when Roy dropped off the letter at Dana’s front door. Roy wondered if Dana’s mother had popped him in the kisser.

			The new injury endowed the big oaf with a disconcerting lisp. “You and me got thome bithneth to thettle, Eberhardt.”

			“What ‘business’?” Roy said. “I gave you an apology. That makes us even.”

			Dana clamped a moist, ham-sized hand over Roy’s face. “We’re a long way from even, you and me.”

			Roy couldn’t speak because his mouth was covered, not that he had much to say. He glared out from between Dana’s pudgy fingers, which reeked of cigarettes.

			“You’re gonna be thorry you ever methed with me,” Dana growled. “I’m gonna be your wortht nightmare.”

			The school bus rolled to a sudden halt. Dana quickly let go of Roy’s face and folded his hands primly, in case the driver was looking in the mirror. Three kids from Roy’s grade got on the bus and, upon spotting Dana, wisely scrambled for seats up front.

			As soon as the bus started moving, Dana again grabbed for Roy, who calmly slapped his arm away. Dana rocked back, staring at him in disbelief.

			“Didn’t you even read the letter?” Roy asked. “Everything will be cool as long as you leave me alone.”

			“Did you jutht hit me? Did you hit my arm?”

			“So sue me,” Roy said.

			Dana’s eyes widened. “What did you thay?”

			“I thay you need to get your hearing checked, partner, along with your I.Q.”

			Roy wasn’t sure what possessed him to wise off to such a violent kid. He didn’t particularly enjoy getting roughed up, but the alternative was to cower and beg, which he couldn’t lower himself to do.

			Every time the Eberhardts moved from one town to another, Roy encountered a whole new set of bullies and goons. He considered himself an expert on the breed. If he stood his ground, they usually backed down or looked for someone else to hassle. Insulting them, however, could be risky.

			Roy noticed a couple of Dana’s meathead pals, watching the scene from the back of the bus. That meant Dana would feel obligated to demonstrate what a tough hombre he was.

			“Hit me,” said Roy.

			“What?”

			“Go ahead. Get it out of your system.”

			“You’re a nut cathe, Eberhardt.”

			“And you’re as dumb as a bucket of mud, Matherson.”

			That one did the trick. Dana lunged across the seat and whacked Roy on the side of the head.

			After straightening himself, Roy said, “There. Feel better now?”

			“Damn right I do!” Dana exclaimed.

			“Good.” Roy turned around and opened his comic book.

			Dana smacked him again. Roy toppled sideways on the seat. Dana laughed cruelly and shouted something to his buddies.

			Roy sat up right away. His head really hurt but he didn’t want anyone to know. Nonchalantly he picked his comic book off the floor and placed it on his lap.

			This time Dana hit him with the other hand, equally fat and damp. As Roy went down, he let out an involuntary cry, which was drowned by the loud, gaseous hissing of bus brakes.

			For one hopeful moment, Roy thought the driver had seen what was happening and was pulling off the road to intervene. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case—the driver was as oblivious to Dana’s bad behavior as ever. The school bus had merely arrived at the next stop.

			While another line of kids boarded, Dana composed himself as if he were a model citizen. Roy looked down, fixing his eyes on the comic book. He knew the assault would resume as soon as the bus got rolling, and he braced grimly for Dana’s next blow.

			But it never came.

			For blocks and blocks Roy sat as rigid as a fence post, waiting to be knocked down once more. Finally his curiosity got the best of him and he peeked over his left shoulder.

			Roy could hardly believe it. Dana was slumped sourly against the window. The dumb goon’s fun had been spoiled by one of the kids from the last bus stop, who had been brave enough to sit right next to him.

			“What are you staring at?” the newcomer snapped at Roy.

			Despite his pounding headache, Roy had to smile.

			“Hi, Beatrice,” he said.
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			School was nerve-wracking. Every time Roy entered one of his classrooms, the other kids stopped what they were doing and stared. It was as if they were surprised to see he was still alive, with all limbs intact.

			After leaving algebra class, Roy heard a stupendous phony farting noise behind him in the hallway—Garrett. He took Roy by the shirtsleeve and led him into a bathroom.

			“You look sick. You should go home early,” Garrett advised.

			“I feel fine,” Roy said, which wasn’t true. He still had a headache from the thumping Dana had given him on the bus ride.

			“Dude, listen to me,” Garrett said. “I don’t care how you think you feel. You’re sick. Really sick, okay? You need to call your mom and go home.”

			“What have you heard?”

			“He’ll be waiting after seventh period.”

			“So let him wait,” Roy said.

			Garrett tugged Roy into one of the toilet stalls and locked it from the inside.

			“This is so lame,” said Roy.

			Garrett touched a finger to his lips. “I know a guy in Dana’s P.E. class,” he whispered excitedly. “He says Dana’s gonna snatch you before you get on the bus home.”

			“And do what?”

			“Duh!”

			“Right here at school? How?” Roy asked.

			“Bro, I wouldn’t hang around to find out. Hey, you never told me you busted him in the chops, too.”

			“That wasn’t me. Sorry.” Roy unlocked the toilet stall and gently nudged his friend out.

			“So what are you going to do?” Garrett called over the top of the door.

			“Take a pee.”

			“No. I’m talking about you-know-who.”

			“I’ll think of something.”

			But what? Even if Roy managed to elude Dana Matherson this afternoon, the drama would start all over again Monday. Dana would resume the stalking, and Roy would have to dream up another escape plan. And that’s how it would be every single day until school let out in June.

			Roy had other options, none particularly appealing. If he reported Dana to Miss Hennepin, she’d do nothing more than summon him to her office for a stern lecture, which Dana would laugh off. Who could take seriously a vice-principal with one gnarly hair sprouting out of her lip?

			If Roy told his parents about the Dana situation, they might be alarmed enough to withdraw him from Trace Middle. Then he would end up getting bused to some private school, where he’d be forced to wear the same dorky uniform every day and (according to Garrett) learn Latin.

			A third alternative was for Roy to try apologizing to Dana again, this time oozing remorse and sincerity. Not only would that be groveling, it probably wouldn’t achieve the desired effect; Dana would still hassle him without mercy.

			His final option was to stand and fight. Roy was a practical boy; he knew the odds were overwhelmingly against him. He had quickness and brains on his side, but Dana was big enough to crush him like a grape.

			Roy remembered the time he and his father had a talk about fighting. “It’s important to stand up for what’s right,” Mr. Eberhardt had said, “but sometimes there’s a fine line between courage and stupidity.”

			Roy suspected that fighting Dana Matherson fell into the second category.

			While he disliked the prospect of getting beaten to a pulp, what worried him even more was the effect it would have on his mother. He was very conscious of being an only child, and he knew his mom would be devastated if something bad happened to him.

			Roy had almost had a little sister, though he wasn’t supposed to know about it. His mother carried the baby for five months, and then one night she got terribly sick and an ambulance rushed her to the hospital. When she came home a few days later, the baby wasn’t there anymore and nobody really explained why. Roy was only four years old at the time, and his parents were so upset that he was afraid to ask questions. A few years later, an older cousin told him what a miscarriage was, and confided that Roy’s mother had lost a baby girl.

			Ever since then, he’d tried not to give his parents extra reasons to worry about him. Whether on horseback, bike, or snowboard, he refrained from doing some of the wild, daredevil stunts that boys his age usually tried—not because he feared for his safety, but because he felt it was his solemn duty as an only child.

			Yet there he was this morning, on the school bus, insulting the same pea-brained thug who already held a mortal grudge against him. Sometimes Roy didn’t understand what came over him. Sometimes he was too proud for his own good.

			The last class of the day was American history. After the bell, Roy waited for the other students to file out ahead of him. Then, cautiously, he peeked into the hall: No sign of Dana Matherson.

			“Roy, is something wrong?”

			It was Mr. Ryan, the history teacher, standing behind him.

			“No, everything’s fine,” Roy said breezily, stepping out of the classroom. Mr. Ryan closed the door behind them.

			“You going home, too?” Roy asked.

			“I wish. I’ve got to grade papers.”

			Roy didn’t know Mr. Ryan very well, but he walked with him all the way to the faculty lounge. Roy made small talk and tried to act casual while constantly checking behind him, to see if Dana was lurking.

			Mr. Ryan had played football in college and since then he hadn’t gotten any smaller, so Roy felt fairly safe. It was almost as good as walking with his dad.

			“You taking the bus home?” Mr. Ryan asked.

			“Sure,” Roy said.

			“But isn’t the pickup on the other side of school?”

			“Oh, I’m just getting some exercise.”

			When they reached the door of the faculty lounge, Mr. Ryan said, “Don’t forget the quiz on Monday.”

			“Right. War of 1812,” said Roy. “I’m ready.”

			“Yeah? Who won the Battle of Lake Erie?”

			“Commodore Perry.”

			“Which one, Matthew or Oliver?”

			Roy took a guess. “Matthew?”

			Mr. Ryan winked. “Study a little more,” he said, “but have a good weekend.”

			Then Roy was alone in the hall. It was amazing how rapidly schools emptied after the final bell, as if someone pulled the plug under a giant whirlpool. Roy listened closely for footsteps—sneaking footsteps—but heard only the tick-tick-tick of the clock mounted above the door to the science lab.

			Roy observed that he had exactly four minutes to reach the bus pickup zone. He wasn’t worried, though, because he’d already mapped a shortcut through the gym. His plan was to be among the very last to board his bus. That way he could grab one of the empty seats up front and jump off quickly at his stop. Dana and his cronies customarily occupied the back rows and seldom bothered the kids sitting up near the driver.

			Not that Mr. Kesey would ever notice, Roy thought.

			He jogged to the end of the hallway and turned right, heading for the double doors that marked the back entrance of the gymnasium. He almost made it, too.

			

			—

			“Let’s be crystal-clear about this, Mr. Branitt. You didn’t report it to the police?”

			“No, sir,” Curly said emphatically into the telephone.

			“So there shouldn’t be any paperwork, correct? No possible way for this latest travesty to end up in the press.”

			“Not that I can figure, Mr. Muckle.”

			For Curly it had been another long, discouraging day. The sun had finally broken through the clouds, but after that it was all downhill. The construction site remained uncleared, the earthmoving equipment sitting idle.

			Curly had stalled as long as possible before phoning Mother Paula’s corporate headquarters.

			“Is this your idea of a sick joke?” Chuck Muckle had snarled.

			“It ain’t no joke.”

			“Tell me again, Mr. Branitt. Every miserable detail.”

			So Curly had repeated everything, beginning from when he’d arrived at the site early that morning. The first sign of trouble had been Kalo waving a tattered red umbrella and chasing his four attack dogs along the inside perimeter of the fence. He was shrieking hysterically in German.

			Not wishing to be mauled by the dogs (or gored by the umbrella), Curly had remained outside the gate, watching in puzzlement. A Coconut Cove police cruiser had pulled up to investigate—Officer Delinko, the same cop who’d dozed off while “guarding” the construction site. It was because of him that the spray-painting fiasco had made the newspaper and gotten Curly into hot water with the Mother Paula’s company.

			“I was on my way to the station when I saw the commotion,” Officer Delinko had said, raising his voice over the barking of the Rottweilers. “What’s wrong with those dogs?”

			“Nuthin’,” Curly had told him. “It’s just a training exercise.”

			The cop had bought it and driven away, much to Curly’s relief. Once the Rottweilers were secured on leashes, Kalo had hustled them into the camper truck and locked the tailgate. Furiously he’d turned toward Curly and jabbed the umbrella in midair. “You! You try und kill my dogs!”

			The foreman had raised his palms. “What’re you talkin’ about?”

			Kalo had thrown open the gate and stomped up to Curly, who was wondering if he should pick up a rock for self-defense. Kalo was drenched with sweat, the veins in his neck bulging.

			“Snakes!” He had spit out the word.

			“What snakes?”

			“Yah! You know vhat snakes! Za place iss crawling wis zem. Poison vuns!” Here Kalo had wiggled one of his pinky fingers. “Poison snakes wis shiny tails.”

			“No offense, but you’re nutty as a fruitcake.” Curly never once had seen a snake on the Mother Paula’s site, and he would have remembered if he had. Snakes gave him the willies.

			“Nuts, you say?” Kalo had seized him under one arm and led him to the portable trailer that served as Curly’s office. There, coiled comfortably on the second step, was a thick mottled specimen that Curly recognized as a cottonmouth water moccasin, common in southern Florida.

			Kalo was right: It was seriously poisonous. And its tail was sparkly.

			Curly had found himself backing up. “I think you’re gettin’ carried away,” he’d said to Kalo.

			“Yah? You zink?”

			The dog trainer then had hauled him toward the fence to point out another moccasin, then another, and still another—nine in all. Curly had been flabbergasted.

			“Vhat you zink now? Zink Kalo iss nutsy fruitbar?”

			“I can’t explain it,” Curly had admitted shakily. “Maybe all this rain brought ’em outta the swamp.”

			“Yah, shore.”

			“Listen, I—”

			“No, you lissen. Each of dogs iss vorth three thousand U.S. dollars. Zat iss twelve thousand bucks barking here in za truck. Vhat happens, dog gets bit by snake? Dog dies, yah?”

			“I didn’t know about no snakes, I swear—”

			“Iss miracle za dogs zey all okay. Pookie Face, za snake came after him zis close!” Kalo had indicated a distance of about a yard. “I take umbrella und push him away.”

			It was just about then that Kalo had accidentally stepped in an owl burrow and twisted his ankle. Rejecting Curly’s offer of assistance, the dog trainer had hopped on one leg back to the camper truck.

			“I go now. Don’t effer call me again,” he had fumed.

			“Look, I said I was sorry. How much do I owe you?”

			“Two bills I send. Vun for za dogs, vun for my leg.”

			“Aw, come on.”

			“Okay, maybe not. Maybe I talk to lawyer instead.” Kalo’s pale eyes had been gleaming. “Maybe I cannot any longer train dogs, my leg hurt so much. Maybe I go on, vhat you say, disability!”

			“For Pete’s sake.”

			“Mother Paula iss very big company. Has lots of money, yah?”

			After Kalo had roared away, Curly carefully made his way to the trailer. The cottonmouth was no longer sunning on the steps, but Curly didn’t take any chances. He set up a stepladder and hoisted himself through a window.

			Fortunately, he’d saved the phone number of the reptile wrangler who had successfully removed the alligators from the toilets. The guy was tied up on an iguana call, but his secretary promised he’d come to the construction site as soon as possible.

			Curly had holed up in the trailer for almost three hours, until the reptile wrangler pulled up to the gate. Armed only with a pillowcase and a modified five-iron, the guy had methodically scoured the pancake-house property in search of sparkle-tailed water moccasins.

			Incredibly, he’d found none.

			“That ain’t possible!” Curly had exclaimed. “They were all over the place this mornin’.”

			The reptile wrangler had shrugged. “Snakes can be unpredictable. Who knows where they went.”

			“That’s not what I want to hear.”

			“You sure they were moccasins? I never saw one with a shiny tail.”

			“Thanks for all your help,” Curly had said snidely, and slammed the trailer door.

			Now it was he who was on the receiving end of peevish sarcasm. “Maybe you can train the snakes to guard the property,” Chuck Muckle was saying, “since the dogs didn’t work out.”

			“It ain’t so funny.”

			“You got that right, Mr. Branitt. It’s not funny at all.”

			“Them cottonmouths can kill a person,” Curly said.

			“Really. Can they kill a bulldozer, too?”

			“Well…probably not.”

			“Then what are you waiting for?”

			Curly sighed. “Yes, sir. First thing Monday morning.”

			“Music to my ears,” Chuck Muckle said.

			

			—

			The janitorial closet smelled pungently of bleach and cleaning solvents. Inside, it was almost as black as night.

			Dana Matherson had reached out and snagged Roy as he ran toward the gym, pulling him into the closet and slamming the door. Nimbly, Roy had squirted out of Dana’s moist grasp, and now he huddled on the cluttered floor while Dana stumbled around, punching blindly.

			Scooting on the seat of his pants, Roy made his way toward a paper-thin stripe of light that he assumed was shining through a crack beneath the door. From somewhere above came a bang and then a pained yelp—apparently Dana had delivered a ferocious upper cut to an aluminum bucket.

			Somehow Roy located the doorknob in the darkness. He flung open the door and lunged for freedom. Only his head made it into the hallway before Dana caught him. Roy’s fingertips squeaked across the linoleum as he was pulled backward, and again the door closed on his shouts for help.

			As Dana yanked him off the floor, Roy desperately groped for something with which to defend himself. His right hand found what felt like a wooden broom handle.

			“I gotcha now, cowgirl,” Dana whispered hoarsely.

			He locked Roy in a fierce bear hug that emptied the air from Roy’s lungs like an accordion. His arms were pinned to his sides and his legs dangled as limply as a rag doll’s.

			“Now, aren’t you thorry you methed with me?” Dana gloated.

			As Roy grew dizzy, the broom handle dropped from his fingers, and his ears filled with the sound of crashing waves. Dana’s clench was smothering, but Roy found he could still move his lower legs. With all his unsapped strength he started thrashing both feet.

			For a moment, nothing happened—then Roy felt himself falling. He landed faceup, so that his backpack absorbed the impact. It was still too dark to see, but Roy surmised from Dana’s whimpering gasps that he’d been kicked in a very sensitive part of his body.

			Roy knew he had to move swiftly. He tried to roll over, but he was weak and breathless from Dana’s brutish hug. He lay there helplessly, like a turtle that had been flipped on its back.

			When he heard Dana bellow, Roy closed his eyes and girded himself for the worst. Dana fell heavily upon him, clamping his meaty paws around Roy’s throat.

			This is it, Roy thought. The dumb goon is really going to kill me. Roy felt hot tears rolling down his cheeks.

			Sorry, Mom. Maybe you and Dad can try again….

			Suddenly the door of the utility closet flew open, and the weight on Roy’s chest seemed to vaporize. He opened his eyes just as Dana Matherson was being lifted away, arms flailing, a stunned expression on his pug face.

			Roy remained on the floor, catching his breath and trying to sort out what had just happened. Maybe Mr. Ryan had overheard the sounds of the struggle; he was plenty strong enough to hoist Dana like a bale of alfalfa.

			Eventually Roy flopped over and got to his feet. He fumbled for the light switch and re-armed himself with the broom handle, just in case. When he poked his head out of the closet, he saw that the hallway was deserted.

			Roy dropped the broom handle and streaked for the nearest exit. He almost made it, too.
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			“I missed my bus,” Roy muttered.

			“Big deal. I’m missing soccer practice,” said Beatrice.

			“What about Dana?”

			“He’ll live.”

			It wasn’t Mr. Ryan who’d saved Roy from a whupping in the closet; it was Beatrice Leep. She had left Dana Matherson stripped down to his underpants and trussed to the flagpole in front of the administration building at Trace Middle School. There, Beatrice had “borrowed” a bicycle, forcefully installed Roy on the handlebars, and was now churning at a manic pace toward an unknown destination.

			Roy wondered if this was a kidnapping, in the legal sense of the term. Surely there must be a law against one kid snatching another kid from school property.

			“Where are we going?” He expected Beatrice to ignore the question, as she had twice before.

			But this time she answered: “Your house.”

			“What?”

			“Just be quiet, okay? I’m in no mood, cowgirl.”

			Roy could tell by her tone of voice that she was upset.

			“I need a favor,” she told him. “Right away.”

			“Sure. Anything you want.”

			What else could he say? He was hanging on for dear life as Beatrice zigged across busy intersections and zagged through lines of traffic. She was a skilled bicyclist, but Roy was nervous nonetheless.

			“Bandages, tape. Goop to stop infections,” Beatrice was saying. “Your mom got any of that stuff?”

			“Of course.” Roy’s mother kept enough medical supplies to run a mini–emergency room.

			“Good deal. Now all we need is a cover story.”

			“What’s going on? Why can’t you get bandages at your house?”

			“Because it’s none of your business.” Beatrice set her jaw and pedaled faster. Roy got a queasy feeling that something bad must have happened to Beatrice’s stepbrother, the running boy.

			Mrs. Eberhardt greeted them at the front door. “I was getting worried, honey. Was the bus late? Oh—who’s this?”

			“Mom, this is Beatrice. She gave me a lift home.”

			“I’m very pleased to meet you, Beatrice!” Roy’s mother wasn’t just being polite. She was plainly delighted that Roy had brought home a friend, even if it was a tough-looking girl.

			“We’re going to Beatrice’s and finish up some homework. Is that okay?”

			“You’re welcome to stay here and work. The house is quiet—”

			“It’s a science experiment,” Beatrice cut in. “It might get pretty messy.”

			Roy suppressed a smile. Beatrice had sized up his mother perfectly: Mrs. Eberhardt kept an exceptionally neat house. Her brow furrowed at the thought of glass beakers bubbling with potent chemicals.

			“Is it safe?” she asked.

			“Oh, we always wear rubber gloves,” Beatrice said reassuringly, “and eye goggles, too.”

			It was obvious to Roy that Beatrice was experienced at fibbing to grownups. Mrs. Eberhardt fell for the whole yarn.

			While she fixed them a snack, Roy slipped out of the kitchen and darted to his parents’ bathroom. The first-aid stash was in the cabinet beneath the sink. Roy removed a box of gauze, a roll of white adhesive tape, and a tube of antibiotic ointment that looked like barbecue sauce. These items he concealed in his backpack.

			When he returned to the kitchen, Beatrice and his mother were chatting at the table, a plate of peanut-butter cookies between them. Beatrice’s cheeks were full, which Roy took as a promising sign. Enticed by the sweet warm smell, he reached across and grabbed two cookies off the top of the pile.

			“Let’s go,” Beatrice said, jumping up from her chair. “We’ve got lots of work to do.”

			“I’m ready,” said Roy.

			“Oh, wait—you know what we forgot?”

			He had no clue what Beatrice was talking about. “No. What did we forget?”

			“The ground beef,” she said.

			“Uh?”

			“You know. For the experiment.”

			“Yeah,” said Roy, playing along. “That’s right.”

			Immediately his mother piped up: “Honey, I’ve got two pounds in the fridge. How much do you need?”

			Roy looked at Beatrice, who smiled innocently. “Two pounds would be plenty, Mrs. Eberhardt. Thanks.”

			Roy’s mother bustled to the refrigerator and retrieved the package of meat. “What kind of science experiment is this, anyway?” she asked.

			Before Roy could answer, Beatrice said, “Cell decay.”

			Mrs. Eberhardt’s nose crinkled, as if she could already smell something rotting. “You two better run along,” she said, “while that hamburger’s still fresh.”

			

			—

			Beatrice Leep lived with her father, a former professional basketball player with gimpy knees, a beer gut, and not much enthusiasm for steady work. Leon “Lurch” Leep had been a high-scoring point guard for the Cleveland Cavaliers and later for the Miami Heat, but twelve years after retiring from the NBA he still hadn’t decided what to do with the rest of his life.

			Beatrice’s mother was not an impatient woman, but she had eventually divorced Leon to pursue her own career as a cockatoo trainer at Parrot Jungle, a tourist attraction in Miami. Beatrice had chosen to remain with her father, partly because she was allergic to parrots and partly because she doubted that Leon Leep could survive on his own. He had basically turned into a lump.

			Yet less than two years after Mrs. Leep left him, Leon surprised everyone by getting engaged to a woman he met at a celebrity pro-am golf tournament. Lonna was one of the waitresses in bathing suits who drove electric carts around the golf course, serving beer and other beverages to the players. Beatrice didn’t even learn Lonna’s last name until the day of the wedding. It was the same day Beatrice found out she was going to have a stepbrother.

			Lonna arrived at the church towing a somber, bony-shouldered boy with sun-bleached hair and a deep tan. He looked miserable in a coat and necktie, and he didn’t hang around for the reception. No sooner had Leon placed the wedding ring on Lonna’s finger than the boy kicked off his shiny black shoes and ran away. This was to become a recurring scene in the Leep family chronicles.

			Lonna didn’t get along with her son and nagged at him constantly. To Beatrice, it appeared as if Lonna was afraid that the boy’s quirky behavior might annoy her new husband, though Leon Leep seemed not to notice. Occasionally he’d make a halfhearted attempt to bond with the kid, but the two had little in common. The boy held no interest in Leon’s prime passions—sports, junk food, and cable television—and spent all his free time roaming the woods and swamps. As for Leon, he wasn’t much of an outdoorsman, and was leery of any critter that wasn’t wearing a collar and a rabies tag.

			One night, Lonna’s son brought home an orphaned baby raccoon, which promptly crawled into one of Leon’s favorite moleskin slippers and relieved itself. Leon seemed more puzzled than upset, but Lonna went totally ballistic. Without consulting her husband, she arranged for her son to be shipped off to a military prep school—the first of several failed attempts to “normalize” the boy.

			He seldom lasted more than two weeks before running away or being expelled. The last time it happened, Lonna purposely didn’t tell Leon. Instead she continued to pretend that her son was doing fine, that his grades were good and his conduct was improving.

			The truth was, Lonna didn’t know where the boy had gone and didn’t intend to go looking for him. She was “fed up with the little monster,” or so Beatrice overheard her say on the telephone. As for Leon Leep, he displayed no curiosity beyond what his wife had told him about her wayward offspring. Leon didn’t even notice when the tuition bills from the military school stopped coming.

			Long before his mother sent him away for the last time, the boy and his stepsister had forged a quiet alliance. After Lonna’s son made his way back to Coconut Cove, the first and only person he contacted was Beatrice. She agreed to keep his whereabouts a secret, knowing that Lonna would call the juvenile authorities if she ever found out.

			That concern was what had prompted Beatrice Leep to confront Roy Eberhardt after she saw him chasing her stepbrother that first day. She did what any big sister would have done.

			On the bicycle ride, Beatrice shared enough bits and pieces of her family’s story with Roy that he understood the difficult situation. And after seeing her stepbrother’s wounds, he knew why Beatrice had run for help after she’d found him moaning inside the old Jo-Jo’s ice-cream truck.

			It was the first time Roy had been permitted to see the running boy up close and face to face. The kid was stretched out, a crumpled cardboard box serving as a pillow. His straw-blond hair was matted from perspiration, and his forehead felt hot to the touch. In the boy’s eyes was a restless, darting, animal flicker that Roy had seen before.

			“Does it hurt bad?” Roy asked.

			“Nope.”

			“Liar,” Beatrice said.

			The boy’s left arm was purple and swollen. At first Roy thought it was from a snakebite, and worriedly glanced around. Fortunately, the bag of cottonmouths was nowhere in sight.

			“I stopped by on the way to the bus stop this morning and found him like this,” Beatrice explained to Roy. Then, to her stepbrother: “Go on. Tell cowgirl what happened.”

			“Dog got me.” The boy turned his arm over and pointed to several angry red holes in the skin.

			The bites were nasty, but Roy had seen worse. One time his father had taken him to a state fair where a rodeo clown got chomped by a panicky horse. The clown was bleeding so badly that he was rushed to the hospital in a helicopter.

			Roy unzipped his backpack and removed the medical supplies. He knew a little about treating puncture wounds from a first-aid course he’d taken at a summer camp in Bozeman. Beatrice had already cleansed her stepbrother’s arm with soda water, so Roy lathered antibiotic ointment on a panel of gauze and taped it firmly around the boy’s arm.

			“You need a tetanus shot,” Roy said.

			Mullet Fingers shook his head. “I’ll be okay.”

			“Is the dog still running around here?”

			The boy turned inquiringly to Beatrice, who said, “Go ahead and tell him.”

			“You sure?”

			“Yeah, he’s all right.” She shot an appraising glance at Roy. “Besides, he owes me. He almost got squashed in a closet today—isn’t that right, cowgirl?”

			Roy’s cheeks flushed. “Never mind that. What about this dog?”

			“Actually, there was four of ’em,” Mullet Fingers said, “behind a chain fence.”

			“So how’d you get bit?” Roy asked.

			“Arm got stuck.”

			“Doing what?”

			“It’s no big deal,” said the boy. “Beatrice, did you get some hamburger?”

			“Yeah. Roy’s mom gave it to us.”

			The kid sat up. “Then we better roll.”

			Roy said, “No, you need to rest.”

			“Later. Come on—they’ll be gettin’ hungry soon.”

			Roy looked at Beatrice Leep, who offered no explanation.

			They followed Mullet Fingers down the steps of the ice-cream truck and out of the junkyard. “Meet you there,” he said, and broke into a full run. Roy couldn’t imagine the strength it must have taken, considering his painful injury.

			As Mullet Fingers scampered off, Roy noticed with some satisfaction that he was wearing shoes —the same sneakers Roy had brought for him a few days earlier.

			Beatrice mounted the bicycle and pointed at the handlebars. “Hop aboard.”

			“No way,” Roy said.

			“Don’t be a wuss.”

			“Hey, I don’t want any part of this. Not if he’s going to hurt those dogs.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“That’s why he wanted the meat, right?”

			Roy thought he’d figured it out. He thought the kid meant to take revenge on the dogs by spiking the hamburger with something harmful, maybe even poisonous.

			Beatrice laughed and rolled her eyes. “He’s not that kind of crazy. Now let’s go.”

			Fifteen minutes later, Roy found himself on East Oriole Avenue, at the same trailer where the foreman had hollered at him a few days before. It was nearly five o’clock, and the construction site looked deserted.

			Roy noticed that a chain-link fence had been erected to enclose the lot. He recalled that the cranky foreman had threatened to unleash vicious guard dogs, and he assumed they were the ones that bit Mullet Fingers.

			Jumping off the bike, Roy said to Beatrice: “Does this have anything to do with that cop car that got spray-painted?”

			Beatrice said nothing.

			“Or the gators in the portable potties?” Roy asked.

			He knew the answer, but Beatrice’s expression said it all: Mind your own business.

			Despite the fever and the raging infection, her stepbrother had beaten them to the pancake-house construction site.

			“Lemme have that,” he said, snatching the package of meat from Roy’s hands.

			Roy grabbed it back. “Not till you tell me what for.”

			The kid looked to Beatrice for assistance, but she shook her head. “Get it over with,” she told him. “Come on, we haven’t got all day.”

			His injured arm hanging limply, Mullet Fingers clambered up one side of the fence and down the other. Beatrice followed, effortlessly swinging her long legs over the top.

			“What’re you waiting for?” she barked at Roy, still standing on the other side.

			“What about those dogs?”

			“The dogs,” said Mullet Fingers, “are long gone.”

			More confused than ever, Roy scaled the fence. He followed Beatrice and her stepbrother to a parked bulldozer. They huddled in the shaded cup of the blade, safely out of sight from the road. Roy sat in the middle position, with Beatrice on his left side and Mullet Fingers on his right.

			Roy held the package of meat on his lap, covering it with both arms like a fullback protecting a football.

			“Did you paint that cop car?” he bluntly asked the boy.

			“No comment.”

			“And hide those alligators in the toilets?”

			Mullet Fingers stared straight ahead, his eyes narrowing.

			“I don’t get it,” Roy said. “Why would you try crazy stuff like that? Who cares if they build a stupid pancake house here?”

			The boy’s head snapped around and he froze Roy with a cold look.

			Beatrice spoke up. “My stepbrother got bit by the dogs because his arm got stuck when he reached through the fence. Now ask me why he was reaching through the fence.”

			“Okay. Why?” Roy said.

			“He was putting out snakes.”

			“The same snakes from the golf course? The cottonmouths!” Roy exclaimed. “But why? You trying to kill somebody?”

			Mullet Fingers smiled knowingly. “They couldn’t hurt a flea, them snakes. I taped their mouths shut.”

			“I’m so sure,” Roy said.

			“Plus I glued sparkles on the tails,” the boy added, “so they’d be easy to spot.”

			Beatrice said, “He’s telling the truth, Eberhardt.”

			Indeed, Roy had seen the sparkling tails for himself. “But come on,” he said, “how do you tape a snake’s mouth closed?”

			“Real carefully,” said Beatrice, with a dry laugh.

			“Aw, it ain’t so hard,” Mullet Fingers added, “if you know what you’re doin’. See, I wasn’t tryin’ to hurt them dogs—just rile ’em up.”

			“Dogs do not like snakes,” Beatrice explained.

			“Makes ’em freak out. Bark and howl and run around in circles,” her stepbrother said. “I knew the trainer would drag ’em outta here soon as he saw the cottonmouths. Those Rottweilers ain’t cheap.”

			It was the wildest plan Roy had ever heard.

			“The only part I didn’t count on,” said Mullet Fingers, eyeing his bandaged arm, “was gettin’ bit.”

			Roy said, “I’m almost afraid to ask, but what happened to your snakes?”

			“Oh, they’re fine,” the boy reported. “I came back and got ’em all. Took ’em to a safe place and let ’em go free.”

			“But first he had to peel the tape off their mouths,” said Beatrice, chuckling.

			“Stop!” Roy was completely exasperated. “Hold on right there.”

			Mullet Fingers and Beatrice looked at him matter-of-factly. Roy’s head was spinning with questions. These kids must be from another world.

			“Would one of you please tell me,” he begged, “what’s all this got to do with pancakes? Maybe I’m dense, but I really don’t get it.”

			Grimacing, the boy rubbed his bloated arm. “It’s simple, man,” he said to Roy. “They can’t put a Mother Paula’s here for the same reason they can’t have big ole nasty Rottweilers runnin’ loose.”

			“Show him why,” Beatrice said to her stepbrother.

			“Okay. Gimme the hamburger.”

			Roy handed over the package. Mullet Fingers peeled off the plastic wrapper and scooped out a handful of ground beef, which he carefully rolled into six perfect little meatballs.

			“Follow me,” he said. “But try and be quiet.”

			The boy led Roy to a hole in a grassy patch of ground. At the entrance of the hole, Mullet Fingers placed two hamburger balls.

			Next he walked to an identical-looking hole on the other side of the lot and left two more meatballs there. He followed the same ritual at another hole in a far corner of the property.

			Peeking into one of the dark tunnels, Roy asked, “What’s down there?”

			In Montana, the only animals that dug holes like that were gophers and badgers, and Roy was positive there weren’t many of those in Florida.

			“Hush,” the boy said.

			Roy trailed him back to the bulldozer, where Beatrice remained perched on the blade, cleaning her eyeglasses.

			“Well?” she said to Roy.

			“Well, what?”

			Mullet Fingers tapped him on the arm. “Listen.”

			Roy heard a short high-pitched coo-coo. Then, from across the open lot, came another. Beatrice’s stepbrother rose stealthily, tugged off his new sneakers, and crept forward. Roy followed closely.

			The boy was grinning through his fever when he signaled for them to stop. “Look!”

			He pointed toward the first burrow.

			“Wow,” Roy said, under his breath.

			There, standing by the hole and peering curiously at one of the meatballs, was the smallest owl that he had ever seen.

			Mullet Fingers chucked him gently on the shoulder. “Okay—now do you get it?”

			“Yeah,” said Roy. “I get it.”

		

	
		
			ELEVEN

			Officer David Delinko had made a habit of driving past the construction site every morning on the way to the police station, and again every afternoon on his way home. Sometimes he even cruised by late at night if he went out for a snack; conveniently, there was a minimart only a few blocks away.

			So far, the policeman hadn’t seen much out of the ordinary except for the scene earlier that day: a wild-eyed man waving a red umbrella and chasing several giant black dogs around the property. The foreman of the Mother Paula’s project had said it was a K-9 training exercise, nothing to be alarmed about. Officer Delinko had no reason to doubt it.

			Even though he’d hoped to capture the vandals himself, the policeman agreed it was an excellent idea for the pancake-house company to put up a fence and post some guard dogs—surely that would scare off potential intruders.

			That afternoon, after another eight dull hours of desk duty, Officer Delinko decided to swing by the Mother Paula’s site once more. Two hours of daylight remained, and he was eager to see those attack dogs in action.

			He got there expecting a mad chorus of barking, but the place was strangely silent; no sign of the dogs. Walking the outer perimeter of the fence, the patrolman clapped his hands and shouted, in case the animals were hiding under Curly’s trailer or snoozing in the shade of the bulldozing equipment.

			“Boo!” yelled Officer Delinko. “Yo, Fido!”

			Nothing.

			He picked up a two-by-four and clanged it against a metal fence post. Again, nothing.

			Officer Delinko returned to the gate and checked the padlock, which was secure.

			He tried whistling, and this time he got an unexpected response: Coo-coo, coo-coo.

			Definitely not a Rottweiler.

			The policeman saw something move inside the enclosure, and he strained to see what it was. At first he thought it was a rabbit, because of its sandy brown coloring, but then it suddenly lifted off the ground and swooped from one corner of the property to another, finally landing on the cowling of a bulldozer.

			Officer Delinko smiled—it was one of those stubborn little burrowing owls that Curly had complained about.

			But where were the guard dogs?

			The patrolman stepped back and scratched his chin. Tomorrow he’d stop by the trailer and ask the foreman what was going on.

			As a warm breeze swept in, Officer Delinko noticed something fluttering at the top of the fence. It looked like a streamer from one of the survey stakes, but it wasn’t. It was a ragged strip of green cloth.

			The policeman wondered if somebody had gotten their shirt snagged on the wire mesh while climbing over the fence.

			Officer Delinko stood on his tiptoes and retrieved the torn piece of fabric, which he carefully placed in one of his pockets. Then he got into his squad car and headed down East Oriole.

			

			—

			“Faster!” shouted Beatrice Leep.

			“I can’t,” Roy panted as he ran behind her.

			Beatrice was pedaling the bicycle she’d taken from the rack at Trace Middle. Mullet Fingers was slumped across the handlebars, barely conscious. He had become dizzy and fallen from the fence as they were hurrying to leave the construction site.

			Roy could see that the boy was getting sicker from the infected dog bites. He needed a doctor right away.

			“He won’t go,” Beatrice had declared.

			“Then we’ve got to tell his mother.”

			“No way!” And off she’d ridden.

			Now Roy was trying to keep her in sight. He didn’t know where Beatrice was taking her stepbrother, and he had a feeling she didn’t know, either.

			“How’s he doing?” Roy called out.

			“Not good.”

			Roy heard a car and turned his head to look. Coming up behind them, barely two blocks away, was a police cruiser. Automatically Roy stopped in his tracks and began waving his arms. All he could think about was getting Mullet Fingers to the hospital, as soon as possible.

			“What’re you doing!” Beatrice Leep yelled at him.

			Roy heard a clatter as the bicycle hit the pavement. He turned to see Beatrice bolting away, her stepbrother slung like a sack of oats over one shoulder. Without glancing back, she cut between two houses at the end of the block and disappeared.

			Roy stood rooted in the center of the road. He had an important decision to make, and quickly. From one direction came the police car; running in the other direction were his two friends….

			Well, the closest things to friends that he had in Coconut Cove.

			Roy drew a deep breath and dashed after them. He heard a honk, but he kept going, hoping that the police officer wouldn’t jump out and chase him on foot. Roy didn’t think he’d done anything wrong, but he wondered if he could get in trouble for helping Mullet Fingers, a fugitive from the school system.

			The kid was only trying to take care of some owls—how could that possibly be a crime? Roy thought.

			Five minutes later, he found Beatrice Leep resting under a shady mahogany tree in a stranger’s backyard. Her stepbrother’s head was cradled on her lap, his eyelids half-shut and his forehead glistening.

			The deep bite wounds on his swollen arm were exposed, for the bandage had been pulled off (along with a sleeve of his green T-shirt) when he’d toppled from the fence.

			Beatrice stroked the boy’s cheeks and sadly looked up at Roy. “What are we gonna do now, cowgirl?”

			

			—

			Curly was done fooling around with attack dogs. And while he wasn’t thrilled about spending nights at the trailer, it was the only surefire way to stop the delinquents—or whoever was sabotaging the construction site—from jumping the fence and going wild.

			If something were to happen over the weekend that resulted in another delay of the Mother Paula’s project, Curly would be fired as foreman. Chuck Muckle had been crystal-clear about that.

			When Curly told his wife of his overnight guard duties, she received the news with no trace of annoyance or concern. Her mother was in town visiting, and the two of them had planned numerous shopping excursions for Saturday and Sunday. Curly’s charming presence would not be missed.

			Sullenly he packed a travel kit with his toothbrush, dental floss, razor, shaving cream, and a jumbo bottle of aspirin. He folded some clean work clothes and underwear into a carry bag and grabbed the pillow off his side of the bed. On his way out the door, his wife handed him two fat tuna sandwiches, one for dinner and one for breakfast.

			“You be careful out there, Leroy,” she said.

			“Yeah, sure.”

			Upon returning to the construction site, Curly locked the gate behind him and high-stepped to the safety of the trailer. All afternoon he’d been fretting about those elusive cottonmouth moccasins, wondering why the reptile wrangler hadn’t been able to find them.

			How could so many snakes disappear all at once?

			Curly was afraid that the moccasins were lurking nearby in some secret subterranean den, waiting for darkness before they slithered out to begin their deadly hunt.

			“I’ll be ready for ’em,” Curly said aloud, in the hope of convincing himself.

			Bolting the trailer door, he sat down in front of the portable television and turned on ESPN. The Devil Rays were playing the Orioles later in the evening, and Curly was looking forward to the ball game. For the time being, he was perfectly content to watch a soccer match being played in Quito, Ecuador—wherever that was.

			He sat back and loosened his belt to accommodate the bulge in his waistband from the .38-caliber revolver he’d brought along for protection. He hadn’t actually fired a gun since he had been in the Marines, which was thirty-one years ago, but he kept a pistol hidden at the house and remained confident of his abilities.

			Anyway, how hard could it be to hit a big fat snake?

			Just as Curly was polishing off his first tuna sandwich, a commercial for Mother Paula’s All-American Pancake House came on the television. There, dressed up as kindly old Mother Paula herself, was none other than Kimberly Lou Dixon, the former Miss America runner-up. She was flipping flapjacks over a hot griddle and singing some sort of goofy song.

			Although the makeup artists had done a darn good job, Curly could still tell that the old lady in the commercial was actually a much younger woman, and that she was pretty. Remembering what Chuck Muckle had told him about Kimberly Lou Dixon’s new movie deal, Curly tried to picture her as the Queen of the Mutant Grasshoppers. Undoubtedly the special-effects department would give her six green legs and a pair of antennae, which Curly found intriguing to contemplate.

			He wondered if he would be introduced personally to Kimberly Lou Dixon when she came to Coconut Cove to attend the groundbreaking ceremony for the new pancake house. The possibility wasn’t so far-fetched, him being the supervising engineer of the project—the top guy in charge.

			Curly had never met a movie star or a television actress or a Miss America or a Miss Anything. Was it okay to ask for an autograph? he wondered. Would she mind posing with him for a picture? And would she speak to him in her phony Mother Paula’s voice, or as Kimberly Lou Dixon?

			These were the questions knocking around inside Curly’s head as the image on the TV screen dissolved to electric fuzz before his disbelieving eyes. Heatedly he banged a mayonnaise-smeared fist on the side of the television console, to no avail.

			The cable had gone out in the middle of a Mother Paula’s commercial! Not a good omen, Curly thought sourly.

			He used many bad words to curse his rotten luck. It had been years since he’d gone a whole night without television, and he wasn’t sure how else to amuse himself. There was no radio in the trailer, and the only reading material was a construction industry journal with boring articles about hurricane-resistant roof sheathing and anti-termite treatments for plywood.

			Curly considered a quick trip to the minimart to rent some videos, but that would require crossing the property to reach his truck. With dusk approaching, he couldn’t get up the nerve to venture outside—not with those deadly cottonmouths skulking around.

			He bunched the pillow under his head and tilted his chair back against the thin paneled wall. Alone in the silence, he wondered if it was possible for a snake to worm its way into the trailer. He remembered hearing a story about a boa constrictor that had crawled through the plumbing and popped out of a bathtub drain in a New York City apartment.

			Imagining that scene, Curly felt his stomach knot. He got up and padded cautiously to the entrance of the trailer’s small bathroom. Placing one ear to the door, he listened….

			Was it his imagination, or did he hear a rustle on the other side? Curly drew the gun from his belt and cocked the trigger.

			Yes, now he was certain. Something was moving!

			The instant Curly kicked open the door, he realized there was no poisonous snake in the bathroom, no cause for mortal alarm. Unfortunately, the message didn’t travel fast enough from his brain to his trigger finger.

			The boom from the gun startled Curly almost as badly as it startled the field mouse that was sitting on the tile floor, minding its own business. As the bullet whizzed over its tiny whiskered head, shattering the toilet seat, the mouse took off—a squeaking gray blur that scooted out the doorway, between Curly’s feet.

			His hand trembling, Curly lowered the pistol and stared ruefully at what he’d done. He’d accidentally shot the commode.

			It was going to be a long weekend.

			

			—

			Mr. Eberhardt was in the den, reading at his desk, when Mrs. Eberhardt came to the door with a worried expression.

			“That policeman’s here,” she said.

			“What policeman?”

			“The one who brought Roy home the other night. You’d better come talk to him.”

			Officer Delinko stood in the living room, holding his hat in his hands. “Nice to see you again,” he said to Roy’s father.

			“Is something wrong?”

			“It’s about Roy,” Mrs. Eberhardt cut in.

			“Possibly,” said Officer Delinko. “I’m not certain.”

			“Let’s all sit down,” suggested Mr. Eberhardt. He was trained to remain calm while sorting through loose snippets of information. “Tell us what happened,” he said.

			“Where is Roy? Is he home?” the policeman inquired.

			“No, he went to a friend’s house to work on a science project,” Mrs. Eberhardt said.

			“The reason I ask,” Officer Delinko said, “is that I spotted a couple of kids on East Oriole a little bit ago. One of them looked sort of like your son. The weird thing was: First he waved at the police car, and then all of a sudden he ran away.”

			Mr. Eberhardt frowned. “Ran away? That doesn’t sound like Roy.”

			“Certainly not,” Mrs. Eberhardt agreed. “Why would he do that?”

			“The kids left a bike lying in the street.”

			“Well, it’s not Roy’s. His bike has a flat,” Roy’s mother announced.

			“Yes, I remember,” the policeman said.

			“We had to order a new tire,” Mr. Eberhardt added.

			Officer Delinko nodded patiently. “I know it’s not Roy’s bicycle. This one was stolen from Trace Middle School earlier this afternoon, shortly after classes let out.”

			“You’re sure?” Mr. Eberhardt asked.

			“Yes, sir. I found out when I radioed in the serial number.”

			The room fell silent. Roy’s mother looked gravely at Roy’s father, then fixed her gaze upon the policeman.

			“My son is no thief,” she said firmly.

			“I’m not making any accusations,” said Officer Delinko.

			“The boy who was running away looked like Roy, but I can’t say for sure. I’m only checking with you folks because you’re his parents and, well, this is part of my job.” The policeman turned to Roy’s father for support. “Being in law enforcement, Mr. Eberhardt, I’m sure you understand.”

			“I do,” Roy’s father mumbled distractedly. “How many kids did you see on the road?”

			“At least two, possibly three.”

			“And they all took off?”

			“Yes, sir.” Officer Delinko was trying to be as professional as possible. Perhaps someday he would apply to become an FBI agent, and Mr. Eberhardt could put in a good word for him.

			“And how many bicycles?” Mr. Eberhardt was asking.

			“Just one. It’s in the car if you want to take a look.”

			Roy’s parents followed the policeman out to the driveway, where he opened the Crown Victoria’s trunk.

			“See?” Officer Delinko motioned toward the stolen bicycle, which was a blue beach-cruiser model.

			“I don’t recognize it,” said Mr. Eberhardt. “How about you, Lizzy?”

			Roy’s mother swallowed hard. It looked like the same bike ridden by Roy’s new friend, Beatrice, when she’d accompanied him home from school.

			Before Mrs. Eberhardt could collect her thoughts, Officer Delinko said, “Oh, I almost forgot. How about this?” He reached into a pocket and took out what appeared to be a torn-off shirt sleeve.

			“You found that with the bicycle?” Mr. Eberhardt asked.

			“Nearby.” Officer Delinko was fudging a little bit. The construction site actually was several blocks from where he’d spotted the kids.

			“Does it look familiar?” he asked the Eberhardts, holding up the ragged strip of fabric.

			“Not to me,” Roy’s father replied. “Lizzy?”

			Mrs. Eberhardt appeared relieved. “Well, it’s definitely not Roy’s,” she informed Officer Delinko. “He doesn’t own any green clothes.”

			“What color shirt was the boy wearing when he ran off?” Mr. Eberhardt asked.

			“I couldn’t tell,” the patrolman admitted. “He was too far away.”

			They heard the phone ring, and Roy’s mother hurried inside to answer it.

			Officer Delinko leaned closer to Roy’s father and said: “I apologize for bothering you folks with this.”

			“Like you were saying, it’s all part of the job.” Mr. Eberhardt remained polite, even though he knew the policeman wasn’t telling him everything about the green rag.

			“Speaking of jobs,” Officer Delinko said, “you remember the other night when I brought Roy home with his flat tire?”

			“Of course.”

			“In all that nasty weather.”

			“Yes, I remember,” said Mr. Eberhardt impatiently.

			“Did he happen to mention anything about you writing up a letter for me?”

			“What kind of a letter?”

			“To our police chief,” Officer Delinko said. “No biggie—just a note for the permanent file, saying you folks appreciated me helping out your boy. Something along those lines.”

			“And this ‘note’ should be sent to the chief?”

			“Or to the captain. Even my sergeant would be okay. Roy didn’t ask you?”

			“Not that I recall,” said Mr. Eberhardt.

			“Well, you know how kids are. He probably forgot.”

			“What’s your sergeant’s name? I’ll see what I can do.” Roy’s father made no effort to conceal his lack of enthusiasm. He was running out of tolerance for the pushy young cop.

			“Thanks a million,” Officer Delinko said, pumping Mr. Eberhardt’s hand. “Every little bit helps when you’re trying to get ahead. And something like this, coming from a federal agent such as yourself—”

			But he didn’t get the chance to give his sergeant’s name to Mr. Eberhardt, for at that very moment Mrs. Eberhardt burst out the front door carrying a purse in one hand and a jangling set of car keys in the other.

			“Lizzy, what’s the matter?” Mr. Eberhardt called out. “Who was that on the phone?”

			“The emergency room!” she cried breathlessly. “Roy’s been hurt!”
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