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When Amy walked by Adam’s door, she kicked it. The door
wasn’t completely closed, and it opened.



 Adam turned around from his desk. “What’s your
problem?”



 “I hate you. I wish you were dead instead of my
mother.”



 Adam was shocked. “What did I ever do to you?”



 Amy left the house. She felt so sad that she cried out and
started to jog. She hadn’t felt sad until Adam had spoken
to her. Then the feeling had just overwhelmed her.



 When she got to the end of the block, she felt better. She had
left most of the sadness behind.



 Adam’s room had been her mother’s office. It was
wrong for him to be living in there. He was staying at
Amy’s house because his parents were in Scotland for a
funeral. His parents didn’t want to take Adam out of
school, and Adam didn’t even know the person who had died.
Amy thought it might have been one of his grandfathers, but she
couldn’t remember. It might have been an uncle. It was the
end of the school year, and Adam was studying for exams. In the
fall he would start at Banting Memorial, which was the only high
school in Port Sorry.



 Amy followed her sloping street down to Main Street and then
followed Main Street to the beach. Teenagers sat on the picnic
tables outside the Dairy Delight. She walked by the group without
looking at them because they scared her. They were smoking and
laughing and swearing. The Dairy Delight was lit up brightly, and
all the people inside wore white shirts. Amy walked to the end of
the street. The asphalt ended at the beach, but the sinking sun
created a blinding gold extension of the road onto the waves of
the lake.



 She hadn’t meant to say anything to Adam. What had come out
of her mouth had just come out on its own. It had been wrong to
say it, but she felt better for saying it. She really did want
Adam to die. She kicked the steel pole of a, “Do Not
Litter,” sign with satisfaction. She kicked the pole a
second time and felt nothing. She became aware that the teenagers
were watching her.



 “Hey Kung Fu Kid! Take it easy on the signs!” shouted
a boy. “They cost money, you know!”



 His friends laughed.



 Amy sighed. There was nothing for her to do here. She
didn’t want to sit on a picnic table with the teenagers
nearby. They made her feel nervous. She walked past them,
ignoring them again, and headed for home.



 It was an uphill climb.



 When she got home, she didn’t want to go inside, so she got
her bike out of the garage. She rode up to Wellington Street
where the houses stopped suddenly at farmland. This was the end
of Port Sorry and the beginning of the rest of the world.



 A car passed and honked its horn. The car turned around and
pulled up beside her. Amy’s father sat in the
driver’s seat. He rolled his window down.



 “Adam told me what you said to him. That wasn’t very
nice. Where are you going?”



 “I’m not going anywhere. I’m just riding
around.”



 “I think you should come home now. I’ll put your bike
in the trunk.”



 “I don’t want to go home.”



 “Promise me you won’t ride on the highway.”



 “I won’t. I wasn’t going to if that’s
what you’re worried about.”



 “Why did you come out here? You can get hit by a car here
very easily, Amy. You shouldn’t ride your bike this
far.”



 Amy’s father got out of the car and opened the trunk. He
put her bike inside and wrapped a bungee cord around the trailer
hitch to hold down the lid. “Come on,” he said.
“You can ride around all you want in town.”



 Amy got into the back of the car and put on her seat belt.
“You have to apologize to Adam for saying what you said. He
thinks you hate him.”



 Amy did not respond.



 “You have to apologize to Adam. OK?”



 Amy shrugged her shoulders.



 “Why do you hate Adam?”



 “I don’t have to like him. You can’t make me
have a family I don’t want.”



 “He’s your cousin, and he’s going to be staying
with us whether you like it or not while his parents are
away.”



 Gordon Cambridge looked at his daughter’s face and saw the
tears in your eyes. “I know it’s hard for you, Amy.
It’s hard for me, too.”



 “Zara doesn’t like her cousins, so I don’t have
to like Adam.”



 “That’s stupid. You have to judge people by their
actions. You can’t just decide you don’t like someone
for no reason.”



 “He’s a know-it-all, and I hate know-it-alls.”



 Gordon Cambridge shook his head. “He’s not that bad,
Amy, and he’s never done anything to you.”



 “I want to run away, but I don’t know where to
go.”



 “Why do you want to run away?” Amy’s father
said this in a softer, more serious tone of voice.



 “I don’t belong here. He’s your family, not
mine.”



 “Adam hasn’t done anything to you! You have no reason
to hate him, so you better make the best of it, and that’s
that! I don’t want to hear another word about you not
belonging to this family or about you running away! You’re
not going anywhere!”


——


When Amy woke in the morning, she could hear Adam in the kitchen.
She could tell it was Adam just by the noises he made. Amy went
out to the kitchen.



 “Hello,” he said in a flat tone of voice.



 “I’m sorry I said I wanted you to die. I didn’t
really mean it,” said Amy.



 Adam gave Amy a blank look and said, “Cool. No
worries,” in the same flat tone of voice. He passed her
with bowl of cereal and went to his room. Adam was very good at
acting like nothing could get to him. He had a wall of coolness
around him. It made Amy feel stupid.
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Amy walked around the edge of the schoolyard. It rose up in the
middle so that if you were to lie flat on the ground at the back,
someone standing on the tarmac behind the school would not be
able to see you. Beyond the schoolyard lay a large undeveloped
field covered with tall wild grass.



 The grass in the field was taller than most of the students, and
rumor said that the boogieman lived somewhere in the field. A
dirt path connected the schoolyard to the Windsor Road. You were
safe if you stayed on the path in the daytime, but if you went
into the field at night, even if you never left the path, he
would get you. Some kids said the boogieman ate children. Other
kids said that he killed children just for fun and didn’t
eat them, but your body would never be found if he got you. Her
father said that you pronounced boogieman as bogeyman, but he was
wrong. Everyone at school said boogieman. Her father said that
the boogieman did not exist, but Amy wasn’t convinced.
There were bad men in the world, and they did kidnap children and
kill them. She had heard a boy tell another boy that the
boogieman needed to eat one kid a year to stay alive and that you
didn’t know when he would come, but once a kid had
disappeared it was safe for the rest of the year to go into the
field.



 “If there were any chance at all that a bad man was lurking
in that field, the police would search it, and they would catch
him,” her father had said.



 When Amy walked the path, she couldn’t see anything but the
grass because it was taller than she was. Grey rabbits sometimes
jumped out and scared her. Tommy White said that they were hares
not rabbits. Amy looked up hares on the Internet. Hares and
rabbits were so similar that they might as well be the same
thing. Sometimes when Amy and Emily walked through the field on
their way to Emily’s house after school, boys would say
they saw snakes, but when Amy looked where the boys pointed she
never saw snakes. She thought that the boys said that there were
snakes to scare girls, but she wasn’t sure. Snakes moved
fast. At recess, boys caught garter snakes by the stream. They
would chase the girls around with the snakes until the girls went
and told the teacher on yard duty.



 Many of the kids at her school lived in the row houses and the
small apartment buildings on the Windsor Road, and those kids
took the path to school everyday. It was against the rules to
leave the schoolyard during school hours except at lunch. This
didn’t stop boys from hiding in the tall grass and playing
games there. If you were caught, the principal sent a letter home
to your parents, and you were suspended for three days. All the
teachers were paranoid about kids going into the field during
school hours. Why would they be so concerned if the boogieman
wasn’t real?



 A spring-fed stream separated the field from the schoolyard. You
could drink the water. Boys used it to fill up squirt guns.
Someone had put a shipping pallet across the stream to make a
bridge.



 When Amy got to the rear of the schoolyard, she bent down and put
her hand into the stream. It was cold. She cupped her hands and
scooped up a mouthful of water.



 “Hey! Kid! Want some candy?” a voice said. It laughed
like it didn’t expect an answer.



 Halloween candies landed on the ground beside her. They were the
boring toffee kind in the orange wrappers with witches and black
cats. Amy stood up. A volley of candies rose up from the tall
grass. Amy stepped aside to avoid them. Another toffee hit her on
the shoulder.



 She continued walking along the stream.



 “Hey kid! I’m the boogieman, and I’m hungry!
Come back here and let me eat you!”



 Amy thought about telling the teacher on yard duty, but then
decided that no one would believe her. It was probably one of the
teenagers from the Dairy Delight. They liked to hang out in the
field when they skipped school.


——


After dinner, Amy’s father picked her up from the floor of
her bedroom where she sat reading one of Adam’s comic
books. “How’s my sweetie?” he said into her
ear. “You don’t seem too happy lately.”



 Amy shrugged her shoulders.



 Cambridge kissed his daughter’s cheek and brushed her bangs
from her forehead. “How’s school? Boring?”



 “School’s OK.”



 “That’s good. What’s bugging you, besides
Adam?”



 Amy scowled at her father. “He’s OK. I guess.”



 “He’s not bad.”



 “He’s a boy. They’re all the same.”



 “Is that so?”



 Amy nodded her head. “You know what I mean.”



 “Is that all that’s bothering you?”



 She shrugged her shoulders. How could her father be so stupid to
not know that she missed her mother? She had only been dead for a
year. Didn’t he feel sad too?



 Gordon Cambridge took his daughter to the sunroom at the back of
the house.



 “Amy Janey, I want you to be happy,” he said, rubbing
her back.



 Amy felt a wave of warmth overcome her. She put her chin on her
father’s shoulder. She breathed his familiar smell and felt
better.



 Amy’s father pushed open the screen door and danced into
the backyard. “Deedle deedle deedle dee. In the backyard
with Sweetie.”



 Amy gasped in surprise.



 Her father slowly waltzed around the backyard tapping out a
rhythm on his daughter’s back. “Deedle deedle deedle
dee,” he sang. “No monkeys up in our tree. Just
crab-apples and squirrelies.”



 Amy smiled. “I saw the boogieman,” she said
“He’s real. I saw him with my own eyes.”



 “Oh?”



 “I saw a man in the field behind my school. He was hiding
there, watching the kids in the yard.”



 “Did you tell your teacher?”



 Amy shook her head. “No.”



 “Amy, if you see this man again, you must tell your
teacher. He’s probably harmless, but you never know.”



 “He’s the boogieman. He told me.”



 “He told you he’s the boogieman?”



 “That what he said. He said he wanted to eat me.”



 “Amy Jane, are you telling the truth, or are you
joking?”



 “That’s what he said to me.”



 “Where were you when he spoke to you? Did you go into the
field?”



 “No. He was in the grass, hiding, and I was standing at the
stream. He threw old Halloween candies at me and said he wanted
to eat me.”



 “I think someone was trying to frighten you, Amy. I’m
going to phone the school. You’d better be telling the
truth, or I’m going to look like a fool.”



 Gordon Cambridge looked his daughter in the eye. “Are you
telling me the truth?”



 Amy nodded her head. She didn’t know why she had lied, but
she didn’t want to get into trouble for lying, so she lied
about lying. “Yes.”
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After lunch the next day, the secretary called Amy to the
principal’s office. She was afraid. No one was called to
the principal’s office unless he or she was in trouble or
there was a serious family problem. She hadn’t done
anything wrong that she could remember. She worried that
something bad might have happened to her father.



 “Am I in trouble?” she said the secretary.



 “No. You’re not in trouble. Mr. Smelton has something
he wants to talk to you about.”



 Mr. Smelton, the principal, opened his door. “Miss
Cambridge, please come in,” he said.



 Amy got up from her chair. The secretary smiled as Amy passed.
She crossed the threshold of the principal’s office and
felt afraid. A police officer sat on a chair. Mr. Smelton
gestured toward a second chair and sat down behind his desk.



 “Your father called me and said that you saw a man in the
field behind the school,” said Mr. Smelton.



 Amy remembered that her father had said that he was going to call
the school. That seemed like it had happened a long time ago, but
it was only yesterday. The policeman watched her and made her
nervous. Then he smiled at her, and she felt better.



 “This is Constable Kaminski. He wants to know anything that
you can tell him about the man you saw. Did you recognize
him?”



 Amy shook her head.



 “Did he speak to you?” said Constable Kaminski.



 Amy nodded her head.



 “What did he say?”



 “He threw candies at me, and I walked away, and he said I
should come back because he was the boogieman and he wanted to
eat me.”



 “Why didn’t you tell your teacher about this,
Amy?” said Mr. Smelton.



 “I didn’t think anyone would believe me.”



 Mr. Smelton frowned. “OK,” he said. “Can you
describe him? What did he look like?”



 “I didn’t see him. He was hiding in the grass,”
said Amy.



 “Can you remember anything more?” said Constable
Kaminski.



 Amy shook her head.



 “OK,” said Constable Kaminski. “If you see or
hear the man again, you need to go to the nearest teacher and
tell them what happened. Do you understand, Amy? It’s
really important that your teachers call me as soon as you see
the man, so I can catch him. OK?”



 “OK,” said Amy.



 “If you’re afraid that no one will believe you, they
will believe you now,” said Mr. Smelton. “I’m
having a meeting later today to talk about this incident, so
don’t be afraid to tell a teacher. All right?”



 “All right.”



 “You can go back to your class now.”



 Amy was relieved.


——


Out of curiosity, she walked back to the stream at lunchtime.
Something rustled the grass on the other side. A hare hopped out,
and Amy jumped back. The hare drank from the stream, its jaws
moving rapidly. Amy took a step forward, and the hare edged back.
Amy and the hare stared at each other. The hare turned and hopped
into the grass.



 Some boys were playing British Bulldog in the schoolyard. The
boys’ shouts and laughter rose above the other sounds. The
game had been outlawed because someone had got hurt in the past,
but the boys played it anyway. If Mr. Smelton was on yard duty,
which he usually wasn’t, the boys would play something
else. Amy watched a group of boys wrestle Tommy White and Rick
Black to the ground. The group grew increasingly violent trying
to catch White and Black.



 “Hey you guys!” Amy yelled.



 The boys ignored her, intent on their game. One boy got down on
his hands and knees behind White, and the others pushed him back
until he fell. The boys piled on top.



 Rick Black stood still, watching what was happening. He
didn’t move to help his friend.



 “Hey you guys!” Amy shouted. “Bring him over
here! The boogieman can eat him! Then we won’t have to be
afraid of him anymore for a whole year!”



 No one paid attention to her.



 The boys got up from the pile and scattered.



 “I lost my ball!” shouted Amy.



 None of the boys seemed to know that she was alive. Rick helped
Tommy get up from the ground.



 “Hey! I need someone to go get my ball from over the
stream!”



 White looked right at Amy, and it made her feel queasy.



 “Shut up already! We don’t care about your stupid
ball!” he said.



 “Yeah! Get it yourself!” said Black.



 “Where’s your ball?” said Jeff Dinsdale.



 “It went over the stream and into the field,” said
Amy.



 “I’ll get it,” said Dinsdale.



 “No!” shouted Amy.



 Dinsdale hesitated. “What’s the matter?”



 “I want Tommy to go into the field and look for it,”
she said.



 Dinsdale looked insulted.



 “I can get it for you,” he said. He jumped over the
stream and disappeared into the tall grass. Amy watched the grass
move as Dinsdale searched.



 After a minute, he came back, and said, “I can’t find
it. It’s lost.”



 “It must have went farther in,” said Amy.



 Rick Black approached Amy. “I didn’t see you with a
ball.”



 “So what! I had one! I accidentally kicked it into the
field.”



 “Oh yeah?” said Tommy White, having caught up to his
friend. “What kind of ball?”



 “A red rubber ball,” said Amy. She had heard a song
on TV about a red rubber ball.



 Tommy White stomped over to the stream and stepped over it. He
disappeared into the grass. Rick Black followed.



 Dinsdale and Amy stood near the stream, waiting.



 After a minute, Dinsdale said, “Those guys are going to be
in trouble if a teacher sees them coming out.”



 In the distance, Amy saw the cabin of a green pickup truck move
over the top of the grass. The bell rang to signal the end of
lunch break. Amy turned and walked back to the tarmac.
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“What happened to those boys at your school?”
Amy’s father said.



 “I don’t know.”



 “Do you know why they went out of bounds?”



 “No. How would I know? How do you know about that?”



 “Mr. Smelton told me that you kicked a ball into the field
and sent them to fetch it for you.”



 Gordon Cambridge stared at his daughter.



 Amy shifted her weight between her feet. “I might have said
something like that.”



 “I see. So you got them into trouble, then?”



 Amy shrugged her shoulders.



 “You were afraid of the bogeyman, so you said them to get
your ball for you?”



 Amy nodded her head, relieved that her father gave her a way out
of trouble.



 “The bogeyman is not real, Amy.”



 Gordon Cambridge sighed and took his daughter into his arms. Amy
felt good that she wasn’t in trouble even though she had
just lied to her father again.



 “Mr. Wanton was in the field, and he called the police on
them and they brought the boys back to school. That was
weird.”



 “It’s not that weird.”



 “Why not?”



 “Because Mr. Wanton owns that field.”



 “He does?”



 “Yes. There’s probably going to be houses in that
field in the future. Wanton bought that land a long time ago just
to hold onto it. He was smart. Someone was bound to want to build
there sooner or later because it’s close to the school and
the strip mall.”



 “I still think it’s weird. He could be the boogieman.
He’s a butcher. He’d know how to kill people and chop
them up.”



 “Amy,” her father said, “Really. Come on. You
don’t believe in the bogeyman. Do You?”



 “It’s boogieman, and Mr. Wanton hates children, so
you never know.”



 “You never know what?”



 Amy shook her head. “You don’t know. He could be the
reason people talk about the boogieman living in that field. They
see him there, and they wonder what he’s doing. He could be
burying bodies.”



 “Next you’ll be telling me he bakes children into
pies.”



 “He could if he wanted to.”



 Gordon Cambridge gave his daughter a skeptical look.
“You’re teasing me. Aren’t you?”



 Amy wasn’t teasing.



 “Mr. Wanton is not the bogeyman, and I’m pretty sure
he doesn’t hate kids as much as you think.”


——


When she stepped out of the school doors, Amy saw the green
pickup truck parked at an angle in the field. Mr. Wanton appeared
and drove away. When he was gone, she walked across the little
bridge and into the field. It was lunchtime. Students were
allowed to leave the schoolyard at lunchtime. Some of the
students who lived on the Windsor Road went home for lunch.



 Amy walked to the point on the path where the truck had been. She
found and followed two lines of flattened grass. The ground
became firm and level. Ahead of her, a grey door in a steel frame
sat lodged in the ground. Amy bent down and tried to turn the
shiny knob. It wouldn’t move. Mr. Wanton had built a secret
fort under the field. Boys liked to make forts in the field out
of scraps of wood and cardboard. Mr. Wanton was a grown-up boy,
so he had made a real fort.



 Amy walked around the door. She looked for bones or
children’s clothing or other evidence of the
boogieman’s existence. When she got bored, she walked back
to the schoolyard.


——


After school, Amy and Emily went to Zara’s house. The three
of them liked to do their homework together. Amy told her friends
about the underground fort.



 “I don’t believe you. You have a very active
imagination,” said Zara. “You see imaginary people
like the boogieman.”



 “Come and see for yourself then,” said Amy.



 “I’ve seen him in the field before,” said
Emily. “He must be doing something out there.”



 “He’s got an underground fort. I was in it.”
Amy regretted telling the lie as soon as she heard herself say
it.



 “How did you get in?” Zara said confrontationally.



 “It was open,” said Amy.



 “OK. When we’re finished, we’ll go and look at
this door,” Zara said firmly, “and if it isn’t
what you say it is, then you’re a filthy little liar and we
won’t have anything further to do with you.”



 “I don’t think you’re lying,” said Emily.


——


The three girls walked from Zara’s backyard to the Windsor
Road. Amy stopped her friends and pointed. The cab of
Wanton’s green pickup truck stood out of the wild grass.



 “We have to go through the grass so that he won’t see
us,” said Amy.



 “We should wait until he’s gone,” said Emily.
“He hates kids. I don’t want to make him
angry.”



 “The field belongs to him,” Zara said
condescendingly. “He could have us arrested for trespassing
if he wanted to,”



 Amy ignored her friends, crossed the street, and stepped into the
tall grass.



 “You’ll be sorry!” said Zara.



 Emily crossed the street and entered the grass.



 Zara stood at a telephone pole and watched.



 Emily and Amy walked up to the clearing with the green pickup
truck. They stayed inside the tall grass. They did not see
Wanton, but they heard him talking to himself.



 He came back to his truck and drove away.



 The girls approached the door in the ground.



 Amy turned the doorknob



 “It’s open,” she said with surprise. Now Emily
and Zara would believe that she had been inside before. “He
forgot to lock it.”



 She pulled the door open. Wooden steps led down into darkness.



 “It won’t stay open by itself,” said Amy.
“I’ll hold it while you go down.”



 Emily raised her eyebrows. She started to say something, but then
she decided not to. She stepped onto the wooden steps. The air
was cooler in the room below. Animal legs hung from the roof. The
bottoms of the legs were partially covered in fat, but the tops
of the legs were bare bones. The back of the room was in shadow.



 “Ew,” Emily said. “This is disgusting.”



 Amy stepped down, holding the door open with one hand. She was
horrified by what she saw. She wanted to step back up, but she
couldn’t stop looking at the meat. “Are these
people?” she said with horror.



 Emily laughed. “No! This is meat, silly!”



 As Amy’s eyes adjusted to the dimness, Amy noticed drops of
dried blood and congealed fat on the concrete floor.



 She heard a car engine and quickly stepped down all the way,
letting the door close behind her. The girls were in darkness.



 “Hey!” said Emily.



 “Wanton’s coming! Be quiet!” Amy whispered.



 The girls heard the sound of feet crossing the roof and then the
sound of the doorknob being turned. Amy’s heart beat
faster. She anticipated shouting. A key slid into the
door’s lock, and the deadbolt engaged with a thunk.
Footsteps traveled back across the steel roof.



 “Is he gone?” whispered Emily.



 “I think so.”



 “Are we locked in?”



 “Yes.”



 “Are you sure? Try the door.”



 Amy reached up and moved her hands over the underside of the
door, looking for the doorknob. She found it and tried to turn
it. It didn’t move.



 “We’re trapped,” she said.



 “What do we do now?”



 “Where did Zara go?”



 “I don’t know,” said Emily.



 “When our families figure out that we’re missing,
they’ll call her house, and then she’ll tell them
where we are, and we’ll both be in trouble.”



 The girls found the steps and sat side by side on them. They
talked for a little while, but then the conversation dwindled to
silence.


——


“Amy, I have to pee.”



 “Just go in the corner.”



 “No. I can’t.”



 “You’re going to have to go. I’m going to go in
the other corner.”



 Each girl felt her way slowly in the darkness to a corner,
staying close to the walls.



 “Ew! It’s so slimy!” said Emily bumping into a
dangling leg in the darkness. “I think I might throw
up.”



 When they came back to the wooden steps Amy said, “Did you
go?”



 “Yes. Did you?”



 “Yes,” Amy lied.



 “There’s something at the side there,” said
Emily. I think it’s metal. It’s got holes. Oh,
it’s just a vent.”



 “It might open though,” said Amy. “We could
crawl in there and get out.”



 “I don’t see any light inside. I don’t think it
goes outside,” said Emily.



 “Where else would it go?”



 “I don’t know,” said Emily. “I’m
going to kick it.”



 Emily kicked the grate.



 “It’s strong,” she said. “I wonder what
time it is.”



 “Why didn’t you bring your phone?” said Amy.



 “I recharge it after school. Why didn’t you bring
yours?”



 “I hate it. What if Mr. Wanton finds us?”



 “He’ll call the police for sure, like he did on Tommy
and Steve.”



 “I don’t want to go to jail,” said Amy.



 “They don’t put little kids in jail. We’d go to
juvie.”



 “What’s juvie?”



 “It’s a juvenile detention center. It’s where
they put bad kids instead of in jail.”



 “Is it as bad as jail?” said Amy.



 “I don’t know. I’ve never been there.”



 “I don’t want to go to juvie.”



 “Did the police ever find the man in the field?”



 “No. I lied about the boogieman.”



 “Oh,” said Emily. “I didn’t know you were
lying.”



 “I didn’t really lie. I lied a little bit. He said he
was the boogieman, but I couldn’t see him. It was probably
just an older kid.”



 Emily sighed. “So you did lie.”



 Amy shrugged her shoulders, which Emily couldn’t see in the
dark. “I said that someone said he was the boogieman and
threw candies at me. That’s true. I’m pretty sure it
was just one of those guys from the Dairy Delight. The voice was
familiar.”



 “If you knew it was a boy, why didn’t you say
so?”



 “I don’t know.”



 Emily hugged Amy in the darkness. “You have to stop telling
lies.”



 Emily climbed the steps and felt for the doorknob. She found it.
Something stuck out of the center. She held the knob with one
hand and turned the nubbin. The deadbolt disengaged. Emily pushed
the door open. Light flooded into the girls’ eyes, blinding
them.



 “I can’t see,” said Amy, holding a hand over
her eyes.



 The girls climbed out slowly, squinting. They sat down on the
grass.



 “It’s so disgusting,” said Emily.



 “If we could trick Rick Black and Tommy White into going
down there, maybe we could get them sent to juvie,” said
Amy. “We could call the police on them.”



 Emily laughed. “How would we do that?”



 “I don’t know. It’s like a fort. Boys like
forts. They would probably come just to see it.”



 “We can’t tell anyone that we were in there, or
we’ll get into trouble for sure,” said Emily.
“We especially can’t tell Zara because she’ll
blab.”


——


“Where were you?” Amy’s father said.



 “Out,” said Amy.



 “You’re late for dinner, Amy. If you’re going
to eat dinner at Zara’s you have to call and let me know.
Why didn’t you have your phone with you? I left you a
message. If you’re not going to take your phone with you,
then I’m going to cancel your service. There is no point my
paying for it if you’re not going to use it.”



 “If I take it with me, I’ll only lose it.”



 “Where did you go?”



 “We went to the Dairy Delight,” Amy lied.
“Zara’s brother has a car, and we all went for a
ride.” It pleased Amy how easily the lie came to her. It
unfolded on its own.



 Gordon Cambridge considered Amy’s words. He looked like he
was going to get angry, but then his expression changed.
“OK. Don’t let it happen again. You’re too
young to be out gallivanting around on your own in the evenings,
especially with older kids.”



 “It’s not evening. It’s not even close to being
dark out, and I wasn’t on my own.”



 “All right, but I’m serious. Call me before you do
something like that again.”



 Amy could tell that her father wasn’t happy with her. She
felt bad for making him unhappy but good at the same time for
getting out of trouble with a lie. She felt safe when she lied.



 “I saw some animal legs hanging in Wanton’s Market
today,” she said, changing the conversation.



 “Oh? Animal legs?”



 “I was wondering what they are?”



 “Sounds like prosciutto. Wanton makes prosciutto.
It’s Italian ham.”



 “I don’t think this was ham. It was disgusting and
raw. It’s the most disgusting thing I’ve ever
seen.”



 “That’s prosciutto crudo. It’s supposed to be
raw. It’s cured instead of cooked.”



 “Oh.”



 “It means it’s been preserved by drying it out.
That’s how they used to preserve things before
refrigeration. I’m not a big fan of it myself.”


——


Over the course of the following week a chainlink fence was
erected around Wanton’s field. All the kids who lived near
the Windsor Road had to take the long way through the side
streets to get to school.
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“Here. You have to sign this so that I can go
hiking.”



 Amy put a piece of paper on the table.



 Gordon Cambridge inspected the permission slip. “Oh?
You’re going to the conservation area, eh? When I was a kid
the conservation area hadn’t been created. It was
undeveloped Crown Land. In the summer, we used to go camping
there to get away from our parents.”



 “I don’t want to go. It’s boring, and
it’s a waste of time, but I know that you won’t let
me not go.”



 Gordon Cambridge laughed. “You’ll like it.
It’ll be a fun day out. Don’t you want to spend a day
out of school? If you don’t go, you have to sit in class
and do school work with Mr. Smelton.”



 “I’d rather do that,” said Amy flatly.



 “Too bad. I think it’s better for you to get some
fresh air and exercise with the rest of your class. You should
look forward to it. It won’t be that bad.”



 Amy pursed her lips and squinted, but she said nothing.



 “You look like you just sucked on a lemon,” Gordon
Cambridge said. “Here you go.”



 Amy sighed, took the permission slip, and walked away.


——


Her class travelled to the Port Sorry Conservation Area in a
yellow school bus. The kids had to sit on the floor of a portable
classroom and listen to an old man tell them about the history of
the region and about the native plants and animals. It was
boring. Nothing exciting had ever happened in Port Sorry, and
some of the plants could make you sick if you ate them, so you
weren’t supposed to eat any plants when you were hiking.
Only stupid boys would eat random plants. Why did they call it
hiking if it was just walking? If hiking meant walking, then why
didn’t they just say they were going walking? Hiking made
it sound more exciting, but it wasn’t exciting. It was just
walking around for no reason in the hot sun.



 After the lecture, the instructor led the class on the hike. For
part of the way, they followed a trail, but then the instructor
brought out a compass and a map, and he showed the class how to
use them to hike overland. Amy didn’t pay attention.



 Emily, Amy, and Zara stayed together. Walking along the trail was
easy because it was beaten dirt, but going overland was difficult
because the grass was long and the land was uneven.



 “This sucks,” said Amy. “The grass is
wet.”



 “What did you expect?” said Zara.



 Zara was being mean because she didn’t want to be there any
more than Amy did. Amy was glad that Emily wasn’t like
that. Amy didn’t want to be alone with Zara.



 “You’re a bitch,” said Amy. She was surprised
that she said it.



 Emily opened her mouth in surprise. Zara glared at both of the
other girls in turn.



 “I’m a bitch? You tricked Tommy White and Rick Black
into going off bounds, and they got suspended! All because
you’re in love with him, and he doesn’t like
you!”



 “I’m not in love with Tommy White!”



 The other students stared at the girls.



 Zara turned around and walked ahead.



 Emily laughed. “Zara’s in love with Tommy White.
That’s funny. She’s such a goody-goody, and
he’s such a loser.”



 “Where’s she going?”



 Emily and Amy watched Zara walk up the line of hiking students to
Tommy White and whisper something in his ear. He turned around
and waved. Some of the other kids turned and looked at Amy. She
dropped her face in embarrassment.



 “Oh my God! She told him!” said Emily. “She
told him that you’re in love with him, and now he thinks
it’s true!”


——


The instructor led the students into a forest. When they came
out, they were at the top of a ridge above a pond. A log cabin
stood on the other side.



 The instructor led them around the pond. Two smelly outhouses
stood beside the cabin. Inside, Mrs. McIntosh waited with bottled
water and boxed lunches. Most of the students went outside to
each their lunches. Zara and Tommy stayed inside the log cabin.


——


The walk back to the portable classroom took less time than the
walk to the log cabin because the instructor led them down a dirt
road that went all the way to the portable. He pointed out some
plants that he had talked about, but Amy ignored everything that
he said. She was eager to get the day over with, and she resented
every stop.


——


When the bus got back to the school, Mr. Smelton said that the
school was responsible for the students until the end of the day.
You could only go home early if one of your parents picked you
up. Otherwise, you had to stay at school until the bell. You
could go outside if you wanted.



 Amy and Emily wandered into the schoolyard.



 Tommy White and Rick Black followed.



 “Oh no,” said Amy. She started to run.



 Emily stayed where she was. “Leave her alone!”



 “Mind your own business!” said Black, passing her.



 “Grab her!” shouted White.



 Rick Black caught up to Amy and grabbed her arm. She spun around
and out of his grasp, but he grabbed her again and pushed her to
the ground. Black sat on Amy and pinned her arms.



 “Get off me you stupid idiot!”



 “Hold her for me!” shouted White.



 Emily pushed White off course, but he just laughed and ran around
her. “You can’t catch me! I’m the
boogieman!”



 “Hello Trainbridge!” he said when he got to Amy.
“A little birdy told me that you want me to kiss
you!”



 “Get away from me you creep!” Amy shouted.



 “Leave her alone, White!” shouted Emily.
“I’m going to get Mr. Smelton right now!”



 Emily ran toward the school doors.



 Tommy White pretended to kiss Amy several times. The two boys
laughed. Rick Black got up off of Amy, and he and Tommy jogged
over to the bike rack.



 Amy found Emily waiting just inside the doors.



 “Did you get Mr. Smelton?”



 “He’s not in his office.



 “Why didn’t you tell Mrs. McIntosh?”



 “I couldn’t find her either.”



 The bell rang to signal the end of the school day.
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On the morning of the last Friday of school before summer
vacation, Amy went out of her room and saw that the door to
Adam’s room was wide open. The bed was made. The room was
clean. All Adam’s stuff was gone. He must have gone home
without saying goodbye. Amy felt guilty for not having been nicer
to Adam, but she was glad that he was gone. It had been wrong for
him to be there. He should have stayed somewhere else.


——


At the end of the day, Amy waited for Emily outside the school
doors. Teachers came out of the front door and drove away in
their cars. Amy was restless to leave. Summer vacation
wouldn’t truly begin until they walked off of school
property. Emily had said that she had to talk to the principal
about something.



 Zara and Tommy came out of the school and ignored Amy. They
walked across the yard to the right far corner of the schoolyard.
Then they crouched down and disappeared. Some boys must have dug
a hollow under the fence.



 After five minutes, Zara and Tommy came back into the yard. They
walked toward the school holding hands. Tommy dropped
Zara’s hand. She tried to take his hand again, but he
brushed her away.



 Amy laughed.



 They both were eating something with their free hands. When they
got closer, Amy could see it was chocolate. They stayed at the
edge of the school grounds. Amy wondered if they had been
kissing.



 Emily came out of the school.



 “What took you so long?” said Amy. “Let’s
go.”



 The girls started walking.



 “Mr. Smelton was busy.”



 “Oh.”



 “What did you talk about?”



 “I can’t tell you,” said Emily.



 “Why not?”



 “I can’t tell you that either.”



 “Is it about me?”



 Emily didn’t answer.



 “Is it about me?” Amy stuck her face up to
Emily’s face. “Is it?”



 Emily nodded.



 “You told him that I lied about the boogieman. Didn’t
you?”



 Emily nodded. “I had to.”



 “Why?”



 “Because it was bothering me. You don’t have to
worry. You can’t get in trouble now. It’s the last
day of school. He said he’s not going to punish you. He
knows that you were acting out.”



 “Acting out what?” said Amy.



 “You’re unhappy because you’re mother’s
gone. You can’t help yourself. It makes you do stupid
things.”



 Amy was angry, but she felt defeated. She was too frustrated to
speak. She sighed and stayed silent, but her ears felt hot. When
they came to the next intersection she said, “I’m
going home,” and walked down the side street.


——


“What did you want to be when you grew up?” Amy said
her father.



 “I wanted to be an artist.”



 “Why didn’t you?”



 “I did, but I couldn’t make any money at it. I became
a commercial artist, and then I got tired of that so I moved into
management.”



 “Why did you get tired of it?”



 “I just got bored doing the same thing over and
over.”



 “How come you don’t do your own art anymore?”



 “I’m busy.”



 “You don’t seem busy right now. Why don’t grown
ups get summer vacation?”



 “Because we need money. We have to keep working. We have
vacations. They’re just shorter than yours.”



 “Why does Mr. Howard get to work from home, but you
don’t?”



 “Mr. Howard works with computers, so he can work over the
Internet. I work with people. I have to go to where the people
are everyday. If Mr. Howard didn’t work from home,
I’d have to hire a babysitter to look after you. This way
you can just hang out at Emily’s when I’m at
work.”



 “When is your vacation?”



 “I usually take my vacation a day here, a day there. Give
myself some long weekends. Why? Do you want to do something with
your father this summer?”



 “Maybe. I don’t know. What is there to do?”



 “We could go somewhere. Is there anywhere you want to
go?”



 “Not really.”



 “Maybe Emily wants to come and Zara too.”



 “We’re not friends anymore.”



 “Oh? Why not? What happened?”



 “Zara’s in love with Tommy White. She’s gone
crazy.”



 “She’s gone crazy?” Gordon Cambridge laughed.
“That’s too bad. So, Zara’s the first to
discover boys.”



 “She’s crazy. Nobody likes Tommy White.”



 “What about Emily, then?”



 “Emily’s not my friend anymore either.”



 “What? Why?”



 “She’s just not.”



 “Where are you going to go during the day if you
don’t get along with Emily? I’ll have to hire a
fulltime babysitter.”



 “No! Just let me be alone here in the day. I’ll be
fine. I know how to look after myself.”



 “You’re too young to be alone,” said Gordon
Cambridge. “You have to make up with Emily, or I’ll
find a babysitter.”


——


Amy called Emily.



 “Do you want to be friends again?”



 “We haven’t stopped being friends.”



 “Oh. If you’re my friend, then how come you tattled
on me?”



 “If you think about it, you’ll see that I did the
right thing. It’s going too far to lie to the
police.”



 “I don’t want to hang out with you anymore,”
Amy said. She hung up on Emily.


——


In the morning, Emily called Amy.



 “Do you still not want to hang out with me?” said
Emily.



 “I don’t like you anymore,” said Amy.



 “Are you sure?”



 “Yes.”



 “Do you still like cheeseburgers?”



 Amy paused before answering. “Yes.”



 “Do you want to go to the Dairy Delight for lunch?”



 “OK. I’ll go.”



 “OK. We’ll pick you up.”
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Amy rode her bike around the neighborhood. She was on her way
home from Emily’s house, but Amy didn’t want to go
straight home. The sun was setting. She had to be home by dark.
That was her father’s rule.



 Pale light flickered from a spot inside Wanton’s field. The
gate was ajar. Shouts sounded in the distance. Amy recognized the
voices of the teenagers from the Dairy Delight. She rode though
the gate. The fire was to her right.



 Someone stood up. A boy’s torso in silhouette moved around.
The boy had something on his head.



 “I’m the boogieman!”



 It was Tommy White.



 Amy rode up the path.



 White picked up a burning stick from the fire and spun around.
The thing on his head was an orange plastic jack o’
lantern. Black eyes, mouth, and a black saw-toothed grin caught
the light.



 Amy laid her bike in the tall grass.



 The teenagers sat around the fire on corrugated cardboard. Two
boys drank beer from cans. Tommy White was staggering around with
his arms straight out and plastic pumpkin on his head. Why was
Tommy White with them? Amy spotted Rick Black and his older
brother. He was probably supposed to be baby-sitting the younger
boys.



 “I am the boogieman!” Tommy shouted in a hoarse
voice. “I crave human flesh! If you trespass on my land, I
will eat you!”



 Amy immediately recognized the voice that had spoken to her at
the back of the schoolyard. He must have had that thing on his
head.



 “Hey!” said one of the boys. “It’s the
Kung-Fu kid!”



 Amy backed away to where her bike was. She couldn’t find it
and panicked. She expected the boys to confront her at any
moment, but nothing happened.



 “Ew!” shouted Tommy White. “There’s crap
in this!”



 Something hollow and light struck Amy on the head. The orange
jack o’lantern fell in front of her. She saw animal pellets
inside.



 “You’re girlfriend is in the grass over there,”
said the boy who called her the Kung Fu kid.



 “No she’s not. She’s at a birthday
party.”



 “No. You’re other girlfriend. Little orphan
Amy.”



 “Oh yeah? Where is she? I don’t see her.”



 “I don’t know. She was over there. I saw her face a
minute ago.”



 “You’re lying.”



 Bright car lights shone down the path. Amy crouched.



 “It’s the cops!” shouted Tommy White. “I
can see the top lights.”



 “I told you the fire was too big!” said another boy.



 “They can’t come in here!” said Rick Black.
“It’s private property!”



 “They can if we’re doing something illegal
doofus!” said his brother.



 “Run for it!” someone shouted.



 All the boys ran into the grass, heading toward the school.



 Amy found her bike and walked it through the tall grass to
Wanton’s cellar. The beams of light from the approaching
vehicle turned to face the fire. A car door slammed shut.



 Amy tried the handle on the cellar door. It was locked.



 She walked her bike into the tall grass and watched the police
officer stomp out the fire. It was Constable Kaminski. He got
back into his car and drove out of the field.



 Amy went back to where the fire had been. An empty pizza box sat
open on the ground. A black cat stood on the box, licking at lump
of melted cheese. The cat stopped licking when it noticed Amy and
ran into the tall grass.



 Amy rode home. It was dark now, and she didn’t have a light
on her bike. She rode on the sidewalk.


——


On Sunday, Amy told Emily about the boys in the field. Emily said
that boys were always in that field at night. She suggested that
she and Amy ride down the riverbank path. Emily wanted to go
farther than they had ever gone before because she had heard
there was a clearing where you could have a picnic. They found
the clearing. A mown lawn surrounded a small red brick building.



 “That’s a transformer,” said Emily.



 “What’s it for?”



 “I don’t know. That’s what it’s called.
It’s for the power. It does something to the electricity.
You’d have to ask my dad if you want to know more.”



 “This is a nice place,” said Amy. “You were
right. We could have picnics here.”



 Behind them, boys shouted.



 “Why are boys so noisy?” said Amy.



 Before Emily could answer the question, Rick Black, Tommy White,
and Zara Harrison rode into the clearing.



 “There she is!” said White. “Little orphan Amy!
And Emily Schmemily! I told you I saw them ride this way!”



 “Why are you following us?” said Emily.



 “Her mother’s dead, too,” said Zara.
“That’s why they hang around together.”



 “Little orphan Emily! And little orphan Amy!” said
White.



 “Why are you being mean and hanging out with losers?”
Amy said Zara.



 “Who’s a loser?” said Rick Black.



 “You’re a loser,” said Amy. “All you do
is follow Tommy around.”



 “She’s right,” said Zara. “You’re
Tommy’s sidekick.”



 “Hey! Are you two going to fight over me?” said
White. “Rick! These two are going to fight for me! I wonder
who will win?”



 “You’re not the boogieman!” Amy shouted.
“The boogieman’s coming for you next! He’s
going to kill you and Zara, and then he’s going to eat you,
and they’ll find your bones in the field!”



 Emily threw her arms up in the air. “This is
ridiculous!” She rode out of the clearing. Amy followed.


——


Later that day, Zara called Emily. “Do you want to be
friends again? I’ll be friends with you but not with Amy.
She’s a bad influence on you. Tommy needs structure. Amy
can’t give him that.”



 After a pause, Emily said, “OK. Whatever.”


——


She called Amy.



 “She said that Tommy needs structure and that you
can’t give that to him.”



 “What does that mean?”



 “It means she wants him to do what she tells him to.”



 Amy and Emily laughed.



 “Oh,” said Emily. “She also said that
you’re a bad influence on me.”



 “Me!” said Amy. “I’m not a bad influence!
I’m a good person!”



 “A good person wouldn’t want the boogieman to eat
Tommy and Zara.”



 “Why not? Bad people should get eaten by the
boogieman.”
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On Monday after dinner, Amy rode to the clearing with the
transformer. She wanted to go back because the clearing was a
peaceful place as long as no one else was there. She sat down on
the grass in the shade of the little red brick building.



 After a few minutes of just sitting and thinking, she heard a
faint voice. She stood up and walked around the building. There
was a white door on the river side. Amy tried the door handle. It
moved. She turned it slowly, trying not to make a sound. Then she
pushed the door open a crack. She couldn’t see anything.



 Amy pushed the door wider. The hinges made a ringing sound. A
boy’s face appeared in the gap between the door and the
jamb.



 “Get out!” he said.



 Amy stepped back in surprise. “Who are you?”



 “None of your business! You’re not supposed to be in
here!”



 “Neither are you!”



 The boy pushed the door closed.



 “Are you hiding from someone?” said Amy.



 “No!” the boy said emphatically. “Do you have
anything to eat?”



 “No.”



 “If you had something good to eat I might let you
inside,” said the boy.



 “I don’t have anything.”



 Amy got on her bike and rode away.


——


On Tuesday after dinner, she made two salami sandwiches with
mustard and took them to the clearing.



 “Hello? Are you in there today? I have something to
eat.”



 “I don’t care. I’m not hungry.”



 “You said I could come inside if I had something to
eat.”



 The boy opened the door and peered out at her.



 “What is it?” he said.



 “Sandwiches,” said Amy.



 “What kind of sandwiches? I don’t like peanut butter
and jam.”



 “They’re salami sandwiches.”



 “I don’t see them,” said the boy.



 “They’re in the carrier on my bike.”



 “Go get them, and show them to me,” the boy said.



 Amy didn’t like how bossy the boy was, but she went and
fetched the plastic container.



 “OK. You can come in,” said the boy.



 He stood back, and Amy entered the little building. It was empty.
There was an area of the concrete floor that was a lighter color
where something had sat in the past, but the something was gone
now.



 “There’s nothing in here,” said Amy. “I
thought this was a transformer.”



 “It was, but they don’t use it anymore.”



 There were two dirty plastic chairs under a vent in the rear
wall. The boy sat on one chair, and Amy sat on the other.



 “Where did you get these chairs?” she said.



 “They were here already.”



 Amy opened the container and held it before the boy. He took a
sandwich.



 “Thanks,” he said.



 “Are you hiding from someone?”



 “No. I just hang out here. It’s my secret place.
I’m going to fix it up live here one day when I get
older.”



 The boy ate his sandwich. When he was finished, he said,
“Are you going to eat that?” and pointed to the
second sandwich.



 “No. They’re both for you,” said Amy.



 She offered the container, and he took the second sandwich.



 “These are really good,” the boy said.



 “What’s you name,” said Amy.



 “Preston.”



 “Preston,” said Amy.



 “It’s not a very common name. I’m named after
my grandfather.”



 “Do you come here every day?”



 The boy nodded. “It’s a secret, so you can’t
tell anyone about it.”



 “I won’t.”



 “You can come here too if you keep it a secret.”



 “OK. I will.”



 “I have to go now,” said Preston. “Thanks for
the sandwiches.”



 The both exited the little red brick transformer building.



 “Where are you going?”



 “Nerd Nexus.”



 “What’s that?”



 “It’s a store where you can buy games and comics and
stuff. In the back room you can play games. It’s all boys
though if you were thinking of coming. Girls don’t like
playing games.”



 “What kind of games?”



 “Sword and sorcery games.”



 “Oh.”



 “You’re my girlfriend now,” Preston said in a
dramatic tone. “You brought me sandwiches. That’s
serious. You don’t do that for just anybody.”



 “I’m not your girlfriend,” said Amy, shocked.



 “If you don’t want to be my girlfriend, then why did
you bring me sandwiches?”



 “I wanted to come inside and see what this place was
like.”



 Preston shook his head and walked away. He walked out of the
clearing, following the path up river.



 “You can bring me sandwiches anytime you want!” he
shouted.



 “I don’t think so,” Amy said to herself.



 She rode home. She did not tell Emily about Preston. Not because
she wanted to keep his secret but because she was embarrassed
that she had made him sandwiches, and he was a jerk. She
didn’t know why she had made the sandwiches. She just had
to make them for some reason.
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On Friday night, Emily and Amy sat at Emily’s kitchen
table. A knock sounded on the kitchen door.



 Emily let in Zara.



 “Hello,” said Zara.



 “Hello,” said Emily.



 Amy’s mouth opened wide. “What’s she doing
here?”



 “I broke up with Tommy, so we can be friends again.”



 “What if we don’t want to be friends again?”
said Amy.



 Zara ignored Amy and sat down.



 “Do you want a banana muffin?” said Emily. “We
just made a batch.”



 “I can smell them,” said Zara, “but I’m
OK.”



 Amy sat and stared at Zara, wishing that she would leave. It
bothered Amy that Zara didn’t want a muffin. Who said no to
a banana muffin? It didn’t matter if you were hungry.
Muffins were always nice. Zara was acting important.



 Emily looked at Amy with pursed lips, but Emily said nothing.



 “I’m tired. I’m going home,” said Amy.



 Amy was frustrated with Emily. She must have invited Zara to be
there. Why did Emily want to be friends with Zara?


——


Amy rode by Wanton’s field on her way home. Bulldozers,
diggers, and trucks were parked around the field. All the tall
grass was gone. You could see the back of the school clearly, and
you could see the back yards of all the houses on either side of
the field. If the boogieman had lived in that field, there was
nowhere for him to hide now unless he lived in Wanton’s
cellar.



 Amy noticed a man walking around in the hole. He was only visible
from his chest up. He turned his head. It was Frederick Wanton.



 “Hey! You can’t do that!” shouted a boy from
inside the hole.



 Wanton moved in a way that looked like he kicked the unseen boy.
Another boy started swearing. Amy recognized Adam’s voice.



 “You think it’s funny because you’re stupid
kids!” shouted Wanton. “You don’t think about
anyone else but yourselves! Look at you! You’re lazy,
ignorant kids! What do you do with your lives? Nothing!
You’re so spoiled you think it’s funny to ruin
people’s lives!”



 “We didn’t ruin your life!” said Adam.



 “Shut up! I’m not talking to you!”



 “Stop kicking me you stupid old man!” said another
boy.



 Amy wasn’t sure how many boys were in the hole. Their
voices were similar.



 “I’ve had enough of you, and I’m going to make
sure you can’t bother anyone ever again!”



 “You can’t do anything to us, old man! If you hurt
us, the police are going to know you did it!” shouted Adam.



 “How are they going to know that, stupid boy? No one is
every going to see you again!” shouted Wanton.
“Everyone will say, ‘I wonder what happened to those
spoiled lazy brats that everyone hated?’”



 “Uh-oh,” Amy said aloud.



 Wanton bent down and disappeared from view.



 The boys complained, but then their voices stopped, one by one.
Did he just kill them?



 Mr. Wanton stood up.



 “Now you’re going to get what you deserve!” he
shouted. “You burn my property and pee in my cellar, I pee
on you!”



 Amy couldn’t tell if Wanton was peeing on the boys because
she could only see him from the chest up.



 Wanton climbed the ladder and stepped out of the hole. He went
behind a pile of dirt and returned with a hose. He directed a
stream of water all over the hole, laughing while he did so.



 He went back behind the pile of dirt. His green pickup truck
appeared. Wanton got out of it. He put the ladder into the
truck’s bed.



 Amy started pedaling down the Windsor Road, pretending that she
hadn’t seen anything. The pickup passed her, but she looked
straight ahead. When the truck was far ahead of her, she breathed
a sigh of relief.
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When Amy came downstairs in the morning, her father sat at the
kitchen table listening to the news radio station.



 “Some boys from the town are missing,” Gordon
Cambridge said in the morning. “They didn’t come home
last night.”



 “Oh?”



 “It’s those kids that hang around the Dairy
Delight.”



 “Oh.”



 “Up to no good I bet,” said Gordon Cambridge.



 “Probably,” said Amy. “Those guys scare
me.”



 “They scare me too.”



 Her father didn’t know that Adam was one of the missing
boys, or he would have said so. Adam and the other boys were
probably dead by now, their legs hanging in Wanton’s
cellar. If she told her father what she had seen, he
wouldn’t believe her, and if Wanton found out that she had
seen him, he would kill her next.



 “Maybe the boogieman got them,” Amy said, knowing
that she shouldn’t say it.



 Amy’s father sighed. “How come the boogieman
hasn’t got you or Emily or anyone else in your
school?”



 “He only picks bad kids.”



 “Is that so?”



 “It must be,” said Amy. “You have to stay on
the path and go straight across, or you make him angry. And if
you go in the field at night, you make him angry too.”



 “Well, no one can go across the field anymore, now that the
fence is up,” said Gordon Cambridge.



 “It could be true,” said Amy.



 “No it couldn’t, Amy. Mr. Wanton is not the
boogieman. He doesn’t eat kids even if they’re bad
kids. The boogieman is a myth. Do you know what that is?”



 “It’s something not true.”



 “Yes, but it means something else really. When I was a kid
we thought the boogieman lived there too. Did you know that? I
went to your school when I was a boy, and I walked through that
field every single day, and no one ever disappeared. That story
is about being little in a big scary world that you don’t
quite understand and that you don’t have any power
in.”



 “But there are boogiemen in the world. There are bad men
who hurt kids,” said Amy.



 “Yes, there are,” said Amy’s father, “but
thankfully, I don’t think there are any in our town. You
don’t have to be afraid, Amy, but just to be safe, steer
clear of strangers.”



 “I know.”



 “Yes. You know everything before I tell you.”


——


When she got to Emily’s house, Emily already knew about the
missing boys.



 “The boogieman got them,” said Amy. “I saw it
on my way home. Mr. Wanton is the boogieman.”



 “No he’s not. There is no boogieman.”



 Amy sighed.



 “What do you mean you saw it?” said Emily.



 “I saw Mr. Wanton in the field.”



 “That’s all?” said Emily. “That
doesn’t mean anything.”



 Amy said nothing.



 “Did you see the boys?” said Emily.



 “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” said
Amy.



 “Yes I would.”



 “Mr. Wanton had the boys in a hole, and I think he killed
them.”



 “You saw this?” said Emily.



 “No one believes me.”



 “Are you lying again?”



 “Mr. Wanton is the boogieman, and there’s nothing we
can do about it. He took my mother, and I can’t get her
back.”



 Emily stared at Amy.



 “What?”



 “You know what.”



 “He took your mother too,” said Amy.
“Don’t you want to get her back?”



 “Amy. Stop. If you saw those boys last night, you have to
tell my dad.”



 “No. I’m not telling anyone.”



 “You just told me.”



 “You don’t count.”


——


“Are you sure that you saw the boys in the hole?”
said Mr. Howard. “Because if I go to the police, and it
isn’t true, then they’re not going to be happy with
me. They’re going to think I’m a crank.”



 “Then don’t tell them,” said Amy.



 “Are you telling the truth, Amy?” said Mr. Howard.



 “I’m not lying,” said Amy.



 Mr. Howard frowned.



 “How did you see them if they were in the bottom of a
hole?” said Emily.



 “I didn’t see them. I heard them.”



 Mr. Howard frowned again. “Well, I guess we have to check
this out.”



 “Why don’t we just tell the police and let them do
it?” said Emily. “Isn’t that the right thing to
do?”



 “Yes it is,” said Mr. Howard, “but we’re
going to all go together and look in the field so that Amy can
see that what she thought she saw and what she actually saw are
different.”



 “I don’t think we should get involved,” said
Emily.



 “I want to go,” said Amy.



 “You both have to come or both stay behind.”



 “If Emily stays behind, she’ll call the police on
us,” said Amy.



 Emily put her head to one side and gave Amy a stern look.



 “We’ll all go,” said Mr. Howard, “and
we’ll call the police if we need to. OK?”


——


Mr. Howard put a tool that looked like giant scissors into the
trunk of his car.



 “What’s that?” said Amy.



 “Bolt cutters. We may need to cut through something.”



 “Why do you have bolt cutters?” said Amy.



 “I used to work as a janitor at Banting Memorial back in
the day, and I bought all my own tools. Bolt cutters are useful
when you need to cut a lock off a locker.”



 “You were a janitor? I thought you were a computer
guy?”



 “I did a few different jobs to make money to go to
school.”


——


Mr. Howard drove them to the gate of the field. It was unlocked.
Emily got out of the car to open it, and Mr. Howard drove inside.



 “Where is this hole?” he said.



 “Over there,” said Amy, pointing in the right
direction.



 There was a big yellow digging machine parked in their way.



 “You girls stay in the car.”



 Mr. Howard walked up to the hole.



 “Oh dear,” he said.



 Amy felt a chill go down her spine. Emily and Amy looked at each
other and waited for Mr. Howard to say more.



 “OK,” he said over his shoulder. “They’re
here.”



 He jumped into the hole. The girls heard him moving around. Then
they heard the boys’ voices.



 Amy smiled. “They’re alive!”



 “Thank God it’s over!” said one voice.



 “Ow! That hurts!” said another. “Be
careful!”



 Amy was amazed that the boy could be so obnoxious to his
liberator.



 “Hold still!” said Mr. Howard.



 Emily pulled out her phone and dialed. Amy knew that Emily had
called the police.



 Mr. Howard helped the boys to climb out of the hole. They sat
down on the dirt at the top. They looked tired and unhappy.



 Mr. Howard took the phone from Emily.



 “OK. The paramedics are coming for you guys,” he
said.



 “We don’t need an ambulance,” said the mouthy
boy. “We need to go home.”



 Amy didn’t recognize him at first, but this was the kid who
called her the Kung-Fu Kid.



 “The paramedics will decide what you need, son,” said
Mr. Howard. “You should just relax, and not work yourself
up.”



 The kid blew out air through his lips in an expression of
disdain.



 Mr. Howard shook his head. “I should have left you down
there.”



 Mr. Wanton’s green pickup truck drive into the field.



 “Uh oh,” Amy said, pointing.



 “Don’t worry about him,” said Mr. Howard.



 The truck stopped behind Mr. Howard’s car, and Frederick
Wanton got out of the cab.



 Amy got out of the car and ran toward him.



 “You bring my mother back! I want my mother back! You took
her, and I want her back!” she shouted.



 “I didn’t take your mother!” said Mr. Wanton.



 “Yes you did! You’re the boogieman, and you took her!
That’s what you do! You take people away because
you’re evil!”



 “No. I didn’t take your mother. Your mother died of
cancer. Cancer is the boogieman,” said Mr. Wanton,
“not me.”



 “You were going to eat those boys!”



 “No! I’m teaching them a lesson they will never
forget.”



 “Aren’t you afraid of the police?”



 “No. What are they going to do with me? Fine me? Put me in
jail? When I get out, I will still have my store, and my life
will go on just as it did before.”



 Emily took Amy by the arm and dragged her back to where Mr.
Howard stood. “You’re freaking out,” said
Emily. “You need to calm down.”



 “I want to kill him,” said Amy.



 “No you don’t,” said Emily. “You just
think you do.”



 “That doesn’t make any sense at all!” said Amy.
“You’re not as smart as you think you are.”



 Sirens sounded in the distance.



 “Here come the police,” said Emily.



 Mr. Howard stood with his arms crossed staring at Mr. Wanton.



 Mr. Wanton laughed loudly.



 “I got you little creeps good!” he said to the
sitting boys. “I got you good! No one will ever get you as
good as I got you! I schooled you! Now you know who’s boss
around here! It’s me! Not you! You little creeps!”



 Wanton turned around. A police car drove fast down the Windsor
Road toward the gate.



 “Come and get me!” shouted Mr. Wanton. “I did
it! I’m guilty! I admit it! I’m the boogieman! Ha!
Ha! Ha!”
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While Amy and Emily were waiting for the bacon muffins to cook, a
knock sounded on the door.



 “Why do people always come when we’re making
muffins?” said Emily.



 Amy almost said, “Because you invite them,” but she
didn’t.



 Emily went to the door.



 Amy expected to see Zara barge in.



 “Hello?” said Emily.



 “Is Amy there?” said a boy’s voice.



 Surprised to hear her name, Amy moved to see who it was.



 “Preston!” she said. “What are you doing
here?”



 “I found out where you live, and then your dad told me you
were here.”



 “What do you want?” said Amy.



 “My parents are separating,” said Preston.



 “Separating?” said Amy.



 “It’s what you do if you can’t afford a
divorce.”



 “A divorce costs money?”



 “You have pay lawyers. They cost a lot of money. My mom and
I are moving to London because she works there, and my father is
going to stay here. I just came to tell you that you can’t
be my girlfriend anymore because I’m going away.”



 “I’m not your girlfriend. I never said I was,”
said Amy.



 “When you brought me sandwiches that made you my
girlfriend,” said Preston.



 Emily laughed. “You have a secret boyfriend?”



 “No I don’t. He’s crazy.”



 “How do you two know each other?” said Emily.



 “We used to hang out together,” said Preston,
“in my secret hiding place. I can’t tell you where it
is because it’s a secret. You can’t go there anymore
anyway.”



 “What are you guys talking about?” said Emily.



 “So,” interrupted Preston. “Is there anything
that you wanted to say to me before I go away forever?”



 “No,” said Amy.



 Emily frowned at Amy.



 “Have a good time in London,” said Amy.



 “You don’t want to kiss me goodbye, or
anything?” said Preston.



 “No!” said Amy, exasperated. “I’m not
your girlfriend!”



 “Those sandwiches were good,” said Preston.



 “They were just ordinary sandwiches,” said Amy.



 “But they were good,” said Preston. “Better
than my mom makes.”



 Amy didn’t believe that.



 Emily laughed. “Maybe he’ll go away if you kiss
him,” she said.



 Amy scrunched up her face.



 “I don’t kiss girls,” said Preston, “but
if you really want to, you can kiss me.”



 Preston moved forward quickly and hugged Amy before she could
push him away. Then, without looking at the girls, he turned and
walked away down the driveway.



 Emily closed the door. “That was weird. How come you
didn’t tell me about him?”



 Amy shrugged her shoulders.



 “When did you make him sandwiches?”



 “I don’t know. A while back.”



 “How many other secret friends do you have?” said
Emily.



 “I don’t have any secret friends,” said Amy.
“I don’t like that other people can find out where
you live in a small town even if they don’t know you.
Nobody can hide from anyone,” said Amy.



 “Everyone knows everyone else’s business,” said
Emily. “That’s the worst part about small towns.
I’m not going to live here when I grow up.”



 “Me neither.”


——


When Amy got home, she asked her father what would happen to Mr.
Wanton.



 “I think he’ll spend a little time in jail. He
won’t have fun in there.”



 “I hope not.”



 “Bob was wrong to take you guys with him.”



 “They didn’t believe me. We weren’t supposed to
find those boys. They were teaching me a lesson about
lying.”



 “Nonetheless, he should have called the police.”



 “Emily did.”



 “Why do you keep things from me? I’m your father.
I’m the one you should have come to.”



 “I know.”



 “I’m responsible for you, not Mr. Howard.”



 “Sorry.”



 “I don’t know how to get through to you.”



 “You never believe me,” said Amy.



 “That’s not true.”



 “Adam was there.”



 “I know. He told his mother he was staying over at a
friend’s house. She didn’t know that he was missing
until the police brought him home.”


——


Amy lay in bed and pictured the state of the boys when they come
out of the hole. She had seen sadness in the eyes of the boys,
especially in Adam’s eyes. She remembered what it had felt
like to have Preston hug her. She had known that he was sad at
that moment.



 She got up and went into the living room where her father read a
book. The Weather Network was on the TV, but the sound was muted.



 “I’m back,” she said.



 “Where did you go?”



 “I don’t know, but I’m back.”



 “Happy to have you back.”



 Amy climbed into her father’s lap and put her head on his
chest. “The boogieman’s not real,” she said.



 “You don’t say,” said Amy’s father,
wrapping his arms around her.



 “I got those boys in trouble.”



 “What boys? The boys who were missing?”



 Amy nodded her head. “I found Mr. Wanton’s cellar in
the field, and I made Emily come with me to look at it. The door
was open, so we went inside, and then Mr. Wanton came back and
locked the door while we were inside.”



 Gordon Cambridge scowled. “You have to stop telling
lies.”



 “I’m not lying.”



 “Then how on earth did you get out?”



 “It turned out that you can unlock the door from the
inside, so we got out and didn’t tell anyone we were
there.”



 “Why didn’t you shout out that you were inside before
he locked the door?”



 “We were scared of him.”



 “So what were you going to do? What if you couldn’t
open the door? He would have been the only person who could let
you out.”



 “No. Zara knew where we were. We thought she’d tattle
on us, and then you and Mr. Howard would come and get us
out.”



 “Amy, look at me. Is this a true story?”



 Amy nodded.



 “Well, I suppose Emily can verify this.”



 “She can.”



 “I’m glad you told me this,” said Amy’s
father.



 “I thought you would be.”



 “No. You thought I’d be angry, and I am angry
too.”



 “Mr. Wanton was angry at those boys, but it was Emily who
peed in his cellar. That was before we figured out how to get
out.”



 “Oh no,” said Gordon Cambridge.



 Amy heaved a deep sigh and put her head down.



 Gordon Cambridge rubbed his daughter’s back.



 “What’s bothering you? Is there more you
haven’t told me?” he said.



 Amy shook her head. “I miss mom,” she said.



 Amy’s father hugged her. “Me too,” he said.
“Me too.”



 “I don’t want to live in Port Sorry anymore.
Everybody’s sad here.”



 “Where do you want to live?”



 “In a big city where nobody’s sad.”



SKY GUNNERS 


1 


Nelson Jones walked along the tree-lined streets of Port Sorry,
Ontario, heading for Nerd Nexus, his comic book store.



 He stopped at an intersection. A passing car honked its horn.
Jones raised a hand in greeting.



 He crossed the street and entered his store. He flicked the light
switch. After a pause, the fluorescent lights came on. He flipped
the “Open” sign around and sat behind the counter.


——


A Canada Post van pulled up to the curb. Jones went outside.



 “Good morning,” he said. “I wasn’t
expecting you.”



 “Today’s your lucky day.”



 Jones signed the electronic form and took a box inside.



 He looked for his utility knife.


——


A group of animated high school kids opened the door. They talked
loudly in the tone of voice that teenagers use to indicate that
they are amazed at the audacity or stupidity of someone who is
not present. The teenagers went straight to the role-playing
section and looked at figurines. He knew what was coming.



 “Can we look at the miniatures?” a boy said.



 Jones put the raygun onto his stool and moved the stool so that
the teenagers could not see it.



 “Which ones are you interested in?” Jones said.



 “The smallest ones,” said the boy.



 Jones brought out a tray.



 “Knock yourself out,” he said.



 He walked back to his stool. He dangled the raygun between his
legs and watched the teenagers like a hawk.


——


That evening, Jones went to his parents house for dinner. Jones
was obliged to eat with his family regularly. He would have
preferred not to go that evening. His brother was going to be
there and Jones hated his brother.



 After some casual conversation, Anthony Jones made his attack.



 “That shop is never going to give you a pension.”



 “That’s none of your concern.”



 “What are you going to do when you get old? Be a burden on
the rest of us?”



 “Anthony, I’ve never been a burden on anyone.”



 Anthony Jones blew air out of his lips.



 Nelson Jones stood up from the dinner table and pulled the raygun
from his hip pocket. Looks of surprise appeared on the faces of
his family. Jones lined up a spot between his brother’s
eyes in the gun sight and pulled the trigger. The raygun glowed
at its tip. Waves of color moved in the direction of the muzzle.
Warbling emanated from the body.



 “You’re dead to me,” he said. “I’ve
had enough of you to last a lifetime.”



 Jones left his parents’ home.



2 


Emergency vehicles sat in Wanton’s field. A white ambulance
was parked far down the path. A blue and white police car blocked
the gate.



 Stephen, Mitchell, and Ted watched two police officers walk
around the field. One officer led a dog that sniffed the ground.



 “They found a bunch of dead bodies,” said Mitchell.
“I’m not supposed to tell anyone. My mom knows the
mayor, and I overheard him.”



 “Who found them? Wanton?” said Ted.



 “No. Some workmen dug them up.”



 “It’s creepy just knowing I was in there walking over
dead bodies,” said Stephen.



 “They think it’s an old cemetery from when the town
was first settled,” said Mitchell.



 “If it were a cemetery, there would be tombstones,”
said Ted.



 “Not necessarily. If there were, they were probably made of
wood,” said Mitchell, “and wood rots away over
time.”



 “They used stone tombstones,” Ted said emphatically.



 “It could be an Indian graveyard,” said Stephen.



 “I don’t think so,” said Mitchell.



 “Why not?”



 “Because it’s unlikely.”



 “How do you know it’s unlikely?” said Stephen.



 “The Indians buried bones in big pits.”



 They had learned this in school.



 The boys waited for several minutes, hoping to see bones or
bodies or coffins.



 “We’re not going to see anything,” said Ted.
“They’re too far back, and the ambulance is in the
way. Let’s go.”



 The boys walked to the strip mall at the end of the Windsor Road.
The parking lot of the bingo parlor was full.



 “It’s Terry Wigmore!” whispered Mitchell.



 Terry Wigmore walked from the fish and chip shop, a brown paper
bag in hand.



 “If he sees me, he’ll give me a wedgie,” said
Mitchell.



 “Terry!” shouted Stephen. “Mitchell says that
if you’re not busy, he wants another wedgie!”



 Wigmore’s head snapped to the side. He looked at the three
boys and stuffed a handful of fries into his mouth. He opened his
mouth to say something, but then he continued chewing. He shook
his head and walked away.



 “What did you do that for?” said Mitchell. “Are
you trying to get me killed?”



 “I knew he wouldn’t do anything,” said Stephen.



 “How would you know that?” said Mitchell.



 “I just know,” Stephen said, chuckling,
“because it’s unlikely.”



 “He wants to eat his fries,” said Ted. “He
wants to kick your ass, but he wants to eat his fries
more.”



 Stephen and Ted laughed.



 “There are people around, and the police are just down the
road,” said Ted. “The next time he sees you
he’ll give you that wedgie for sure, an atomic
wedgie.”



 “You guys aren’t my real friends,” said
Mitchell.



 Stephen and Ted laughed.



3 


Adam Cambridge walked to Nerd Nexus. The store sat on a short
dead-end street that ran from Main Street to the river.



 Nelson Jones sat behind a glass counter filled with his most
valuable comic books.



 “Good morning,” he said without looking up.



 “Hi,” said Adam.



 “You’re the first one here.”



 Adam gave Jones ten dollars.



 “The Knights of the Moocow are late,” said Jones.
“They’re usually waiting at the door when I get here
in the morning.”



 “They had a late night last night,” said Adam.
“It was Ted’s birthday. They watched movies all
night.”



 “Ah. That explains it.”



 Adam walked into the back room and sat down on one of the
couches. Role-playing game books lay on a table. He picked one
up.


——


A blast of boys’ voices filled the shop. Adam listened to
them as the boys paid their money. He recognized the voices of
Ted, Mitchell, and Stephen. They did everything together.



 The boys entered the back room.



 “Are you going to sue Wanton?” Stephen immediately
said to Adam. “You could sue him for millions of
dollars.”



 “No,” said Adam. “You can’t.”



 “Yes you can,” said Mitchell. “He kidnapped
you.”



 “You can’t get millions of dollars for that,”
said Adam. “We talked to a lawyer. You might get some money
but not a lot. I mean it would be a lot, but it wouldn’t
make you rich.”


——


At noon, Jones locked the cash register and left to get the
pizza. He walked to Wanton’s Market. The building had been
a grocery store for as long as Jones could remember. Frederick
Wanton had built the place before Jones was born.
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Mitchell, Stephen, and Ted sat on the dock of the Port Sorry
Marina with their legs dangling over the edge.



 “We are the Knights of the New Now!” shouted Mitchell
Powers, “and we never grow old!”



 “How do we do that?” said Ted Brown. “This
isn’t a game. It’s real life.”



 “Yeah,” said Stephen Caldwell. “I’d say
we’re going to grow old.”



 “You guys have no sense of adventure. You’re boring.
You’re going to grow up and be boring people. I’m
going to be a hero.”



 “I’m very happy for you,” said Ted.



 Stephen laughed.



 “You’re going to be a hero just like those bodies in
the field were people,” said Ted.



 “Yeah,” said Stephen. “They were pigs not
people.”



 “I just told you what the mayor said,” said Mitchell.



 “Yeah right,” said Ted.



 “Why do you think the police were there and the
ambulance?” said Mitchell. “They thought it was human
remains.”



 “But it was just a bunch of pig bones,” said Stephen.



 “What are we supposed to do in this game?” said Ted.
“Why do we have be the Knights of the Noonoo or
whatever?”



 “The New Now!” said Mitchell. “The
ever-changing present. And it’s not a game. It’s real
life. We’re real life knights, righting wrongs.”



 Stephen and Ted looked at each other.



 “No we’re not,” said Stephen.



 “You got this from a book,” said Ted.
“Didn’t you?”



 “No I didn’t,” Mitchell said indignantly.
“I made it up.”



 “Yeah, right,” said Stephen.



 “What’s it supposed to mean, the new now?” said
Ted.



 “I haven’t figured it out yet, but it means something
special,” said Mitchell.



 “Have you got that wedgie yet?” said Ted.
“Wigmore might be finished his fries by now.”



 Stephen laughed.



 Mitchell looked at the ground and shook his head. “I hate
you guys. You think you’re cool, but you’re not. You
don’t realize it, but you’re actually losers.”



 Ted laughed. “I’m not a loser, and neither is
Stephen. If you want to see a loser, you only have to look in the
mirror.”



 Stephen frowned. “Yeah,” he said.



 “It’s the people with imagination and ambition who do
great things,” said Mitchell. “It’s the little
people who laugh at them who do nothing much of anything.”



 “You know what my grandmother would say about you?”
said Ted. “She’d say you were something else.
That’s what she’d say, and it wouldn’t mean
anything good.”



 Mitchell shrugged his shoulders. “I choose not to
lose,” he said.



 Ted groaned. “Oh, you’re pathetic. You know
that?”



 “What are we supposed to do now?” said Stephen.



 “Wait until Wanton comes,” said Mitchell.



 “How do you know he’s going to come?” said
Stephen.



 “Because he’s a smuggler,” said Mitchell,
“and he always goes out at this time. I’ve seen
him.”



 “What makes you think he’s a smuggler?” said
Ted.



 “What does he smuggle?” said Stephen.



 “I don’t know, but I think it’s ham,”
said Mitchell.



 “Nobody smuggles ham,” said Ted. “That’s
ridiculous. People smuggle things that are illegal. There’s
no reason to smuggle ham.”



 “Just wait and see, and then you tell me what he’s
smuggling,” said Mitchell.



 “What are you going to do?” said Stephen. “Make
a citizen’s arrest?”



 “I’m not going to do anything until I’m
sure.”



 “Here he comes,” said Stephen. “That’s
his truck.”



 A green pickup pulled into the parking lot and crunched the
gravel.



 “OK,” said Mitchell. “Act like your not
interested.”



 After some time, Wanton appeared at the end of the dock.



 He pushed a wheelbarrow down the planks and ignored the boys.
They watched him stop at his boat and tip the wheelbarrow up.
Large chunks of meat sealed in plastic tumbled into the boat.



 “I told you,” said Mitchell.



 “That doesn’t look like ham to me,” said Ted.
“It’s meat, but I don’t know what it is.”



 “It’s ham,” said Mitchell. “For
sure.”



 “That doesn’t mean he’s smuggling,” said
Stephen. “He could be just taking it somewhere to sell
legally.”



 “He’s going out on the lake in a boat with a bunch of
hams,” said Mitchell. “What else could he be doing?
There’s no place to sell hams in the middle of Lake Huron
that I know of.”



 “That’s crazy. Nobody smuggles ham,” said Ted.



 The boys watched Wanton unmoor his boat and motor down river
toward the lake.
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“It’s beautiful here,” said Emily.



 “Put lots of sunscreen on,” said Mr. Howard.
“I’m going to get the barbecue going. I went all the
way to Goderich to get the good buns.”



 “Good work,” said Amy. “You’re all right,
Mr. Howard.”



 Emily laughed.



 After the girls plastered each other with sunscreen, they went
into the water. They swam around and sat in the water, and then
they lay in the sun on matching green bath towels.


——


A noisy boat passed by. The boat was moving fast, its engine
whining. A man stood at the wheel leaning into the wind.



 “That’s Mr. Wanton!” said Amy.
“Where’s he going?”



 “I don’t know,” said Emily, “but
he’s in a hurry.”



 The girls watched the boat head north.


——


Later, after they had eaten, the boat came back. Mr. Howard
noticed the boat first. He shaded his eyes and peered out onto
the lake.



 “Fred’s on his way back to town,” said Mr.
Howard. “That was a business trip if I ever saw one.”



 “Is he going to go to jail?” said Amy.



 “I don’t think so, but it’s going to cost him
some money in fines. Burying those pig remains might cost him
more than anything else because the town might take away his
business license because of it.”



 “He said he doesn’t care what happens to him,”
said Amy, “because he has his store, but if he loses it,
then he’ll be in trouble.”



 “Maybe,” said Mr. Howard. “He’s bought
and sold a lot of land in the past few years. I suspect
he’s got some money stashed away, and he’s got the
other store in Goderich, which I suspect is more lucrative for
him. I don’t understand where he gets his energy.”



 “He’s a bad man,” said Amy.



 “I don’t know if he’s bad,” said Mr.
Howard, “He worked hard for his success. Those boys must
have done something more than just party on his land for him to
freak out like that. I’m willing to give him the benefit of
the doubt.”



 Amy and Emily looked at each other. They hadn’t told



 Emily’s father about getting locked in Wanton’s
cellar. Amy’s father also hadn’t told Mr. Howard for
some reason.



 “Amy’s right,” said Emily. “He’s a
bad man. He hates kids.”



 “I don’t think so,” said Mr. Howard.
“He’s a bit of a jerk, but he’s not bad.
There’s a difference. Besides, kids aren’t always
that likable.”



 Amy and Emily looked at each other again.
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“Yippee kai-yay!” shouted Mitchell. “Evil-doers
beware! I summon my dragons down on you!”



 Stephen shook his head. “You don’t have any
dragons.”



 “Yes I do,” said Mitchell. “They’re
imaginary.”



 “No,” said Stephen. “You don’t.”



 “You’re crazy,” said Ted.



 “I’m a genius,” said Mitchell, “and
you’re not. It takes one to know one.”



 Ted’s mouth opened and closed. After a pause, he said,
“You are crazy.”



 “You guys like to pretend that I’m crazy,” said
Mitchell, “but you just don’t have
imaginations.”



 “I’m not waiting here anymore,” said Stephen.
“He’s not coming back.”



 “You don’t know that,” said Mitchell. “He
could be back anytime now.”



 “I’ve had enough,” said Stephen.



 “Let’s go,” said Ted.


——


Wanton drove his boat back into the marina.



 Mitchell stepped up to the nearest boat to make himself less
visible. His left foot slipped off the dock. He windmilled his
arms trying to right himself, but he fell into the water.



 Musty river water splashed his face. He threw himself forward and
grasped one of the posts of the dock. He waited to see if Wanton
had noticed the splash, but nothing happened.



 The surface of the dock was out of reach, so Mitchell decided to
swim from post to post until he got to a boat that he could
climb.



 He let go and swam to the next post. One more post and he would
be at a big boat.



 He let go and swam to the next post. The big boat loomed up
before him. Its smooth sides had no features on which to climb.



 He let go and swam under the walkway of the dock. The next boat
had a little metal ladder attached to the back.



 Mitchell swam to the ladder and grabbed a rung. He tried to walk
up the hull of the boat, but he slipped and fell.



 The second splash was not as loud as the first splash.



 Mitchell waited for a minute. He expected to see Wanton’s
angry face peer down from the dock.



 Mitchell grabbed the ladder. He felt a pang in his side, but he
climbed successfully into the boat. He rested until he could
breathe easy. Then he crawled up onto the stern and jumped to the
walkway.



 Wanton was nowhere to be seen. The green pickup was gone.



 Mitchell couldn’t go home with wet clothes without his
mother asking questions, and he didn’t want to lie to her.
He walked to his school.


——


The school was closed for summer vacation. It was weird to see
all the windows darkened in the daytime. The building looked
unwelcoming. Mitchell had never been inside this dark building.
His school was a different school. This was the summer school,
and ghosts inhabited it. That was why it closed for the summer.
The ghosts took it over, and they would scare you to death if you
went inside.



 He lay on his back in the schoolyard and closed his eyes. He
imagined himself floating up into the air so that he could see
the entire field and the surrounding neighborhood.



 “I am a Sky Gunner, and the Sky Gunners rule the world.
I’ve graduated from being a Knight of the New Now to being
a Sky Gunner. You have to do something that risks your life, and
then you get promoted to Sky Gunner. I could have drowned, so
that qualifies me.”



 Mitchell was a round ball of metal with gun barrels sticking out
of it. The ball rotated very fast in all directions. He
wasn’t sure if he was a robot or a person inside a small
spaceship.



 “Sky Gunners are part robot, part human,” he told
himself. “You get robot arms and legs and a computer
interface when you graduate to Sky Gunner. You are more powerful
than any human being.”



 Mitchell floated up into the sky. He watched the town recede to a
speck. He had seen videos on the Internet in which people had
attached cameras to balloons and let them go. The balloons would
go right to the edge of space where the blue sky became black,
and then the balloons would burst and the cameras would fall back
down to earth. Mitchell floated up until he could see the edge of
space.



 “Wow. Look at all the stars.”
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Constable Kaminski looked at his watch. The lights were off
inside Nerd Nexus. Kaminski started his engine but kept the
headlights off. He honked the horn in one short burst. A shadow
passed over the lower left corner of the window.



 “They’re waiting for me to leave,” he said
aloud.



 He pulled out from the curb and drove away.



 Somebody was in there, but that somebody wasn’t doing much
in the dark. Perhaps Jones was sleeping in the store. It was an
open secret that he didn’t make very much money from the
shop. Maybe he was forced to live there.


——


Nelson Jones watched the police car drive away. What was that guy
up to? Was this something to do with that Cambridge kid? Jones
aimed the raygun at the departing police car and pulled the
trigger. Warbling sounded and waves of colored light travelled
down the barrel.



 He sat down and continued watching the movie on his tablet
computer. A knock sounded on back door. He let Adam inside.



 “Kaminski was outside for the last half hour.”



 “I know. That’s why I’m late. I had to wait
under the bridge,” said Adam.



 “Why are the police sniffing around?”



 “I don’t know. I think they want to get something on
us because they’re all on Wanton’s side. They want to
catch us doing something wrong so that they can punish us for
getting Wanton into trouble.”



 “He got himself into trouble by taking things into his own
hands,” said Jones.



 “They don’t see it that way.”



 “Here’s the camera,” said Jones.


——


The sign over the front doors of Wanton’s Market was unlit.
Adam pulled his backpack from his shoulders and stepped into the
shadow of the awning. Adam looked up at the little rusted hole.
Whenever it rained, a steady stream dripped from there onto
Wanton’s customers.



 Adam walked around the building and swung his backpack up in the
air. He heard a thump. He climbed the air conditioner to the
roof. He took out Jones’s camera and the roll of plastic
tape. He lay on his stomach at the front of the building, reached
down, and taped the camera over the rusty hole.



 He hurried down from the roof.



 Constable Kaminski turned the key in the ignition. His headlights
illuminated Adam.



 Adam ran.



 Kaminski pressed the accelerator. When he got to the street, Adam
was nowhere to be seen.



 “That kid moves like a squirrel.”



 Kaminski eased the car down Main Street. He aimed his flashlight
at the gaps between buildings.


——


Adam emerged from hiding. A large, black plastic rain barrel sat
on either side of the doors of Wanton’s Market. Adam had
climbed inside the left barrel and crouched down. Nelson Jones
believed that Frederick Wanton used the barrels as drop off
points for items he sold on the black market. In vengeance for
tying up Adam and his friends, Adam was determined to get video
of a black market transaction and give the video to the police.



 Jones believed that Wanton put goods in the right barrel and that
his customers put their payment in the left barrel. Adam checked
the barrels. They were empty. He looked up at the hole from which
the camera peered down. He smiled with satisfaction.



 Adam was exasperated that Wanton was going to get away without
any real consequences for his actions. Jones wanted to take
Wanton down as much as Adam did. Adam didn’t know why Jones
hated Wanton. Adam suspected it was just because Wanton was
successful and Jones wasn’t.


——


“Did you do it?” said Jones.



 “Yeah. It’s in place.”



 “Let’s see if I can access it,” said Jones.



 He opened a laptop computer.



 “Can you reach it this far away?” said Adam. “I
think you need to get closer.”



 “Let’s go outside.”



 Adam and Jones stepped out of the back door of Nerd Nexus. Jones
held his laptop in one hand.



 “No,” he said. “We need to get closer.”



 “How are we going to do that without being seen?”
said Adam. “You don’t have a car.”



 “Let’s walk down to the Dairy Delight and have a
burger.”


——


They sat on one of the picnic tables and ate their burgers.



 “It’s connected,” said Jones. “I
can’t see the barrels because it’s too dark. Good
work. Now we’ll catch him in the act.”



 Jones’s computer screen lit up.



 “Whoa!” said Adam. “The lights are on.”



 Jones and Adam watched Frederick Wanton load cardboard boxes into
the right barrel in front of his store.



 “Ha-ha!” Jones laughed. “We got him!”



 “Are you recording it?” said Adam.



 “Oops. There. Now we’re recording.”



 Jones and Adam watched until Wanton had finished and turned off
the lights.



 “How are we going to get anything more if the camera
can’t see in the dark?” said Adam.



 “I never thought about that,” said Jones.



 “You’re just going to get a bunch of shadows
now.”
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Stephen Caldwell reached inside and pulled out a cardboard box.
He put it on the ground and brought forth a white envelope from a
trouser pocket. He dropped the envelope into the other barrel. He
looked around to see if anyone was watching before he carried the
box to his bike.



 He put the box into his carrier and rode away. Stephen did not
feel any shame in accepting charity, but he still didn’t
want others to know about it because they would treat him
differently. His mother didn’t like taking food from
Frederick Wanton, but she had lost her job and had not found
another job to pay enough to cover all their bills.


——


Falling off the marina dock had convinced Mitchell that pursuing
Wanton was too much trouble. The only way he could bring Wanton
to justice was to become a Sky Gunner for real. Sky Gunners were
the ultimate justice in the universe. If you did something bad,
Sky Gunners would find you and punish you. Kids didn’t have
any power over adults.



 Mitchell walked along the beach at the end of Main Street. He was
bored. He was tired of reading comic books. There was nothing on
TV that he wanted to watch. There was nothing on the Internet
that he wanted to look at. Mitchell wanted to have fun doing
something outside, but he didn’t want to hang around
Stephen and Ted because they weren’t his real friends. They
liked to have fun at other people’s expense. Stephen and
Ted could never be Sky Gunners.



 Mitchell walked past the Dairy Delight. The bright interior
lights lit the end of Main Street. The Dairy Delight was a
spaceship. It could ascend into the sky at any moment to become
an orbital ice cream station. You need ice cream in space for the
same reasons that you need it on Earth. You need a treat now and
then. If you were a Sky Gunner, you deserved all the ice cream
you got because you were defending the earth from evil aliens and
bad people. Sky Gunners ate free at the Dairy Delight. You could
have all the milkshakes, burgers, footlongs, onion rings, and
fries you wanted because you were a hero of the galaxy.



 When Mitchell approached Wanton’s Market, Stephen Caldwell
rode out of the driveway and up the hill. Mitchell was going to
shout something, but then he stopped himself. Stephen
wasn’t his real friend.



 Stephen didn’t have a bike light, but he rode his bike
anyway because the risk of the police catching him was low, and
Stephen’s mom wouldn’t punish Stephen if the police
brought him home. Mitchell’s parents wouldn’t let him
get a light because they thought he would get hurt riding at
night.



 Mitchell watched Stephen cycle slowly up the hill, standing on
his pedals for better leverage. Most people gave up and walked
their bikes up the hill. Stephen had a big box in his rear
carrier. What was in it.



 A police car came over the hill and stopped.



 “Hey kid!” said Constable Kaminski. “You
can’t ride at night without a light!”



 Kaminski got out of his car.



 “What’s in the box?” he said.



 “Food,” said Stephen.



 “What kind of food?”



 “Groceries.”



 “Oh yeah? Open it up for me.”



 Stephen opened the box.



 Mitchell stopped walking.



 Constable Kaminski put the box in the backseat of his car and
Stephen’s bike into the trunk. Stephen got into the
backseat, and Kaminski drove away.


——


The next day at Nerd Nexus, Mitchell told what he saw to Ted.



 “Stephen’s in big trouble.”



 “No he’s not.”



 “The police arrested him for stealing from Wanton’s
Market. I was there. I saw it.”



 “No, you didn’t.”



 “Are you calling me a liar?” said Mitchell, raising
his voice. “I’m a Sky Gunner! And Sky Gunners
don’t lie!”



 “You didn’t see what you thought you saw,” said
Ted.



 “Oh yeah? What did I see then?”



 “Wanton gives food away to people who need it.
Stephen’s mom lost her job.”



 “Oh? How come I don’t know about this? My mom knows
the mayor. If this were true, I’d know it. The mayor knows
everything that goes on in this town.”



 “Nobody knows it.”



 “Then how do they get the food?”



 “That’s not what I mean. It’s not common
knowledge. Everybody thinks Wanton’s a jerk, but he’s
not. He’s just not friendly. Not being friendly
doesn’t mean you’re a jerk. It just means
you’re not friendly.”



 “So where is Stephen? Is he coming today?” said
Mitchell.



 “I think he’s too embarrassed to come to Nerd Nexus
anymore,” said Ted.


——


After the gaming session, Mitchell walked home. His mother made
him come to Wanton’s Market. While she was in the store, he
spun around with his machine gun arms held out in the parking
lot. He sprayed a continuous spiral of bullets. This was a test
run. Everything seemed to be in working order.



 Mitchell’s mother walked out of Wanton’s Market. He
saw her appear in the sunshine with plastic bags in both hands.



 “Would you stop spinning and help your mother carry her
bags?” she said.



 “I’m a Sky Gunner. I have to protect the earth,
mom.”



 “Oh. How thoughtless of me.”



 “Stephen Caldwell’s mom lost her job. Can we give
them some food?”



 “You can invite Stephen over for dinner if you want.”
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Mitchell decided to go to Nerd Nexus late one day. He just wanted
to hang out for a while, doing nothing. Maybe he would go to Nerd
Nexus after lunch. Summer vacation was almost over, and he
didn’t want to let it go. He walked around and ended up at
the beach at the end of Main Street. He stopped walking suddenly
and became a Sky Gunner. Far in the distance hovering over the
lake was an enemy ship. He spun around and sprayed the sky with
bullets.



 The ship exploded.



 Mitchell sighed. “Got him.”



 “This is a boring place filled with boring people.
I’m the only Sky Gunner in the whole town.”



 Mitchell walked up Main Street.



 He noticed motion in the corner of his eye. Nelson Jones and Adam
Cambridge lay on the roof of a building across the street. Only
their faces were visible. Mitchell pretended not to see them.



 He walked around the building. A wooden ladder covered with spots
of dried paint leaned against the rear wall. Mitchell looked up
the ladder and then stepped onto the first rung. It creaked. He
climbed the ladder.



 As his head rose above the roof, he saw the soles of two pairs of
shoes. Adam and Jones lay on their stomachs facing Wanton’s
Market. Mitchell leaned forward and crawled onto the roof. He
looked down at the long ladder. He was amazed that he had climbed
so high.



 Being on the roof was cool. You could see a long way because none
of the other buildings were higher on the downward slope of the
hill. Jones and Adam talked in low tones unaware of Mitchell
sitting behind them. They must be awfully interested in what they
were doing not to hear the creaking of the ladder.



 A car pulled into Wanton’s parking lot. Emily Howard and
her father got out of the car and went into the store.



 Mitchell’s spirits rose. Emily was nice to him. The rest of
the girls at school ignored him. He felt a sudden need to get her
attention, to say look at me on the top of the roof, but he
couldn’t do that because he wasn’t supposed to be
there.



 After about ten minutes, Mr. Wanton came out of the store and
held the door. Emily and Mr. Howard walked out.



 “Hi Emily!” Mitchell shouted.



 Jones and Adam rolled onto their sides with looks of surprise on
their faces.



 In the parking lot below, Emily turned her head and waved.



 Jones and Adam crawled away from the edge.



 “What are you doing here?” said Adam.
“You’re ruining everything!”



 Mitchell waved back at Emily and felt warm and light- headed.



 “Did you hear me, Doofus?” said Adam. “Get out
of here! Now!”



 Mitchell watched Emily and her father drive away. Emily waved
again from inside the car as her father drove out of the parking
lot, so Mitchell waved vigorously back at her.



 Mr. Wanton shaded his eyes and looked up at Mitchell.



 “Get down you idiot!” said Adam.



 “It’s too late,” said Mitchell. “He saw
me.”



 Mitchell waved at Wanton. Wanton stopped and stared at Mitchell
and then waved back. He shook his head and went back into the
store.



 In Wanton’s you could buy big trays of lasagna. He was sure
that Mr. Howard had been carrying one because he held a flat foil
box in front of himself. Emily must like lasagna, or her father
wouldn’t buy it. Mitchell closed his eyes and thought about
how much he loved lasagna. It was something he and Emily had in
common. They could eat it all the time when they were married.



 Terry Wigmore walked out of Wanton’s Market. Mitchell
panicked.



 “Don’t look at me. Don’t look at me,” he
said under his breath.



 He knew that he should crouch down, but he was afraid that
movement would attract Wigmore’s attention.



 Wigmore walked down the street toward the beach.



 Mitchell sighed with relief. He looked at Jones and Adam. They
had annoyed expressions on their faces, but they didn’t say
anything.



 Mitchell descended the ladder.



 When he got to the street, a warbling sounded above his head. He
looked up to see Nelson Jones jump down from the roof in slow
motion. He held a gun in his hand. A warbling sounded, and
colored lights moved down the barrel. Adam jumped down in slow
motion to join Jones on the sidewalk.



 “Holy cow,” said Mitchell. “How did they do
that?”



 The ends of thick blue cords shot up from Jones and Adam’s
hands and dangled above their heads.



 “What the hell!” a voice shouted from across the
street.



 Frederick Wanton stood between the two black plastic rain barrels
with a stack of cardboard boxes at his feet.



 “We’ve got you now, you black marketeer!”
shouted Jones with glee. “Finally! Someone’s got
something on you, you miserable old crook! How does it feel?
Payback’s a bitch! Isn’t it? Everybody has to play by
the rules but you!”



 “Yeah!” said Adam. “You have to pay us to keep
quiet, or we’re going to tell the police! You don’t
want to get into any more trouble, or you’ll lose your
business license!”



 “Adam! Too much information,” said Jones.



 “You’re crazy!” said Wanton, waving them away.
“You stay on that side of the street. If you come onto my
property, I’ll have you arrested. He waved a hand, and a
police car pulled up in front of the store.



 Constable Kaminski got out of the car.



 “What seems to be going on here?”



 He looked to Wanton and then to Jones.



 “These idiots want to blackmail me!” said Wanton.



 “He’s selling stuff under the table,” said
Jones. “He puts it into one of those barrels, and people
put the money in the other one.”



 “No,” said Kaminski. “That’s not
what’s going on here. Put that silly toy away. I could have
shot you if I thought that was a real gun.”



 Jones put the plastic raygun in his hip pocket.



 “Get in the car,” said Kaminski.



 Jones sighed. “Is this really necessary? We haven’t
actually done anything illegal. You’re just making
paperwork for yourself.”



 “Does this look familiar?” said Kaminski, holding up
the camera that Adam had taped to the awning.



 “No. What is it?” said Jones.



 “If you don’t come willingly, you’ll come in
handcuffs,” said Kaminski.



 “There’s two of us and one of you,” said Adam,
“and I think we can run faster because we’re not full
of donuts.”



 “OK. Have it your way,” said Kaminski.
“I’ll just shoot you both. It will be easier on
me.”



 Adam and Jones got into the backseat of the police car.



 Kaminski spoke with Wanton. Then he drove away with Jones and
Adam.



 No one noticed Mitchell standing in the gap between buildings.



 Wanton loaded the stack of cardboard boxes into one of the black
plastic barrels. Mitchell watched Wanton work until he was
finished. These boxes were the same size as the one Stephen had
had in his carrier. What was inside them? Lasagna? Ham?



 He walked out onto the sidewalk where Jones and Adam had landed.
How did they jump from a roof and not get hurt? He looked up at
the facade of the building. Two blue cords dangled in the breeze
from the edge of the roof



 “Bungee cords!” he said. “Cool!”



 A hot hand grabbed Mitchell’s underwear from behind.



 “Hello Powerless!” said Terry Wigmore. “Time
for that wedgie you asked me for!”



 “No! No! No! My name’s Powers!” said Mitchell.
“And I’m a Sky Gunner!”



 Wigmore pulled up sharply.



 Mitchell cried out, “Ow! You bastard! Sky Gunners come
down!”



 Wigmore laughed. He let go of Mitchell’s torn underwear and
walked away. “You’re such a loser, Powerless,”
he said without looking back. After several steps, he stopped in
his tracks, threw his head back, and laughed silently.
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“Sky Gunners come down!” shouted Mitchell.



 He extended his arms out to the lake. Sky Gunners swooped down
out of the clouds and skimmed the surface of the water, speeding
toward him. He put his hands up over his head.



 “Kill everyone!” shouted Mitchell. “Smash
everything! Bring all the buildings down to the ground! The world
must pay unless it delivers Terry Wigmore to me for
destruction!”



 Mitchell transformed into his Sky Gunner form and shot up into
the sky.



 “Vengeance calls!”



 Below him, he heard the hum of a boat motor. Frederick Wanton
drove his boat over the water. In the back of the boat was a
jumble of cardboard boxes.



 Mitchell slowed his acceleration and dove down on the boat. He
spun rapidly and fired all his guns, spraying the boat with lead.
None of the bullets hit. Wanton had some kind of force field
around the boat.



 Mitchell zoomed toward the beach and transformed back into human
form. He lost his footing when he hit the sand and tumbled end
over end, landing flat on his stomach.



 “What are you doing?” said a girl’s voice.



 Mitchell looked up.



 Amy Jane Cambridge sat on her bicycle at the end of Main Street.



 He stood up.



 “Nothing,” he said.



 “Why did you jump into the sand, face first?”



 “I just came in from outer space. My ship had a rough
landing.”



 “Your ship?”



 “I’m a Sky Gunner, but I’m still new. I
haven’t figured out how to control my powers.”



 “Whatever,” she said.



 “How’s Emily?” said Mitchell.



 Amy squinted at Mitchell. “She’s fine,” she
said. “Do you like her?”



 “Does she have a boyfriend?”



 “No.”



 “Oh,” said Mitchell. “I was just
wondering.”



 “Don’t get your hopes up. We don’t like boys
because they’re immature.”



 “I’m not immature,” Mitchell said quietly.



 Amy rolled her eyes.



 “Mister Wanton’s a smuggler, and I’m the only
one who knows it,” said Mitchell. “I’m going to
bring him to justice when I have better control over my
powers.”



 “Mr. Wanton is not a smuggler.”



 “He smuggles hams over the lake across the border.”



 Amy laughed.



 “It’s not funny. I’ve just seen him going out
with his boat full of meat.”



 “He has another store in Goderich,” said Amy.
“He takes things up there by boat.”



 Mitchell was surprised and deflated. “Oh? How do you know
this?”



 “Everybody knows.”



 “Well I don’t know. How come I don’t know? You
could just be making it up!”



 Amy rolled her eyes. “Why would I make that up? Ask anyone,
and they’ll tell you.”



 “Oh. Rats.”
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Nelson Jones sat in his store waiting for the gamer boys to show
up. This was the first Saturday in September, after school had
resumed. Mitchell, Ted, and Stephen arrived together.



 The boys paid their fees and entered the back room.



 “Holy cow,” said Stephen. “It’s been
fixed up.”



 The walls of the back room were painted forest green. The
concrete floor was covered in thin carpet.



 “It’s like miniature golf,” said Stephen.



 “It’s nice,” said Ted.



 The old dining room tables and chairs were gone. Four round
tables with stackable plastic chairs sat in the corners. A small
square table occupied the center. There wasn’t much room to
move around in.



 “What’s that table for?” said Stephen, pointing
to the square table.



 “That’s for pizza,” said Mitchell.



 “He’s right,” said Jones, standing behind the
boys. “What do you think?”



 “It’s great,” said Stephen.



 “It’s nice,” said Ted.



 “It’s awesome,” said Mitchell.



 “How come everything’s new?” said Ted.
“Did you come into some money?”



 “A little bit,” said Jones.



 Ted smirked.



 Jones looked at Ted suspiciously.


——


Later on, when they were taking a break, Ted explained.



 “Wanton bought the place. Jones is an employee now,”
he said. “My dad did the deal at the bank.”



 “Why would Wanton buy a comic book store?” said
Stephen.



 “He’s a business man,” said Ted. “He
invests in things. It’s what he does.”



 “Don’t talk so loud, or he’ll hear you,”
said Mitchell.



 “I don’t care,” said Ted. “What’s
he going to do?”



 “He could kick us out,” said Stephen.



 “We paid our money,” said Ted.



 “He could give it back,” said Stephen.



 “It’s nice here now,” said Mitchell. “I
don’t care who owns it.”


——


“I went up in the helicopter that was at the fair a long
time ago. It was cool. I want to play a game that has helicopters
in it,” said Mitchell.



 “What game is that?” said Stephen.



 “I don’t think there is one,” said Ted.



 “I’m going to make up my own,” said Mitchell.



 “That actually sounds pretty cool,” said Stephen.
“Fighting helicopters would be really cool.”



 “Sky Gunners,” said Mitchell. “That’s
what it’s called. You have to save a princess named
Emily.”



 “Save her from what?” said Stephen.



 “I don’t know yet. Save her from evil,” said
Mitchell. “Save her from the forces of evil.”



 “Eh,” said Ted. “Sounds boring. Get rid of the
princess, and put in some dragons.”



 “Yeah,” said Stephen. “Helicopters versus
dragons. I’d play that.”


——


Mitchell thought about Sky Gunners all morning. He found it hard
to concentrate on the game he played. At the lunch break, he went
out to the shop.



 Nelson Jones sat on a stool angled against the wall and ate
pizza.



 “Do you think it’s stupid for a kid like me to try to
make my own game?” Mitchell said Jones.



 “No. Why would it be stupid?”



 “I don’t know. A lot of other people would think
I’m being stupid.”



 “Here’s something I’ve learned,” said
Jones. “You need to keep your dreams to yourself because
other people will mock them. Don’t tell anyone you’re
making a game. Just make it.”



 “Would you help me make it?” said Mitchell.



 “I don’t know how much help I could be.”



 “You must know something, or you wouldn’t own this
store.”



 “True,” said Jones, “but I don’t play
much anymore myself. I’m in it for the comic books.”



 “But you know how to sell games. You could sell it
here,” said Mitchell.



 “Oh. I didn’t realize you were that serious. You want
to create a business?”



 “I guess so. I want to make my own game and sell it. You
could help with that.”



 “Yes. I could help with that.”



 “Good. I’ll let you know when I figure it all
out,” said Mitchell. “It’s called Sky Gunners,
and it’s about rescuing a girl named Emily.”



 “Mmm,” said Jones. “Emily, eh?”



 “Yeah.”



 “Some people won’t like that. You should make it
about something else like rescuing a whole town.”



 “Why won’t they like it?” said Mitchell.



 “Girls don’t want feel powerless. They don’t
want to be rescued. It’s patronizing.”



 “Well, that’s not what I meant if that means what I
think it means. I know a girl named Emily, and if I put her in my
game, she’s going to be really impressed.”



 “OK. Now I understand. I think you might come across as
pushy or creepy if you put a real girl in your game.”



 “OK,” said Mitchell, deflated. “I’ll
guess I’ll make it about saving a town.”



 “Are you doing this just to impress a girl?”



 “No.”



 “Because it’s no good trying to impress her,”
said Jones. “If she doesn’t like you, you can’t
make her like you. You shouldn’t want someone who
doesn’t appreciate you for who you are.”



 “I don’t think she knows anything about me. I’m
going to make her see that I’m a good person and that
I’m smart.”



 “Oh Mitchell, what can I say to convince you that this is a
mistake?”



 “Nothing. Emily is going to be really surprised. It’s
going to be great.”
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Ted, Mitchell, and Stephen went to the Dairy Delight after the
gaming session.



 “He had to sell the store because he was broke,” said
Ted. “He tried to shake down Wanton for money, but now
Wanton owns his store. I bet he didn’t see that one coming.
He’s lucky he didn’t go to jail.”



 “Yeah,” said Stephen. “I’m just glad we
can still play there on the weekends.”



 “I think he’s OK,” said Mitchell.



 “What?” said Ted angrily. “You think
blackmailing is OK?”



 “No, but he’s not that bad of a person,
really.”



 “He isn’t? Why? Because he never did anything bad to
you?” shouted Ted. “Would you like to be
blackmailed?”



 “No,” said Mitchell. “That’s not what I
mean.”



 “I get it,” said Ted. “It’s OK if he
hurts other people just as long he doesn’t hurt you.”



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



 “What did you mean?” said Stephen, haughtily.



 “I don’t know. He thought Wanton was a black
marketer. That’s why he tried to blackmail him.”



 “He’s broke. That’s why he tried to blackmail
him,” said Ted.



 “If you don’t like him so much, then why do you go
there every weekend?” said Mitchell.



 “Yeah,” said Stephen, laughing. “If he’s
so bad, you shouldn’t hang around him. He’s a bad
influence.”



 “Where else am I going to go? If everyone else goes there
to play, I have to go there too. Don’t I?”



 “If everyone else jumped off a cliff, would you jump
too?” said Mitchell.



 “You’re not turning this around on me,” said
Ted.



 He got up from the picnic table and walked to his bike.



 “Where are you going?” said Stephen.



 “For a ride. And another thing, the guy plays with toy
rayguns. He’s a loser.”



 Ted climbed on his bike and rode away.



 “I think that raygun is cool,” said Stephen. “I
wish I had one.”



 “Me too,” said Mitchell. “When Adam and Jones
bungee jumped, that was really cool. That was something a Sky
Runner would do.”



 “What are you talking about?”



 “When they tried to shake down Wanton, they were hiding on
the roof across the street, and then they bungee jumped down, and
Jones pointed the raygun at Wanton and called him a
smuggler.”



 “How do you know?”



 “I was there.”



 “No you weren’t,” Stephen said, exasperated.
“You can’t bungee jump off a building. Nobody bungee
jumps around here. You’re lying through your teeth.”



 “I was there, and I saw everything. It was like a movie or
something. Sky Gunners come down!”



 Stephen shook his head. “I think your nose is
growing.”



 “Emily was there too just before it happened.”



 “Emily who? That girl from school?”



 “Emily Howard,” said Mitchell.



 “Are you in love with her?” said Stephen.



 “No,” said Mitchell, indignantly. “Why do you
always try to make me angry? She can tell you I was there.
That’s all.”



 “Are you sure you’re not in love her?”



 “No. Stop saying that.”



 “Mitchell loves Emily! I’m going to tell the whole
school. He’s making a game about her. He wants to save her
from the forces of evil.”



 Mitchell clenched his teeth.



 “You’re turning red,” said Stephen.



 “You guys aren’t my real friends.”



 “Is Emily your real girlfriend?”



 “I’m going home. I hope you get sick and die,”
said Mitchell.



 He got up and climbed on his bike.


——


When he got home, Mitchell looked at the role-playing game books
on his bookshelf. He lay on his bed and thought about the games
he liked the best. What made a game fun to play? Exciting
battles. It’s my game, he told himself. I can do anything I
want, but it doesn’t matter. The other guys are going to
complain no matter what I do. I know it. Ted will hate whatever I
come up with.



 Discouragement overwhelmed Mitchell. A moment before, he was
happy, but now he was depressed. The world did this to him often.
It took away his happiness, suddenly, and he couldn’t get
it back.
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After school on Monday, Mitchell went to Nerd Nexus to talk with
Nelson Jones about Sky Gunners.



 “Everyone’s against me,” said Mitchell.



 “Don’t worry about what the loudmouths have to
say,” said Jones. “They’re just
threatened.”



 “I know.”



 “Do you? You need to keep the wretches in the dark. They
might do nasty things to you. What they don’t know
can’t threaten them. You need to fly under their
radar.”



 “It’s hard not to talk about my game,” said
Mitchell. “And then people put it down. It makes me
angry.”



 “You don’t realize it, but you have all the power in
these relationships. You’re making a cool game. What are
they doing? Nothing. They’re eating their hearts out. If
you let them get under your skin and make you unsure of yourself,
you defeat yourself.”



 “What if they’re right though? What if the game
isn’t very good?” said Mitchell.



 “Who cares?” said Jones.



 “I care! What do you mean who cares? I don’t want to
look like an idiot who made a silly game that nobody likes! I
don’t want everyone here to make fun of me for the rest of
my life! I won’t be able to come here anymore.”



 “Why not?”



 Mitchell looked at Jones in surprise. Then Mitchell’s
expression sank into dismay.



 Jones laughed. “You’re making a big deal out of
nothing. Failure is no big deal. Failure is commonplace.”



 “Everyone will think I’m a loser,” said
Mitchell.



 “But you might be a loser,” said Jones.



 “I thought you were my friend? You just said I should
ignore them.”



 “Don’t be afraid of failing,” said Jones.
“That’s all I’m saying. It doesn’t mean
anything. There’s no risk involved in making a game.
Nothing bad will happen to you if the game isn’t good. Your
ego will be bruised. That’s all. And it might take you
several games before you make one that is good.”



 “Oh.”



 “Just have fun. Treat the loudmouths like mushrooms. Keep
them in dark and feed them manure.”



 Mitchell laughed. Then he sighed. “I’m having
problems now.”



 “What sort of problems?”



 “Making a game is a lot more work than it seems,”
said Mitchell.



 “From all that you’ve told me, it sounds like
you’ve got most of it figured out. Don’t overwhelm
yourself. If you’re having trouble making a big game, make
a smaller game first. You can only learn to make things by making
entire things. If you only make beginnings, you only get good at
making beginnings. Start making small things and work your way up
to making more complex things. Start making bad things and work
your way up to making good things. If you don’t finish what
you start, you fall off the learning curve. You flatline.”



 “What’s the learning curve?”



 “Don’t worry about it. It just means you have to do
something poorly for a long time before you can do it
well.”


——


Mitchell took Jones’s advice and made one complete short
adventure. He used some of the features of other games, but he
simplified them to make the game easier and faster to play. He
and Jones had played the game three times, and they had finished
it in about twenty minutes.



 “This is good, Mitchell. This is exactly what I meant when
I said you had to finish what you started. You’ll find that
making it longer and more complex will be easier now because you
have the beginning and the end figured out.



 “When you get it up to an hour of play, I’ll invite a
few of the guys from out of town. We’ll have a special
night to play your game. Nobody else will know about it until
it’s over.”



 “We should keep it secret even when it’s over,”
said Mitchell.



 “That’s not possible. You can’t stop people
from talking,” said Jones.



 “The other guys will get mad when they find out I
didn’t invite them.”



 “Who cares? Stop being afraid of what your friends think.
They can play it next, after you have some objective opinions and
you work on it some more.”



 “I guess so. I was hoping they would never find out about
it, or they would find out about it when they saw it in the store
as a game they could buy. Then they would see that I was smarter
than they thought I was, and I could look down on them for being
so mean.”



 “That would be sweet, but I don’t think your friends
will actually care.”
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The leaves on the trees glowed red and gold and orange in the
waning sun. Sweet, woody smells filled Mitchell’s nose. The
sun hovered low in the sky. Autumn made him feel peaceful with
its colors, scents, and cold air. Mitchell was particularly happy
today because he had doubled the playing time of the first
adventure of his game. It took him a month. That was a lot
shorter time than the first version had taken him to write.



 A group of teenagers made noise at the other end of the street.
Mitchell watched a boy light a flare and roll it into the street.
Red light flickered over the windows of the houses.



 Amy Cambridge stepped out of Emily’s house. She saw
Mitchell and walked across the grass.



 “What are you doing here?”



 “I’m just wandering around. I heard the candy was
better over here.”



 “Oh.”



 She looked like she didn’t believe him.



 “I’m too old for Halloween,” Amy said,
“and I’m not interested in having a pillow case full
of candy. It’s not good for you. I just came outside to see
what the fire was.”



 “It’s a flare. Somebody lit a flare.”



 “Oh. What’s it for?”



 “A flare? It’s for signaling people that you need
help. You light it if your car breaks down on the highway. Some
older kids are just causing trouble.”



 “I’m going back inside. It’s cold.”



 Mitchell wanted Amy to stay. “Is Emily around? Is she
coming out tonight?”



 “No. We’re giving out candy.”



 “Oh. OK.”



 “She knows you like her.”



 Mitchell smiled. “Does she like me?”



 Amy shook her head. “I don’t think so.”



 Mitchell frowned.



 Amy thought that he might cry. “But I don’t really
know,” she said to make him feel better.



 “Can you ask her?”



 Amy sighed. “Stay here,” she said.



 Mitchell waited outside. Some kids came to Emily’s door. He
stepped aside to let them pass. A girl in a cat costume rang the
doorbell. Emily opened the door.



 Mitchell stood on his toes and immediately felt stupid for doing
so. Emily looked right at him. Then she looked away.



 Mitchell opened his mouth to say hello, but the look on
Emily’s face made him stop. He saw that he made her feel
uncomfortable. He felt foolish, but he didn’t move.



 “In Ouvrelac, we’re married!” he said loudly.
He was immediately embarrassed that he said it. “We live
happily ever after, and we’re rich and can have anything we
want.”



 “What are you talking about?” said Emily. She angled
her head and looked at him with suspicion.



 “Nothing,” said Mitchell, nervously. “Did Amy
talk to you yet?”



 “No. What about?”



 “Nothing. Just forget it. It doesn’t matter.”



 Mitchell turned around and walked away. She thought he was an
idiot. That was clear. He breathed a deep sigh and felt better.
It was better to know that she didn’t like him than to keep
wondering.



 As he walked, he thought about Sky Gunners the game. You were a
helicopter pilot that had to fight dinosaurs to get the treasure
that they guarded. The dinosaurs were intelligent, and they lived
in caves where they hid the treasure. At first, Mitchell was
going to make dragons the villains of the game, but then he
thought that dinosaurs were better because they couldn’t
fly or spit fire. Dragons could easily destroy helicopters.



 Nelson Jones had said that a game had to be challenging, or it
wouldn’t be interesting, but Mitchell found some games too
challenging to play. He wanted a game that he could win. Jones
was trying to convince Mitchell that he should make the dinosaurs
into dragons, that fighting dragons was more exciting.



 “An easy game is a boring game,” said Jones.



 The game was set in Stillington Ouvrelac, which was a hidden
kingdom on the other side of Lake Huron. You started out in Port
Sorry, Ontario, and you crossed the lake when the sun was
setting, and you came to the hidden kingdom. When you arrived,
you discovered a city under occupation. You had to get safely
ashore and lift the dinosaur occupation. While you did that, you
had to find items in the city that would help you to break into
Castle Stillington. If you defeated the dinosaur lord, you could
get into the treasure caves under the castle. If you failed to
defeat him, he ate you in front of the whole town.



 Mitchell walked around the block. When he got near Emily’s
house, he stopped.



 He sat down on the grass at the bottom of a telephone pole and
watched kids come to Emily’s door. Witches, ghosts, and
robots in homemade costumes mingled with store-bought superheroes
and celebrities.



 “Trick or treat!” said a group in unison.



 Emily’s face appeared at the door. Mitchell felt
electricity flow through him. He watched her give out little
rolls of candy pills.



 The door closed. His heart sank.



 “She thinks I’m a weirdo. I can never speak to her
again for the rest of my life.”



 He walked home, dejected.
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Mitchell did not go to Nerd Nexus for a couple of days so that he
could work on his game. He showed his work to Jones. He thought
that maybe now that they were friends, he could ask Jones a
direct question.



 “Did you get into trouble for trying to blackmail
Wanton?”



 Jones narrowed his eyes. “What do you know about
that?”



 “I was there.”



 “Where?”



 “Outside the store. What happened to Adam anyway?”



 “Adam’s in London. He’s going to high school
there in the fall.”



 “Oh. I didn’t know that. Nobody told us.”



 “Yeah. His parents are worried about the losers he hangs
around with here.”



 “My parents think you’re a loser,” said
Mitchell.



 “That’s nice.”



 Mitchell shrugged his shoulders. “Ted doesn’t like
you either.”



 “That’s OK,” said Jones.



 “It doesn’t bother you?” said Mitchell.



 “No. You can’t make people like you.”



 “It would bother me if I had all these kids in my store
that thought I was a loser,” said Mitchell.



 “They’re just kids,” said Jones. “What do
they know?”



 “Are you sure it doesn’t bother you?” said
Mitchell.



 “I’m sure. Are you still having girl problems?”



 “She thinks I’m weird because I said we were married
in Ouvrelac,” said Mitchell.



 “What? From the game? Telling a girl that you’re
married in an imaginary world is not good.”



 “Yeah. I know. I couldn’t help myself.”



 Jones shook his head.



 Mitchell looked at his feet. “I wish I could change
schools.”



 “Have to change towns to do that,” said Jones.



 “I could go to the Catholic school.”



 “Are you Catholic?”



 “No.”



 “Then you can’t do that.”



 “Maybe I can become Catholic.”



 “You have to face the music, son,” said Jones.
“If she acts weird, stay away. You don’t want to make
a nuisance of yourself. That won’t help you at all.”



 “I know,” said Mitchell.



 “No you don’t. You’re going to keep making it
worse.”


——


Mitchell wandered down Main Street after he left Nerd Nexus
because he didn’t want to go home. Ted and Stephen sat on
one of the Dairy Delight’s picnic tables, talking.



 “The mayor and Wanton are having a feud,” said Ted.
“The mayor has rescinded Wanton’s business license
because of the pig bones and because he doesn’t like
him.”



 “Cool,” said Stephen. “Rescinded means he
canceled it. Right?”



 “Yeah. How is that cool?” said Ted.



 “I don’t know,” said Stephen. “I
don’t like Wanton.”



 “Why don’t you like him?” said Mitchell.



 “Because he’s angry all the time. He scares me. I
think he’s crazy.”



 “Anyway, Wanton’s taking the town to court,”
said Ted.



 “What’s going to happen to Wanton’s
Market?” said Stephen.



 “The mayor’s ordered it closed, but Wanton
isn’t closing it, and the police aren’t doing
anything.”



 “Why not? They have to,” said Mitchell.



 “No they don’t,” said Ted. “They’re
the police. They can do whatever they want.”



 “But they’re the police,” said Mitchell.
“They’re the ones who have to follow the law.”



 “No,” said Ted. “They’re the ones who
enforce the law. There’s no police for the police. They do
whatever they want. They make other people follow the law, but
they do whatever they want.”



 “I don’t think that’s right,” said
Stephen. “They’re the police. They have to follow the
law more than anyone else does, or they get in trouble from the
government.”



 “Yeah,” said Mitchell.



 “Maybe,” said Ted. “Sometimes. But they
don’t want to get in the middle of this feud.”



 “If Wanton’s breaking the law, they have do
something,” said Stephen.



 “No they don’t. That’s not the way it works all
the time. Sometimes you have to take people to court
yourself,” said Ted.



 “I hope Wanton wins,” said Mitchell.



 “Why?” said Stephen.



 “I just do.”



 “Most grown ups are really boring,” said Mitchell.
“I’m not going to be boring when I grow up.”



 “People have jobs. They don’t get to be happy,”
said Ted. “They have to go work. Nobody wants to work. They
spend all day doing something that depresses them, and then they
come home too tired to do anything else.”



 “That’s horrible,” said Mitchell. “My mom
hates her boss, but she doesn’t seem unhappy.”



 “That’s why we have to get as much education as we
can,” said Ted. “We have to get good jobs doing what
we want to do and have enough money that we can live decent
lives.”



 “I’m going to have a fantastic life,” said
Mitchell. “I know it.”



 “It’s not just going to happen,” said Ted.
“You have to make it happen.”



 “I know,” said Mitchell. “Why are you so
serious all of a sudden?”



 “I’ve seen it,” said Ted. “I have uncles
who are losers.”



 “Why are they losers?” said Stephen.



 “They never did anything with their lives. They talk about
all the stuff they’re going to do, and then they never do
it. They haul junk and move furniture and stuff like that. They
live together because they can’t afford to get their own
places. The drink too much beer, and they complain about how
their bodies are wearing out and they won’t be able to work
forever, but they have to because they don’t save any
money. I’m not going to end up like that.”


——


After the next day’s gaming session, Ted, Mitchell, and
Stephen walked to the Dairy Delight.



 The mayor passed them, driving a bulldozer down the hill.



 “He’s gone crazy,” said Stephen. “This is
so cool. I hope he does something stupid.”



 Ted shook his head. “He’s nuts.”



 Mitchell watched in fascination.



 The mayor drove the bulldozer into the parking lot of
Wanton’s Market. Ted, Mitchell, and Stephen sat on the
grass between the sidewalk and the curb.



 “What’s he going to do?” said Stephen.



 “He’s going to knock the building down,” said
Mitchell. “He’s totally flipped out.”



 “I doubt it,” said Ted. “They’d put him
in the looney bin.”



 The boys watched the mayor drive the bulldozer right up to the
front doors. He stopped when the curved blade was within inches
of the doors. He shut off the bulldozer’s engine, took the
key out of the ignition, and stepped down from the driver’s
seat.



 The mayor looked at the three boys and smiled widely. Then he
walked away.



 “He’s totally bonkers,” said Stephen.
“It’s so excellent I can’t believe it.”



 “I hope there aren’t any people in there,” said
Mitchell.



 “The store is closed,” said Ted. “Wanton gave
in.”



 “You never know,” said Mitchell. “People could
be inside cleaning the place.”



 “There’s a back door,” said Ted. This
isn’t for keeping people inside. It’s for keeping
people out.”



 “Everybody can use the back door,” said Mitchell.
“They don’t have to go in the front.”



 “Wanton doesn’t want people going through the back of
the store,” said Ted.



 “How do you know?” said Mitchell.



 “Because then the main entrance would be at the
back,” said Ted.



 “He could switch it,” said Stephen.



 Ted shook his head. “He’ll just have that bulldozer
towed away.”



 “Can you do that? It looks heavy,” said Mitchell.



 “You can put in on a trailer with a crane,” said Ted.



 “Oh,” said Mitchell. “How would you get a crane
here?”



 “There are portable ones that you can drive,” said
Ted.



 “I’m going over there,” said Mitchell.



 Mitchell climbed onto the bulldozer.



 “Better watch out,” said Ted.



 “Watch out for what?” said Mitchell, climbing into
the driver’s seat.



 “People are watching from those houses across the
street.”



 “So?”



 “So, maybe you’ll get into trouble,” said
Stephen.



 “I don’t care,” said Mitchell. “What are
they going to do to me? Tell me to get off? Big deal.”



 A police car pulled into the parking log.



 “What did I tell you?” said Ted.



 The police car pulled up behind the bulldozer, and Constable
Kaminski stepped out.



 “You boys get down from there,” he said.



 “We’re not on it,” said Stephen indignantly.
“He is.”



 Mitchell reluctantly climbed down to the parking lot.



 Kaminski took of his hat and scratched his head. He walked around
the yellow bulldozer and taped a piece of paper on the glass of
the left door.



 “You boys should go home,” he said walking back.
“This is private property, and the store is closed.”



 “What’s that?” said Stephen, pointing to the
piece of paper.



 “It’s a notice that this business is now
closed.”



 “Cool,” said Stephen. “I guess the manure has
really hit the fan now.”



 “You guys need to go home,” said Kaminski.



 He got into his car and wrote into a notebook.



 The boys walked slowly out of the parking lot.
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Mitchell sat on the sand at the end of Main Street to watch the
sun set. It was cold now, but he had his jacket on. He waited for
the moment when the golden road that led to Stillington Ouvrelac
appeared on the surface of the lake.



 His game wasn’t any good. He was sure of it now that the
excitement of finishing it had worn off. The people who were
supposed to test it would rip it to shreds. He couldn’t
risk showing it to them. He had to convince Jones of this. Jones
would try to talk him into going through with the test, but it
was a waste of time and that it would only humiliate him. It was
far harder to make a good game than he had thought it was. He
wouldn’t go into Nerd Nexus for a long time. Maybe Jones
would lose interest. He had to, eventually.



 The sun glinted in Mitchell’s eyes. He couldn’t look
at the water without squinting. He began to cry. He had blown it
with Emily and the game. He wasn’t the great game designer
he had believed himself to be, and he had blown it with Emily.



 The sun reached the horizon, just touching the water. Mitchell
closed his eyes and tried not to cry.



 “Hey! What did you mean when you said that we were
married?”



 Mitchell jumped up onto his feet. Emily and Amy stood before him
on the beach.



 “What are you doing here?”



 “What do you mean what are we doing here?” said Amy.
“It’s a public beach. Anybody can walk on it any time
they like.”



 “We’re going to the Dairy Delight,” said Emily.
“Everything’s half price today.”



 “Why are you crying?” said Amy.



 “I’m not,” said Mitchell, indignantly.



 He wiped his eyes on the sleeves of his jacket.



 “Then why are you wiping your eyes?” said Emily.



 “I was staring into the sun,” said Mitchell.
“It makes your eyes water.”



 “Oh,” said Amy. “You’re weird. Why do you
stare into the sun?”



 “I like it when the sun hits the lake and the golden road
appears.”



 “It’s not really a road,” said Amy.



 “I know that. You think I don’t know that?”
said Mitchell. “I’m not crazy.”



 Emily smiled. “So what did you mean when you said we were
married?” she said.



 “I didn’t mean anything,” said Mitchell.



 “He’s in love with you. That’s all,” said
Amy.



 Mitchell blushed and looked down.



 “You said something else. We’re married somewhere
else. What does that mean?”



 Mitchell sighed stared at his shoes.



 Emily stepped forward and kissed him on the forehead.



 Mitchell opened his eyes wide. His jaw opened.



 “You kissed him!” shouted Amy. “You kissed a
boy! Why would you kiss a boy who stares into the sun? Are you
crazy? You’re crazy! You’ve gone completely
crazy!”



 “Ouvrelac,” said Mitchell. “It’s an
imaginary kingdom across the lake. You can only get there when
the sun makes the golden road on the water.”



 He felt like an idiot talking about Ouvrelac. He started crying
again.



 “What’s the matter now?” said Amy.



 Emily hugged Mitchell, and he hugged her back.



 “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” said Amy.
“Why can’t you be normal and play hockey and beat
other boys up? Why do you have to like girls? She’s my
friend, not yours.”



 “Want to come to the Dairy Delight?” Emily said to
Mitchell.



 “I haven’t got any money.”



 “You can share my sundae. I can’t eat a whole
one.”



 “Emily, what are you doing?” Amy said sternly.
“Did you forget about me? I’m standing right here,
and you just kissed a boy!”



 Emily didn’t answer. She didn’t even look at Amy.
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Mitchell opened the door of Nerd Nexus and felt anxiety rise
within him.



 “I need all my game stuff back,” he said. “I
don’t think it’s any good. I’m going to wait
until I’m older and try again.”



 After getting that off his chest, Mitchell felt a great sense of
relief.



 “Oh?” said Jones. “I’ve got something to
show you. I think you’re going to like it.”



 “I’m not interested in making games anymore. I tried
it out, and it didn’t work out, so I need my stuff back.
I’ve got a girlfriend now, and I’m too busy to work
on the game.”



 “Girlfriend, eh?”



 “Yeah. Her name’s Emily. She’s really
nice.”



 “Emily Howard?”



 “How do you know?”



 “It’s a small town.”



 “Can I have my stuff back? I’ve got to go.
She’s waiting outside.”



 “Why is she waiting outside?”



 “She thinks it’s a boys only store.”



 “That’s silly,” said Jones.



 He pulled out a big yellow envelope from behind the counter and
handed it to Mitchell.



 “What is it? It’s heavy.”



 “It’s your material, and some other things. Just have
a look.”



 “Can I look later? I’ve got to go.”



 “Go then,” said Jones, laughing. “Having a
girlfriend has changed you Mitchell.”



 “OK. Thanks. I’ve got to go. Emily’s
waiting.”



 “She’s not going to run away,” said Jones.



 “I know,” said Mitchell. “Bye.”



 “Bye.”


——


“Where’s Amy?” said Mitchell.
“Didn’t she wait for me?”



 “No. She doesn’t like having you around,” said
Emily.



 “Why not?”



 “She’s got her nose out of joint.”



 “What does that mean?”



 “She doesn’t have a lot of friends,” said
Emily. “She’s afraid I won’t be her friend
anymore.”



 “Oh.”



 “Don’t worry about it. She’ll come around
eventually.”



 “I don’t like it when people don’t like me. I
don’t want to be around them.”



 “Nobody likes people who don’t like them,” said
Emily. “What’s in the envelope? Is that your
stuff?”



 “Yeah,” said Mitchell.



 “Are you going to open it?”



 “I guess so.”



 Mitchell opened the yellow envelope. Inside was a thick glossy
magazine.



 “He’s made it into a book. Wow. This is nice.”



 “It’s fantastic. I can’t believe you made
this,” said Emily.



 “I didn’t make this. This is way better than what I
made,” said Mitchell. “He’s made it seem way
better than it is. I was ready to give up, but now I’m not
sure.”



 “Are these dinosaurs? Are the helicopters fighting the
dinosaurs?”



 “Well, the people in the helicopters are fighting
dragons,” said Mitchell. “You have to be careful
because the dragons can shoot fire from their mouths.”



 “Can we play it?”



 “You want to play my game?”



 “Yeah. It looks interesting,” said Emily.



 Mitchell filled with delight.



THE GLORY OF PORT SORRY 
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“Let’s give Mitchell a big hand,” said Jones,
“for making this new game, Sky Gunners!”



 The room applauded politely. Mitchell blushed and looked down
into his lap.



 “Good job, Mitchell,” said a Tony Laguna.



 “Good game,” said a kid whose name Mitchell
didn’t know. Mitchell didn’t know how much of the
applause was sincere, but he did know that his game was pretty
good and would only get better as he worked on it. He was
confident in its merit.


——


“Success feels good,” said Jones.
“Doesn’t it?”



 “It sure does,” said Mitchell. “I had no idea
you could even feel this good.”



 Jones laughed.



 “I’m going to be a great man.”



 “Is that so?”



 “Obviously. I’m a great kid.”



 “Obviously.” Jones laughed. “You’re
grinning like a Chesire cat.”



 “What’s that?”



 “A character in an old book.”



 “Why does it grin?”



 “It thinks it’s very clever.”


——


Mitchell walked home from Nerd Nexus with Stephen Caldwell. The
first snow had fallen, but it had melted when a warm week
followed a cold week. Ted Brown had not been at Nerd Nexus, which
disappointed Mitchell. At first, he was glad that Ted
wasn’t there because Mitchell didn’t want to listen
to Ted’s complaints, but then when he wasn’t there,
Mitchell wanted Ted to be there so that he could see that the
game wasn’t totally lame. Now that he thought about it,
Mitchell was sure that Ted had stayed away deliberately.



 “I’m the most important person in Port Sorry,”
said Mitchell. It just popped out of his mouth on its own. He was
surprised and happy to hear himself say it. “One day it
will be in all the history books that I was the most important
person to have ever come from here. People will be sorry that
they weren’t nicer to me, especially Terry Wigmore.
He’ll be really sorry. Ted won’t care. He’ll
still put me down.”



 Stephen shook his head. “Just because you made a game
doesn’t mean you’re the most important person in Port
Sorry, and Terry Wigmore only cares if he can give you wedgies or
not.”



 “Maybe not now, but he will when I’m famous. So will
you,” said Mitchell. “This is just the beginning.
You’re all going to be sorry you weren’t my real
friends. You’ll wish that you could hang out with me in my
castle.”



 “Ted is right about you,” said Stephen.
“You’re something else.”



 “It’s true, but not in the way you mean. I am one in
a million.”



 “No you’re not! You’re an idiot!”



 Stephen walked away.



 Mitchell glowed with happiness. He spread his arms wide, closed
his eyes, and smiled. “I did it, and no one can say that I
didn’t.”



 He opened his eyes and saw Stephen in the distance. Stephen had
turned around and was walking backwards. He shook his head again.
Mitchell laughed. “You liked my game,” he said
quietly. “I saw it.”



 Mitchell spun around and punched the air with satisfaction.


——


“Jones is opening a Nerd Nexus in London,” Mitchell
told Emily as they walked home after school, “and
he’s going to sell my game there.”



 “That’s good,” said Emily.



 “We’re going to do one more revision first. I am
going to be such a great man it’s amazing. If I’m
doing stuff like this as a kid, what kind of cool stuff am I
going to be doing twenty years from now?”



 “I don’t know.”



 “I’ll probably be the first man on Mars, or maybe
I’ll cure a bunch of diseases.”



 “Do you want to be an astronaut? Do you want to cure
diseases?”



 “I hadn’t before now, but now I think I want to do
everything cool that I can do before I die.”



 “It takes a lot of work to be an astronaut.”



 “Piece of cake,” said Mitchell with confidence.
“I know what it takes now. I worked hard to make this game.
There were times when I didn’t want to work on it at all,
but I forced myself to make it better. There were times I was
sure it was no good, and it might have been no good at the time,
but then I pushed myself to make it better, and I did make it
better. I’m ready to take on the world now. I can be
anything I want.”



 “Maybe.”



 “You should be proud of me because you’re my
girlfriend. You’re lucky to be my girlfriend. If we get
married, you’re going to be rich. I’m already a
successful businessman, and I’m still a kid.”



 “Have you made any money yet?”



 “Yes, a little,” Mitchell said. “I spent it all
though, but there’s more to come. Jones says he sells a lot
of games at Christmas, and we’re going to make an online
version eventually. It’s really clear to me now how stupid
most people are. They can’t make games, so they have to
work boring jobs. It’s really sad.”



 “I don’t think I want to be your girlfriend
anymore,” said Emily.



 “What?” said Mitchell, shocked. “Why
not?”



 “You’re not very nice, and you don’t really
care about me.”



 “Sure I do.”



 “I don’t make games, so I must be stupid too.”



 Mitchell was flabbergasted and hurt. “That’s not what
I meant,” he said.



 “That’s what you said. I’m going home,”
said Emily. “Good luck with your game.”
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Emily’s father offered to drive the girls down to London to
see a movie on Saturday night. Zara chose the movie they were
going to see. She had already seen it and wanted to see it again.
Amy and Emily gave in to Zara’s wishes because she
described the movie with such enthusiasm that they wanted to see
it.



 “I used to be a cat,” Mr. Howard said when they were
on the highway and nobody had spoken for a while.



 “What does that mean?” said Zara.



 “It means I used to be a cat. I preferred being a cat.
Somebody put a bowl of food on the floor with a bowl of water
everyday, and I just did my thing.”



 Amy laughed. “What thing?” she said.



 “I slept for a bit, quite a lot actually, but then I got up
and ran around the neighborhood chasing birds and squirrels. It
was good exercise. In the evenings I did a lot of reading.”



 “Mr. Howard, you have a very active imagination,”
said Zara.



 “And at the end of day, I liked to curl up on a warm lap
and be petted. That was the life. Now I’m lucky enough that
I can work from home, but I used to have to get up to a stupid
alarm clock and go to a job everyday. If you want my advice, you
kids should see if you can’t find a way to turn into cats
before you grow up.”



 “I don’t want to be a cat,” said Zara.
“I’m perfectly happy being a girl, and I’m
going to grow up and be very successful because I’m smart
and hard working.”



 “I would want to check it out first,” said Emily.
“If I liked it, I might choose to be a cat.”



 “Oh, of course you would, Sweetheart. Who wants to work for
a living? The thing is there are some things you might like to do
that you can’t do as a cat because you don’t have
hands. You couldn’t play the piano, for example.”



 “That would be bad,” said Emily. She loved her piano
lessons.



 “And it’s awkward eating anything but cat food. You
have to sort of lick and bite the toppings off of pizza. Chinese
food is not so bad because it’s in pieces. Bite-sized for a
human, but you can manage. The bean sprouts were always annoying.
They flop around and get sauce all over your whiskers. I hated
getting things in my whiskers.”



 Amy laughed. “How did you order Chinese food as a
cat?”



 “I didn’t. I pawed open the fridge and got at the
leftovers.”



 “I like the sweet and sour chicken balls,” said Amy,
“and the egg rolls.”



 “You like all the deep fried stuff,” said Mr. Howard.
“Me too, now that I’m human.”



 “How did you become a human?” said Zara.



 “I thought you didn’t believe me?” said Mr.
Howard. “I’m not at liberty to say.”



 Zara rolled her eyes. Mr. Howard saw this in the rear view mirror
and smiled.



 “I may tell you why on the ride home. I’ll have to
think about it while you’re at the movie,” he said.



 “You mean you’ll have time to make it up while
we’re at the movie,” said Zara.



 “Oh, Zara, don’t be so boring,” said Mr.
Howard. “You definitely wouldn’t like being a
cat.”



 “I definitely don’t want to be a cat. Cats are lazy.
All they do is sleep and eat. I want to do something constructive
with my life.”



 “Ouch. That hurts,” said Mr. Howard.


——


The movie theater was tall and grey with pink and blue lights. A
giant sign listed the movies playing. It was cool inside, and
music was playing.



 The movie was about two twin sisters who didn’t get along.
One of the sisters got sick and almost died, but the other sister
gave some bone marrow to save the sick one. It was only then that
they started liking each other. Amy liked the movie. She cried at
the end.



 Mr. Howard was waiting in the lobby when the movie was over. Once
the girls were back in the car, Zara asked Mr. Howard if he had
thought of an ending to his story.



 “Actually, Zara, I didn’t. I said I’d have to
think about it, and I have decided not to tell you. Some things
you don’t need to know.”



 Zara rolled her eyes. “I guess you couldn’t come up
with a good enough story in two hours.”



 Emily glared at Zara. Zara shrugged her shoulders.



 “Anyway, I’m not telling you any more about my
misspent cat youth. Now you guys have to tell me
something.”



 “What do you want to know?” said Zara in a
condescending tone.



 “The truth and nothing but the truth,” said Mr.
Howard.



 “The truth is I don’t think you were a cat,”
said Zara. “To be a cat, you have to have an owner. Who was
your owner?”



 “A nice old lady. She had several cats. We were her family.
It was good, but she died, and her son wanted to have us all put
down, so we left.”



 Zara sighed and shook her head. Emily smiled at Zara from the
front seat. Zara drew a circle in the air beside her head to
indicate that Emily’s father was crazy.



 Amy laughed. “I’m so glad you guys don’t have
boyfriends anymore. Things are back to normal at last.”



 “Tommy’s a jerk,” said Zara.



 “Wouldn’t do what he was told, eh?” said Mr.
Howard.



 “No. That’s not what I meant.”



 “Mitchell likes his game more than he likes me,” said
Emily, “and he thinks he’s really important and
everyone else is stupid.”



 Amy laughed. “You guys were so dumb with your silly
boyfriends.”



 Mr. Howard laughed.


——


The sun set during the drive home. When they got to Port Sorry,
the streetlights were lit. Mr. Howard dropped off Zara at her
house first. Then he drove down Main Street.



 “I like coming home,” said Amy. “It feels good.
Going away is exciting, but coming home is nice.”



 “It looks like Wanton’s Market is open again,”
said Emily.



 “Fred must have paid his fines,” said Mr. Howard.
“That reminds me. We need a few things.”



 Mr. Howard drove into the parking lot and parked the car.



 “Want to wait or come in?” he said.



 “We’ll wait,” said Emily.



 Mr. Howard left the car and entered Wanton’s Market.



 “You know, we’re a lot like cats,” said Emily.
“Everyone takes care of us. We don’t have to do
anything except go to school. I think my dad was teasing us or at
least Zara but not in the way that you think. He’s like
that.”



 “Your dad’s funny.” Amy laughed.
“I’m not tired at all. I don’t want the night
to end. I feel too good.”



 “You can sleep over. We can hang out in my room.”



 “OK.”



 “Call your dad when we get home.”



 “OK.”



 Amy was carefree and content. She wanted to get out of the car.
It was a cold night outside, but it was the early winter cold
that was invigorating to walk in.



 “We should walk home,” she said.



 “We’re almost there,” said Emily, “and we
have to wait for my father. We can’t just disappear.”



 “I know. I’m just saying.”



 “The wind’s coming off the lake. It’s too cold
to walk.”



 “I like it. It feels good. It feels like it’s blowing
all the bad things away.”
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Mitchell stood on the street outside of Nerd Nexus. It was a cold
sunny day. He had come to London with Jones to play-test the
game. The gamers in London had liked the game, but they had lots
of suggestions. Mitchell had got angry listening to them, but
Jones had signaled to be quiet. Mitchell had walked over to
Jones, and he had spoken quietly.



 “Just ignore them. Be polite, but ignore everything they
say. Say, ‘That’s an interesting idea. I’ll
think about it,’ and then forget about it.”



 After the session, Jones and Mitchell walked a block to the forks
of the Thames. A fountain sprayed arcing streams of water out
into the river where the South Thames joined the Thames proper.



 “I lived here when I was a teenager. The place has gone
downhill since then, but this park is nice. It wasn’t here
back then.”



 “The street the store is on is not so nice. Lots of scary
people.”



 “That’s why the rent is cheap.”



 “Now that the game is finished, I think I want more control
in the future.”



 “What sort of control?” said Jones.



 “It’s my game. I want more say in how it gets
packaged and over the illustrations.”



 “OK. Don’t you like what we have?”



 “It’s all right. It’s just not what I would
have chosen,” said Mitchell.



 “Go on.”



 “I don’t know. I just would have chosen something
different. I want to be involved in the choosing of
things.”



 “OK. I have no problem with that, but when you get other
people to do things for you, you always get the other
peoples’ interpretation of what you told them. To some
degree you have to accept that.”



 “Year. I guess.”



 “It’s true. Want to get something to eat?”



 “Sure.”



 The thought of eating cheered Mitchell.


——


Jones drove them to a diner.



 Something bothered Mitchell about Jones. Mitchell didn’t
want Jones to be his partner anymore, but it was hard to say what
the reason why was. Jones seemed dishonest, but Mitchell
couldn’t say that Jones had done anything dishonest.
Mitchell was aware of how much he was in Jones’s debt.



 “Good burger, eh?” said Jones.



 Mitchell nodded his head.



 “I have an idea I want to share with you,” said
Jones.



 Mitchell peered at Jones over his burger and kept chewing.



 “It’s for the online game,” said Jones.



 Jones’s mention of the online game irked Mitchell. He
didn’t think Jones was up to the challenge of creating an
online game. Mitchell also suspected that Jones would turn it
into a way of making money for himself and give Mitchell just
enough to keep him quiet.



 “I don’t want to do the online version. I just want
to concentrate on the real game.”



 Jones looked mildly surprised. “Are you sure? That’s
where the money is.”



 “Money for me or money for you?”



 “Money for both of us. We could be rich, Mitchell.”



 “I don’t know. I just want to make real games that
you play with real people.”



 “I can do this without you if I want. I don’t have to
use your game. I can develop my own, but you won’t make any
money if I do that.”



 “I’m not making any money now.”



 “You have to be patient. It takes time to build a market.
We’re only making a few sales here and there. Your first
game may not be a great success. You may need to make a lot of
games before one hits.”



 Mitchell sighed.



 A big man in a bright red t-shirt approached their table.



 “I’m the most important person to have ever worn this
shirt,” the man said. “When I die, I shall be
forgotten, but this shirt will live on in the memory of the
nation. ‘It gave us hope,’ people will say. ‘It
lifted our spirits when we were down. It gave us the strength to
carry on. We got through the day, and then we gave into our
despair the next day. Who wore the shirt we cannot say. He has
faded into the haze of distant memory.’”



 The man walked away.



 Mitchell laughed. “He’s totally crazy.”



 “Yeah,” said Jones.



 “Was he serious?”



 “I think so.”



 “How come there are no crazy people in Port Sorry?”



 “There are. Believe me. They’re just not homeless.
They’re not out on the street bothering people. In a bigger
city, there are shelters for homeless people, so they come
here.”



 “I don’t want to do the online game.”



 “OK. Fair enough. That’s something I’ll do on
my own.”



 “OK,” said Mitchell with relief.



 “Let me know if you change your mind.”



 Mitchell enjoyed the remainder of his burger without anxiety. He
would not work with Jones in the future. He would find a way to
go to high school somewhere else and leave Port Sorry behind. He
knew that he could create great games if he continued to develop
his abilities, and he knew that he shouldn’t tell anyone
that. You have to be confident enough to pursue your goals
without the support of anyone else. That confidence comes from
success, not from commercial success or popularity but from
finishing what you start. Once you were able to finish what you
started, you began to get good. Jones had taught Mitchell that,
but Mitchell didn’t feel gratitude. He had grown suspicious
of Jones instead.



 Mitchell wanted to invent a new type of social game. He had a
vague idea of gameplay involving teams and turns in which teams
could dissolve and form dynamically over time. Jones had to be
kept in the dark about this idea so that he could not benefit
from it.
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Amy’s breath streamed out of her mouth in little clouds
that rolled away and vanished. Today was the last day before the
Christmas break. She skipped a couple of steps in happiness.
Emily was out of town. She and her father were visiting relatives
somewhere else. Amy forgot where. Nova Scotia or New Brunswick.



 After afternoon recess all the students were herded into the gym
for an assembly. The principal made a speech that Amy
didn’t listen to, and then he wished everyone a happy
holidays. A choir of school kids sang a bunch of songs. Another
group of kids acted out a funny little play about being nice to
people. The choir sang another song, and then the principal
wished everyone happy holidays again, and dismissed the students
for the year.



 Amy didn’t want to go straight home. She walked to the end
of Main Street. The windows of the Dairy Delight were boarded up
with green boards. The beach was covered with snow, but no ice
had formed on the water. A cold wind blew in off the lake.



 Amy walked to the river and watched the brown water flow into the
lake. How long had the river been flowing into the lake? Would
the river ever stop? Where does all the water go? Something moved
on the other side of the river.



 Amy looked up to see a boy in a snowsuit wave at her. Who was
that? Why was a boy waving at her? What was wrong with him?



 It was Mitchell.



 Amy sighed, fearing that he was going to bother her, but then she
realized that the river was in the way. She would have plenty of
time to get away before he got across the bridge, a block
upstream. She walked home.


——


When she got to her door, she saw Mitchell turn into the street
at the end of the block. She hurried inside. What was his
problem?



 Amy quickly got out of her coat and boots and went to her room.
Please don’t let him come here. Her father walked down the
hall.



 “Want do you want for dinner? Pizza? Chinese? Wings?
I’m ordering in tonight.”



 “All of them.”



 “All of them? That’s a lot of food.”



 “One of each then.”



 “Chinese it is,” said Amy’s father and walked
away.



 “Get Chinese pizza with wings on it,” said Amy.



 The doorbell sounded.



 Amy sighed. She stayed still and listened.



 “Hello young man. What can I do for you?” she heard
her father say.



 “Is Amy home?”



 “Yes. Who should I say is calling?”



 “It’s Mitchell Powers.”



 “Amy!” shouted her father. “It’s for you!
Mitchell Powers wants to talk to you!”



 Amy sighed with annoyance and strode heavily out to the front
door.



 “Step inside, Mitchell,” said Gordon Cambridge.
“You’re letting all the cold air inside.”



 “Sorry.”



 “What do you want?” said Amy. “Why did you
follow me home?”



 “I didn’t know where you lived, so I followed you to
find out.”



 “Why?”



 “Has Emily said anything to you about me lately?”



 “No.”



 Amy stared at Mitchell so that he would understand that she
didn’t want him there. Mitchell looked at his shoes. He
shifted his weight from one foot to the other.



 Amy sighed in exasperation. “She doesn’t like you
anymore.”



 “Uh oh,” said Amy’s father. “What did you
do, Mitchell?”



 “I don’t know.”



 “She thinks you care about your game than you care about
her,” said Amy.



 “That’s not true. I don’t know why she thinks
that.”



 “She thinks that you’re self-involved,” said
Amy. “You think that you’re important because you
made a game.”



 “I am important because I made a game.”



 Amy put her hands on her hips.



 “Everyone is just jealous,” said Mitchell.
“They’re threatened by anyone with brains.”



 “That’s true Mitchell, but it also depends on how you
treat people,” said Gordon Cambridge. “If you rub it
in their faces, they won’t like you for sure. It’s
nice to be important, but it’s important to be nice.”



 “Yeah,” said Amy.



 Mitchell looked at Amy’s father and then his feet. He
looked up and smiled a wide smile. “I’m not nice. I
mean I’m not not nice. I guess Emily’s just one of
them, and I made a mistake in liking her. She wasn’t at
school today.”



 “She’s out of town visiting relatives,” said
Amy’s father. “She won’t be back until after
Christmas.”



 “Oh,” said Mitchell. “What are you doing for
Christmas?”



 Mitchell addressed this question to Amy.



 Mr. Cambridge chuckled.



 “What we always do.”



 Amy wasn’t going to say more because she didn’t want
Mitchell to invite himself for Christmas. He was pushy enough to
do it.



 “Oh. Want to hang out sometime?”



 “No. Why would I hang out with you? We’re not
friends.”



 “I don’t know. For something to do now that
Emily’s gone.”



 “You just want to use me to be around Emily when she comes
back.”



 “Is that true, Mitchell?” said Mr. Cambridge.



 “No. I have to go.”



 Mitchell left the house.


——


Amy’s father ordered Chinese food for delivery, and then
they both watched TV. It was nice to have no homework to do. The
phone rang.



 “That will the be the Chinese place. They’re probably
out of something we ordered.”



 Amy’s father answered the phone in the kitchen.



 He talked to someone for five minutes. It wasn’t the
Chinese place. He was talking to Mitchell. She was sure of it.



 Her father came back to the living room.



 “What were you talking about?” she demanded. “I
heard you say my name.”



 “Emily,” said Amy’s father.



 “What about Emily?”



 “Mitchell just wanted to know if what you said was true. He
thinks you don’t like him, so you won’t tell him the
truth. I assured him that he was probably out of luck.”



 “Good. I don’t want him around. He’s too full
of himself.”



 “He’s harmless, Amy. He’s just eager.”



 “Don’t encourage him to come around here again.
OK?”



 Gordon Cambridge smiled. “OK.”



 The doorbell rang again. Amy glared at her father.



 “It’s our Chinese food,” he said.



 “Oh.”
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Two days before Christmas, some Christmas money for Mitchell
arrived in the mail from his grandmother. He decided to go to
Wanton’s market and buy a big tray of frozen lasagna. His
spirits rose when he thought about removing the lid and the steam
escaping and filling his nose with savory aromas. He forgot about
Nerd Nexus and his disappointment with Jones. All that mattered
was lasagna and Christmas.



 Lots of people walked the aisles. Why did some people stop in the
middle of aisles? Why didn’t they move to the side to let
other people pass by? Mitchell waited for a man to get out his
way. While he waited, Mitchell watched a woman at the meat
counter pick up packages of ground beef and put them back down
again. She couldn’t make up her mind which one she wanted.
They all looked the same to Mitchell.



 He found the frozen lasagna. Should he get the lasagna or the
macaroni and cheese? Or should he buy the cabbage rolls? He had
forgotten all about cabbage rolls. They were delicious. Another
tray caught his eye. What was shepherd’s pie? Or moussaka?
They looked good, but he wasn’t willing to take a chance on
them. He had enough money to get two trays of food, but then he
would have no money. It was an extravagance, but maybe it was an
excusable extravagance considering that it was Christmas and that
he was important now. He thought about carrying two heavy foil
trays up to the cash register. Everyone would stare at him, and
he would be embarrassed. ‘Is he going to eat all that by
himself?’ they would think. Mitchell grabbed a tray of
lasagna and got into the line up at the cash register.



 After a minute of standing in line, he left the line up and got a
second tray of lasagna. He sighed with satisfaction when he
returned. Who cares what people think?


——


Mitchell put the two lasagnas under his bed. His parents
wouldn’t let him eat a whole tray of lasagna let alone two.
He liked pasta cold. He knew it would take hours for the frozen
lasagna to thaw, maybe all night. He would have dinner with his
parents, and then later, perhaps in the middle of the night,
perhaps in the morning, he would have a private lasagna feast.



 An idea popped into Mitchell’s head. He took one of the
lasagnas out to the entrance hall. He put on his boots and coat
and left the house.


——


Mitchell stepped up onto the porch of Amy’s house and
pushed the doorbell button.



 “Is Amy home?” Mitchell asked Gordon Cambridge.



 He laughed. “Come in, Mitchell. I’ll get her.”



 Mitchell fidgeted with his feet while he waited. He heard
Amy’s father say, “Your boyfriend’s
here.”



 Mitchell blushed.



 “He’s not my boyfriend,” Amy said.
“Don’t say that.”



 Amy’s father laughed.



 Amy came into the living room. “What do you want?”
she said.



 “I brought you a lasagna for Christmas.”



 Amy’s eyes widened. “Why? I’m not your
girlfriend. My father is just joking.”



 “I know. I just thought you might like it.”



 “Thank you,” said Mr. Cambridge. “That was very
thoughtful of you, Mitchell. Oh, it’s from Wanton’s
Market. We love those. Don’t we Ames?”



 “I guess so.”



 “You know so.”



 “I bought two,” Mitchell said. “One for me. One
for you.”



 Gordon Cambridge stared at his daughter.



 “Thank you,” said Amy.



 “I think we will have this for dinner. Would you like to
stay Mitchell?”



 “No. I can’t. It’s too late for me to tell my
mother. I have to get back in time for dinner, or I’ll be
in trouble.”



 “You can call her,” said Gordon Cambridge.



 Amy glared at her father.



 “No. She won’t let me stay unless I tell her in
advance.”



 “OK. Well, say hi to your mother for me, and thanks for the
lasagna.”



 “OK. Bye. Bye Amy.”



 “Goodbye,” Amy said with finality.



 “I hope you have a good Christmas,” said Mitchell,
stepping out the door.



 “I will,” Amy said as she quickly closed the door
behind him. She turned the knob to engage the lock.
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On Christmas Eve, Mitchell left the house to walk to Nerd Nexus
for the annual Nerd Nexus Christmas party. He heard people
singing Christmas songs but only when the wind blew. When he
crossed Main Street, he saw the singers standing outside a house
a block away from Wanton’s Market.



 Mitchell went far out of his way to pass Amy’s house. He
walked by without turning his head, but he looked at the house
out of the corners of his eyes. The living room was dark, but
that didn’t mean anything in the daytime. Amy and her
father could be inside. What were doing for Christmas? He
didn’t remember. Oh yeah. Amy wouldn’t tell him. She
had grandparents in London, so maybe they would go down there for
Christmas. They wouldn’t have Christmas alone, just the two
of them. That would be sad. Emily had told Mitchell that
Amy’s mother had died around Christmastime a couple of
years ago. Maybe Christmas was sad for Amy because of that.
Mitchell didn’t remember Amy’s mother, but he must
have seen her. Everyone knows who everyone else is in a small
town even if they don’t know each other personally.



 Mitchell stopped walking. He could not go to the Nerd Nexus
Christmas party. He had more or less broken off his partnership
with Jones. It would be awkward for Mitchell to show up and eat
the free food and drink that would be there.


——


Christmas Day finally arrived. Mitchell went downstairs. He loved
Christmas. His family wasn’t religious, but the day was a
happy day in his household. His father remained in his usual
state of being only a small provocation away from unreasonable
anger. His father could be more likely or less likely to get
angry today. It could go either way, and it depended on how many
beers he drank. If he drank so much that he fell asleep, the day
would be quiet and calm.



 Mitchell was supposed to wait until his parents got up so that
they could open their presents together. He counted how many were
for him and discovered five. Mitchell wasn’t particularly
acquisitive about anything except games, but his parents
wouldn’t buy them for him. His father said that if Mitchell
wanted games, he would have to buy them himself. His father
wasn’t going to waste his money on them. His father liked
to pretend that he was important, but he was evil. When he grew
up, Mitchell was going to get as far away from his father as he
could get and never have anything further to do with him.



 Mitchell’s mother moved about in the kitchen. His father
was out of the house. The house was too quiet.



 “Where’s dad?” Mitchell asked his mother.



 “He went out for some things.”



 “Is anything open?”



 “Not in town. He’s gone up to Goderich.”



 “Goderich? Why didn’t he go out yesterday if we
needed things?”



 “Because he didn’t know.”



 Mitchell knew better than to pursue this line of questioning. His
father was angry. That was why he went to Goderich.
Mitchell’s parents must have had an argument, but that
didn’t seem right because it didn’t wake him up. His
mother was cleaning the kitchen. She never did on Christmas Day,
so something was wrong. He wondered when his father would be
back. He would likely make a point of making them wait for him so
that he could feel important.



 Mitchell didn’t want to open his presents with his father
there, and he didn’t want to have Christmas dinner with his
father. He would find a way to humiliate Mitchell and his mother.
Mitchell wanted to go out. He didn’t want to spend a single
second of the day with his father. If he stayed inside, the day
was ruined, but he knew that his mother would not let him go out.
She would make him wait all day if necessary for his father to
return. Mitchell resolved to sneak out of the house at the first
opportunity. His father would be angry if Mitchell stayed or he
left, so it didn’t matter what he did.


——


After twenty minutes, Mitchell’s mother went to his
parents’ bedroom and closed the door. He heard her sobbing.
He crept to the kitchen as quietly as he could. He put on his
boots and coat and left the house.



 As soon as he stood in the cold air Mitchell felt better. His
father’s car turned into the driveway. Mitchell backed into
the yard, hoping that he wasn’t seen. The car turned in
from the front of the house. If it had come from the other
direction, his father would have seen Mitchell already.



 He walked around to the opposite side of the house and climbed
over the short white picket fence that connected his house to his
neighbors’ house. Mitchell jogged down the sidewalk.



 Snow had fallen overnight. Mitchell slipped and fell to his
knees. He got up and hurried to the intersection. He didn’t
know where to go, so he just walked to put distance between
himself and his house.


——


A car drove by and honked its horn. Mitchell jerked in surprise
and slipped on the ice again. He went down on one knee before he
gained control of himself. No one else was on the street, and
there weren’t any other cars, so the horn must have been
directed at Mitchell. He looked up with dread. It wasn’t
his father’s car. Mitchell relaxed and waved at the car.
The windows were tinted, so couldn’t see who was inside. A
window rolled down. Amy’s father sat in the driver’s
seat. Mitchell looked for Amy, but he couldn’t see her. The
car stopped.



 “What are you doing out by yourself this morning?”
said Gordon Cambridge.



 Mitchell shrugged his shoulders. “I just had to get out of
the house. My parents are fighting.”



 “Ah. I see. That’s too bad. Where are you
going?”



 “I don’t know. There’s nowhere to go. Nothing
is open. Where’s Amy?”



 “I’m going to get her now. She’s at
Emily’s. The Howards came home for Christmas.”



 “I thought they were visiting relatives for
Christmas?”



 “So did I, but they had an early Christmas with their
extended family, and then everybody went home.”



 “That’s weird.”



 “Not really, Mitchell. Some people have so much family they
have to have two Christmases.”



 “One’s enough for me.”



 Mr. Cambridge frowned. “Are you going home for Christmas
dinner, Mitchell, or are you going to wander around all
day?”



 “I have to go home eventually. I just don’t want to
be there right now. Where else would I go?”



 “A bunch of your friends are going to Nerd Nexus
tonight,” said Mr. Cambridge.



 “Really? I don’t think I can go there anymore.
I’m not on good terms with Jones.”



 “Why not? I thought you two were business partners?”



 “We were. I stopped it. There’s something about that
guy I don’t like. I don’t trust him. I can’t
actually say that he’s done anything wrong to me, but I
don’t want to work with him anymore.”



 “I don’t like him either. You can start your own
business, Mitchell.”



 “Yeah. I guess so. I don’t know how to do that, but I
guess I could learn. I’m kind of young though.”



 “That doesn’t matter. It’s good to have a goal.
It can drive your life toward success.”



 “I have to make another game first. Jones owns the rights
or half the rights to all that I’ve done so far.”



 “Keep pursuing this, Mitchell. I should go now. I’ll
see you around. I hope your parents stop fighting. Merry
Christmas.”



 “Merry Christmas.”



 He forgot to ask Amy’s father if they had liked the
lasagna. Mitchell walked around the block. He waited outside his
house for a while, and then he went inside.
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“Where the hell have you been?” Mitchell’s
father said before Mitchell had closed the kitchen door.



 “Out,” said Mitchell. As soon as he heard his
father’s voice, Mitchell hardened inside. “Where were
you?”



 “I was out getting things this family needs,” his
father said angrily. “Do you have a problem with
that?”



 “Yeah. I do,” said Mitchell. “We didn’t
need anything. You were just being a jerk.”



 Mitchell’s father did not say anything at first. He face
showed surprise and anger. “What did you say?”



 “You’re a jerk,” said Mitchell.



 “You don’t talk to me like that, not in my
house.”



 “You’re stupid, selfish, arrogant, and stupid,”
said Mitchell, “and you’re not my dad. I don’t
care what you think about anything. I wish you were dead.”



 Mitchell’s father stood up. “I can see that
you’ve got a few lessons to learn,” he said. “I
thought I taught you better than that, but I see I have my work
cut out for me. Your mother’s obviously made you stand up
to me. It’s clear you need some of the same medicine I gave
to her.”



 “What does that mean? Does that mean you’re going to
hit me?”



 “That depends.”



 “You hit me, and I’ll go straight to the
police.”



 “Good luck with that.”



 Mitchell turned and ran out of the house. After he had gone a few
steps down the driveway, the kitchen door opened and slammed
shut. Mitchell heard his father huffing and puffing in pursuit
and knew that he was drunk.



 Mitchell ran as fast as he could. He heard his father slip on the
unplowed sidewalk. He let out a string of expletives when he hit
the sidewalk. Mitchell ducked into the driveway of a
neighbor’s house, hoping that his father hadn’t seen
which house. He knew a kid who lived here. The fence at the back
of the yard was easy to climb.



 The backyard was full of drifted snow. Mitchell trudged through
it to the low fence and climbed over it. He kicked his way across
the other yard, which had even more snow.



 A family sat at a table inside glass doors. Mitchell ran past
them, down their driveway, and onto Simcoe Street. He ran into
the middle of the street where it was clearest of ice and snow so
that he could run faster.



 Directly ahead of Mitchell, his father’s car turned into
the street. Mitchell ran to the other side. His father turned to
oppose Mitchell. Mitchell ran straight at the oncoming car.



 Mitchell’s father hit the brakes before he hit Mitchell.
Mitchell made a feint to the right. His father opened the
driver’s side door, but Mitchell scrambled up onto the
hood. The metal buckled and creaked under his boots. He jumped
into the snow and ran.



 Mitchell’s father turned the car around.



 He caught up to Mitchell and drove slowly to keep pace with
Mitchell. Mitchell tried to run faster, but the unplowed snow on
the sidewalks was tiring him and slowing him down. He slipped and
fell, but he crawled to his feet. At the intersection he put on a
burst of speed to run across the cross street. His father turned
into the street to block Mitchell.



 Mitchell ran behind the car. His father backed up simultaneously.
The rear bumper hit Mitchell, and he flew back onto the asphalt.
The impact knocked the wind out of him, and the roadway struck
him on his other side before he could recover his breath. Both
his sides hurt. He tried to catch his breath. The sound of the
wind faded. Mitchell passed out.


——


“I just talked to your not-so-secret admirer,” Gordon
Cambridge said.



 Amy sighed. “Where did you see him?”



 “His parents are fighting, so he’s wandering around
outside.”



 “That’s weird.”



 “It’s a little sad. I almost invited him to come with
us, but I’m sure his parents wouldn’t like that. His
father is a nasty character, and I can just see him charging me
with kidnapping or something similar. It wouldn’t stick,
but it wouldn’t help Mitchell.”



 “Don’t ruin my Christmas because of him.”



 “Amy, that’s a terrible thing to say.”



 “He’s got his own family. He’s not part of
mine.”



 Gordon Cambridge shook his head. “That’s ungenerous
of you. Today is all about generosity.”



 “I don’t care. He bothers me when I tell him not to.
That’s not generous of him.”



 Amy’s father changed the subject. “How is
Emily?”



 “She’s good.”



 “Well. She’s well. Good is an adjective. Well is an
adverb.”



 “Whatever. Everybody says, ‘good.’ You’re
the only one who says, ‘well.’”



 “What did she get for Christmas?”



 “Lots of stuff. Too much stuff to talk about.”



 “Anything special?”



 “She got a new phone and some cool clothes. She got some
books. Emily really likes books.”



 “She’s a smart one,” said Gordon Cambridge.
“I like Emily the best of all your friends.”



 “I’m smart too,” said Amy.



 “Of course you are. Don’t be so sensitive. I
wasn’t implying that you weren’t.”



 “She’s not as smart as she thinks she is.”



 “But she is more interested in learning than you
are.”



 “That’s because I know everything already.”



 “Really?”



 “Yep. You told me that. Everything I need to know, I know
already.”



 “You’re all set then.”



 “Yes. I could probably stop going to school now.”



 “And do what?”



 “I don’t know. What kinds of jobs are there?”



 “All kinds.”



 “I want to be in charge of something.”



 “So does everybody else.”



 “I’d be good at it.”



 Gordon Cambridge laughed. “You have more in common with
Mitchell than you think. They don’t usually put kids in
charge of things. I think you should finish school, grow up, and
then see what you want to do.”



 Amy shrugged her shoulders. “OK, but I’m ready
now.”



 “Oh no.”



 Amy’s father pulled over to the side of the road and got
out of the car.



 “What’s going on?” said Amy.



 She craned her neck to see what her father was doing. He looked
at something on the side of the road, but the car was too close
to whatever it was for her to see it. Was he poking around in
someone’s garbage? Amy sat back. Sometimes her father was
weird. If he wanted to look into people’s garbage on
Christmas Day, what could you do? You just had to put up with it.
Her father stood up and talked into his phone. He didn’t
have his coat on. Why did he take his coat off, and where was it?



 Amy rolled down her window. The cold air filled her nostrils. She
pushed herself out the window and saw her father’s coat
draped over a boy lying on the side of the road. Was it Mitchell?
She couldn’t see his face. The boy’s head was turned
away. How bad was he hurt? Did a car hit him? Tears welled up in
her eyes. Was he dead? It could be Mitchell. All she could see
was the top of the boy’s head. He wasn’t moving. Amy
sat back and rolled up her window.



 Her father came to the car. “Mitchell’s been hit by a
car.”



 Constable Kaminski arrived first.



 “There’s nothing I can do,” he said.
“We’re not supposed to move people who have been hit.
We have to keep him warm until the ambulance arrives.”



 The ambulance took a while to come because it had to come from
Goderich.
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Mitchell woke up in the back of the ambulance. Someone talked to
him. He didn’t remember what the person said or if the
person was a man or a woman. Whoever it was gave Mitchell a
painkiller.



 He woke up again in a bed in a green room in the hospital in
Goderich. He recognized the place. He had been there once before
when his mother had broken her arm. His side hurt, and his pelvis
hurt.



 The doctors and nurses were kind to Mitchell. He felt safe. Then
his parents came to visit.



 “Hey little buddy!” said his father.



 Mitchell understood that he was not supposed to tell anyone that
his father had hit him and left him in the street.



 Mitchell wondered what day it was. Was it still Christmas? He
didn’t think so, but he didn’t know. His mother
rubbed his forehead and hair and kissed him on the cheek. She
wiped tears from her eyes.



 “I brought you two of your presents that you can use while
you’re here. These are pyjamas, socks, and
underwear.”



 She put three floppy packages wrapped in red paper on the table
next to the bed.



 “The police are looking for the person who hit you,”
she said, “and they want to talk to you.”



 Mitchell looked at his father. His face showed no emotion, no
reaction. Talking to the police meant talking to Constable
Kaminski.



 “There are some crutches there for you to walk with,”
said his father, motioning to the other side of the bed.



 “You’ll be up and out of here in time to go back to
school,” said his mother. “You didn’t break any
bones, but you have some fractures and bruising.”


——


After his parents left, Mitchell tried to walk. He sat up and
grabbed the crutches beside his bed. He stood. His side hurt, but
if he leaned on the crutches, he hurt less. He limped over to a
window. Outside, snow was falling in a strong wind. He walked
slowly across the room, trying to find the way to move that hurt
the least. The room had three other empty beds in it. Mitchell
was thankful that he was alone.



 He got back into bed. That hurt most of all. He had to move in
small increments. The pain flared up to an intolerable intensity,
and then he held still until the pain lessened enough for him to
move again. He reached a point where he couldn’t hold his
weight, and he had to let himself fall onto the mattress. The
impact hurt. He lay at an uncomfortable angle until he had enough
energy to wiggle under the covers.


——


Mitchell’s father came back by himself an hour later.



 “If you tell anyone what happened,” he told Mitchell,
“I’ll come back here and finish the job. No one will
be surprised if you die in the hospital. They’ll just think
that something went wrong. When the police ask you, you
don’t know who hit you. You didn’t see the
car.”



 Mitchell’s father turned around and stomped out of the room
like he was a man who had been greatly wronged.


——


Later, a nurse gave Mitchell a pill to kill the pain and a
sleeping pill, and he fell asleep easily.



 He awoke in the early hours of the morning. It was dark outside,
but snow fell thickly into the pools of light from the
streetlights. Mitchell grabbed his crutches, slowly pulled
himself onto his feet, and limped to the toilet. It was easier to
get up than it was to lie down.



 He felt better than he had. Maybe he wasn’t hurt as bad as
he had thought he was. He walked across the room to the bed
directly opposite his own. The short trip didn’t hurt too
much. He walked to the doorway and looked into the hallway. The
ceiling lights were off, but a lamp at the nurses’ desk
cast a glow down the hall. He could see only the tip of the front
of the desk.



 Mitchell decided to leave the hospital. He would walk to Port
Sorry. If he could manage two miles an hour, he could be there by
noon. He and his friends had ridden their bikes to Goderich and
back several times in the summer. If he stayed at the edge of the
shoulder of the highway, no one passing in a car would see
Mitchell because of the heavy snowfall.



 He put on the clothing his mother had left. His boots sat on the
floor by the head of his bed, and his coat hung on a hook above
them. His wallet and keys were in a drawer in the night table.
Mitchell got himself ready. It hurt the most when he pulled on
his boots.



 When he was ready, he limped to the door on his crutches. He
looked toward the nurses’ station. A radio played music at
a low volume. A door with a stainless steel bar that you pressed
to unlatch the door stood at the other end of the hallway.
Mitchell limped to the door and slowly pushed it open. A
stairwell appeared.



 A closer at the top of the door made the door close slowly.
Mitchell descended the stairs, putting most of his weight on the
crutches to lessen the pain.



 At the bottom, another steel door led outside. Mitchell stepped
outside. He headed for the street. The snow blew around him. He
could not see clearly fifteen feet ahead.
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Mitchell was familiar enough with the layout of Goderich to know
the way to the highway. The gravel shoulder had been partially
cleared by the snowplows, so he had a path to walk. He left the
glow of the streetlights behind, relieved to have got that far
without interference.



 Out of town, the wind was stronger and blew in from the lake.
Mitchell walked on the left side of the road so that he could see
the headlights of approaching cars well in advance of them
getting hear him. Several cars passed him going in both
directions, but none of the drivers noticed Mitchell. The thick
snowfall hid him from their headlights. For that he was thankful.
If anyone saw a boy on crutches walking on the side of the road
in a snowstorm, they would stop and offer him a ride, and if
Mitchell declined the ride, they would call the police. The
snowstorm was his friend.



 The wind numbed his face and hands through his gloves. The
soreness in his side faded as he progressed. He knew that the
pain would come back worse if he stopped. Port Sorry was less
than ten miles from Goderich. If he could manage three miles an
hour, the trip would take about three hours. That wasn’t
very long.


——


With thick clouds over him, Mitchell did not see the sun when it
rose. The sky became lighter shades of grey. Drivers turned their
headlights off. Cars passed him more frequently, buffeting him
with cold gusts and blinding him with swirling wakes of snow.
Mitchell did not hear the cars until they right next to him.


——


The snow let up after an hour. Mitchell worried that a passing
motorist would see him call the police. Just when he needed to
avoid being seen, he came to a laneway that rose up an incline to
an old yellow brick house. Boards covered the windows. Mitchell
remembered passing this house in the car with his parents.



 He trudged through waist deep snow to the house. Two concrete
steps led up to a green-painted wooden door.



 Mitchell tried the door. The handle turned freely, but the door
wouldn’t open. Mitchell turned the handle and pushed his
shoulder against the door. It didn’t move. He leaned his
crutches against the house and threw himself against the door. ,
His injuries pained him, but the door didn’t move. He
needed leverage.



 He grabbed his crutches and walked around the house. Behind the
house sat a rusted two-door yellow car with deflated tires.
Mitchell tried the passenger door. It was unlocked. He opened the
glove box. Inside was a windshield scraper. Mitchell limped to
the rear door of the house.



 He tried the door. It opened.



 Mitchell stepped into a kitchen. A wide opening led to a dining
room on his right. Directly ahead he could see the front door at
the end of a hallway. A staircase on the left of the hallway led
to the second floor.



 The house was bare. A calendar for the previous year hung on the
wall opposite the kitchen counter. Mitchell opened a tap. No
water flowed out. He tried a light switch. Nothing happened.



 He stepped into the dining room and saw that it connected with a
living room. He walked through both rooms. The living room
connected with the hallway.



 He entered the hallway and climbed the wooden stairs. They
creaked loudly with each clumsy step he took. He had to push
himself up with the crutches one step at a time. At the top was a
landing that mirrored the hallway below. Doorways led to three
small bedrooms and a bathroom with an ancient tub that stood on
four feet that looked like bird claws. The toilet was in a
separate room. Mitchell used the toilet. It flushed, but the tank
did not refill. He went downstairs.



 He eased himself down onto the living room floor. He would rest
here for a while, and then he would walk the rest of the way to
Port Sorry.
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Gordon Cambridge turned onto the street of the hospital. Amy
sighed. She didn’t want to visit Mitchell, but her father
had insisted that she go. The hospital made her sad because her
mother had died here. Amy never wanted to visit the hospital ever
again. She hated the way the hospital smelled.



 Her father turned into the parking lot.


——


Mitchell wasn’t in his room. Nobody at the hospital knew
where he had gone, but Mitchell’s father was there.



 “They called me here because he buggered off
somewhere,” he said.



 “Why would he do that?” said Amy’s father.



 Mitchell’s father shrugged his shoulders. “Beats me.
Maybe he’s dazed or something. They gave him some
painkillers.”



 “Maybe he didn’t like it here,” said Amy.



 “Nobody likes it here,” said her father. “You
just can’t leave because you don’t like it.”



 “Why not?”



 “Because you’re sick, and you need doctors and nurses
to make you better.”



 “Well,” said Mitchell’s father.
“He’s in no condition to go very far. He’ll
turn up shortly. There’s nothing to worry about.
They’re doing a search of the place.”



 Amy and her father left the hospital.



 “I don’t like the sound of this,” said Gordon
Cambridge. “Something’s not right. Mitchell
wouldn’t leave the hospital unless he felt he really needed
to, and I don’t like his father at all. The man’s a
bully, and he can’t hide it.”



 “He doesn’t seem that bad to me,” said Amy.



 “Some people are good at pretending to be nicer than they
are.”


——


Mitchell awoke to the sound of a car engine in the distance. He
got himself to his feel with the aid of his crutches and looked
through the living room window. He was shocked to see his
father’s car struggling up the snow filled lane.



 Mitchell filled with dread. There was nowhere to hide. He watched
his father give up trying to drive up the lane. He got out of the
car and slammed the door. He was angry. Mitchell felt the
familiar sense of having been trapped by the inevitable. His will
faded, as it always did, before the pending wrath of his father.
His father followed Mitchell’s footprints up the lane.



 Mitchell stepped to the far side of the window. His
father’s boots crunched through the snow. The crunching
grew louder then stopped.



 The doorknob turned. His father shook the door. Then stepped back
and kicked the door. On the third kick, the deadbolt of the lock
burst through the wooden frame, and the door flew open.



 “Very clever,” Mitchell’s father said.
“It almost worked, but your boot prints are beside the
highway for a couple of miles. It’s pretty hard to hide the
fact that you walk with crutches in the snow.”



 He put his hands on his hips.



 “So I guess it’s time to end this nonsense once and
for all. I’m going to teach you a lesson for wasting all
this time and energy on yourself. I’m going to teach you a
lesson for making Christmas all about you.”



 He strode forward. Mitchell limped back. His father grabbed one
of the crutches and struck Mitchell in the side where he was
bruised.



 “Ow!”



 Mitchell turned away, but his father struck Mitchell’s side
repeatedly.



 “You like that?” he said. “How does it feel?
Does it hurt? I certainly hope so. Have some more.”



 He held the crutch like it was a machine gun and poked
Mitchell’s face with the end. Mitchell shrank from the
blows. His father laughed.



 He threw the crutch to the floor. “You’ve been a pain
since the day you were born. This is going to give me great
satisfaction.”



 Mitchell’s father grabbed Mitchell by the neck and
squeezed. “Look me in the eyes. Are you afraid to look at
me?”



 Mitchell struggled to remove his father’s hands, but his
father was stronger. Mitchell struggled to breath. His face
turned red. Specks of light moved in his vision. He collapsed to
the floor. His father sat on Mitchell and squeezed his neck hard.
Mitchell’s side ached and his vision faded. He lost
consciousness.


——


Amy thought about Mitchell. Where did he go? Was he OK? If he got
hurt, it was his own fault.



 New Year’s Eve was approaching. Amy and her father were
going to Emily’s house for a party. It was just going to be
the four of them. Emily wanted to invite Mitchell. She was crazy.
She thought that she should be nice to him after breaking up with
him. That didn’t make any sense. Inviting Mitchell would
ruin the party. He would spend the whole time telling them how
important he was. Emily felt sorry for him because of the
accident.



 Amy found her phone and called Emily.



 “Mitchell’s disappeared. He left the hospital, and
they can’t find him.”



 “That’s weird,” said Emily.



 “Are you still going to invite him to your party?”



 “I don’t know if he’ll be able to go. He might
be too sick to go.”



 “Yeah. That’s what I was thinking. You
shouldn’t invite him.”



 “Amy. You just don’t like him.”



 “I don’t dislike him. I just don’t like
him.”



 “That’s the same thing.”



 “Not really.”



 “Yes it is.”



 “He doesn’t want to hang around with a couple of
girls. He’s got guy friends that he plays games with.
He’ll probably hang out with them.”



 “Hmm. Maybe you’re right.”



 “You know I’m right. I’m always right when it
comes to boys. Besides you don’t even like him. You broke
up with him.”



 Emily sighed, but she said nothing.



 Amy didn’t know what the sigh meant, but she hoped it meant
that Emily still didn’t like Mitchell.



 “He’s very insecure,” said Emily.
“It’s kind of annoying.”



 “Insecure? Mitchell’s not insecure. He thinks
he’s the greatest person in the world! He told me
so!”



 “That’s not confidence, Amy. That’s
insecurity.”



 “You’re crazy. You like him. That’s all.”



 “No I don’t.”



 “Yes you do. You still like him, and you want him to come
to your party more than you want me to come.”



 Emily sighed again.



 “You’ve got it completely backwards. I think it would
be nice to invite Mitchell because he was hurt at Christmas, and
he probably needs cheering up.”



 “I guess so, but playing games with his buddies would cheer
him up more than hanging out with us.”



 “That may be true, but it’s polite to at least ask
him.”



 “OK. Ask him then if you want to.”



 “Can we talk about something else?”


——


Mitchell regained consciousness, shivering. He got to his knees
to see out the window. His father’s car was gone from the
driveway, and fresh snow had fallen over the tire tracks.



 He stood up. He got dizzy. He sat down and waited for the feeling
to pass.



 He rolled over onto his hands and knees. His crutches lay on the
floor in the corner of the room where it was darkest. His father
must have thrown them there. Mitchell crawled over to them and
stood up.



 He was tired and sore. The pain in his side made him angry. He
was tired of the pain, but he was mentally alert and determined
to get to Port Sorry.



 He left the house.


——


Something moved outside Amy’s bedroom window. It was
snowing outside, and lots of snow had accumulated on the ground.
Mitchell limped into view on his crutches. He saw Amy.



 She sighed. Obviously, he was back home now and had decided to
start bothering her again.



 “Hi,” he said.



 Why was he talking to her through the window? That was incredibly
annoying. You can’t pretend the window doesn’t exist.



 Mitchell lowered himself to the driveway. He took a deep breath,
and then he lay down on his back. Amy went to get her father.
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Mitchell was taken back to the hospital, but after a day, he was
released. Constable Kaminski arrested Mitchell’s father.
Mitchell’s mother filed for divorce. Gordon Cambridge
invited Mitchell and his mother to live in Amy’s house
until they found a new place. Amy didn’t mind having him
around. Mitchell was quiet. He spent most of his time reading
science fiction books and playing video games.



 Mitchell and his mother stayed in the room that had been
Amy’s mother’s office, and Amy didn’t mind. She
felt good to be helping people who needed help. Amy’s
mother would have been happy to help. Helping Mitchell made the
Christmas vacation better. Usually, Amy just missed her mother
the whole time. It surprised Amy that having more people in the
house made it seem warmer, happier, and safer.


——


Mitchell and his mother came to Emily’s New Year’s
Eve party.



 “I still think I’m destined for greatness,”
Mitchell said in between bites of pizza.



 Emily rolled her eyes.



 Amy laughed.



 “Laugh if you want, but I think I’m a genius.”



 “We know what you think,” said Emily.



 “This pizza is really good. It’s not Wanton’s
is it?”



 “No,” said Mr. Cambridge. “The girls made the
pizza.”



 “Wow. You guys are really good cooks.”



 “We just put some stuff on tortillas,” said Amy.



 “And then we fried them,” said Emily.



 “It’s so good,” said Mitchell.
“It’s better than Wanton’s.”



 Amy smiled.



 “The cheese is fantastic,” said Mitchell.



 “It’s just cheese from a bag,” said Emily.
“I hope it’s good enough for a genius.”



 “It tastes good,” said Mitchell. “That’s
good enough for me. When I’m rich and famous, I’ll
hire you to be my personal chefs.”



 “I’m not going to be your personal chef,” said
Amy, “and neither is Emily. We’re going to be more
famous than you are.”



 “Doing what?” said Mitchell. “Not every job
makes you famous.”



 “I’m going to be an astronaut,” said Amy.



 “Really?” said Mitchell.



 “Yes.”



 Emily laughed.



 “I’m going to be the first person on Mars,”
said Amy.



 “She’s pulling your leg,” said Emily.



 Mitchell scowled. “Well, if it doesn’t work out, you
can always make pizza for a living,” he said.



 “You’re insufferable,” said Emily.



 She walked over to talk to her father.



 “What did I say?” said Mitchell. “The pizza is
really good. How is that a bad thing to say?”



 “Emily’s going to be a doctor.”



 “Oh. I didn’t know that. Are you really going to be
an astronaut, or were you pulling my leg?”



 “I might become an astronaut. I’m not sure
yet.”



 “By the time we grow up, people will be living on the
moon.”



 “You’re already there,” said Emily from across
the room.



 Amy laughed. “That’s not very nice,” she said.
“You’d get mad at me if I said that.”



 “You’ll see,” said Mitchell.
“You’ll all see. I’m on the path of
greatness.”



 Emily rolled her eyes.



 Amy smirked.



 “Is there any more pizza?” said Mitchell.



 “We could make more,” said Amy. “We have more
tortillas. Want to help?”



 “OK,” said Mitchell.



 “Come out to the kitchen. I’ll show you how to make
them.”


——


When they were alone in the kitchen, Amy asked Mitchell,
“Do you think your father is the boogieman?”



 “What? No. He’s just a jerk.”



 Amy pulled out of the fridge the plastic containers that held the
pizza toppings.



 “He’s more than that,” she said. “He
tried to kill you.”



 “I don’t know. If he wanted to, he would have.”



 “Aren’t you angry?”



 “No. I’m safe now, and I like living with you guys.
We’re probably going to move to London. My mother has to go
back to work, and she wants to be close to work. Also, we want to
get far away from my dad.”



 “Oh,” said Amy. “I’m going to miss
you.” She regretted saying this as soon as it was out of
her mouth. She felt vulnerable for saying it. Mitchell would
think that she liked him.



 “Really?”



 Amy nodded. “You’re not as bad as Emily thinks you
are. You’re just a boy. It can’t be helped.”



 On impulse, she leaned over and kissed Mitchell on the forehead.
He blushed.



 “What was that for?” he asked. “I thought you
didn’t like me.”



 “I don’t.”



 Mitchell was confused. “Girls are weird.”



 “No we’re not. You just don’t understand
because you’re a boy.”



 Amy put a tortilla in the skillet.



 “Now you put the toppings on it. We have sausage and
mushrooms and green peppers and onion. We cooked them first all
together to make them yummy. And then I’ll put on the
cheese.”



 “OK,” said Mitchell. “Do I put all of this
stuff on it?”



 “No. Don’t be silly. Just put the right amount on
it.”



 “How much is that?”



 “Just put enough on it to cover it.”



 “Completely?”



 “No! Make it look like all the other ones you ate!”



 “Oh. You could have said that in the first place.”



 “Here,” said Amy. “Let me do it.”



 “How long does it take to cook?”



 “Five minutes. When the cheese is melted, it’s
done.”



 “That’s fast. This reminds me of Halloween.”



 “How?”



 “There was a kid who dressed up like a pizza.”



 “No there wasn’t,” said Amy.



 “There could have been.”



 “I would have seen him.”



 “Maybe not. Did you see everybody who went out for
Halloween? No. Maybe it wasn’t a pizza, but it looked like
one. There was another kid who had all this foil on his jacket,
and he said he was a baked potato.”



 Amy put her hands on her hips and angled her head. “I
don’t think so. You like to make things up.”



 “No. He wore a red scarf that he said was the
ketchup.”



 Amy sighed and looked through the glass lid of the skillet. Drops
of water condensed on the inside surface. Emily came to the
kitchen doorway.



 “He was poor, so his family couldn’t buy him a fancy
costume,” said Mitchell.



 “Costumes are cheap,” said Emily, “and nobody
would dress up as a baked potato.”



 “I would,” said Mitchell. “I love baked
potatoes. They’re delicious.”



 Amy laughed.



 “Mitchell, you’re going to have a miserable life
unless you stop telling stories,” said Emily in a dour
tone.



 “I like them with butter and sour cream and chives and
bacon and cheese,” said Mitchell.



 “That sounds really, really good,” said Amy.



 “It is. It’s fantastic. I know how to make them too.
You just stick a potato in the oven for an hour, and it’s
done. Then you put whatever you want on it. My mom makes them all
the time.”



 “I like lasagna,” said Amy. “You just stick it
in the oven, too.”



 “I love lasagna,” said Mitchell, “especially
Wanton’s.”



 Amy smiled. “Me too. It’s really good.”



 “Aha! So you did like the lasagna. You pretended that you
didn’t. You probably were only pretending when you said
that you didn’t like me. We have lots of things in common.
Do you like fried chicken?”



 “I love fried chicken,” said Amy, “and I think
your father is the boogieman.”



 “I don’t know what that means,” said Mitchell.



 Emily sighed and walked into the living room.



 “The boogieman eats kids,” said Amy. “He has to
eat one a year so that he doesn’t die. Kids are like fried
chicken to the boogieman.”



 “My father may be a bad person, but he doesn’t eat
people. The boogieman isn’t real.”



 “How do you know? All the crazy people hide their craziness
from the people around them. Everybody is always surprised when
crazy people do crazy stuff.”



 Mitchell didn’t know what to say to this. He had no proof,
but he was sure that his father wasn’t the boogieman.
“Some people are scary, but most people are boring.
They’re not destined for greatness.”



 “Scary people are boogiemen.”



 “Are you really going to be an astronaut, or were you
pulling my leg?”



 “I could be. I can grow up to be anything I want.”



 “Yeah. People say that, but I’m not sure. Only a few
people are destined for greatness. Not everybody who wants to be
an astronaut can be an astronaut.”



 “I think this pizza is done.”



 “Can I eat the whole thing?”



 Amy frowned “I suppose. Why are you so hungry? I’ll
make another one for everybody else.”



 “I was born hungry,” said Mitchell.



 Emily and Mr. Howard walked into the kitchen.



 “Making more pizza?” he asked.



 “Yes,” said Amy.



 Amy’s father followed Emily’s father into the
kitchen. “What are you making now?” Gordon Cambridge
asked.



 “We’re making more pizza,” said Amy.
“This one’s done. It’s Mitchell’s.”



 “That reminds me,” said Mr. Cambridge. “I have
something for you, Mitchell, from Nelson Jones. He dropped by the
house when you were out with your mother today.”



 Gordon Cambridge handed Mitchell an envelope.



 “What is it?”



 “I think it’s a cheque,” said Mr. Cambridge.
“He said it’s for the online game.”



 Mitchell opened the envelope.



 “Holy cow,” said Mitchell. “That’s a lot
of money. Is this for me?”



 “Is your name on it?” said Mr. Cambridge.



 “Yes, but this is for a thousand dollars. I’m
rich.”



 Amy laughed.



 “Congratulations, Mitchell,” said Emily.



 Amy glared at Emily. Why was she being nice now?



 “I’m rich,” Mitchell said again.



 Mitchell’s mother joined the group in the kitchen.



 “Mom, I’m rich. The online game made a thousand
dollars.”



 “What online game?”



 Mitchell sighed. He hadn’t told his parents of his business
partnership with Nelson Jones. His father wouldn’t have
approved, or he would have taken all the money for himself.



 “I made a game, and Nelson Jones is selling it in his
store. Now I’m rich.”



 Mr. Howard and Mr. Cambridge laughed together.



 “Rich is a relative term,” said Mr. Howard.



 “When you’re a grown up, a thousand dollars
doesn’t go too far,” said Mr. Cambridge.



 “This is more money than I’ve ever had,” said
Mitchell.



 Mitchell’s mother took the cheque from Mitchell’s
hand. “Wow,” she said. “I had no idea.”



 “Maybe Jones isn’t so bad,” said Mitchell.
“I thought I wasn’t going to get any money from the
online game.”



 “Maybe you are going to be the most important person to
come from Port Sorry,” said Amy.



 “There’s no doubt about it,” said Mitchell.
“This proves it.”



 Emily rolled her eyes.



 “Mitchell, it’s not nice to brag,” said his
mother.



 “It’s not bragging if it’s true,” said
Mitchell.



 “You’re ridiculous,” said Emily.



 “You’re just upset that you broke up with me because
now you see how successful I’m going to be.”



 “No I’m not,” Emily said firmly.



 The adults in the kitchen laughed.



 “Mitchell’s OK,” said Amy. “He’s
just a boy. They’re like that.”



 “It’s true. I’m going to make it happen,”
said Mitchell.



 “We’ll see about that,” said Mitchell’s
mother. Her name was Tracy.



 “Tracy,” said Mr. Howard, “I think Mitchell
just might do it.”



 “I will,” said Mitchell. “I’m going to be
a world famous game designer and live in a castle with robot
servants.”



 “The Glory of Port Sorry,” said Mr. Howard.



 Emily glared at her father.



 “Why don’t we play your game?” said Mr.
Cambridge.



 “Really? OK. I have to go get the Dragon Master’s
Manual at your place, but first I’m going to eat this
pizza.”



 “I’ll give you a ride,” said Mr. Cambridge.



 Emily was about to say something, but her father waved a hand at
her and smiled, so she kept silent. Everyone except Mitchell and
Amy went into the living room.



 “I wouldn’t mind having a boyfriend who was rich and
lived in a castle,” she said.



 “You’re going to have to find someone as smart as me
then.”



 “You’re really, really dumb,” said Amy.



 “No I’m not. How much money have you made using your
mind? I made a thousand dollars, and I’m just a kid.
I’m the Glory of Port Sorry!”



 “That’s not what I meant.”



 Amy leaned forward and kissed Mitchell on the cheek.



 “Oh,” said Mitchell. “What did you mean?”
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