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Chapter One
RATTLESNAKE HUNT

“I had got into a regular nest of them...”
Sir Robert Baden-Powell

Funny how most people are afraid to go out of the
city into a wild place. Living out here in Arizona,
practically on the border of Mexico (not far from
Tombstone—how cool is that?), hardly anybody goes
out into the desert. But Boone and I love it out there. It's
been sort of like our second home. Ever since last
summer, when Grampy taught us everything we needed
to know about surviving in it. And I mean everything.
But that's another story.

The one I have to tell, now, is what happened to us
when we came back from there and the whole country
started to bust up. We didn't know it was that serious, at
first.We just thought it was the bad economy everybody
was talking about, and wondered why more trucks
weren't running to keep grocery stores better stocked
with food. The thing that was on our mind most during
those first days of the crisis, was food.

In fact, I might as well be totally honest and admit
we didn't have a clue what was really happening the day
we first discovered the hideout. But I think it was
something thatwasmeant to be.Almost likewe had help
from somewhere. Anyway, I remember all Boone and I
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had on our minds that day was fried chicken. And there
just wasn't any. So, we decided to go on a rattlesnake
hunt. Course, it wouldn't taste exactly like fried chicken
but it was close enough. Especially when the only real
meat we had for weeks was a couple bites of “we-didn't-
know-what-it-was” smothered in noodles and gravy. Or
under a ton of dumplings.

People were eating a lot of dumplings in Ashbury.
I admit, I used to be scared spit-less of rattlesnakes.

But Boone and I—we had a sure-shot secret for keeping
them away. This was the first timewe ever wanted to get
close to one on purpose, though. I was so hungry after
school that day the last thingonmymindwas the hazards
involved. Instead, I was remembering the time Grampy
fried some up for us when we were half-starved in the
mines, and I thought it was chicken. I might've puked
when he finally told me, except it was gone by then and
had tasted pretty good.

So good, my mouth started watering just thinking
about it, again.

“You ever set a rattlesnake trap, Boone?” I asked
himabout tenminutes into ourway out of town. “Imean,
we don't have a gun like Grampy did.”

“We'll probably have to make a snake-catcher, I
guess.” He was just climbing down the rocky slope off
the back end of the parking lot behind Helm's Grocery
Store (where the desert started), and turned his ball cap
around backwards so he could see better. Every time he
did that, a couple dark curls popped out above the
adjustable strap over his forehead. “I'll grab him behind
the head, and you pop him off.”

“What? You gotta be kidding me!”
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“OK, then you grab him, and I'll pop him off.”
About that time, I slipped on a couple of loose rocks

and almost fell over. “Seriously, Boone. I read about a
guy who tried that once, and you wouldn't believe what
happened. That thing stretched its neck out—like it was
madeof rubber, or something—swiveled its headaround
totally backwards, and bit him on the hand! You can't
catch a rattlesnake by the back of the head.”

“That's what the snake catcher's for. It's a long stick
with a a V at the end, and—that's—what you pin him
down with.”

We headed out across the flat hard-packed ground,
toward a scattering of mesas between us and a line of
some blue, far-off mountain range that belonged to
Mexico. We wound in and out of rock outcroppings for
a while, and scattered clumps of sagebrush—I love the
smell of that stuff. Strong, sweet and spicy all at the same
time. It's like the smell of adventure whenever it hits me,
andmakesme feel good all over. Nomatter what's going
on.

“Gonna have to be some long stick, if you askme.”
Ipickedashortdry leafoffoneof thebushesaswepassed
by andpopped it intomymouth to chewon. “I heard they
can jump half their body length. Be easier just to whomp
him with it.”

He startedwith his hyena laugh, and I knewwhat he
was thinking. Me running around, trying to pop off a
rattlesnake with a two-foot switch off a tumbleweed,
probably. Which I did not think was funny. “Hey—why
don'twe do like those guys in India, and throwabag over
him?”

“Yeah, that's probably a better idea. If we ever even
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find a snake. Could be they're as scarce as the rabbits,
around here.”

“Funny there aren't any rabbits this close to town. I
bet it's the local dogs. Rabbits aren't stupid.”

“Can't think of any animal that's stupid. Except
maybe thebabies.Wouldn't feel right eatingoneof them,
though. Ol' Grampy—he'd turn over in his grave.”

“I'd rather starve to death than be haunted by your
Grampywhenhe'smad. It's hard enough just keepingout
of the way of your mother.”

“Hey—” He stopped picking up rocks to put in his
pockets and shot me one of his Grampy scowls. His skin
was way lighter but it was the same expression.

“She's nice though.” I had to correctmyself sincehe
gets touchy if you say anything bad about hismom.Even
if it's true. “Long as you stay on the right side of her.” I
picked up a handful of rocks to jam intomy pockets, too.
“She's the weirdest mother I ever knew, though.”

“Yeah, well, she sure saved your bacon when you
needed her to.”

“Yours, mostly. Courts couldn't let one of us off
andnot theother.But...” I startedwalking, again, to catch
up with him. “I'd stand by her if she wanted to go to the
moon, after that. Which is only about one notch down
fromworking for her for fifty cents an hour just because
she bought out Hogworths's Go-Cart Track that went
bust.”

“Think about it, Hud, that was a brilliant idea.
Besides, she's got something else shewants to dowith it.
And...” He made a wide circle around a chopped in half
giant saguaro cactus that had been dead for so long itwas
caving in. Its wooden ribs, bleached gray from the sun,
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were falling out and scattered all around the base of it.
“She can't make it happen if you and me don't help her.”

“That's what I was afraid of.”
“Hey, look.Here's onewith aworn-away split at the

end, thatwouldmake aperfect snake catcher.Better look
for another one, too. In case it busts at the crucial
moment.”

“Dang—that would be bad!” Picturing it in my
mind was giving me second thoughts about this whole
idea.

“Get a grip, Hudson. These things are really strong.
Anyway, we won't even need them unless the bag idea
doesn't work.”

“What are we gonna use for a bag?”
“I still gotmygymbag inmybackpack.We can use

that.”
“OK. But I say we wait till the temperature cools

down to about sixty. Snakes move a whole lot slower
then.”

I looked at my watch. Man, I wish I had talked my
parents into letting me have a cell-phone before Mom
lost her teaching contract. But being the last kid out of
four I didn't have a chance. Three-thirty. And it was
cooling off, already. Only about seventy degrees and
dropping fast. Snakes stopped moving around when it
got below sixty. If it stayed that way, too long, they'd
wander off and hibernate somewhere. Except for the
Mojave Greens. They could show up any time (with the
deadliest poison because it went straight for your brain)
–but we knew better than to mess with them.

To tell you the truth,we nevermessedwith snakes,
at all. But a lot of things changewhen times get past bad.
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There's stuff we did then we never would have thought
of before. Hard stuff. And I have to say I amway gladwe
had at least some time to practice our survival skills
before the worst of it came down. In fact, we wouldn't
have had a clue how to look for food out in the dessert if
we hadn't spent all that timewithGrampy, learning how.

Of course, when he told us the end of the world had
already started, we thought maybe he was as crazy as
everybody said he was. But that didn't seem so crazy to
usanymore.And Ihave toadmit just knowingwehad the
strongholds of Padre Gordo waiting out there in the
dessert for us, chocked full of enough food to take care
of a whole lot more than just us (if times got really bad),
was something that went a long way toward helping me
sleep better at night.

Especially when we finally made it through all that
court stuff Miz Boone saved us from and didn't have to
get rehabilitated. They just released us into her custody.
That lady (who anybody could tell was about as close to
crazy as it gets without actually being there) got the
whole townoff our tail, backwhenwewere in trouble for
burying Grampy without permission. Even though we
hadpermission fromGrampy.Heck, itwashis idea—but
that didn't count. The county doesn't take things like that
for excuses when they have something to prosecute.

We got off, though. I don't know exactly what she
had to do to work that out, but she did. She even got my
folks on her side—whichwas totally amazing—because
they both work for the county. Well, they did back then.
Mom's teaching contract runs out at the end of the year,
and the library where my dad works is only open about
three days a week, now.
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The whole town's going bust, little by little. Which
isn't the kind of thing a thirteen-year-old kid usually has
to think about. Except it was about to blow all our plans
to bits—Boone's and mine—just when things were
starting to look up for us. I mean, what good is finally
getting your freedom back if everybody's folks have to
move halfway to the moon just to find work?

Boone's the best friend I ever had. The kind you
only get from going through tough times together and
come out on the other side. We have plans that can only
(and I mean ONLY) be carried out right here. In
Ashbury. Not with each of us getting planted down
somewhere else just so our parents can get better jobs. I
thought of asking if I could live with the Boones for the
rest ofmy life but I don't thinkmy folkswouldgo for that.

Any way we looked, it didn't look good.
That is, until Miz Boone came up with her genius

idea of buying out Hogworth's Go-Cart Track. It was
going bust, anyway, and she made the owner an offer he
couldn't refuse (I don't know why people always go for
those things). Hemoved off to Texas, where a brother of
his owned a gas station. “People will be driving cars for
a long time, yet,” he toldMiz Boone, “But the first thing
they cut back on when times get hard is fun stuff for
kids.”

Man,he surehad that right.But itwasmore than just
fun stuff for kids that was getting cut back on.We didn't
know it that day, but the endof our townofAshbury (that
had been around for a couple hundred years)was already
in sight. In fact, I actually think if we hadn't gone out to
hunt rattlesnakes after school we would have been
caught in the same trap everyone else was.
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Seriously.
But there we were dinking around in the dessert

about an hour away from town, looking behind bushes
and under rocks, hoping we could spot a snake (before it
saw us, first). And at that very same moment...

The first wave of soldierswas rolling intoAshbury.
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Chapter Two
THE HIDEOUT

“It is always well to have a back door to your hiding
place; that is one of the essentials in scouting.”

Sir Robert Baden-Powell

By the time we got totally out of sight of town we
had worked out a plan. One I thought could work,
anyway, because even though it's Boone who comes up
first with an idea, I have to admit it's me that usually
figures out how tomake it happen.Not that I'mbragging.
It's justwehavedifferent talents.Boone's all for jumping
into thingswithout a second thought—andboyhowdy—
dowe need that kind of guts sometimes. It's the kind that
can turn somebody into a hero.

But I'll tell you, he'd probably be dead right now if
I hadn't figured away out of a lot of things he couldn't get
out of after he already jumped in. Me, I have to think
about things. It's just the way I was raised. With Mom
being a teacher, and Dad a librarian, all us Hudson kids
are academics. Not that I'm a genius or anything. I just
know where to find important information. And I can't
count how many times knowing how to find the right
answer to something has saved our bacon. No kidding.

Which is why we were waiting till the temperature
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dropped to sixty, so we could throw a sweatshirt over
some sleeping snake, and then scoop the whole pile into
Boone's gym bagwith our saguaro sticks.We just had to
figure out the best place where a snake would want to
hang out. After a whole lot of looking without even
seeing a sign of one,wedecided to tryLittleHeelyMesa.

It was a long, flat-topped piece of red rock about
thirty feet tall, and looked like somegiant had stepped on
the back end and crushed it into boulders. Perfect
rattlesnake territory. That was the only reason we
decided to explore the tall end of Little Heely, that day.
We were waiting for the temperature to drop all the way
down so we wouldn't have to take any unnecessary
chances in snake territory.Beingas readyaswecouldbut
still needing to kill some time, we climbed up to the very
top.

“Hey, Hud—look at this—I think I can see the
ApastosoRiver fromuphere.Theendof the cement part,
I mean. I wonder if there's any water in it, yet.”

Boone's a better climber than me, so I'm always
picking up the rear on these deals. About the time he said
that, Iwas still part-waydown,wondering if thebest next
hand-hold I was reaching for was wide enough for a
snake. “How far away is it?”

“Halfmile,maybe. I can see a little of PadreGordo,
too, but that's a way lot of miles from here. That's it,
though. We could get there if we had to. Might take us a
week, but we could get there.”

I heaved myself up over the edge and sat for a
minute. “Have to wait till Christmas vacation to get that
much time off. I thought your mom said she was gonna
take us back there one of these weekends.”
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“Yeah, but ever since she bought out Hogworth's
she keeps putting it off. Trying to get ready to open next
Friday.”

“But it was already open.”
“Nobodywas coming, though. She's fixing it up for

business not a ghost town.”
“Maybe if people can't afford it, they can't afford it.

It's like Mr. Hogworth said, the first thing gets cut back
is fun stuff for kids.”

He tossed a rock over the side and therewas a clunk
as it hit the ground. “Isn't just going to be for kids
anymore.”

I had to laugh about that. Because I got a crazy
picture in my head of my dad squeezed into one of those
little kid go-carts, with a helmet on, racing around the
track. “Yougotta bekiddingme! I can't thinkofoneadult
left in this town—with an extra five bucks—that would
spend it on a go-cart ride.”

“Isn't gonna be just go-cart rides.” He pitched two
more rocks over. Ker-thunk. Ker-thunk.

“What's it gonna be, then?”
“Heck if I know, she's keeping it secret.Wholeback

end of the track is under tarps, and she won't even let me
in there.Onlycomesoutwhenwe're ready togohomefor
dinner.”

I picked up a handful of rocks to start tossing them
over into rattlesnake territory, too. If we scared one up,
then sawwhere it crawledoff to,we'dknowwhere to find
it, again.

“Nothing moving around on this side.” He crossed
over to theother endand started lobbing rocksover there.
“What do you want to bet once the track opens again,
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she'll be too busy to take us. ”
I went over to where he had been looking out into

the dessert. “Hey, that is Padre Gordo out there. Doesn't
seem so far away.”

“It's far if you're walking.”
“Hey, Boone...”
“What.”
“How long do you figure it would take on the

Rhino?”
“Have to talkMominto lettingusget it, first.Butwe

could definitely do Padre Gordo on a weekend if we had
the Rhino to get there from here.” He tossed a few more
rocks while he thought about it for a minute. “Could be
she's afraid to take us and might just keep making up
excuses.”

“But she promised Grampy she would.”
“She did, but she didn't say when.”
“See, that's what I'm talking about. She's crafty. It's

great if she's on your side but it sure can work against us
sometimes.”

“My Dad would let us, if he was here.”
“You heard anything else about how long it will be

till he comes back?”
“He doesn't know anything. Days, weeks, or

months even. Nobody knows. Just depends on how long
it takes to close down the base where he's at.”

“We're stuck then.”
“Yeah.”
“Maybe we don't need the Padre Gordo Rhino.” I

sat down, again, and picked a rock out of the treads ofmy
tennis shoe that felt like Iwaswalkingonamarble. “Why
couldn't we just use one of those from over at
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Hogworth's. They aren't Rhinos but at least they have
motors.”

“Hey...” He got that far-off look in his eyes that
happenedwhenever hewaspicturing something. Imean,
if you ever wanted to catch Jefferson Boone Junior off-
guard, you could do it easy when he was busy picturing
something in hismind.Hewas practically blind and deaf
when hewas thinking that hard. “They do havemotors!”

“Think she'd go for it?” I got up and went over to
where he was looking for rattlesnakes.

Nothing down there, either.
“Probably not.” Then he laughed his hyena laugh,

again, and gaveme a punch on the arm. “I'd have tomake
her an offer she couldn't refuse!”

All of a sudden, I felt all sorts of energy bubbling up
inside me. So much I couldn't stand still, anymore.
Neither could Boone. For the next few minutes we both
bounced back and forth over that mesa, popping rocks
off every side, like a couple jumpingbeans on ahot plate.
I mean, the thought that we could be back in Padre
Gordo, again—thisweekend,maybe—seemed too good
to be true.

We hadn't been back since we came down off the
mountain afterGrampydied.And to tell you the truth, all
that “hero shine”over the stuffwewent throughout there
felt more like a dream, these days. Like maybe it never
really happened the way we thought. Especially after
school started up again and life got shrunk back to
normal size, with us right along with it.

“What kind of offer would she go for?” I asked.
“I don't know, I'll think of something. You're in,

aren't you?”
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“What do you mean? You're the only one has a
chance of talking her into anything. And it's a little one,
Boone.Whenever I try she out-talksme so fast I feel like
an idiot for thinking.”

“Forget the brains, I'm talking muscle, here.” He
flexed one of his biceps at me for emphasis. “I'm talking
you and me working for free when she opens up the
track.”

“Oh, no.”
“Night and day if we have to.”
“Are you kidding me? You know what hard work

it's gonna be. Besides that I was looking forward to my
fifty cents an hour. It's my first paying job. There isn't
even any guarantee working free would do the trick.”

“It will. Might take a while, though. Hey, listen. If
she doesn't go for it by Christmas break we'll switch to
Plan B.”

“Which is?”
“Haven't thought that far ahead, yet.”
Boone never thought that far ahead. Not that I

thoughtmuchpast snacks and treats, lately—Imust have
been in a growing spurt, or something. But to think there
was a timewhenmy folks gavemean allowance thatwas
enough to cover pizza night, a movie, and even an ice
cream once in a while after school, I was dreaming how
cool it would be to get half that stuff back on my own
paycheck. Even if it took two weeks to save up for.

Wages had dropped way low for everyone in
Ashbury.Mymom even thought there was some kind of
conspiracy going on because none of the teachers got
their contracts renewed for next year. Not even one. She
actually thought Ashbury was headed to turn into
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another ghost town.
“There's plenty of food in Padre Gordo, Hud.” It

was almost like Boone was reading my mind. He's a lot
likehismom, thatway. “Wecouldbring someof it home.
Long as nobody noticed.”

“OK, I'm in.”
Which, looking back on it, I am not proud of.

Because I wasn't thinking of taking care of anybody but
myself that day. Even after that solemn oath to Grampy
to take care of the “whole bunch.” Which he counted as
whoever you happened to be with at the time of a crisis.
Funny how easy it is to forget your promises if enough
time goes by. Not that I changed my mind. If somebody
asked me for help, I'd have done it in two seconds flat.
But nobody asked me.

“Hey, look at this—” Boone stepped over the
farthest edgeof themesa like hewaswalkingoff the curb
of a sidewalk. Which almost gave me a heart attack, on
account of it was at least thirty feet to the bottom from
there. The guy has absolutely no fear of heights. But
instead of falling off, only his feet disappeared, so there
must have been a wide ledge sticking out just below the
top on that side. “It's like a natural stairway down here.
Or maybe somebody made it a long time ago.” A little
more of him disappeared with each step he took. “Only
goes part way down, though.”

After that, I couldn't see him, at all.
“Sheesh, Boone, give me a warning before you do

something like that, will you? Liked to scared the
daylights out of me.” I looked over the side. OK, it did
look like steps. But I would not call it a stairway—they
have rails—and these little thingswere sticking right out
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into the mid-air. Had to have been there a way long time
because theywere all weathered and rounded smooth by
the wind and sun.

“Come on down here, Hud—you gotta see this!”
“I've seen Indian paintings before.”
“It's not that, it's...man, you're not going to believe

it!”
I think climbing down from high places is a lot

harder than climbing up. In fact, I don't even attempt it
unless there's enough holes, bumps, and ledges to give
you lots of hand-holds to choose from if onedoesn'twork
out. This side of the mesa looked a lot steeper than the
one I climbed up on. Maybe even farther down, too. So,
I pretty much decided to go back the way I came. But
when I looked over to where Boone was standing, at the
bottom of the little stairway, he wasn't there anymore. I
hadn't heardany thuds, orhollers, andhewasn't layingon
the ground down below. So, I wasn't too worried. I
figured hemust have found some deep indent to squeeze
into.

I examined the stairway, again.
It didn't go all theway to the bottom, but it was only

about a twelve foot drop from the last step. Heck, a
person could jump down from there. So, I thought I
might as well give it a try. I didn't walk it face first, like
Boone did, though. Instead, I turned around and scooted
down against the wall, so I could hang on as I went. It
reallywasn't half bad. Especiallywithout looking down.
Anyway, that's howwe discovered the entrance to an old
stronghold inside thatmesa, set up exactly—and Imean,
exactly—like the one in Padre Gordo. Right down to a
solar panel at the top of the entrance to catch the sunlight
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and charge the batteries. Only everything was on a way
smaller scale.

When I saw the narrow entrance a couple feet off to
the side of the last step, and how it was only visible to
someone standing on that step, but not from the sides or
down on the ground, I knew right off we had stumbled
onto somebody else's stronghold. And even though the
battery lights were turned on inside the little cavern by
the time I got in—almost like Boone knew beforehand
where they were—it didn't prove anything. He was as
surprised as me to find it.

The Apache Indians had been making secret
strongholds and escape places all over this desert for
thousands of years. The only reason the Boone family
had the one over in Padre Gordo, was because the
Apaches gave it to the Fat Priest for helping them out
with the cholera all those years ago, and it got handed
down through their family ever since. Now the whole
mountain was named after him. Padre Gordo means fat
priest.

It smelled like a sidewalk in the rain inside there and
made me feel like it was last summer all over, again. I
have to say we forgot about trying to catch snakes, after
that. Because that little stronghold was about the coolest
place you could imagine. A regular hole-in-the-wall
hideout that nobody else knew about but us. That's what
we thought, anyway.Someplace for us toget away to and
hang out in when we got tired of everything going on in
town. We didn't think twice about claiming it. By the
looks of things, no one else had been there in years.
Everything was old except for the solar panel.

“It looks like Grampy did that,” Boone said.
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“Thenhowcomehenever told you about it?He told
us everything else he could think of.”

“Maybe he forgot about it. He forgot a lot of things
after my grandma died. He wouldn't have put any of this
other stuff in it, though. Not way out here he wouldn't.
Andheonly riggedupbatteries if hewasworkingamine.
Nosignsof that aroundhere, so it had tobe someoneelse.
Not for a long time, though.”

Everywhere there were signs someone had lived in
it once. Stuff like rope ladders hanging in places tomake
it easier to climb down the steep walls, to where the
inside opened up into a space about as big as a living
room.Therewasa fireplaceoff inonecorner, too.Butwe
could tell just by looking it had been a long time since
anybody used it.

We had a hunch it was newer than the rest of the
place because there was a chimney that went about ten
feet up towhere itmust have let out through ahole. Itwas
made out of rocks that probably came from the snake
territory outside, and chinked in with adobe. And since
we knew for a fact that Indians never went to that kind of
trouble for a stronghold (they just used fire pits that
practically smoked out the whole place), we knew it had
to be a more modern-day person that put it there.
Someone who had stayed for a longer time than just
camping out overnight, too.

Someone hiding out from the law, maybe.
Had to be a way long time ago, though. Because

therewere a couple old cans of food still sitting on a shelf
that we didn't recognize the brands on. Something we
didn't figure out till way later, on account of we ate two
cans of beef stew and one of peaches in about fifteen
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minutes flat. Cold right out of the can, and it tasted great.
Not thatwe carried a can-opener aroundwith us.We just
used theBoyScoutmethodwith our pocket knives to get
them open.

About the time we were sharing out the last of the
peach juice, and thinking about exploring more of the
place, I got the sudden urge to puke. Not because that
food didn't taste as fresh as the day it was canned, but
because—all at once—we heard an engine. It was a big
one, too.

You'd have thought we got froze to statues, waiting
for it to pass and wondering who would be driving way
out here in the desert (where there weren't any roads).
The price of gaswas too high for just playing around. So,
it had to be somebody up to no good.

Which is why we both had the very same thought
when they came to a stop, right outside the hideout. Then
we heard feet on the ground like people getting out.
That's when we realized we could be sitting in a coyote
hideout.

And all that food we just ate came from Mexico.
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Chapter Three
SCENE OF A CRIME

“Spying, in reality, is reconnaissance in disguise. Its
effects are so far-reaching that most nations, in order
to deter enemies' spies, threaten them with death if

caught."
Sir Robert Baden-Powell

“We gotta hide!” Boone whispered at the same
time he jumped to his feet and took off for one of the rope
ladders.

I wasn't far behind. I pulled it up after us even
though we didn't have a clue where that ledge went but
we didn't care. Coyotes (not the animal kind) are
criminals who make big money leading illegal
immigrants across the desert between Mexico and the
U.S. Sometimes the people make it across but a lot of
times theydon't. That's because the coyotesmight decide
to kidnap them for other crimes, instead.Which is about
as bad as it gets, and why Boone and I didn't care a flip
about snakes, right then.

That's how we found out about the escape tunnel.
The ledge was about twenty feet up, and ran along

the top part of the ceiling toward the back end of Little
Heely. Therewas a tunnel at that end (so small we had to
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stoopover toget inside)wherewe figured tohide.Except
it kept going, so we followed it. A few minutes later it
came out on top of a huge flat boulder at the broken end
of the mesa. Like a piece of the side had busted off, and
tipped right out into snake territory.

The first thing we saw was a humungus sage bush
at the lowest part, that had the corner of a wooden
trapdoor sticking out from underneath. Which could
have been the entrance to an oldmine (those things were
all over the place), or the cover on a well. Neither of
which we were in a hurry to look into. Since there was
always some source of water nearby to any Indian
stronghold, we figured it was probably a well. But we
could hear voices by then—just around the nearest
corner of the mesa off to our left—so we just kept flat
against the top of that rock and didn't move.

Sir Robert said if you stayed above or below a
person's line of sight—kept down and didn't move a
muscle—most people wouldn't see you. Which sort of
gave me the willies laying there in case whoever it was
wasn't likemost people. But we didn't havemuch choice
since if we moved or made a noise, any idiot would
notice.

We only heard a couple of men's voices.
They couldn't have known about the hideout,

though. Because—all of a sudden—we smelled coffee.
Like maybe they were going to camp there for the night.
Sheesh, I hoped not. It was already getting on to five
o'clock, and I'd be in big trouble if I didn't show up for
dinner at six. No matter what we were having.

All Boone had to do was meet up with his mom
downat the go-cart track,where shewas always toobusy
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to notice what time it was. Since it was just the two of
them, right now, they ate whenever they felt like it. But
with our big family dinner was a regular production, and
—boyhowdy—everybodybetterbe there.Ourhousegot
so crowded sometimes, with my sisters bringing friends
to hang out or stay for supper, it's one of the reasons
Boone and I spent our time somewhere else.

“How much farther, Robinson?” said a growly
voice.

“About twenty-three miles according to this map,
sir. The bivouac area should be out there past that next
group of mesas.”

“Well, let's keepgoing, then.”Therewas a splat and
a splash like he just dumped his coffee out, then the
crinkly sound of a map being folded up. “I want to see it
before dark. See how much work the engineers have to
do before the town shuts down. I like to know what I'm
talking about before I make a speech.”

“Yes, sir.”
“Still think this is the shortest route?”
“If that guy at the gas station was right and there's

no water in the river out there.”
“Let's hope he didn't send us the longestway round,

instead.Rulenumberone.Youcan't trust the localswhen
you're there to shut down their town. Got it?”

“Yes, sir.”
There was the slam of a car door, and then another

one before the engine roared, again. Boone popped his
head up as soon as they drove off and about two seconds
later he was climbing down. It was a big Hummer,
painted Army green, with a card in the window that had
a star on it. I looked back toward town, but no other
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vehicles were coming. Whatever they were doing, they
were doing all by themselves.

“Did you see that?” Boone was still talking quiet
even though they were gone. “That was a brigadier
general!”

“How do you know?”
“One star. That's for brigadier.” Boone knew

everything about the military, on account of his family
hadbeen in it for generations. “Must be they're gonnaput
that border fence up everybody's been arguing about.
Has to be something big if the engineers are coming.”

“It's something big, all right.” I climbed down the
end of the boulder and let myself drop the last couple of
feet. “Youcan't just shutdowna town in this country.Not
if the people don't want it to be.”

“Maybe they voted on it in the last town meeting
and that's what everybody decided.”

“My folks go to all those town meetings. The only
thing they decided was they need to elect a special
committee to look into it more. On account of not
everybody wants to sell out to the government at rock
bottom prices.”

“They would if they were on their way out,
anyway.”

“Maybe. But I don't think that general would have
said shut it down if he meant buy everybody out next
year. He said don't trust the locals, right? And that could
only mean one thing. They're fixing to do something the
locals won't like.”

“It's still a free country,Hud.Nobody canmakeyou
move if you don't want to. Not off your own land. I'll tell
you right now, no Boones are gonna move off. We've
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been here since the Indian wars and we're not about to
budge.”

“I wish my folks felt like that. They were ready to
move since last month. Been sending resumes out, all
over. So, it's just a matter of time till another job shows
up. If you and me don't come up with something before
school is out, that's it.”

“I'll seewhatmymom thinks after I tell herwhatwe
heard.”

“Yeah, and I'll tell my parents, too. They might not
be so attached toAshbury, on account ofwe've only been
here a year, but they sure enough care about America.
And if it looks like someone's trying to do something
against the Constitution, they'll stick around long
enough to vote that down, all right. I remember this one
time, when we were in—”

All of a sudden, there was a sound that everybody
knows what it is even if they never personally heard it
before. Only Boone and I had heard it plenty. It was a
rattlesnake shaking its tail from under that sage bush I
just bumped with my foot.

I froze.
And right about the time I realized I didn't have any

rocks left in my pockets because I had pitched them all
off the mesa, I heard a couple of soft thuds as Boone
lobbed some of his over.Which is all it took to make the
snake stop andmove off. Most of them aren't aggressive
and they'd rather run than fight, anyway.

“Holy crud!” I whispered after it was gone. “It's a
good thing they give you a warning!”

“He's too scared to catch, now. Probably be in a bad
mood if we tried.”
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“I'mnothungryafter all that beef stew, anyway, and
it's getting late.”

“We better head back. Good thing that wasn't
coyotes just now.Has to be oneof their hideouts, though.
Indians don't put in fireplaces or electric lights. But since
they don't usually come this close to a border station I
guess it's an old one.” He shifted the weight of his black
backpack and put his hat on straight, again.

“Maybe that's why nobody's been here for a long
time. I heard our border patrol got started after they cut
back on the National Guards coming out here. Way
before we came. Sure gave me a scare when I thought
somebody was gonna catch us in there, though.”

“Me, too.”
“Think we should just forget about it?” I pulled my

cap off and scratched the top of my head. Man, between
coyotes and rattlesnakes, my hair was damp with sweat.
Probably looked like a wet walnut.

“No way. If the Army's moving in to put up the
border wall, the coyotes will high-tail it outta here and
start using some place farther down to cross over.
Besides...” He looked back at the mesa one last time as
we walked away from it. “It's a great place to spy on the
engineers.”

“What? You gotta be kidding me!”
“Think about it, Hud. If the Army's up to no good,

you and me are probably the only ones who could get
away with it.”

“I can't believe I'm hearing this from somebody
who wants to go to the military academy.”

“I don't mean they're up to treason, or anything.”
“Well, I hope not because people hang for that.
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They get hung sometimes for being spies, too, in case
you haven't thought about that part, either. Just saying.”

“They don't hang kids.”
“No, they just rehabilitate them or put them away

for life. Besides, what's to spy on?We're all on the same
side, here.” I stuffedmy hat into a side pocket ofmy gray
backpack, so the breeze could dry out my hair.

“But theycouldbeup tonogood.What if somebody
from the county already made a deal about the town
without everybody voting on it first? It could all be over
before the rest of us even get a say.”

Allof a sudden, a lightwenton inmyhead.Thatwas
just the kind of stuff my mom had been talking about,
lately.Howallour freedomswere slippingaway, littleby
little, without anybody knowing about it. Because they
never brought it up for a vote. And how it was ten times
harder to get a decision reversed than voting it down in
the first place. “Could be you have something there,
Boone. Especially if you count saving the whole bunch
from something bad that might happen. Could be almost
as important as saving them from something that already
did.”

“Could be a lot easier, too.” He picked up a few
more rocks to stuff into his pockets while I was re-
supplying mine. “I tell you, Hud, if this isn't time to take
care of the whole bunch, I don't know what is. So, what
do you say... are you in?”
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Chapter Four
THE ANSWER MACHINE

“As an essential part of scouting, I gave a chapter
of hints on how to spy, and how to catch

other people spying.”
Sir Robert Baden-Powell

Jefferson Boone Jr. had a way of talking me into
things that pulled my brain in two directions at once.
Which is not easy. First of all there was that solemn
promise we made to Grampy, last summer, that he
always remindedme about if I had any hesitations. As if
I could forget it. That promise—and living with it,
afterward—had changed my whole life.

Not that I regret it. Because when I look back at my
life before I made it, I was just a kid walking around
blind. That's about all I knew about taking care ofmyself
back then (what kid ever thinks of taking care of
himself?), and I had no idea how important it was going
tobe, later on.Then therewas this thingabout takingcare
of the whole bunch.

That was another solemn promise. OK, somaybe it
was more than that, on account of that one was an out-
and-out swear. With a Bible and everything. Something
Iwouldn't go back on if you killedme. It's just how Iwas
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raised.And even though I still think it was the right thing
to do, I'll tell you right now, I never thought it would be
this hard.

Back then, I pictured “taking care of the whole
bunch,” more like passing out food and water to
hurricane victims, or something. We don't have
hurricanes in Arizona. But you see a lot of that kind of
stuff on the world news and that's how I pictured it. Sort
of noble and all. I sure didn't see it as becoming a spy.
Sheesh, I wasn't even sure if that was right.

Spies are sneaky. Nobody likes a sneak (me,
included).Proofof that is the fact theystill get shot, hung,
or put away for life if they get caught. Which is why—
considering the fact I have a lot of plans for my life I
haven't tried out, yet—the whole thing was making me
sort of sick just thinking about it. It was either that or
eating canned food left over from theCavalry days, back
at the hideout. By the time I got home for supper, Iwasn't
hungry.

SinceBoone and I agreed to tellwhatwe overheard
to our folks, I was in a pretty big hurry to do that. Except
when I got home that night, mine weren't there.
Something about another townmeeting (there were a lot
of those, lately), andmysistersweren't good for anything
past bugging me to take a shower and get on my
homework.

I really don't see the point of homework when the
whole world is going bust but it was a lot easier to head
up to my room like they told me than try to explain
anything to them. They're worse than Mom when it
comes to asking me personal questions like did I wash
behind my ears and stuff. In this house I'm just the little
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brother. Which I do not think will change. Even if I'm
eighty.

That's the whole reason I was up in my room, that
night, reading My Adventures As A Spy, by Sir Robert
Baden-Powell (the guy who started the original Boy
Scouts), instead of working on my science questions. I
could do those things in about fifteen minutes flat, so I
decided to leave them till lab class, which came first
thing in themorning.Kids don't domuchbut play around
in that class, anyway.

Besides that, finding out what Sir Robert thought
about something was the next best thing to talking to a
real adult. On account of he was one of the bravest and
noblest guys that ever lived. No kidding. A bajillion kids
don't just up and follow somebody—without being
talked into it—for no reason.Which they did. Of course,
the Boy Scouts were way different back in those days.
Like I've said before, kids aren't even allowed to domost
of the stuff in those old handbooks, anymore.

Which is why Boone and I read them on the sly.
Sir Robert wrote a lot of books and I've read over

half of them, already. So many, I feel like I know him
personally. He always tells you straight out how things
are, even if it's hard stuff. Even when it comes to dying.
Something Idon't thinkwecouldhavegot throughonour
own when Grampy died unexpectedly, up on the
mountain last summer. Which is probably why I was so
into reading the spy book instead of doing science that
night. I wanted to see how Sir Robert got around this
sneaky, nobody-likes-a-spy thing, and still came out a
hero.Because theway Iwas lookingat it those two things
do not—repeat, do not—go together. Seriously.
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Mostly, I wanted to see what he had to say about
them getting shot and hung.

OK, and how to keep from getting shot and hung.
The truth is, even if I didn't agree to go along with

Boone, I'd have to know all this stuff, anyway. Because
I'd probably have to save his bacon sooner or later. On
account of when he jumps into something it's always
withboth feet, hundredpercent.Do, or die.That's just the
way he is. Something Grampy already knew about or he
wouldn't have squeezed another swear out of me to look
out for Boone after he was gone.

That's the only reason I was caught off-guard the
next morning, when I found out those science questions
weren't theusual.Theyweredirections for teamingupon
science projects. And since I didn't choose anything, yet
—andwedidn't get aminute to play around in the lab that
morning—I had to take what was left. Sheesh. Which is
the only (and I mean, only) reason I got paired up with
Isabella Jones on her answer machine project instead of
building something cool. Like a rocket that would really
blast off.

It was either that or get stuck with Looney Martin,
who was about the dumbest kid in the whole school. His
project was how many constellations he could track by
sitting on his roof for an hour every night for thirty days.
I'm pretty sure he had help from Miz Brawley, thinking
that up. Anyway, if I had to choose forty minutes of
science class with Isabella, or an hour sitting on a roof
withLooney for awholemonth,youcanseewhyIpicked
Isabella.

Her being a genius was another factor. Anything
she thought upwasA-grade and I didn't want to dropmy
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average (when you come from a family of academics,
that stuff's important) just because I got carried away
reading when I should have been doing homework. On
the other hand, the highest Looney Martin was ever
allowed to get was a C. On account of it was common
knowledge anything he didwas usually somebody else's
idea.

The only thing I knew about Isabella was how she
acted in class. Which wasn't much outside of answering
questions right. I have to admit I hoped I might be able
to talk her into modifying her project into something
more interesting, though. I mean, who needs another
answer machine when we have a bajillion other ways to
do that, already.Like the Internet.Not tobrag, but I could
answer a question on almost anything in about ten
minutes flat.

Which is why I was trying to think of a nice way to
suggest that. Living in a houseful of girls, I knew better
than most how hurting someone's feelings can cause a
major blow-up. Miz Brawley already had her eye on me
for not getting my homework done. So, I thought I'd say
something like, “How about we turn that answer
machine thing into a program for a rocket?” That way, I
could work on the rocket part, and she could stick with
the answers.

That could work.
“Hey, Isabella.” I walked up to the table we were

assigned to, where she was already shuffling through a
big pile of papers (a collection of answers, probably).
“What would you think about—”

“Too early for answers, William.” She shoved half
the stack at me like it was a hand-off during a basketball
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game. “First we have to pass these out all over town.”
I do not like to be called William, or Will, and

definitely not Bill. I go byHud. Short for Hudson, which
is my last name. I also do not like to be bossed around.
Especially by girls, on account of I already have too
many of those at home. Something I was going to
straightenout, first thing.Except, just at thatmoment she
turned around and smiled at me. Then she cleared her
throat, pushed her glasses higher up on her nose (she
wears really big glasses with black frames), and walked
past me.

OK, so, I guess she had an agenda, already. I
followed her out into the hall, then waited while she
handed me her pile of papers so she could put her jacket
on. Then while she pulled her brown ponytail (that was
so high up on her head it fell all around her face like a
waterfall) out fromunder the collar. She alwayswore her
hair that way.

“Hey, Isabella?”
“Yes, William?”
“Will you quit with theWilliam thing? Just call me

Hud. Or Hudson. Everybody else does.”
“OK. Hudson and Jones.” She held out her hand

(likewemade some kind of deal), so I shook it. Then she
giggled and I realized she just wanted her papers back.

Whichmight havemademe feel stupid if she hadn't
cleared her throat and shoved her glasses up, again. Like
maybe she was just as uncomfortable working with me
as I was with her. Then it dawned on me she might not
have done her homework, either. But I changedmymind
about that since she had all this work organized on the
project, already.
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“What is all this stuff, anyway?” I had a long-sleeve
t-shirt on, so I didn't need a jacket.

“I'm calling it a survey but it's really a personality
test.” She grabbed a red briefcase with a long shoulder
strap, took out two clipboards, and handed me one.
“These are the stat charts we'll be filling out. Ready?”

“I guess so. But we're gonna need some passes.”
“Mrs. Brawley already gave them to me.” She

reached into the briefcase, again. “Here's yours.”
I looked at it for a minute, wondering how all that

took place when we had only been in class about fifteen
minutes. I mean, I knew we were going to have to do
scienceprojects before theholidays rolledaround.That's
why Iwas thinkingabout rockets (I alwaysdid somekind
of rocket for science projects) but did I miss an
assignment, or something? Seemed like everybody was
ready for this but me. Even Looney Martin.

“I was supposed to work with Savanna Anders but
she's got the mumps.” It was like she had read mymind.
“What happened to your partner?”

“Didn't know I needed one till this morning.”
“Oh. Sorry.” We started walking down the hall.

“Maybe Mrs. Brawley will let you change your mind
tomorrow. I think the only reason she stuck youwith me
is because she didn't want me walking around town by
myself, today.”

“No problem. I'd rather walk around town than sit
in lab class, any day. Where to first?”

“City Hall.”
Which sort of took the wind out of me.
Onaccount of I swore I'd never set foot in that place,

again, in my life.
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Chapter Five
CENTERED

“Quite another class of spy is the traitor who gives
away the secrets of his own country. For him, of

course, there is no excuse.”
Sir Robert Baden-Powell

When Boone and I had to go through that whole
court thing about burying Grampy, all that went on in
City Hall. It dragged out for a long time and there were
a bunch of arguments, like gunfire shooting at us from
every side. Some of themwere so crazy I thought life (as
I knew it) was seriously over. Like getting sent to some
boy's camp for rehabilitation because we were carrying
guns and explosives when they finally found us.

I guess they'd been looking for us a long time—but,
heck—how were we supposed to know?

Wedidn't know about the explosives part, either, or
we'd have ditched that stuff beforewe camedownoff the
mountain. Wasn't ours anyway, it was Grampy's. Few
sticks of dynamite in one of the mule packs is all it was,
and everybody knows (at least, everybody in Ashbury)
you gotta have dynamite if you're working a mine. But
the judge said all that was irrelevant (don't bother
looking that word up, they only use it right when it suits
them) and things just got crazier, after that.
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Then, like I say, Miz Boone made one of her offers
nobody could refuse (I still have no cluewhat it was) and
they released us into her custody, instead. Just one more
reason I agreed to work for that lady—for free—all the
way till Christmas if that's what she needed. No matter
how crazy she gets sometimes. Because she is crazy
smart. I owe her my life, the way I look at it. But I have
to admit even though she saved me from being
rehabilitated, I still get the cold shakes going anywhere
near City Hall.

Thing is, there was something totally weird going
on down there, that morning. It was about the biggest
crowd of people I saw anywhere, except maybe at a ball
game or a town meeting. There were so many they were
standing in lines that spilled out the doorways and
floodedhalfwaydown thenorth endofFirst Street. I took
it as a piece of good luck andwas thinking I couldmaybe
talk Isabella into starting her survey somewhere else.

“Hey, Jones? How 'bout we try the post office.
There's always plenty of people coming and going from
there and we wouldn't have to fight all these crowds,
or—”

“But this is the perfect place, Hudson.” She cleared
her throat and pushed her glasses up, again. “People
waiting in line are stuck in line. You know? They won't
mind answering a couple questions half as much as if
they were already going somewhere.”

“Yeah, I guess. But you don't have any objections
to starting at the back of the line, do you? I'm not too
comfortable in crowds.”

“You're claustrophobic?”
“Sort of.” It was easier to say that when I wasn't



Cousin Summers

44

about to go into the real reason. Not that it was a lie. I
actually am claustrophobic if you squeeze me into
anywhere tight enough. Who isn't?

“All right. We'll start at the back of the line.” She
unzipped her brief case and pulled out a couple of pens.
“Here's one for you. Getting started is the hardest part.
You'll see. Once we get a couple filled out, it will be as
easy as—hey, there's Mrs. Parker, the county nurse. I
know she'll fill one out.”

I looked up from my clipboard in time to see a big,
round, black lady headed for the line at full speed. She
was wearing a green uniform dress, just like last time I
saw her, but with regular shoes on this time instead of
Army boots. Her hairwas done up in a bun (no safari hat,
either), only part of it was falling down already, on
account of anywhere she marched it was like a train
coming on. Her and I had a serious disagreement once,
and I did not win.

“You can have her, Jones, and...uh...I'll start up by
the door.” I turned and lit out but it wasn't fast enough.

“William Hudson—you get back here this minute!
I want to talk to you—right now!” That booming voice
gave me the same chill as the first time I heard it and I
stopped in my tracks.

“Miz Lucinda—” I shouldn't have called her that
but it's what Grampy called her and it just popped out.
“I'm supposed to be working on a science project here!”

“This will only take a minute.”
I didn't budge.
“Don't make me get out of this line, either.” The

look on her face told me she meant it, too.
Well, sheesh. If this daywasn't gettingworse by the
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minute I don't knowwhat was. I only hoped I could take
a hit without looking like a wimp in front of Jones. Miz
Lucindawasn't holding anything but a purse though, and
I figured that couldn't hurt too bad. Especially if she
didn't want to make a scene in front of City Hall. So, I
headed over.

By the time I got there (you can bet I was takingmy
time) Jones was already explaining the survey thing.

Miz Lucinda said, “Mm-hmm...uh-huh...sure, I'll
fill one out,” and took the clipboard and started to write.

Which looked like a good opportunity forme to get
on the higher side of things, myself. “I'm collecting
surveys, too, ma'am. So, I better get on it.”

“You better stop interrupting is what you better.
Stand right there till I'm done with this. Who made up
these questions?”

“I did,” said Jones. “After quite a bit of research on
the subject, too.”

“Mm-hm... it shows. You're going to get a wham-
bang of an answer from everybody who reads this last
one. It'swhatwe're all doing downhere, today.Wouldn't
be surprised if work like this doesn't land you a seat in
Congress one of these days.”

“Um...” Jones cleared her throat and pushed back
her glasses. “Thank you, Mrs. Parker.”

“Leave a couple with me, and I'll pass them around
the hospital when I get back this afternoon.”

Jones' eyes lit up. “That would be great—really
great! I'll stop by after school and get them.”

“I'll be in my office.”
“Oh, man. I've got another appointment this

afternoon,” I tried to sound sorry about it.
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“That's why I'm going to talk to you, right now,
William.” She handed the survey back to Jones then
looked me straight in the eye. “You ever had the
mumps?”

“Once,” I admitted. “A long time, ago.”
“That's all it takes.” She pulled her purse off her

shoulder and I flinched. But then she just popped it open
and started to rummage around instead of swinging it.
“Looks to me like I could be stuck in this line for a good
two hours and I'm supposed to be at the county home,
checking on three kids over there came down with the
mumps.”

Shepulled a littlewhite bagout andhanded it tome.
“This here's a prescription, and I want you to take it on
over and give it to Mrs. Murphy. She's the secretary
there. Tell her I'll be late, but I'll be along.”

“But we only have about twenty minutes left of
science class and I'm supposed to be helping Jones with
—”

“Didn't I just say I'd help with that? Here, I'll write
you a note in case you're late getting back.” She pulled
out a yellow sticky-note pad and began scribbling.
“There. Now, get going.”

“She's not supposed to be out here by herself.” I had
to bring that up because I didn't want to catch it fromMiz
Brawley when I got back to school without Jones.

“I'll keep an eye on her.” She snatched my pile of
surveys and the clipboard. “I'll even work this end of the
line foryou.Longas Idon't losemyplace.So, get going.”

“It's OK, Hudson. We'll get a lot more with Mrs.
Parker's help, anyway. There's plenty enough people
here.”



SPIES For Life

47

Which is how I ended up working on a survey I
didn't even know what it was, and forgot it was the
measles I hadwhen Iwas little insteadof themumps.Not
that itwould havematteredmuch. I figured all I had to do
was go into the office down at the county home (about
five blocks away) and hand over the medicine. I was
pretty sure those mumps victims wouldn't be sitting
around the administration office, anyway. So, there was
practically zero chance of getting infected even if I had
beenwrong. Itwas a perfectly logical plan except for one
thing. There was chaos in front of every county building
in town, that day.

Including the Ashbury Home for Orphans.
By the time I squeezedmyway to the counter in the

front office,Mrs.Murphywas explaining instructions to
about fifty kids (mostwere high-schoolers). I had towait
until she got finished telling the ones with last names
beginning from A to M, go to the blue table, N through
S to the green, and T through Z line up at the yellow one
before she would even look at me. When I told her what
I came for she just said how busy she was and to take it
to Miss Anders over at the infirmary.

Still no problem, on account of I didn't think any
mumps victimswould be feeling good enough to answer
the door. I'd just hand the bag in towhatever adult was in
charge and high-tail it out of there. Seems I remembered
something about mumps being worse on you the older
you got, too, but I already decided I wasn't going in. If
thatMissAnders ladywas too busy to comeget it, I'd just
pitch it in right from the porch.

Miss Anders was not a lady.
I knew the minute I looked at her it was Savanna
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Anders, from my science class. The one who was
supposed to be out doing surveys, today, instead of me.
To tell you the truth she was one of the prettiest girls in
our school except she hardly had a brain in her head. I
don't know what it was about most of the orphans not
having the IQ of a rabbit, but I wasn't thinking about that
right then. I wasn't even thinking about how pretty she
was with all that curly red hair, green eyes (with the
longest eyelashes you ever saw), and skin the color of
milk.

All Iwas thinking aboutwas thehugegraybathrobe
she was wrapped in (that looked like someone else's
insteadofhers), and thedishtowel tiedunderher chinand
over the top of her head to hold one of those blue-ice
things against her throat. And how I was definitely face-
to-facewith one of themumpsvictims. She gaspedwhen
she saw me and I didn't blame her, on account of she
probably was expecting the county nurse. I figured she
was about as embarrassed as it gets, so I just handed her
the bag with the box of pills in it and mumbled how the
nursewouldbeby later.Anyofmy sisters that got caught
that way would have run and hid, by now.

Instead, she said, “William Hudson—it's a
miracle!” Then she grabbed me by the arm, pulled me
inside and shut the door. “We're in terrible trouble,
here!”

“I heard it only lasts a couple weeks. Probably
doesn't even leave a scar.” I tried to sound reassuring
even though Iwas seriously starting to sweat, on account
of I was smack in themiddle of the sick room. Forget the
infirmary. This was nothing but a roomwith about eight
beds in it. Two that had kids. One was sleeping under a
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huge orange comforter, so covered up I couldn't tell if it
was a boy, or a girl, and the other was a pint-sized kid
with a head of thick yellow curls, who didn't look old
enough to go to school, yet.

“They're going to close down the home and ship all
of us off to somewhere else! All over!We don't even get
togo to the sameplace!”Shegrabbed theblue thingather
throat, and moaned. “I have to talk to Jonesie...” She
moaned, again. “She's the only onewhomight be able to
find anoutside adult to helpus.All the adults aroundhere
think...”She sniffed, like shemaybewasgoing to cry any
minute. But she didn't. Instead, she took a deep breath
and calmed herself. “They think it's the best thing for
everybody.”

That's all it took for the little kid to bust out bawling
and she hurried over to put an arm around him. “It's all
right, Jimmy. Want another drink of cold water?” Then
she looked across at me, again. “And it isn't just us. The
whole city is going to be centered. That's what they call
it. Anyway, that's what Uncle Ding—he's the old janitor
—said thismorning.Mandatory retirement for him, they
said. In one of those homes for old people. Because there
aren't enough jobs to go around for the younger ones.”

“Holy crud.”
“Will you tell Jonesie to come over, after school?

They won't let her in but just tell her to come around the
side way, throw some pebbles out of the planter on that
window and I'll open it.”

“Sure, I can do that. I'll talk tomy folks, too, and see
if they can help. I wonder how this all happened so fast?
Whole town's lined up down at the city hall.”

“UncleDing said they're giving government jobs to
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anyone who's willing to help all this get organized. The
rest have to transfer to bigger city centers as soon as they
find work. That's what all the lines are about. They have
lists of jobopenings inall thebigcities, but it's first come,
first serve. Especially if they want out before Ashbury
gets centered.”

“What the heck does that mean?”
“Turned into a temporary holding facility for

people waiting to be shipped out of state. They're going
to use theOrphan'sHomeas part of it.And JuvenileHall,
too. Because they're set up for a lot of people, already. I
heard the Mayor talking about it to Mrs. Murphy, this
morning.” She took a breath. “And the hotel, too, of
course.”

“He said that right in front of you?”
“No, he called her on the phone when she was

giving us our medications. But she's sort of hard of
hearing and had the volume turned way up.”

“Sheesh. Centered? Sounds like something out of
a science fiction movie.”

“Hud, you've got to believe me!”
“I believe you.” I had a sinking feeling in my gut I

believed her so much. “Explains why the whole town's
going bonkers out there.”

“Thank heavens you came when you did! Now...”
She turned away to pour a glass of water from a pitcher
on a nightstand andhand it to the little boy. “Jonesie's got
U.S.History this hour.Will you promise to find her even
if you're late?”

“Yeah, I have that class, too.” Jones and I had four
classes together, on account of we both have high grade
point averages.
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“Tell her it's a matter of life and death!”
It's a good thingMiz Lucinda gave me a note to get

back in school. Because by the time I'd waited in the
office down at the Orphan's Home, found the right
building the infirmary was in, then talked all that time to
Savanna (I even had to help clean up when the kid threw
up after he drank all that water. But—hey—she wasn't
feeling so good, either) the lines outside City Hall were
almost gone from outside the building.

I should have went inside and looked around but I
figured I'd go back if Jones didn't show up for history
class. Not that I was ditching her. I knew for a fact Miz
Lucindawould drive her back before she left, on account
of she said she'd watch out for her.

Like Grampy told us, that lady might be mean as a
hornet if you crossed her butwhen it camedown to it, she
was a cousin to theBoone family and a direct descendent
ofMadMaude, herself. She'd do the right thingwhen the
chips were down. She just couldn't always figure out
what the right thing was. Which is why I was not
surprised that the note she scribbled out for me was not
an office excuse, after all.

I just wish I hadn't handed it over to the Vice-
Principal before reading it.
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Chapter Six
MISSION IMPOSSIBLE

“To be a really effective spy, a man has to be endowed
with a strong spirit of self-sacrifice, courage, and self-
control, with the power of acting a part, quick at
observation and deduction, and blessed with good

health and nerve of exceptional quality.”
Sir Robert Baden-Powell

The Starlight Hotel was surrounded by soldiers. At
least, that's what it looked like when Boone and I were
headed for the hospital after school to meet with Miz
Lucinda. Anyway, that's what the note said. “Bring
Jefferson Boone to my office IMMEDIATELY after
school. And DON'T make me come looking for you!”
The only excuse I could come up with when the Vice-
Principalwanted an explanationwaswe thoughtweboth
mightbecomingdownwithmumpsand thecountynurse
wanted to have a look at us.

Something Boone did not appreciate one bit. On
account of he didn't want anything to dowith the county,
either. Especially not Miz Lucinda. Didn't matter that
they were distant cousins (both being related to Mad
Maude)becauseas far ashewasconcerned shewas some
shape-shifted version of the Wicked Witch of the West.
So, I couldn't much blame him for buzzing ahead of me
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through town every chance he got.
Personally, I was getting pretty tired of running

from one end of town to the other all day and didn't even
try tokeepup. I knewhe'd endupat thehospital nomatter
which way he went. Because if there's one thing about
Boone, he always does the right thing. He might jump
and holler and bemad about it but he never chickens out.
Even if he's scared. And I can't blame him for being
scared of Miz Lucinda, on account of she can pack a
wallop. So you can bet I wasn't in any hurry to get there,
either.

Matter of fact, I figured if he was going to act that
way he might as well be the first one through her door.
Except, by the time I got to the hotel (right across from
the hospital) Boone was standing on the corner of Main
Street, waiting for me. Practically the whole parking lot
at that hotel was filled up with Army vehicles. I guess
that's where they were setting up headquarters. At least
till the engineers came.

“So, what did your folks say about all this?” he
asked before I even stopped walking. “Mom thinks
somebody's lying. Especially after I told her what
General Philby said.”

“General Philby?”
“That's his name. He gave a big talk at the town

meeting, last night. Said we'll be getting more groceries
in the store, now. When the Army comes in the supply
lines open up better. Supposed to be new jobs for
civilians, too—what with the border fence going up and
the engineers coming in—so, maybe they decided not to
shut down Ashbury, after all.”

“Well, my folks weren't there when I got home.
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Theywerealreadygonebefore Igotup thismorning, too.
But if you ask me, they're starting to shut things down
already. Shipping out the orphans and old people first, so
they can take over those places for holding facilities.We
been centered.”

“What?”
“That's what Savanna Anders called it.”
“Whatwould she know about anything? Shewasn't

even in school today.”
“She overheardMayorBennet talking on the phone

to the secretary over there. This morning, when they
were passing out medications to the mumps victims.
Savanna's got the mumps.”

“Is thatwhere you got this idea?What'd you have to
say mumps for? Now you and me will probably have to
get vaccinated.”

“I think I already had them. It was either that or
measles.”

“Well, I didn't.”Hegaveaheavy sighand turnedhis
hat around backwards. Likewhenwewere getting ready
to do something really hard. “Come on, we better get
going or that old nurse will be in a bad mood.”

Miz Lucinda made us wait outside her office door
a long time even though nobody else was in there with
her. Seems like when you're a kid people don't think
twice about wasting your time, on account of they can't
imagine you'd have anything important going on. Boone
and I had so much going on (trying to figure out if this
waswhenwehad to start taking care of thewhole bunch)
we didn't know what to do first. That's why it came as a
real shock to us what happened next.

Miz Lucindamotioned for us to sit down in the two
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chairs in front of her desk, picked up her phone and said
“Sheryl? Hold all my calls for the next half hour,” and
plunked it down, again. “Now...” She nailed Boonewith
one of her no-nonsense glares. “Junior?Who's handling
things out at your place since Uncle Jack's gone?”

“Well, uh... my dad.”
“Your dad hasn't been here for over a year, andwho

knows when he'll get back with all this mess going on.
Any of the Corpus Christie brothers coming to stand in
till—or if—he ever does get back?”

“I don't think so.”
“Isn't your mother, I know that. Hasn't been a

woman since you-know-who. That only leaves one
person. Right?”

“Not exactly.”He tookadeepbreath, pulledhis ball
cap off, and wrung it like a dishrag.

“When's the last time you had a haircut?”
He ran a hand over his head for an answer, trying to

smooth down all those springy curls, and I could tell by
looking he just stuck his hat on instead of combing his
hair this morning. Probably stayed up reading late, same
as me. Only reason I never go to school that way is I got
three sisters that won't let me out of the house till I pass
inspection.

“Mm-hm. That's what I thought. Be just like Uncle
Jack to leave a responsibility like that to a couple of—”
WOP! She banged her fist down on a pile of papers so
hard we both jumped. “Scrawny kids!”

Boone didn't say anything, just sat there.
“Well...” She smacked the papers again, like she

made a decision. “Desperate times call for desperate
measures. So, listen here. I need to getmy boy back from
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college before he gets shipped off to who-knows-where
in all this confusion.Whole country's in an uproar, same
as us. Now, the fastest way to turn a dollar around here
is to have something everybodywants. Right now, that's
food. Good food. Understand? I need some of the stuff
out of that storehouse, and I need it quick.”

“Grampy said that stuff was to take care of the
whole bunch, after the crisis hits. Not—”

“Boy, what do you think we are in the middle of
here? Can you get it, or can't you?”

“I can't sell it, that's what I can't.”
“Don't you sass me, Junior. That grandfather of

yours was old-fashioned and we're living in the twenty-
first century, here. Whole system works on money. Not
hams and pancakes.We got family scattered all over this
country, not just in the neighborhood, anymore. People
are worth more than money. Always have been.”

Boone still didn't say anything.
“You think if you could get your dad back

tomorrow by selling a little of that food, today, you
wouldn't do it?”

“Miz—Lucinda!” I jumped to my feet before he
could answer. “That—is—not—right!”

“Sit down, and don't interrupt!” she spit the words
out at me and went back to hammering her point. “You
know you would, Junior. There's no difference between
my boy and your dad. The family's the family! Now,
what's it going to take to get this thing done? All
weekend, I'm thinking, since it's a six hour hike up that
mountain just to get there. I got it all figured out.”

She pointed a finger, then wagged it at both of us.
“You boys just signed up for the Boy Scouts. And I'm
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taking the whole troop up there—on Saturday—to work
on getting your Wilderness First Aid Badges.”

Boone sat there with his head hanging down,
twisting that ball cap till I thought he was going to rip it
in half. I knew he had all he could take and was about to
go ballistic any minute. Talking about his dad—when
Boonewas worried every day if he was going to get shot
down in his plane before he ever got home—was about
the only thing he couldn't stand even a little of.
Something toldme if I didn't do something—anything—
to draw the fire off him, he was gonna spill the beans
about every promise we ever made to Grampy. Then,
next thing you know, she'd be after the gold.

So, I jumped up, again, and hollered, “Why don't
you just punch him in the gut and get it overwith, you old
tub of—”

Who would have thought somebody that huge
couldmove so fast? She grabbed the first thing handy (it
was a stapler) and was off her feet in an instant. Which
was about as long as my nerves held out, on account of
I did not want to get clouted with that thing. And even
though Boone was closest to the door, I practically
mowed him down getting out of there.

“Six o'clockSaturdaymorning!”She called after us
down the hall. “Right here!And don'tmakeme come get
you!”

The fact it was crowded with people out in that hall
was the only thing that saved us. I guess as county nurse,
she had a reputation to think about and it wouldn't do for
anyone to seeher chasinga coupleof kidswith intentions
to do bodily harm. All I know is we didn't stop running,
or evenslowdown,untilwewerehalfwayupMainStreet
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again, right in front of Cooper's Pawn Shop.
OldMr. Cooper was the only one in town who was

still doing a booming business, on account of everybody
who needed extra cash was trading off something for it
down at his place. Boone and I hadn't been there since he
cheated on the deal we made with him for our raft last
summer, and we didn't plan on ever doing business with
him, again. Except we were totally winded by then. I
stopped and leaned my hands on my knees to catch
breath.

“Thanks, Hud.” Boone was gasping when he came
up behind me, too. “All I could see was—that old bag—
dreaming up some reason why Mom's not keeping a
good enough eye on us. Then we'd end up getting
rehabilitated, after all. Because we sure can't go back on
what we promised Grampy!”

“Well...” I stood up straight, again. “We have three
days to come up with something.”

“It better be good, after what we just did.” Then he
started laughinghis hyena laugh and, thinkingof theway
Miz Lucinda looked coming around the corner of that
desk like some runaway train.

I couldn't help laughing, too. But then the reality of
it set in. “Seriously, Boone. All I can think of is we have
to talk yourmom into taking us there, first. She's the only
adult we can trust, right now.”

“We can't sell all that food off to the highest bidder,
Hud. Grampy would roll over in his grave. Remember
what he said about that? First thing the city cousins want
to do, is sell everything off all at once. Make a whole lot
of money for a few instead of taking care of the whole
bunch.Wecannot—and Imeannot—letLucindaParker
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find out where the stash is. Because, Hud...”
He moved closer and whispered, like somebody

passing by on the street might hear. “She is way stronger
thanbothof us put together.Youknow it.And I know it.”

“Boone, if we don't come up with something better
than an out-and-out—No—we're gonna get
rehabilitated.”

He stood there and thought for a moment. “I'll see
ifMomcanmaybeswinga loan togetDennyParkerback
from college. Might be hard though because she already
spent somuchmoneygetting ready for thegrandopening
at the track on Friday.”

“Tell her I'llwork for free till next summer if shecan
do that. On account of I do not—repeat, NOT—want to
get rehabilitated. Being centered is bad enough.”

“What's up with that word, anyway? I never even
heard of it before.”

“Savanna said—”
“You can't believe everything she says.”Hemoved

over to look at the stuff in Cooper's window. “She's a
drama queen. Hey look. He's got a couple of headlamps.
We're gonna need those for the hideout.”

“Got any money?”
“A little. Do you?”
“Heck, no. I'm lucky I get lunch.”
“We'll have to make him an offer he can't refuse,

then.”
“Yougomakeone. I'mgoingover to theelementary

school to see if I can catch up with my mom. Before she
gets involved in another meeting like last night. I gotta
find out what her and Dad are thinking about all this.
Then I'll head over to the library and tell Dad about
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General Philby.Wednesday is late night, so he just takes
a sandwich and doesn't come home till 9:30.”

“Ok, I'll meet you at the library then. We still gotta
talk about the spies. Did you find anything out last
night?”

“Yeah, and it wasn't good.”
“But he survived. Right? We're looking for how to

survive. You know, the secrets.”
All of a sudden I had an overload of every bad thing

that could happen and I pretty much had enough for one
day. Not to mention I was starving. I'm always hungry
after school, nomatterwhat's going on. I even had a flash
of the graham crackers my mom kept in her classroom
for snack time with the primaries. My sisters used to
make brownies, or cookies all the time but nowadays
they only did that on somebody's birthday.

“I looked up how to make a snake trap. We can
practice that after the library.” Boonewokeme up out of
my food thoughts and we started off in opposite
directions.Thenhe turnedback andhollered. “Hey—tell
me what Sir Robert used for a last resort. So I can be
thinking about it.”

“He didn't have a last resort—” I called back. “He
got caught!”
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Chapter Seven
DRUDGE

“My mountain climbing came into use on
another occasion...”

Sir Robert Baden-Powell

There were so many adults missing from where
they should have been, that day, I was starting to think
they got abducted by aliens. Because even when I went
over to the library to seeDad, thewholeplacewasclosed.
New hours, the sign said. On late nights it wouldn't be
open in the daytime, anymore. Only at night.

Something that made me worry about him saying
howhe'dhave to start looking forworkoutof town if they
cutbackanymoreofhishours.Whenevenmyhousewas
empty (not a sister in the place), I dialed up Boone's cell
from the kitchen phone while I was making myself a
peanut butter sandwich.

He didn't even say hello, just, “Hey,where are you?
The library's closed.”

“Making a sandwich. Youwant one? If we're going
to the hideout, we better get on it. It's after four, already.
I couldn't findmy family, they all disappeared. Evenmy
sisters.”

“Momneedshelpputting thenewsignup, so they're
downhere at the track. Shewants youandme to cleanout
the go-cart garage, after that, too. It's a real mess. Gotta
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forget the hideout for today. It'll take all of us to do the
sign, so come as soon as you can. They're almost ready
to haul it up.”

By the time I got there, my sister Emily (she's
seventeen and has a driver's license) had her head stuck
out of a little blueToyota truck andwas easing it forward
real slow while Dad gave her hand signals. There was a
rope attached to the back, that was slung over a bar
between the old sign posts, and the new signwasmoving
into the spot where Hogworth's had been.

The new one said, Boone's Family Fun Park, and
had a bunch of colored lightbulbs around each letter. A
little crowd of people were watching and the first thing
I noticed was Looney Martin was there. That kid was
always running around town by himself. Getting in the
way or getting into things.

He lived over at the Orphan's Home, same as
Savanna Anders. He was a chunky, football type who
never got to play ball, just sit on the bench most of the
time. Right now he had his ball cap on backwards, just
like Boone, who was perched on top of one of the posts,
getting ready to guide the sign in. Mymomwas holding
onto a rope attached to a corner end to keep it steady, and
Miz Boone had one at the other corner.

Miz Boone hollered, “Get ready, Jeffie—here she
comes!”

That's what she called Boone, no matter who was
there to hear it.

I'll tell you right now, those two ladies are about as
opposite as it gets.Mom's alwayscolor-co-ordinatedand
dressed business-like, with her brown hair cut neat and
short for better management. On the other hand, Miz
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Boone liked to dress like some Gypsy fortune-teller.
Reading people's minds and bossing everybody around,
usually before they even got a word out. It was hard to
believe somebody that little could be that loud.

Next, she was hollering something up to Boone
about holding it steady as soon as he could reach it, so it
wouldn't crash into the pole. Like he wouldn't have
thought of that himself. Her red hair was pulled up in a
clip most of the time, and she had the kind of emerald
eyes that remind me of a cat. She was about as
unpredictable as one of those, too. Except nobody—
even Miz Boone—was dressed like they usually were,
just then.

They all looked like a bunch of bums. Every one of
themwas wearing old clothes splashed with paint. Even
my dad, who usually wore a suit and should have been at
the library, right now. They were really quiet, too. But
probably because they couldn't get a word in with Miz
Boone yelling so much. Didn't matter if she was mad or
happy, she yelled both ways. I set the sack with Boone's
sandwich next to the ticket booth, and headed over.

“Hey, Hud!” Looney hollered when he saw me
coming. “Are you gonna climb up the other pole?”

“If I have to, I guess.” Like I say, heights is not one
of my favorite things. But it looked like there was a
ladder with a walkway running along the back part of it.
Probably so you could change the lightbulbs when you
needed to.

“We'll wait for you, son,”Dad saidwithout looking
back atme. He even had an old fishing hat onwith hooks
and flies stuck all over it, and he never wore hats.
“Should slip in easy if we all work together and take our
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time. Ladies? Pull a littlemore tension on those lines and
watch out for that breeze that's picking up.”

“Be careful on the ladder, Will,” Mom called out
like I was seven instead of thirteen. It's a good thing she
didn't know the kind of work Grampy had us doing, last
summer.

Climbingupdidn't botherme toomuch.Onaccount
of Iwasbusy thinkinghowall thiswas starting to feel like
getting stuck inside a horror movie. There were my
parents (who I just spent half an hour looking for), down
here at Hogworth's—I mean, Boone's Family Fun Park
—in those grubby painting clothes instead of doing their
regular jobs. Everything felt so weird I wouldn't have
been surprised if my dad jumped into one of those go-
carts all of a sudden and started speeding around the
track. It would just prove the whole world was going
berserk.

The beginning of the end.
Hewas supposed to be opening up the library, right

now. Not down here at the Fun Park. Then I started
worrying he maybe got fired. Except he looked sort of
relaxed and enjoying himself, so I knew it couldn't be
that. Not yet, anyway. Then I had another awful thought.
Iwondered if he believedwhatGeneral Philby said at the
townmeeting, andwent andquit the library.Maybe even
took one of those out of town government jobs
everybody was scrambling for. All before I got a chance
to warn him about the whole big lie.

I got such a horrible feeling in my gut about that, I
just had to know. “Hey, Dad!” I called down before I
even finished climbing up the ladder. “Aren't you
supposed to be over at the—”
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“Heads up, Hudson!” Boone hollered at me.
But it was about two seconds too late. The corner of

the sign bumped into me on its way up, and knocked my
feet off the ladder. Everybody screamed but me. But by
that time I already had hold of the edge of the walkway,
and swungmy feet back onto the ladder two rungs down.
Climbing up and down mesas, and in and out of mine
tunnels last summer must have improved my
coordination. Ten minutes later the sign slipped into the
groove theway itwas supposed to, andBoone and Iwere
putting the screws back in to hold it there.

It wasn't until wewere about to come down—when
I was looking over the track and noticing all the changes
from up there—I actually figured out what Miz Boone
hadbeenup to all this time.Therewere a bunchof booths
along one side (painted bright colors, like the spatters
over everybody's paint clothes), sort of like the fairway
at a carnival. From what I could see they had the names
of about six businesses in town that were shut down,
already.

One was Three P's Pizza (where she used to work),
and I could almost imagine I smelled pizza coming from
in there. Later, I found out there was. The others were
Mad Maude's Ice Cream (with a painting next to the
words that looked like a blown up snapshot of Miz
Lucinda), and Cactus Jack's Coffee Shack (with a
cartoon picture of Grampy—it had to be him).

At the other end there were a few attractions. The
biggest was a House of Mirrors, then one of those little
kid's Air Castle things (with a load of colored balls in it),
and finally a small blue and white striped circus tent
without any sign, yet. So I didn't knowwhatwas in there.
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I found out later she got all that stuff from an old
carnival that went bust. Except for the bleachers (they
came from the school district) thatwere set up for people
to watch all kinds of midget races from. Decorated with
checkered flags and everything. The track had a white
line at one end that saidSTARTonone side, andFINISH
on the other. There were still going to be go-cart rides—
real cheap, in fact. That's how she was going to draw in
the kids. But only for a couple hours every day.
Everything else would be shows and attractions. That's
where the real money would come from.

I bet plenty of people would come to it, too. On
account of it was the only entertainment left in town. For
kids, anyway. Something I could have got real excited
about, myself, if times had been different. As it was,
Booneand Iwere stuckon thedrudgeendof thebusiness.
We started working that night, and then every day after.
Almostwearing ourselves out trying to turnMizBoone's
ideas into some new kind of reality.

I'll tell you right now, she had about two new ideas
every day. Like turning the back half of the lot into a
miniature golf course (with a ghost town theme). And
while the adults involved stayed busy with their booth-
businesses,Boone and I got stuckwithpainting, digging,
and generally cleaning up around the whole place.
Nothing but drudgework, really. Except for the go-carts.
We got in on a little of that fun because she let us be in
total charge of the vehicles. Even the races.

So, even though we did not see one red cent of pay
for all that drudging, hismomwrote it down in the books
every week how much our part of the business was
earning. Or costing. Like for gas, oil, and any spare parts
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the vehicles needed. Along with wages (really low
wages) for extra kidswe had to hire. To tell you the truth,
I didn'tmind toomuch. I alreadyhada tasteworkingwith
Grampy last summer of how good hard work can make
you feel. I'd rather be working than hanging around,
anyway.

ThewholeBoone family alwaysworked like slaves
but they treatedyouwith respect andpaidgoodwages for
whatever youwere working for. OK, somost of the time
you didn't get a choice aboutwhat youwereworking for.
But you'd get a fair share just the same. Maybe not until
college. But it still belonged to you. That is, unless you
did likeBoone andme, and trade it off for something else
you wanted (like bringing the Rhino back from Padre
Gordo, so we could go there anytimewewanted).Might
as well figure it was gonna cost a high dollar to get it,
though.

That's how things were the first week soldiers
started rolling into Ashbury. You could still prettymuch
tell who was us, and who was them. Everybody was
excited about good food andmoremoney coming in, and
—after times being hard for so long—everybody was
still friendly and talking to each other. Because it took a
while for things to get totally out of control.

The adults never even saw what was coming.
That's because most of them flat out refused to

believe what they saw.
I would even go so far as to say parents as smart as

mine were the worst of all. Because any time we told
themstraight outwhatwashappening, theycouldalways
think up some logical explanation for it. Not to mention
they had a little money left in the bank. Along with the
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idea they could still do anything they wanted with it.
Now that I think back on it, that night the sign went

up at Boone's Family Fun Park, wasn't only the best time
we had in months, it was the last we had, too. It was sort
of a celebration for the staff before the big Grand
Opening on Friday night. Everybody there (except for
Looney) either ranabooth, orwashelpingMizBoone fix
things up.We even had pizza. I didn't hang around for all
of it, though.

As soonasBooneand I finishedcleaningout thego-
cart garage (and checking outwhich vehiclesmight have
enough power to make it all the way to Padre Gordo), I
decided towalk over to the librarywithDad. On account
of he had to close up after the volunteers left. The other
library workers were volunteers, now. Old people,
mostly. Anyway, I figured between there and home,was
the only chance I might get for us to talk alone.

It was dark by the time we headed over. He was in
a great mood and it was one of those amazing nights in
the fall, when it isn't too cold, yet, and you can still catch
the smell of sage coming off the desert from here. I love
the desert. It's the most amazing place I have ever been
and I just plain don't want to leave it. Maybe even never.

But especially not now. So, when he started asking
me about my day, I didn't want to waste time with small
stuff. I had to get a grip, though. Because I sure couldn't
pop off with, “Dad—General Philby is a big fat liar!”
right off the bat. Sheesh.

So, instead, I said, “Dad, would it be breaking your
parole not to show up at an appointment some crooked
county person made for you?”

Way wrong choice.
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Chapter Eight
READY OR NOT

“Spies are like ghosts—people seem to have had a
general feeling that there might be such things, but
they did not at the same time believe in them—because

they never saw them, and seldom
met anyone who had.”

Sir Robert Baden-Powell

While Iwas busy spilling the beans tomydad about
everything I'd been doing for the last two days, andwhat
all I was worried about (hey, when it's the end of the
world almost everything you believe takes a nose-dive),
Boone was doing the exact same thing over at his house.
I wish I would have known that. Then I could have just
stuck with telling Dad about General Philby instead of
the Miz Lucinda thing.

If anyone could figure out what to do about her it
was Boone's mom.

Now, Dad and I couldn't get past that subject.
I totally forgot he had no idea what was going on

between her and me (starting all the way back to last
summer), and he was shocked. I knew because he said,
“William!” in a sort of amazed whisper—like he can't
believe I would be involved with something like that.

I gotta admit that alwaysmakesme feel like I'd give
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anything if only I wasn't. He never gets angry the way
most people do. Just disappointed. But I'll tell you, I'd
rather get clouted than have my dad that disappointed in
me. Anyway, there we were, sitting in a couple of chairs
in the reading room of the empty library.

Libraries are kind of spooky when nobody's in
them. Especially the dark quiet places where the
comfortable chairs are. But neither of us wanted to go
home till we got this thing settled. I guess we were both
trying to make sense out of what the other one was
saying. And even though I loveDadwith everything I've
got (people say I'm a laser copy of him, except I don't
have anygraywings inmybrownhair), I sure can't figure
him out most of the time. It's not like Mom, when I
already know what she's going to say to almost
everything.

“They have a Boy Scout troop in this town?” He
asked like Helm's was having a sale on donuts instead of
tellingmewhat I should do about the county nurse trying
to kidnap me.

“They don't. She's just making it up.”
“Son, I'm having a hard time not thinking the same

thing about you at the moment.”
“Dad, you've gotta believe me!”
“Whywould someone whowas trying to do a good

turn for the young people of this town be lying about it?
It's a volunteer position. Even if she changes her mind
she just has to say so. It happens all the time. People don't
realize how much work goes into being a troop leader.
There's no reason to lie about it.”

“Dad.”
“There's no logical reason for her to lie.”
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“There was no reason for her to get me in trouble
with the Vice-Principal today, either, but she did.”

“William!” It was the unbelievable whisper thing
again, and this time he shook his head as if this wasn't
working. “You have never had these kind of behavior
problems before.”

Uh-oh.That'swhathe saidbefore Igotgrounded for
something. So, I figured I better change the subject. “I
don't mean to, Dad. Seriously. It's just that everything's
going totally crazy around here!”

“Things are just changing too fast. All of us feel
uncomfortable about that, Hud.”

Dad's the only one in my family that calls me what
I'd rather (at least sometimes), and I felt a little better just
hearing it. So, I tried, again. “I looked all over town for
you and Mom, today. How was I supposed to know you
were over working for Miz Boone? I thought you quit
your job, or something.”

“Haven't we been talking about helping out if she
needsus?Today sheneededus.And I'msureoneof these
days, we'll be needing her, again, too. It's howpeople are
in hard times. They help each other. You know that. So,
you better tell me what's really bothering you.”

“OK, I will.” I took a deep breath. “It's about all
these soldiers coming here—shipping the orphan kids
and old people off—and turningAshbury into somekind
of—of—holding facility for World War Three!”

“What?”
“And I am totally—and I mean TOTALLY—

worried what's gonna happen if I have to get
rehabilitated. Like it might frymy brain!Maybe turnme
into a zombie, or something.”
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“For heaven sake,William—youmust bewatching
entirely too much TV.”

“No, I've just beenwatchingwhat's goingonaround
this town the last two days. You know what Boone and
I overheard at Little Heely Mesa, yesterday, Dad? We
heardGeneral Philby and some other soldier-guy say the
Army's gonna shut down the whole TOWN!Gonna be a
ghost town, just like Mom said! He says they can't trust
the locals, too. He's a liar, Dad—a big fat liar!”

I was so upset, I couldn't stay in my chair anymore.
So, I popped up like a jack-in-the-box somebodywound
past the release and started to pace back and forth. I
couldn't help it. I had to do something or I seriously think
I might have busted out bawling. Like that pre-schooler
named Jimmy, back at the orphan's home, today.

“William!” By that time, the look on his face was
about as shocked as it could get. “Son!” He leaned
forward in the chair (it was one of those wide low ones,
so his knees were practically up to his chin. “The only
reason I'm not grounding you for talking that way—is I
think you actually believe all that.”

“I dobelieve it!Didyousee those linesdownatCity
Hall, today? Everybody's scrambling for government
jobs while they can still pick where they want to go. On
account of nobody wants to hang around here, anymore.
We been centered! I'm telling you, Ashbury is toast!”

“All right. Try to calm down.”
“It's the end of the world!”
“William Hudson!”
I flopped back into my chair, with my eyes closed,

and tried to take somedeepbreaths.Holycrud. Itwas like
the lid just popped off my fear factor and I was seriously
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close to a melt-down, all of a sudden. But now Dad was
out of his chair and I could hear him walking back and
forth for a minute.

Thinking.
“Let me try and explain it to you,” he finally said.

“You're absolutely right about us being in serious times.
We're pulling back our troops in a lot of arenas, and
securing all our borders. Because things are hard
everywhere.We'vegot somanypeopleoutofwork, right
now, it's like theGreatDepressionall over, again.Doyou
remember two weeks, ago, when the president had to
declare a national emergency?”

Itwasn't the kindof question that needed an answer,
so I didn't.

“Well, that's what's going on here. In order for the
government to get better organized to help everyone, we
need to have a more central way of doing it. Smaller
towns will be overseen by larger cities that are most
equipped to handle specific needs. That's all they mean
by this centering talk. It's simply the fastest way for our
soldiers—who are the largest,mostwell organized force
in the world—to get that massive job done. You see?”

I did not see.
“Of course, it will take time. And in the meantime,

there will be more jobs for those of us who need to stay
and fulfill contracts we already have with the
government. As well as come alongside to help the
militarywheneverwecan.So, you see, it really is best for
everyone, all the way around. Sort of a mass helping of
each other, instead of each town standing on its own.
That's all it is, Hud.”

“Except for the orphans and old people.”
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“Son, ever since the food crisis, the orphanage and
senior center have been having the hardest time taking
care of their people. Especially during these last few
months. Without shipping them out, it would take too
many weeks to get government subsidies in place for
them in time. Then doing the same thing over and over
—in the thousands of similar establishments throughout
this entire country—could generate a problem of
nightmare proportions. And it would take money we
simply do not have. So, shipping them off to the largest,
most organized facilities is only logical.”

“But General Philby said they were going to shut
down the whole town.”

“The town asweknow it. They still plan on keeping
it as a patrol base, since it's so close to the border. It was
probably just a phrase he used. But I'm sure what he
meant was directly in line with the overall plan of
centralizing all the cities and towns across the country.
Let's try to remember all this can't be easy for him, either.
He's in charge of thousands of people. Not just
Ashbury.”

After that, I heard him sit down, again.
Which probably would have been a good time for

me to say, “Oh, yeah. Now, I get it.” and slip out of there
without losing any privileges Imight need next week for
taking care of thewhole bunch. Only I couldn't. Because
all I could think about was how Savanna Anders was
counting on me to get some adult help for all of them
before it was too late. And how that little Jimmy kid kept
bawling every time she got upset. Like he was some
mirror image of whatever she was feeling. They felt the
sameway aboutmoving off from their friends as Iwould
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moving away from Boone.
To tell you the truth, I really didn't care how logical

my dad said it was. It wasn't fair. In fact, I was seriously
thinking it wasn't even right. But I was way not going to
get into that kind of discussion with him just then. On
account of I have never in my life been able to out-talk
my dad. Not to mention it was after ten o'clock and I felt
like some of the times Grampymade Boone andme pull
an all-nighter. Working our tails off trying to get away
from the county people.

I guess you could say I felt like we were being
chased all over, again. Only this time, even our own
families weren't going to help us. I got a lump in my
throat thinking about that. But I guess it was because I
was tired from moving all that heavy stuff around in the
go-cart garage. Which is probably the only reason I had
one of those thoughts that goes right out your mouth
without being approved first by your brain.

“Dad? If I could prove to you they're all
lying...would you at least try and help the orphans?”

“Well, of course, I would.” Then he smiled.
I gotta say when my dad smiles at me, there's

nothing—and I mean nothing—I wouldn't do for him
right then. No matter what. Which I do not understand
and I'm not even going to try to explain. I only know—
at that very moment—I made up my mind that getting
him to believe mewas the only hope for the orphans and
old people in Ashbury.

The whole bunch.
OK. I admit it. For Savanna, Little Jimmy, and

Uncle Ding. Because—man—I had already felt their
feelings. I knew how sad and scared they were because
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I felt that way myself, this morning. And even though I
didn't know Uncle Ding (what kind of name was that?)
personally, I didn't have to. I had known Grampy.

Which is why I knew, first hand, what it was like to
love somebody you weren't related to. Just thinking
about all that stuff, right then, is what made me so
determined to dowhatever it took to get Dad on our side.
Becausekids can't do this kindof stuff on their own. I had
to get him on their side the same way he was already on
mine. And I knew—all of a sudden—there was only one
way to do that.

I had to become a spy.
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Chapter Nine
PLAN A

“I went armed with most effective weapons for the
purpose, which have served me well in many a
similar campaign. I took a sketch-book, in
which were numerous pictures--some
finished, others only partly done...”

Sir Robert Baden-Powell

We had one day left until the Grand Opening, and
two days beforeMiz Lucinda expected us to show up for
the fake scout trip. Boone and I didn't have a lot of time
to talk before school, on account ofmost days it's all I can
do to get there on time.We only have one class together,
too (PE at the end of the day), so,we're luckywe even get
a few words before the first bell rings.

Today, it wasme asking, “Any progress on theMiz
Lucinda thing?” while I was getting science and history
stuff out of my locker.

“Yep.” Boone was in a great mood. Like half the
weight of the world got knocked off his shoulder. “Next
timemy dad calls,Mom's gonna find out if she canmake
her an offer she can't refuse!”

Which made me feel a whole lot better all of a
sudden, too. Except for one thing. “Butwhat if he doesn't
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call, today? Or, tomorrow, even. Saturday's still on its
way whether we like it, or not. And that lady can make
a way lot of trouble for us.”

“We'll just have to come up with a diversion. Say
we got the mumps or something.”

“Boone, she's the county nurse. She's not gonna fall
for that.”

“Something else then. We still have two days.”
We started walking to the end of the hall, where we

had to split off to opposite classrooms, when another
thought came tome. “Hey, howcomeyounever askyour
dad anything we need to knowwhen he calls? That way,
he could give youpermission to go toPadreGordo—like
you said—so you wouldn't even have to ask your mom.
You talk to him, don't you?”

“Well, sure. But it's only kid stuff. I can't talk
anything serious on account of the line's not secure.
Besides that, Mom's always there.”

Which did notmake sense tome.Becausewhat's so
dangerous about asking if it was time to start passing out
the ham and pancakes, yet? Anyone who overheard
would just think you were having someone over for
breakfast.His dadwouldget thepoint and thenonlyhave
to say yes—or, no—for us to know the right answer.
Something about this didn't make sense.

Then I started to wonder if Boone even still had a
dad.

Like maybe he got shot down in his plane a long
time ago, and Boone just flat-out refused to believe it. I
could totallypicture that happeningwithhim,onaccount
of he's so emotional. Man, he even makes me that way,
sometimes. Then there's the thing with his mom taking
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care of everything, never wanting to bother his dad with
domestic stuff while he's over fighting the wars. Always
the same excuse.

Boone punched me in the arm (like he knew I was
drifting) and said, “We'll come up with something.”
before taking off down the hall.

A fewminutes later, I was already through the door
to science class before I realized I never picked up those
survey questions I promised Jones I would get fromMiz
Lucinda's office, yesterday. On account of we left there
in too much of a hurry. But I didn't want to tell her that.
I made a big deal about how I would handle it, so she
could go straight to the Orphan's Home, after school.

Sheesh.
I knew those things were important but I wasn't

about to go looking for Miz Lucinda before Saturday—
and especially not by myself. Which is why I breathed a
sigh of reliefwhen I saw Joneswasn't at our table, yet.At
least I'd have a little time to think of something to tell her.
Meanwhile, I sure couldn't go ahead and work on the
project alone when I didn't even know what it was.

I'd have to get busy on something, though, or I'd
have Miz Brawley on my tail. During stuff like this, she
just walks around and looks over everybody's shoulder.
Sort of like a hawk. Which is why I flipped over to the
sketches section ofmynotebook, and startedworking on
a half-finished drawing of a rocket instrument panel
when she passed by.

“William, do you know where Isabella is, today?”
“Not really. I hope she didn't catch themumps from

Savanna Anders, though. 'Cause I can't do this whole
thing by myself.”
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“What exactly are you doing there?”
“I'm, um... well, it's... a sketch of the answer

machine. Its inner parts, that is. See this right here?” I
pointed to a place with the tip of my blue pencil. “That's
where you put the questions in. And this part over here...
is where—”

A door slammed.
“Oh, there she is,” said Miz Brawley.
Jones did not look good. In fact, she looked like she

slept in her clothes, didn't comb her hair this morning,
and was about to bawl any minute. Something was
seriously wrong. Which is why I figured I better run
some interference before the next thing anyone said to
her caused a meltdown.

“How did the survey go, yesterday?” Miz Brawley
asked before she even sat down.

“Really great,” I answered for her and closed my
notebook with a loud thump. “We just need to hit a few
more places, then we'll be ready to start imputing all the
data. Right, Jones?”

She made an effort at clearing her throat and
pushing up her glasses, but that was about as far as it got.

“I'll get the passes, this time.” I stood up and started
toward the teacher's desk, but Miz Brawley wasn't
buying it.

“Child...” She put a hand under Jones' chin and
stared at her face. “It looks to me like you have a fever.
I know you'd like to work on this but the best place for
you is at home.”

“I... I'm really not feeling well, Mrs. Brawley,”
Jones answered. “Nobody's home to come get me,
though. So can I just sit in the office for a while and let
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Hudson finish up the surveys?”
Oh, holy crud.
Now, she cleared her throat and pushed up her

glasses. “I'm sure I'll feel better after a while.”
“Well...” Mrs. Brawley really was pretty decent as

long as you didn't fool around when she was talking.
“We'll give it a try. William? Get your things and I'll
write you a pass.”

By the time Iwaited formine (Jones got hers, first),
I had it figured out what I was going to do. I decided to
forget about the ones over atMizLucinda's office and hit
the post office, instead. Just collect a bunch of new ones,
and nobody would even know the difference. Which
made me feel a lot better about everything. Sheesh. I
seriously had to get my stress quotient down a couple of
notches or I could end up being a basket-case before
Saturday even got here.

Two days until Saturday.
Iwas thinkingabout all thatwhenJonesgrabbedme

by the arm, just outside the door. I guess shewaswaiting
for me.

“I need your help, Hudson.” She started toward the
office in a total rush, pulling me along with her. “It's a
matter of life and death!”

It was the same phrase Savanna used, yesterday,
and I knew the twoof themhad comeupwith something.
I hoped it included a trustworthy adult who could lend a
hand, though, so wewouldn't be all on our ownwith this
thing. Because if I was a cat with nine lives, I figured I
only had about half a one leftwhen it came to getting into
some serious trouble with all this.

“What do you want me to do?” I asked.
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“I need you to knock over three water coolers right
when I'm asking for schedules to collect homework for
sick students.”

“What? Holy crud, Jones— I'd get kicked out of
school if I did something like that. They might even
decide to rehabilitate me!”

“Puh-leeze—youhave to! It's the onlyway I canget
all these homework assignments without causing
suspicion! The office ladies will be so focused on you,
they'll just hand them over automatically.”

“That's not all they'll hand over automatically. No
kidding. You better tell me what you're trying to do, so
we can maybe come up with a Plan B. Seriously.”

Which I guess was the way wrong thing to say.
Because she just grabbed her head, busted out crying,
andwent into a sort of meltdown all of a sudden. I mean,
if I hadn't seen my sisters do the same kind of thing a
bajillion times whenever they had more than they could
take, I wouldn't have known what to do.

Instead, I said, “OK, OK.” Then steered her over to
the nearest bench (there was one next to the restrooms),
sat her down there, and gave her a minute. Meanwhile I
was trying to think of something more realistic than
tearing the place up. I mean, there could be serious
repercussions from that. Not to mention my dad would
ground me till I was thirty, no matter what he thought I
believed. That's just how it is in our family.

Jones pulled a crumpled up tissue out of her jacket
pocket and blewher nose. “Sorry, I couldn't helpmyself.
It's all just so awful! Savvy's my best friend since I can
remember—I don't know what I'd do without her!”

“So, what's to be suspicious of? The office always
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hands out schedules to take schoolwork home to sick
kids. It's no big deal. But I really don't see how keeping
everybody up on their homework is going to help this
situation much.” I could have added that it wasn't worth
sacrificingmyself for, either, but I didn't say that part out
loud.

“Because I don't just need one, I need eight. Two
fromthehigh school,Three fromhere, and three fromthe
elementary. The problem is, five of those kids don't
really have the mumps.” She hiccuped, then blew her
nose, again. “But it's the only way I could think of to get
themon thewait list insteadof being transferredout right
away. None of the mumps kids can go anywhere until
they're over it. Anyway, after that, I figure I have less
than a week to find a place to hide all of them.”

“Are you kidding me? How are you going to hide
eight orphans? The whole town will be out looking for
them. Maybe even the Army.”

“Do you have a better idea?”
“With a littlemore time I'mpretty sure I could come

up with one. What's the big rush? I thought—except for
families that transfer out early because of jobs
somewhere else, they were going to let everyone hang
around till school's out.”

“Everyone but orphans and seniors. That's what
Savvy heard. They finished out-processing their high
school students, yesterday, and they'll be leaving in five
days.”

“Five days? Holy crud. I was going to recruit some
adults to help, but there isn't enough time for that, now.
Last night when I talked to my dad, he said he thought
that was the best thing for everybody. It's gonna take
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some real convincing to change his mind about that. In
fact, I'd saywemight evenbe totally onour ownwith this
thing. Know what I mean?”

“Not really. I knowI can't just sit here andwatchmy
best friend and her family get split up and shipped off to
—I don't even know where.”

“Orphans don't have families, Jones. That's their
whole problem.”

“Their family is each other, Hudson. Some of them
have been there all their lives. Now, are you going to
help, or—”

“What are you two kids doing out here?”
Sheesh, it was one of the security guards. He came

up behind me so quiet I never heard a thing. But before
I could think up something logical to say, Jones pushed
open the swinging lid on the trash can, next to the bench
and vomited. At least, that's what it sounded like.

“Nevermind,” said the guard, and walked on past
us.

“Maybe you should just head for the nurse's office
and I'll try to come up with something.” I suggested.

She straightened up and looked at me. “You don't
think I'm really sick, do you? I'm just pretending.”

“Well, you can't pretend a fever.”
She reached into her red briefcase, and pulled out a

heating pad,with a cord. “ Fiveminuteswith this on your
face, andyouget a fever that lasts for tenminutes.Maybe
even fifteen. There's a plug-in in the restroom. I'm not
usually so deceptive—my parents would be terribly
disappointed in me if they knew about this. I just didn't
know what else to do.”

Which, to tell you the truth, made me feel like
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something of a wimp. Because while most everybody
else was still in the talking-about-it-phase, this girl was
already doing something. And not just to save herself,
either. She was out there. Putting herself on the line.

“Well...” I took a deep breath and tried to steadymy
nerves. “Let's go knock over some water coolers, then,
and get this thing over with.”
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Chapter Ten
FIRST ASSIGNMENT

“I flogged the water... with an impossible fly,
just to keep the man's attention from

my real work...”
Sir Robert Baden-Powell

Once I made the decision to help Jones with her
plan, I got an idea. I wouldn't knock over the water
coolers unless I absolutely had to. I mean, why all the
drama? There were a couple of other things I could try
first. According to Sir Robert's spy book, one of the best
decoys for any assignment was to have some specific
(and innocent) reason why you are wandering around
enemy territory in the first place.

I had a good reason right in my hand, already. A
legitimate one. I could just hand out surveys to the office
ladies, so theywould be filling themoutwhile Joneswas
getting the student schedules. I even had my pass from
Miz Brawley to back me up on that. And with three
school offices to visit, I might not even have to go to the
post office tomake up for the surveys I forgot to get from
the hospital, yesterday.

OK, so I could do this.
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I started by standing behind Jones a couple seconds
(like I was waiting in line), then as soon as she asked for
the schedules, I interrupted and said, “Hey, could you fill
out this survey when you get done? It's for the science
fair.”Then shovedone across the counter at the ladywho
was helping her. But before she had time to answer, I
headed over to the next lady who was doing something
on a computer a few feet away.

“Excuse me, ma'am. I'm doing a survey for my
science project. Would you mind filling one out, too? It
will only take a minute.”

“I suppose I could spare aminute.” That one smiled
and came over to the counter. She was a nice lady with
frizzy blonde hair (somebody's mother, probably) who
only worked there part time. “What kind of science
project is it?”

The question caught me off-guard, because I still
didn't know exactly what our project was. So, I had to
make something up. “It's a... personalized answer
machine, ma'am. Not one stuffed with those generic
answers you get off the Internet. Even though those do
come in handy most of the time.”

“How does it work?”
“Well, it's this... booth you go into, see...sort of like

a voting booth.Where you canwrite your question down
in private. Then you drop it into a slot that feeds it into
a...uh... cataleptic analyzer.”

She slid the paper back to me (there were only four
easy questions on it) then leaned her forearms on the
counter. Her eyes twinkled like she didn't really believe
me but was enjoying the break. “Sounds fascinating.
Then what?”
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“Then it, um... gets processed through a micro-
sifter that's based on the projected findings of the general
survey. Which is... uh...color-coded to the... uh...
Bonhoffman Personality Formulas.”

Jones looked over and rolled her eyes at me, and in
that very same second, her office lady said, “Five
students at the Orphan's Home have mumps? That
sounds like an epidemic. I wonder if I shouldn't report
that to the Department of Health before it gets out of
hand. I didn't know mumps were a problem, anymore.”

She started over toward a phone, and Jones looked
about to faint.

So, I hollered, “Owww!” loud enough to make the
lady in front ofme jump, and everybody else in the room
stop what they were doing and look over. I dropped my
clipboard and grabbed my throat. “Oh—owww! I just
got a shooting pain right in my—are mumps catching?”

“Only if you haven't been vaccinated and get
exposed,” my lady answered, looking worried all of a
sudden.

“I've been exposed! I sit right next to her in science
class—” I pointed at Jones. “Her best friend has it!Oww
—there it goes, again—I need some water!”

I bolted for the water cooler at the end of the room.
About then, the Principal stuck his half-bald head out of
an office door andwanted to knowwhat was going on in
there.

Holy crud. I hoped I wouldn't have to knock the
bottle off the cooler with him standing around. I'd need
awaygood reason to do that or they'd callmyparents. So
I grabbed a cup out of the dispenser, gulped some water
down, then pretended to shoo away a pesky fly. They all
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stared at me for a few seconds, then the phone lady sat
down at the desk instead of calling anybody and started
tapping something into her computer.

“I'mOK, now.” I rubbedmy throat and looked over
at the Principal. “Probably just a false alarm.”

He didn't answer, just gave me a look like I better
quit fooling around, then went back into his office. I
filled my cup up, again. In a minute, I heard the whir of
amachine, andknew the scheduleswere starting to print.
I waved my imaginary fly off, squashed my cup, and
popped it into the trash can. When Jones had the
schedules and headed for the door, I picked up my
clipboard and survey, rubbedmy throat one last time and
mumbled how maybe I shouldn't collect any more
surveys until I found out if I had the mumps, or not. In
case I was a carrier or something.

Outside, Jones was waiting for me.
“That was close!” She handed me one of the

schedules. “Will you do Looney's? We can get these
done faster if we split up. Then we can head over to
elementary.”

“OK.But on theway you better explainmore of the
project to me, so I don't have to sound like an idiot every
time I tell somebody about it.”

“Well, you don't go into a voting booth and I didn't
use the Bonhoffman Personality Formulas. I don't even
know what those are.”

“There's no such thing. I just made that up.”
We collected the schedules at the other offices with

no problems. I guess because we only had a couple to do
in each one, and partly because there really was an
epidemic of mumps in our town. Well not exactly an
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epidemic. Counting our three legitimate ones over at the
Ashbury Home For Orphans, there were about six.

Walking back and forth between the classrooms to
get all those assignments for the next twoweeks gaveme
time to find out the plan Jones had come up with to save
the orphans. She didn't have one past hiding out in one of
the cottage basements during school hours for the next
couple of days while she looked for somewhere more
permanent for the kids to stay. Turns out there weren't a
lot of places for that to happen.

Most of the adults (including her parents, who both
taught in the high school) agreed it was best for them to
get shippedoff toplaces thatwerebetter equipped to take
care of them. But the real reason was because they were
the “unwantables.” Don't bother looking that word up,
either, since I made that up, too.

See, people don't usually mind lending a hand with
littlekidswhocan't takecareof themselves, or evenolder
ones who are practically adults, already. But nobody
seems to want the half-grown kind that are caught in the
middle. Especially during hard times like these. It's a
situation I wouldn't wish on anybody, on account of I
know first-hand how hard it is to figure things out when
you're a kid even when you have a family that loves you
a lot.

And even though I was trying to help out any way
I could with this deal, I really didn't see how they could
even begin to pull it off. Something I think even Jones
was starting to realize by the timewewere heading back
to science class about five minutes before the bell rang.
I could tell because she didn't look much better than
when she first came to class and it had been a way long
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time since she used that heating pad trick this morning.
“Hey, Jones. Do you think those kids would still

want to stay if it turnsout nobody in townwants themand
they'd have to hide out like outlaws the whole time?”

“I know they would! They'd have each other
wouldn't they? And they'd have us to help them. But I
can't thinkof aplacewhere theywouldn't be spotted right
away, since almost everybody knows everybody around
here.” She sighed and pushed her glasses up. “There's
supposed to be hundredsmore people coming inwith the
Army and transients, though. It actually might be easier
then. If they can hold out that long.”

“OK, then I think I know of a place thatmight work
but I'd have to talk to the people who own it, first.” By
that time, we were at the door to our class and both
stopped there.

“You do?” She looked up at me like I just pulled a
rabbit out of my hat at a magic show, or something.

“Yeah, but don't get too excited because theymight
not go for it.” Which didn't change her expression a bit,
so Iopened thedoor just tohave something todo.Sheesh.
You'd have thought I said I'd handle the whole thing.

Miz Brawley was writing on the whiteboard and
talking when we went in, so we just sat down at our
worktable. “Which still leaves Looney Martin, who is
absent, today, and...” She looked around the room for a
few seconds. “Oh, yes. Isabella Jones and William
Hudson.” She turned back towrite our names in a box up
there. “You two can set your answer machine project up
in the south corner forward.Will you be needing a table,
Isabella?”

“No, ma'am,” said Jones. “It's sort of like a... a
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voting booth. So, a corner will work just fine.”
“All right, then. First class demonstrations will be

a week from this Friday, and you two are number...” She
ran a finger downa list shewas holding in her other hand.
“Number three. Thatwould be at nine oh five.Make sure
you have your introductory handouts ready to pass
around for student comments by then, as well.
Remember, class...” She lookedat all of us just as thebell
rang. “One quarter of your grade for this project will
come from student evaluations. You're dismissed. See
everyone tomorrow.”

The classroom erupted in a buzz of chairs scraping
the floor and kids talking. But not loud enough to cover
up Miz Brawley's voice over the top of them. “Isabella
and William, would you see me at my desk, please?”
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Chapter Eleven
THE SPY

“Our erratic procedure naturally
invited investigation...”

Sir Robert Baden-Powell

With only one day before the grand opening of
Boone's Family Fun Park, it was pretty obvious Boone
and I weren't going to have any more free time except
maybe an hour or two on weekends. At least not till
things were running smooth around there. Meanwhile,
we had two time-bombs ticking away between the
orphans being shipped off and Miz Lucinda wanting to
get her hands on all Grampy's supplies.

Imean,whenyou've got stuff like that hangingover
your head it's pretty hard to get excited about go-cart
races and track meets. Which is why my mind wasn't
exactly on the relay race, during PE,whenBoone started
talking about setting up a snake trap after school. What
was he thinking? We were in the middle of two life-or-
death situations and he still had his mind on snake traps.

“Are you kidding me? It would take at least two
hours to hike all that way out there and back.” I glanced
over my shoulder where he was standing behind me in
the relay line. “Yourmomwould kill us ifwedidn't show
up at the track right after—”
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“Go, Hudson—you're next!” He told me the same
instant the relay stick hit me in the gut because I wasn't
watching for the handoff.

Which is why I was short on wind before I even
started my run. I could have recovered—not to brag, but
I'm a pretty good runner—except I saw something at the
bottom of the fence at the turn around point that cost me
another couple seconds. It was Looney Martin's face
peeking out from behind a dumpster on the other side.

“Man—what are you doing here?” I gasped.
“You're supposed to be hiding out today!”

“I am hiding.”
The rest of my team started yelling at me, so I had

to run backwithout saying anything else. But by the time
I got close enough to hand off to Boone, I had already
passed the other team's runner on his way out. Which
would have bothered me any other time, except—
compared towhat had gone on the last twenty-four hours
—didn't even phase me.

“You just lost us the run, Hudson!” somebody
yelled.

“So,put it onmybill. I'mhavingabadday.” I leaned
over and rubbed my side where the baton hit me.

I expected a bunch more flack from everybody but
got a dead silence, instead. Like they could relate.Which
made me figure they maybe were worried about what
was happening aroundhere, too.Weallwere. I knewone
thing, though. Helping Looney Martin was going to be
impossible if he didn't even know enough to do what he
was told during an emergency. I guess that's what came
of people ignoring you all your life.

Most people just let Looneydowhatever he felt like
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because theydidn't knowwhat todowithhimuntil hegot
in the way. I can't say I was much better. On account of
I wrote him off as a lost cause the minute I saw him
sneaking around on the other side of that fence. That kid
was just an accident waiting to happen, no matter how
you looked at it.

We headed straight to the Fun Park, after school.
I had forgotten how Boone was something of an

expert when it came to getting around work schedules,
on account of he'd been dealing with it all his life. So
while we were putting the finishing touches on our go-
cart operation (due to begin at four o'clock the next
afternoon with a price of fifty cents for ten minutes), we
were also getting ready to make a trial run out to Little
HeelyMesa, for other reasons.Themost important being
to checkon the hideout and the other to lay out amini off-
road track for a future attraction.

By that time, we were really getting into the
carnival mentality (Miz Boone's enthusiasm was
catching) and the sky was the limit for thinking up new
ideas. As long as it was mostly work involved to make it
happen and notmoney. In fact, therewere somany ideas
flying around that place it was like walking through a
giant brainstorm just to look around. Everybody was
excited about the possibilities. I guess you could say it
was the best-of-times and worst-of-times, all mixed up
together.

First on the listwhenwegot therewas trying out the
new menu over at the Three P's Pizza Wagon. It was a
“Racetrack Special,” loaded with everything but the
kitchen sink, for only five dollars. But that day, Mr.
Pickler was handing out free slices in exchange for
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everyone's opinion. Same withMadMaude's Ice Cream
Cart. They invented a new flavor called “Sand Tracks”
that was practically a soft-frozen candy bar. That was
going to sell for a dollar, starting tomorrow. But today it
was free for an opinion to anyone on staff.

We decided to save Cactus Jack's Coffee Shack
until just before we went home (on account of we were
stuffed after that) because they had a great version of
Grampy's hot chocolate there. The kind Boone and I
drank out in the desert, last summer. Anyway, walking
around in themiddle of all those people, I decided towait
until we got back to our go-cart garage to tell Boone
about the orphans.

The place had a workbench, a sink in the corner to
wash up in, and space big enough for two vehicles. The
rest were parked outside under a long carport. Therewas
half a loft in there, too. It was filled with car parts and
spare tires. All taken out and put back in, again, so we
could spray it for bugs and scorpions, yesterday.Nowwe
had spent so much time around there, it was starting to
feel sort of like a second home.Wewere working on the
last two golf carts in our fleet and we went on tightening
bolts and getting ready for tomorrow while I filled him
in on what had been happening.

“Grampy always said we'd know when the time
came.” He had been checking the air in the tires as I was
talking. “I guess this is it.”

I picked up a wooden box filled with stuff we had
been collecting for the hideout and put it in the back seat
of the golf cart parked in the open doorway, under a tarp.
“How are we going to keep your mom from reading our
minds when we're doing all this stuff we have to do?
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She's gonna know something's up the minute she comes
outside to go somewhere and her golf cart's missing.”

“She's working with the bookkeeper up at the
office, right now. So, I figure we have at least two hours
before she even thinks about doinganythingelse.Hey...”

He tossed the tire gauge back into the tool box and
brought it outside to takewithus. “Maybewecanhire the
orphans towork around here. Long aswekeep thewages
low—Imean, really low—shewon't care.They'd have to
be locked up every night after we close up but we could
fix a place to sleep no one else will notice. Scatter them
out all over. Put a couple here in the garage, some in the
house of mirrors, and some over at the castle. Places to
hide till after closing time.”

“That is a genius idea,Boone!Totally. Especially if
everyone hides inwhatever attraction they're hired on at.
Thatway if somebody catches themat it they can just say
they fell asleep, or something, and got locked in. I'll tell
Jones tomorrow and she can spread the word.”

“Just make sure nobody gets over ten cents an hour
though, 'cause it has to come out of our own wages.”

“Dang.” I put the tool box on top of the tarp in case
we broke down somewhere. “Just when I was feeling
good about not having to work for free.”

“I'll try to talkMom into hiring twomore to help us
with the races. And I think there might be a couple
openings at the food wagons. But the rest you and I will
have to cover.”

“That'll do until we think of something better. I
thought of putting them over at the hideout but it's awful
dangerous out there if you don't knowwhat you're doing.
Too close to rattlesnake territory.”
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“Yeah, not tomention the engineerswill be coming
back and forth in front of there. Perfect place for spying
but the first time anyone catches a look at kids, they'll get
hauled off somewhere. Especially orphans. It's a good
outpost for raft expeditions to Padre Gordo, though.”

“Sheesh, Boone,” I stopped shuffling the gear and
looked over at him. “That would be breaking our swear
to stay out of the Apostoso we made to Grampy. Going
back on a Bible swear's way worse than getting haunted
by somebody dead that's mad at you.”

“Not if it's a life or death situation. I say we line
everything up before the Engineers get here, just in case.
It's the fastest way to Padre Gordo if you can't drive. But
we'll only use it if we have to go to Plan B.”

“Yesterday, you said it was all just a bunch of
drama.”

“Yeah, well, I changed my mind, today. It's like
being in the wars. You have to do what you have to do if
youwant to save people's lives. Besides...”He picked up
a red three-gallon gas container and shoved it behind the
seat on the other side. “Anytime they start talking about
getting rid of kids and old people, something really bad
is coming down.”

“I guess so.” I hopped into the front seat on the
passenger side. “I sure thought our folks would handle
things from here, though. Didn't expect them not to
believe any of this.”

“Mom believes it. That's why she bought out this
place and let all the family businesses that went bust
work out of here. She's handing out way more money
than she's making. That's a fact.”

“So, how come she doesn't just take everybody up
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toPadreGordo, instead?That'swhat theydid in theGreat
Depression, right?”

“Yeah but that place gives her the creeps. So, she's
waiting for Dad to come home, first. Right now, she
sounds like your folks. Doesn't think things have gone
bad enough, yet.”

“I'm telling you, Boone, being a spy is the onlyway
to solve this whole mess! Because we're going to need
somehard evidence to convince anyof the adults.Except
for Uncle Ding and Mrs. Dumfries, maybe.”

“Who the heck are they?”
“The old people still working at the Orphan's

Home. Houseparents and janitor for the unwantables.
But they can't help for long, on account of they're getting
shipped out to some old folks place next week.”

“Well, that stinks. You better find out if they want
towork here, too.Momwould definitelymake a spot for
them if they'd rather stay. Just something easy. Like
taking tickets or whatever.”

“I'll have Jones find out.”
“You sure are spending a lot of time with her,

lately.”
“It's because I was reading how to be a spy instead

of doing my homework the other night. Trying to keep
you and me from getting hung. Now, I'm stuck working
on some answer machine thing when I could have been
working on my rocket launch altitude record. It was
either that or recording star data with LooneyMartin for
a whole month.”

He laughed, got into thedriver's seat, and started the
engine.

“Did you know science projects were starting
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already?” I asked.
“We've beenworkingonours for the last twoweeks

inMr. Simon's class. I'mdoing an alternative fuel system
for one of our broken down golf carts. Me and Harvey
Baker. His brains and my mechanics.”

“You lead a charmed life, Boone. Really.”
“Only 'cause you keep saving my bacon. Did you

learn any spy secrets we can use?”
“Learned them? I used some down at the school

office, already.”
“How'd they work?”
“Fine, as long as you don't mind people thinking

you're an idiot. Or getting study hall because someone
ratted on you for wandering around town during school
hours—even though it was her idea.”

“Whatever kid did that, maybe you and me better
have a talk with them.” He backed out of the driveway
like an expert, then headed the golf cart toward the main
office.

“It wasn't a kid.”
“Who was it, then?”
“Theonlypersonwhocouldhave toldMizBrawley

I never picked up the surveys from over at the hospital,
yesterday. Now, I got three days of study hall at lunch
hour and an essay to write about the importance of
integrity in science.”

“Oh,man.”He pulled up at a graywooden building
that lookedmore like a store-front in anoldwestern town
than an office. “I told you that woman was stronger than
us. She's even got the school putting the pressure on,
now. I gotta check in with Mom before we leave.”

“Pick me up at the back gate, then. I'm supposed to
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tell Emily to bring home three pizzas for dinner, on
account of there's another town meeting, tonight.”

Ten minutes later, we were heading out the back
gate acrosswhere theminiature golf coursewas going to
be and then straight out into the desert. It was the first
time we had wheels since all our Rhino driving, last
summer, and neither of uswas prepared for the feeling of
freedom it gave us. Even though the golf cart wasn't as
fast or rugged as the Rhino, it was enough to feel a sense
of wind in your face and smell sagebrush in the air as it
rushed by. We wound in and out of clumps of bushes,
around rocks, and giant saguaros that looked like huge
stick men standing with one arm up and the other down.

Wemade it to Little Heely in about twentyminutes
instead of forty-five. Boone drove around to the far side
this time and parked under the lowest step of the
staircase. For a minute, we just sat there without saying
anything, on account of everything felt real heavy all of
a sudden.

“This is serious stuff, Hud. Dangerous, too.
Especially if we get caught hiding orphans. If Grampy
was here, he'd make us swear.” He turned his hat around
backwards and looked over at me.

“I guess we better swear then, because we gotta do
it. I'd rather overdo than not do enough if we're talking
about the end of the world, here.”

We both raised our right hands, and I took a deep
breath before saying the first thing that popped into my
mind. “I hereby commendmyself toGod...” (had to stick
that in, on account of that's how I was raised) “...and
swear to do my almighty best, with strength and honor,
for as long... as long as I can hold out.”



Cousin Summers

102

“Me, too. I swear. And if we get separated for some
reason...” He thought for a second, then smiled. “Let's
promise tomeet up in themiddle, thewayGrampy said.”

“OK, I promise.”
I don't know why but I felt a whole lot better.
After that, Boone climbed up onto the roof of the

cart with his usual energy, then grabbed hold of the last
step of the staircase to pull himself up. “Comeon, let's go
look for a rope to haul all this stuff upwith. Ifwe take too
long, Mom will know we're fooling around.”

I started up after him. “I would not call what we're
doing fooling around.Hey, howwegonnaget the raft out
here without attracting attention?”

“Gonna have tomake a night run, I guess. Better do
that before the engineers come.”

We tied the stuff into one of the rope ladders to haul
it up, then stacked everything on the upper level except
some cans of foodwe brought to put on the shelf over the
fireplace. We figured if every time we came out we
brought a few things, we'd have a pretty good stash in
caseof emergency.Like ifweeverdidhave tohideall the
orphans in here. Sort of a Plan C.

“So, how many kids did you say it was, again?”
“Nine, counting the one that isn't old enough to go

to school, yet.” I kicked at a piece of charredwood in the
old fireplace and it left a big black streak on the side of
my shoe.

“Not old enough to go to school? How we gonna
give him a job? Mom wouldn't go for that. And she'd
know right offweweren't starting a babysitting service.”

“We won't have to babysit him. He sticks like glue
to Savannah. I'll tell you who we do have to babysit,
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though. Looney Martin.”
“Uh-oh. I forgot about him being one of the

orphans.”
“Yeah, and after what he pulled today, I don't think

we should take him.On account of he could seriously get
the rest of us in trouble.”

All of a sudden there was the sound of somebody
moving around on the top level, andBoone and I stopped
talking and froze. Iwas starting to break into a cold sweat
thinking a gang of coyotes snuck inwithout us knowing.
I couldn't quit thinking about those guys ever since that
first scare.

“Hey!” Looney's face stuck out over the edge with
a frown like he just lost his birthday. “You guys have to
take me!”

“We don't have to nothing!” Boone answered back
and I could tell just by the lookonhis facehewasworried
how much Looney heard. “What do you think you're
doing here?”

“I'm a better spy than you are, that's what. So, you
have to take me.” He spun his ball cap around
backwards, the way Boone's was. “I'll tell everything
you guys said if you don't.”
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Chapter Twelve
INVADED

“Suddenly...looking up, I found the face peering in at
me; he had caught me in the act.”

Sir Robert Baden-Powell

Boone went ballistic faster than I ever saw him
move before. No kidding. He was headed to the rope
ladder so fast Looney took the only defense open to him
and hauled it up before he got there. Which only slowed
Boone down a little, on account of he can climb a rock-
face better than anyone I know, and started up from one
of the corners just like Spiderman.

“Whoa—Looney—you better drop that ladder
back down—NOW!” I hollered. Not that I was on his
side or anything. I just didn't want those two tumbling
aroundon that ledge andmaybekilling eachother falling
off it.

ButLooney took it for help andkicked it back down
just asBoonewas climbingupover the side to comeafter
him. He scuttled down it in a hurry—dropping onto his
butt the last few feet—and I grabbed him by the ear
before he could get up. Sheesh, he hollered like I was
torturing him.

“You are not—repeat, NOT—going to tell on
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anybody!Hearme?”He knockedmy arm away and I got
ready to fend off a swing as he staggered to his feet but
he busted out bawling, instead.Whichmademe sorry for
twisting his ear half-off. But, man!

“I'm in a bad spot!” He sniffed. “I'm in a bad spot!”
“If you're in a bad spot...”Boone jumped the last six

feet off the ladder and came over to us. “Don't bemaking
threats to the only people who can help you! You're on
the right side or the wrong one! So, make up your mind
—you sneaking weasel— 'cause I'm about to knock you
flat!” He drew back his fist to do it, too.

Except at the exact same time, Looney raised up his
right hand the sameway Boone and I had done out in the
golf cart a while ago, and started rattling off, “Hope to
God, I—I swear to be strong enough to—to meet in the
middle—even if I can't hold out!”

Which stopped Boone so fast, you'd have thought
he just got punched instead of Looney.

“Is—is that right, guys?” He sniffed, again, and
wiped his nose on the sleeve of his shirt. “Is it?”

“You swear to do whatever you're told, even if it
kills you?” I had to add that part on account of him
showing up in school today when he was supposed to be
absent. “Even if you don't feel like it?”

“I swear!”He looked over at Boone. “Will you take
me, now?”

For a long time Boone just stared hard at him and
didn't answer. Finally, he said, “First time you get
somebody else in trouble, you're out.”

That's how it happened that the first personwe took
into the bunch was about the last person in the world we
would have wanted. But like Grampy said, “The whole
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bunch is whoever happens to be with you in a time of
crisis.” After that, we high-tailed it back to the Fun Park,
with Looney riding on the back seat, on top of the tarp
instead of under it, this time. Boone drove a little too fast
around corners to give him a bumpier ride but I figured
it was just to cool off some since he was still mad about
him knowing everything that was anything about our
whole operation.

Since thegrandopeningwas tomorrow,we stopped
in at the office to pick him up a T-shirt and hire him on
at the racetrack. The whole staff had black T-shirts with
a checkered flag on the back that said Boone's Family
Fun Park underneath it. That way we could at least keep
a good eye on him. Hewas so excited about his ten cents
an hour, you'd have thought it was ten dollars. But—hey
—it was the first job for all of us and we pretty much felt
the same way.

Even my sister, Emily—who never earned money
except for babysitting—had a new job there. Something
in the big tent I didn't know what it was, and she wasn't
telling. I guess they had been working on it in secret for
weeks, though. Some old guy who used to run the local
radio station, a high school kid, Emily, and Miz Boone
were the only ones allowed in there.

That night, when I was headed over to catch a ride
homewith her and not thinkingmuch about anything but
the three boxes of pizza I was carrying, I saw there was
anewsignupover the entrance. See theAmazingGorilla
Woman! You Won't Believe Your Eyes! Underneath,
was a painting of jungle plants, with creepy eyes looking
out, and long black hair all tangled up in the vines around
them. Sheesh. Emily never liked horror movies and now
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she was working for a creep show.
“Ready,Will?” She came up so quiet I hadn't heard

her. “Pretty scary looking, huh.”
“What is she—half woman and half gorilla?”
“Something like that.” Then she took two tickets

out of the pocket of her jean-jacket and handed them to
me. “Here. First show is at six o'clock, tomorrow. You
and Boone can see for yourself.”

“Hey, that'll be right after we close down the track
to get ready for the races at seven. Can I have one more?
We have another kid working with us over there, now.”

“Sure.” She gaveme another one. “I've got a bunch
to hand out in school to sort of advertise the park. I have
a couple of posters to put up at the grocery store, too,
before we go home.”

“Miz Boone is sure going all out for this place.”
“Isn't she fabulous? I just love her.” She headed out

the back gate, toward the parking lot, and I followedwith
the pizzas.

“She yells a lot.”
“It's her enthusiasm showing through. Did you

know she used to work for a circus?”
“Yeah, I heard something about that.” I felt like

saying, you wouldn't believe what else she can do but I
waited for her to unlock the little blue Toyota truck,
instead. I guess Miz Boone was letting her use it all the
time, now, on account of Emily was always running
some kind of errand for her. She had her SUV to drive
most of the time, anyway.

“While I'm putting the posters up, will you run in
and get a couple gallons of milk? I heard a shipment
finally came in today.” She started themotor and backed
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out. “There's a twenty dollar bill Mom gave me, in my
wallet. Go ahead and get a candy bar if you want, too.”

“Thanks, Em.”
Like I say, Emily's the nicest of all my sisters. She's

always doing something for somebody and she sticks by
me if I'm having troubles. When I was little, she was the
one who watched out for me when Mom was at work. I
could tell her just about anything and—for a minute—I
was tempted to tell her about the orphans. But I didn't. At
seventeen she was practically an adult and probably
already thinking like one. I figured she'd be the first to be
on our side when we got enough evidence, though.

I was thinking about all that while we drove to the
store and busy getting the twenty out of her wallet when
she slowed down to a crawl at the intersection of Main
Street and First—right outside the hospital—and
mumbled, “What in theworld!”Whichmademe look up
just in time to see about five buses parked at the entrance,
and lines of people spilling out the doors.

“Holy crud, Em—maybe our hospital's been
centered, too, and they're transferring in a bunch of
patients from other places.”

“They don't look like sick people.” She pushed the
visor up and leaned over the steering wheel like it would
get her a closer look. “And there's somany of them.” She
glanced in the rearviewmirror to see if she could back up
but there was already traffic behind us.

“Hey, look—there's two buses over at the hotel,
too.” I rolled my window down and stuck my head out.
“All kinds of people with suitcases. Maybe the mayor
and everybody will explain it at the town meeting,
tonight.”
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“They'll explain, all right.” She sighed and shook
her head. “Don't know if it'll be the truth, though. Rand
Hamilton thinks they're lying to us.”

“Randall Hamilton?”
She laughed, and while we were waiting for the

light, redid the clip holding her long brown hair all
twisted on top of her head. “Nobody calls him that.
Except teachers, maybe.”

“He works at the Fun Park, too?”
“Yeah, in the Gorilla Lady exhibit.”
“Exhibit—I thought you said it was a show.”
“Show, exhibit, whatever. You'll see, tomorrow.

Where did you hear about him?”
“I heard he has the mumps.”
“What?”
“Might be just a rumor, though. Light's green.”
We went on past and I thought I should maybe

change the subject before she started asking me
questions. Randall Hamilton was one of the high school
kids Jones and I got homework assignments for, today.
I guess he wasn't exactly hanging around the basement
over at the orphanage, either. Which made me wonder
how in the world you were supposed to help people who
didn't cooperate with what you were doing to help them.

I guess I never realized there would be so many
people against us for doing the right thing. Taking care
of thewhole bunchwas turning out to be a lot harder than
I thought it would. And where did all these other people
come from? If they really had plans of shutting down the
town, why were so many new ones moving in?

“Did younotice anythingweird about those people,
Em?”
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“Yeah.” She pulled into the Helms parking lot half
a block away. “They were all men. But maybe they're
transporting workers ahead of their families so they can
find places for them to stay first.Where'd you hear Rand
had the mumps?”

Even though I'd been trying half my life to get my
family to stop thinking Iwas still a little kid, I gotta admit
there are timeswhenmaking a scene is theonly thing that
will work for me. And this was one of those times.
Because if I didn't do something quick, it wasn't going to
take more than another couple questions and I'd be
spilling the beans to Emily about everything. Not to
mention facing the end of the world is hard enough
without having at least someone in your family to lean
on.

“Forget the mumps, Emmy—what difference does
itmake?Can't you seewe got an invasion going on here?
They're just calling it something different, that's all. This
is way serious—I'm telling you—those were not
ordinary men back there!”

“William, what in the world are you saying? Of
course theywere ordinarymen.And don't tell me they're
aliens. Or zombies, either, because I don't believe in any
of that stuff.”

“They're enemy aliens, if you ask me.”
“They're probably just men from other towns, like

General Philby said. We've been declared a temporary
transit center and this must be what it means. They're
ordinary family people like all of us. Probably just on
their way to settle into new jobs somewhere else.” She
opened the center console and tookout twoposters about
the Fun Park. “Come on, let's go.”
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“Ok. But if I happen to suddenly disappear
sometime in the near future, don't come looking for me,
Em. Better to save yourself and the rest of the family.”

“Oh, for goodness sake—now, that's enough, Will
—you're giving me the creeps!”

“Well, I'm feeling pretty creepy myself, right now.
On account of I don't want to be brainwashed and
rehabilitated by enemy aliens! What if they turn me
against my own family?”

“Not one more word!”
That was her I've-had-just-about-enough tone, so I

quit. But I could tell just by looking she was upset about
all this, too. She justwasn't saying so. Trying not to scare
me back, probably.

But at least she wasn't asking any more questions
about Randall Hamilton.
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Chapter Thirteen
MIZ BOONE WAKES UP

“It would be difficult to go and stay there
without being noticed at once.”

Sir Robert Baden-Powell

Whenwe got to the Fun Park, after school the next
day, the first thing I noticed was thatMiz Boone was not
her usual loud self. Most of the time you could tell
exactly where she was just by all the yelling. So, while
Looney and I got the ticket box ready (all the food and
attractions were bought with tickets once you got inside
the park), and brought the first four go-carts up to the
starting line to get ready for drivers, Boone went to see
what was up.

He was gone a long time.
In fact, it wasn't until four o'clock—when we were

officially supposed to open—that the twoof them finally
walked out of the office to open up the gates. By that
time, practically the whole town was lined up out there.
Wehad a pack of kidswanting to drive go-carts right off,
on account of the place already had a lot of fans from
when it used tobeopen.Theonly reason theyhadn't been
coming was because the prices were too high after
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money got so tight in Ashbury.
So, between four o'clock and five-thirty (when we

shut down open-to-the-public driving), all three of us
were hopping just trying to keep everything operational.
Each ticket was good for a ten-minute spin, and most of
the kids headed to the back of the line, afterward, and
started over. We had two breakdowns, and had to push
the carts and drivers off to the garage, while Looney
stood in front of the rest of the line with two checkered
flags—held up high—to keep everyone stopped untilwe
cleared the track.

I never realized it took so much work just to give
kids a fun time. Up till then, I was always thinking about
myself. Five-thirty to six was our scheduled dinner
break.When that came around we gave Looney a pile of
tickets and sent him off to bring back pizza and sodas so
Boone and I could talk in private. We had set up a break
area in the back corner of the garage, with a table made
out of a big wooden spool that used to hold heavy-gauge
telephone wire, and a few black plastic crates around it
for chairs.

Boone sank down onto one, took his hat off, and
dropped it on the table.

“So,what's up?” I asked, on account of hewas dead
quiet all of a sudden.

“Mom really does believe us, now.” He sighed.
“But she thinks it's too late to do anything about it.”

“Are you kiddingme?” I couldn't see how he could
just sit there staring off into space when I felt like I just
heard the chinkbefore somebody threwagrenade. “How
can it be too latewhen the engineers haven't even showed
up, yet? We've gotta get everybody up to Padre Gordo,
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then—before they get here! You hear me, Boone? We
gotta get out of here!”

He didn't answer.
“What's your dad say about it?”
“She hasn't heard anything from him in three

weeks. Doesn't even knowwhere he is.” He put his head
in his hands for a minute and I knew he was trying to get
a grip.

“Holy crud, Boone! A couple days, ago you said he
was calling every few days.Whatwas all that stuff about
youcouldn't talk anything serious tohimbecause the line
wasn't secure?”

“That's how itwas.Momletme thinkhewas calling
after I was in bed because of the time change over there.
She didn't want me to worry.”

For a minute, I couldn't say anything, either. Not
one single thought popped into my mind except –we
have HAD it—going around in my brain over and over,
again. In the background, I could hear a bunch of little
kids hollering and laughingwhile theydove in and swam
through all the colored balls over at the castle.

Then it got drowned out by a loud bell that sounded
like a ride starting up, and a man's voice booming, “One
more prisoner for the House of Mirrors!” along with a
crazy sounding laugh at the end. That thing went off
every time somebody fell into the trap door and slid out
through a long tunnel. If it hadn't been so noisy from all
themotors here on the track, it would have got annoying.

“Man, I'msorry,Boone.That really stinks.But look
how crazy it is around here—it's probably like this
everywhere. Right? Could be just a glitch in the
communication system why you haven't heard
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anything.”
“Yeah, that'swhatMomsays.But she only gets like

this if she's really worried.”
“What does she mean by too late, though? Padre

Gordo would be a lot safer than here. There's plenty of
food up there, too. How could it be too late for
surviving?”

“Somethingsheheardat thepostoffice, today.How
theArmy'sgonna takeover the foodshipments fromnow
on, so they can ration everythingout.Won't be able to get
food without a number, because too many people are
hoarding it.”

“Maybe that's just a rumor. You know, one of those
conspiracy things.” I picked a wrench up off the tool
bench and then put it down, again.

“It wasn't a rumor. She saw one of the workers
stacking cards and she told her right out what they were.
Said they were getting ready for food registration on
Monday.”

“Sheesh.Nowonder I couldn't buymilk at the store,
yesterday. But isn't that just onemore reason to get outta
here?Who careswhetherwe come, or go?They're going
to shut down the town.”

“It isn't just our town, that's being centered. It's all
of them. Theywant to keep track of everybody.With the
numbers.Gonna start a curfew, too.We all have to be off
the streets by ten. Adults, kids...”

He got quiet, again for a minute, and I could tell he
was picturing it all. “Everybody. That shocked her
awake, all right. Before, she was just waiting for Dad to
come home and take care of everything. But she'll think
of something, now. She always does. We're gonna talk
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more about it after we close, tonight, since we ran out of
time. Oh, yeah, and we gotta go on the fake scout trip.”

“What? You gotta be kidding me!”
“On account of she has something she needs us to

do up there before the new curfew rules start Sunday
night. She's gotta stay and run things around here, like
nothing's changed, but she says kids are still invisible
because theywon't be getting numbers.Not yet, anyway.
So, she's counting on us.”

“What dowe have to do?” I was starting to feel like
last summer when Grampy wanted to do something
crazy and we couldn't see any way out of it.

“I don't know, yet. But you better stay over tonight,
'cause she wants to talk to both of us. Besides, we gotta
be down at the hospital at six in the morning.”

“Who's gonna run the race trackwhilewe're gone?”
Itwas a lamequestion but Iwas so numb itwas all I could
think of. I mean, you hope and pray for an adult to wake
up—and when one finally does—they turn you over to
the enemy.

“Your sister and Rand Hamilton will run it while
we're gone. In themeantime, we gotta take Looney up to
PadreGordo, too, so it'll lookmore like a real scout trip.”

“I thought yourmomwas gonnamakeMizLucinda
an offer she couldn't refuse. This looks like you and me
are it!”

“It's not like that, Hud. She is going to make an
offer. It's just you and me are the ones that have to make
it.”

“Oh, holy crud, Boone! That old freight train isn't
gonna listen to us! She's gonna make us tell everything
we know—that's what she's gonna!”
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“Not if we do what Mom tells us! You gotta trust
her, Hud, she's got a sixth sense about this stuff. Now,
listen. This is howshe said it has to godown. See, as soon
as we—”

“Arewegonna lead thatwoman straight up toPadre
Gordo, or aren't we?”

“She's been there before, Hudson. She's one of the
family. Remember? She's a city cousin, all right, but
she's still one of us.”

“Youmean, she's been to the stronghold?” I started
to pace because I couldn't stand still anymore just
thinking about that.

“Listen.” His voice got totally calm and controlled
all of a sudden. Like the time hemade the decision to run
away from the county people with Grampy, whether I
wentwith them,or not. “Nobody's been to the stronghold
but you and me. Nobody. Even Mom doesn't know
where it is. So, you better tell me, right now, if you're—”

“Don't youaskme if I'm in, or out,Boone!Hearme?
Or—honest to crud—I will knock you on your—”

A shadow passed in front of the open garage door
and I almost choked trying to shut up. Which made me
wonder if I hadn't been letting myself go too much (just
pretending), and was running dangerous low on self-
control, again. Now, I was so upset I had to turn toward
the wall for a few seconds to get a grip on myself. Good
thing it was just Looney back, already, busting through
the work area with his arms loaded down with a couple
sacks and a cardboard drink tray. So fast, he tripped
before he evengot to the table. Thedrinks had lids on and
didn't spill, but a bag of popcorn skittered all over the
place.
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“Man, Looney—what's the big hurry?” Boone got
up and picked the pizza bag off the cement floor before
it got stepped on.

“There's a line a mile long over at the gorilla-lady
ride, guys!” He reached under the table for one of the
drinks that rolled away before he stood up. “If we don't
eat in linewewon't get in on the first one. It'll be too late.”

I took my hat off and ran a hand through my hair,
still trying to cool down to normal.

“Come on! Or wewon't get to go before the races!”
“Well, let's go then.” Boone put his hat back on.

“Everybody grab something and we”ll get outta here.
Gotta see if whatever Mom paid for a gorilla-lady was
worth it.”

I picked up a soda and followed them.
“Probably just a lady with too much hair on her

face,” Looney guessed. “Or a bald lady gorilla.”
Boone didn't answer for a minute (picturing it,

probably), then busted out with his hyena laugh. After
that, he waited till I caught up with him and punched me
in the arm. “Don't worry. We already know we can
outrun her.”

I knew he was talking about Miz Lucinda but
Looney stopped in his tracks when he heard that and
turned aroundwith aworried expression. “She's not real,
right? There's no such thing as a gorilla-lady...right,
guys?”

It was only about five minutes after we got in line,
Mr. Pendergast, who used to be a radio announcer,
started taking tickets and letting people into the tent.
Saying stuff like, “Step right up, ladies and gents, for a
lookat oneof the rarest sites on earth!Thegorillawoman
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was captured in one of the wildest jungles in Africa.
Brought here for scientific study. In a few short weeks
she'll be headed home, again. So, hurry! Hurry! Hurry!
Bring your friends! Bring your family! You'll never see
anything like this, again!”

All at the same time he was taking people's tickets
as they passed by to crowd into the tent. Just before we
gotup there, he stoppedakid smaller thanus,who looked
about ten years old, and said, “Not you, sonny...” and
wavedhimout of the line. “You'll have to be a few inches
taller before you get to come in.Maybe next year.” Then
he motioned to us, “Hurry it up, now—show's about to
start.”

By the time we got in, the tent was so crowded we
could barely fit inside. But right then the guy came in
behind us and herded us toward the front, till we were
pressed up against a stage about three feet high, with a
heavy red curtain in front of it. “Everybody squeeze in
tight, now.All you shorter ones comeup front so you can
see.”

It was dark in there, except for a single light at the
top of the tent. Peoplewere crowded so close together by
that time, everyone's shoulders were touching and we
could feel all the people behind us. Not to mention we
were gonna have to crane our necks to look up at the
stage. Looney sounded sort of panicked when he said,
“We're in a bad spot! I don't like it, guys—we're in a bad
spot!”

“Shh! Go on out if you're scared,” Boone told him.
“It's a fun park—how bad could it be?”

“I can't! There's too many people in the way!”
All of a sudden the light went out and it was totally
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black. Which I don't mind saying made me feel too
hemmed in, myself, and I couldn't help looking toward
the bottom of the tent at the end of the stage to see if I
could maybe see any light creeping in. But about that
time, there was the sound of the curtain opening up, and
the next thing I knew, we were looking into a huge cage
with iron bars, that had a woman standing inside it.

Therewere a couple of bright lights pointing at her,
and she was dressed in a bathing suit that looked like it
wasmadeoutof leopard skin.Shewas just standing there
with her head hanging down. You couldn't see her face,
on account of she had curly black hair that went down
about to her waist, making a sort of curtain in front of it.
For a few seconds she just stood there without moving.
It was hot and stuffy in there with so many people but
they were all dead quiet. Watching.

Then she started breathing heavy. And while I was
watching her shoulders start to move up and down with
every breath—I don't know, but—I actually thought I
could see hair start showing up all over her body. Sort of
slow at first, and—man, I couldn't believe my eyes. I
mean, it looked like she was actually turning into a
gorilla. Pretty soon, you couldn't even see her swimsuit
and the hair was getting so thick you could hardly tell it
was a woman any more.

All of a sudden she gave out with a loudmoan (like
she was startled awake), and it mademe jump. I couldn't
help it. About that time, Looney started edging toward
the entrance, pushing and squeezing, and stepping on
people's feet to get to the door. But Boone and I were
rooted to the spot. We couldn't take our eyes off her.
Then, she raised her head, real slow, and—I'm telling
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you—it was a gorilla. Looking right at us. No kidding.
Like it just woke up.

For a few seconds it looked around, like it was
trying to figure out where it was. Then it shuffled up to
the bars—kind of groggy-like—grabbed hold, and
growled deep in its throatwhen it couldn't get out. About
that time, I tried backing up (because—man—that thing
wasonly about two feet away frommeand itwasway too
close for comfort) but I stepped on the foot of whoever
was behind me and couldn't go any further. That's when
thegorilla roared really loud, like someenragedmonster.
It started shaking those bars as hard as it could, until—
all of a sudden—the front of the cage popped off.

After that, the whole place came unglued.
People hollered and started booking for the door.

I'm ashamed to say Boone and I weren't far behind,
except the pile up at the entrance was impossible to get
around. The gorilla threw the piece of broken cage aside,
and looked about to jumpoff the stage anyminute. That's
when the bottom of the tent raised up next to us and
Looney stuck his head under.

“This way, guys! Hurry!” Then he screamed like
one of my sisters when he saw the gorilla was loose, and
disappeared again. I headed for the spot and was almost
out when I heard a heavy thud behind me and knew that
thing was down. I scrambled out as fast as I could. But it
didn't take more than a few feet before I started to feel
stupid. On account of everything looked perfectly
normal out there. I was on the backside of the tent, next
to the fence near the parking lot, and could just see the
lines at the corner of the kid castle. Nobody was even
looking this way.
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“Hey, Boone, can you believe that?Man, I thought
we were gonna get killed before—”

But when I looked back, he wasn't behind me.
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Chapter Fourteen
DESPERATE MEASURES

“It is only human to hate to be outwitted by
one more clever than yourself.”

Sir Robert Baden-Powell

By the time I ran back and stuckmy head under the
edge of the tent, (in case Boone was getting himself
mauled by a gorilla), there were only three people left in
there and theywere all laughing. JeffersonBoone Junior
was one of them. The other onewas a guy in a gorilla suit
—without the head part—but I figured that had to be
Randal Hamilton. I didn't have to guess who the gorilla
ladywas, because itwasEmily.Without all thatwildhair
hanging over her face and the overhead light on, it was
plain as day.

I guess I should have been embarrassed crawling in
under the tent-edge but I didn't much care because I felt
cheated somehow. Totally ticked with every last one of
them. Iwas about to punchBoone in the arm (I owed him
one, anyway) until he told Rand, “Man, you almost gave
me a heart attack grabbing me like that!”

“Yeah,well you almost gaveme a black eye,”Rand
answered. “Would have if I didn't have the mask on.”

“That's not how it was supposed to go,” Emily
remindedhim. “Nograbbing the customers.Remember?
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We'll probably catch it from Mrs. Boone, now, because
you really could give someone a heart attack that way.”

“Boone's not a customer—his mom's the original
gorilla lady. I figured he'd knowwe were just putting on
an act.”

“I never even heard of the gorilla lady. Must have
been from her old circus days.”

“Well, you got me back.” He touched a red blotch
under his eye with the back of his hand. He was holding
the gorilla head under his other arm like a football
helmet, and his blonde hair was damp and curling up all
around the edges. Must have been hot in that suit.

“There you are, Will!” Emmy looked at me when I
walked up to them. “How'd you get in here? Mr.
Pendergast is supposed to bemaking sure nobody comes
back in.”

“There's always more than one way into a place,” I
mumbled, not feeling so bad about Boone, on account of
it looked like he hadn't known any more than me about
the trick.Not tomentionhehadawaygood reason fornot
making it out. That Hamilton guy was about a foot taller
than him, and had enoughmuscles to makeme figure he
was probably on the wrestling team.

“Well...” Shepushed the longcurls of theblackwig
behind her shoulders and fanned her face with a folded
up flyer. “What did you think?”

“I think it scared the daylights out ofme.And forty-
six other people besides. Lucky someone didn't get
killed.”

“Maybe we should tone it down next time, Rand.
Really.”

“Yeah,” Boone added, “Mom could use more than
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one day of business before we get sued,”
“Sued—” a familiar voice shouted from the

doorway as the flap over the entrance lifted just enough
to let her inside. “Did somebody get knocked over or
trampled on?”

“Only a couple half-pint employees,” Rand
laughed. “And one punched me.”

“You're not being too hard on the staff, are you,
Jeffie?”Miz Boone put an arm aroundBoone's neck and
kissed him on the cheek. “Everybody seems to be in
pretty good spirits out there, so I think we're OK.”

She had her Gypsy fortune teller costume on, and
her curly red hair was sticking out from under a knotted
blue bandanna, with big dangly earrings hanging down
from underneath. Maybe she always wanted to be in the
movies, or something. I don't know. Today she was
wearing a skirt made out of the same stuff as jeans, and
leather boots with shiny buckles. You could tell she was
the head of the show no matter where she went around
here. She took a cell phone out of her pocket and flipped
open the cover. “Ten minutes before the first race. Let's
go, boys!” Then she turned back toward the entrance and
hollered, “Mr. Pendergast!” before she even got outside.
“Are you ready to emcee the races?”

“Madam, I was born ready.” Except he sounded
awful tired, if you ask me. Especially since after that he
said, “Just point me in the right direction.”

“Here's the notes.And don't forget your glasses this
time!”

The races weren't the kind of thing most people
were expecting. I gotta hand it to Miz Boone for that, on
account of she can turn anything into a show no matter
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what she has toworkwith. Imean, howmany people can
get too excited over a couple of broken-down go carts—
that could barely hit twenty when they were floored—
except maybe a few kids who would have to drag their
parents along just to get there. But that's another thing
Miz Boone was good at.

This first race was free because it was opening day.
After that, itwasgonnacost ten tickets just towatch.That
race every night would be howwe closed down the park.
The contenderswere the top twokidswhohad the fastest
times during the free drives (thatBoone and I had to keep
track of), and the grand prize was a hundred tickets.
Whichwas probably the reasonmost of the town showed
up that day. With money so hard to get for fun stuff, a
hundred tickets could mean a lot of fun for kids who
didn't get allowances anymore.

What nobody knew yet, was the go-carts for the
race had stoppers on the gas peddles that only let themgo
down halfway, and we had all kinds of obstacles and
hazards lined up for keeping them from getting to the
finish line.Everything fromsprinklers comingon to tires
poppingoff.Therewereacoupleof clowns trying tohold
things up, too, so the winner would really have to earn
those tickets. It turned out to be so much fun I almost
forgot about having to face Miz Lucinda the next day.

I got a jolt of a reminder, though, when I caught a
glimpse of her sitting up in the top row of the bleachers
with the rest of her family (man, therewere a lot of them),
watching the races. My folks and my sisters were there,
too. Even my oldest sister Meg, who drove down from
Tucson, where she was going to college. I have to say it
was the last time to see everybody so happy, on account
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ofnothing—and ImeanNOTHING—was the sameafter
that day.

Starting with the fake scout trip.
By the timewe headed out to PadreGordo, at about

quarter after six the next morning, there were five of us
kids squeezed intoMizLucinda's black SUV.Or, should
I say three. The two kids in the front seat were her
nephews.Maxwell andWallaceLee.Who I figured to be
around eleven and fourteen. Because I didn't recognize
either one of them from Ashbury Middle School. It was
a totally quiet trip, on account of I don't think any of us
wanted to be there. Including Miz Lucinda.

So, we rode the whole two hours either sleeping or
staring out the window, and I couldn't help noticing how
deserted the highway was compared to last summer
whenMizBoone drove us there. Boone conked out right
away. He could sleep anywhere and we stayed up way
late talking to his mom the night before. Me, I was too
nervous aboutwhatwe had to dowhenwegot there.And
I don't mind saying the planMiz Boone cooked up for us
was a lot worse in real life than anything I was worrying
about before I heard it. Seriously.

We pulled off the highway at the usual spot, and
MizLucinda started plowingover the dessert along a dirt
road you would have to know was there to even
recognize. Theway shewound in and out of the saguaros
and between the flat, red-rock mesas, it was obvious she
knew where she was going. At least till we got to
Grampy's old boxcar house. We stopped there for a
minute, but she left the engine running and we just sat
looking. Her and I were the only ones awake.

“Just look what a mess that place is in!” she
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muttered more to herself than me. “Door hanging wide
open... who knows what kind of varmints been in there
all this time? I'm probably the last person tried to at least
put a little order to it. Obvious none of you ever came
back.” Then she looked at me in the rearview mirror.
“Which way from here?”

“Well...” I glanced over at Boone but once he's out
it takes more than a nudge to wake him up, again.
“There's a couple different ones.”

“The shortest one, mister. I don't want to be
traipsing around on that mountain after dark. How far
can I get with the car?”

“Not much past the swamp hole in this thing.” I
figured if I was agreeable on the stuff that didn't matter
it would go a lot farther toward holding off her temper
untilwedidwhatwehad to. “After thatwe'll have towalk
it.”

“I thought you had a four wheeler, or something
around here. What's in that shed over there?”

“Abunch of junk is all. There's aRhinowe could all
probablypileontobut it's up inPadreGordo, already.We
can ride it back, though. That'll cut off some time.”

She didn't answer. Just put the car in gear and
started backing out onto the road, again.

“You know what this reminds me of?” she asked a
couple minutes later.

I didn't say anything, on account of I had plenty
enough memories of my own to think about.

“You two and that old man trying to trick me into
thinking the swamp hole had gone pure. Knowwhat one
of those bottles you gave me tested out as? Tap water,
that'swhat.Mmm-mmm!”she shookherheadandnailed
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me in the rear view mirror, again. “With traces of your
blood type in it.”

“Miz Lucinda, you know I tried to tell you about
that. Except you were in such an all-fired hurry, you
wouldn't listen! That was the water bottle I drank out of
when I nearly bit my tongue in half. I was gonna dump
it out and fill it with the swampwater but you didn't give
me a chance!”

“Other one was swamp water—and it was toxic.
Just like I thought.” She shook her head, again. “Made
me feel like a fool back at the hospital! I sure don't know
howUncle Jackpulled a live fishout of that hole, though.
Wouldn't have believed it if I hadn't seen it with my own
eyes. So... maybe it is purifying itself somehow.”

I jabbed Boone with my elbow and he jumped
awake. Then he shot a quick look out the window.
“Where are we?”

“Halfway to the swamp hole!” I whispered.
“Junior?” Now she was looking at Boone in the

mirror. “I'll tell you, right now, I'mnot gonna put upwith
anyofyour foolishness, today. I brought alongamapand
a compass to check up on youwith.We're all gonna stick
together. Hear me?”

He didn't answer.
“I'm warning you, boy. First banana out of the

bunch is gonna get peeled!”
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Chapter Fifteen
SKIRMISHERS

“This force was said to have most marvelous
powers of marching and endurance.”

Sir Robert Baden-Powell

Everybodywas awake except for Looneywhenwe
got to the swamphole. I looked at the gnarly little juniper
treeGrampy sat under whenwewere here, last time, and
got a lump in my throat thinking about him. Funny how
that stuff hits youwhenyou least expect it. I could tell the
place was having a bad effect on Boone, too. Especially
after the news he heard about his dad the day before.

So, trying to mentally change the subject, I leaned
over the back seat to where Looney was sleeping next to
the ice chest Miz Lucinda brought, and hoped to heaven
she wasn't gonna make us carry that thing all the way up
the mountain. “Hey, Looney. Wake up, man. We're
here.”

He sat up slow, and peeked out the back window.
Looney looked the same no matter what time of day it
was, on account of all the boys at the home had a buzz
haircut, except for an inch longer in the front.He reached
for his hat and put it on.

“Everybody out.” Miz Lucinda yanked the the



SPIES For Life

131

earphones out of Maxwell's ear and hollered, “I said,
everybody out!”

Wallace Lee rolled out first, then Maxwell right
after. Neither one of them had said one word or even
looked at us since we started. Maybe they blamed us for
having to get up so early. Our two groups clustered at
opposite ends of the car like boxers going to their corner
of the ring, and we all wasted a fewminutes just fussing
with our backpacks and stretching our legs. The dessert
was chilly this early in themorning, and the twonephews
bounced back and forth on their feet, on account of they
were wearing gym shorts that hung down past their
knees, and sleeveless T-shirts.

Our group looked like the Three Race-keteers with
our jeans and Boone's Family Fun Park T-shirts on. We
even had newball capswith checkered flag patches. Part
of the job was having to agree to be a walking
advertisement for the place when you were out and
about.

Boone bent down to tie his shoe and whispered,
“We gotta wear her out on the first two miles. Then I'll
make my pitch.”

“Got it,” I answered back. “Looney, you start in,
anytime, and I'll see how long I can skip out for.”

“You boys quit messing around back there and get
this show on the road!”Miz Lucinda hollered across the
top of the car at us and plopped a safari hat onto her head
with a long green scarf tied around the brim. Then she
pulled a walking stick out from behind the front seat
before she closed and locked the door.

Oh, holy crud.
“Junior? You lead the way and the rest of us will
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follow.”
“Hey, what about the first aid?” Looney plowed up

next to her and shook her shoulder like she wasn't
listening. “Anybody want to pretend they got a broken
leg? I brought my own first aid box.”

“You just keep your hands to yourself, Lewis
Martin. We got a long way to go, first.”

“Lewis Martin?” Boone punched Looney in the
arm as he passed them up. “First time I heard your real
name and I've known you half my life.”

Me, I just hung out at the car and let everybody get
way ahead. They were halfway up the first rock hill
before anybody noticed.

“William Hudson—what are you doing back
there!”Miz Lucinda bawled out so loud it threw an echo
off the nearest mesa.

“Just needed a little privacy before we got started,
Miz Lucinda.”

“Well, ask permission, next time!”
“You gotta be kidding me!”
“Get yourself up here, or I'll show you how much

I'm kidding!” Her huge green backpack matched her
green uniform dress so good it made her look like a giant
sea turtle walking around on its back two flippers. She
pulled a map out of one of the side pockets and studied
it while everybody waited for me to catch up.
“According to this map, the trail takes off from the other
side of the swamphole down there, Junior—no trail at all
on this hill!”

“You want to take the shortest or the easiest?”
Boone walked over and ran a finger along some spot
where she was looking. “This is a shortcut that takes an
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hour off that trail and catches upwith it on the back side.
It's rugged, though. If you need to rest every fifteen
minutes I guess it wouldn't makemuch differencewhich
one we took.”

“Don't you worry about me. Except for the day's
paperwork...” She didn't bother folding themap back up,
just stuffed it into the pocket like scrunching something
up to throw away. “I'm on my feet all day long. So, let's
go.”

Looney shook her shoulder, again. “Hey—if we
make a blanket stretcher and carry somebody in it, will
that count? I know how to do that! Tells how right here
in this—” He pulled a paperback copy of an old Boy
Scout Handbook I loaned him out of his back pocket and
waved it at her.

“What did I tell you, Lewis?Now, get that thing out
of my face! Not doing any scout stuff till we get to the
town. So, pipe down.”

“There's a town way out here?” He turned around
and looked at me as I came up behind. “Who lives in it?”

“Nobody. It's a ghost town,” I told him. For a
minute he just stood there, so I walked around him to
follow the others.

“But there's no such thing as ghosts.” He hurried to
catch up. “Right, Hud?”

“AskBoone.Hewasborn there.”Then Iwhispered,
“Get back to your post!”

The twonephewswere behindBoone,movingwith
an extra spring in each step on account of they had their
earphones back on andwere probably listening tomusic.
Wallace Lee was about a foot taller than Maxwell, but
they both looked to be good at sports. Every once in a
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while, Maxwell would bend down, pick up a rock, then
pitch it over the side to see how far he could throw. I
passed them up without saying anything, then jogged
past Boone, too, so I'd be first at the top of the hill.

Then I waited just over the rise for him to catch up
withme. I pulledmy hat off, ran a hand throughmy hair,
then put it on backwards, and was looking out over the
dried up river bed we had to go along before I heard him
coming. “Hey, Boone, what do you think? How about
we—”

When I turned around, it wasn't him.
Wallace Lee smiled when he passed me up (like he

knew something, I didn't), and the next person over was
Boone, turning his hat around straight instead of
backwards. “He's sticking to us like glue,” hewhispered.
“So, let'swiden our gap and see how long it takes for him
to catch on.” Then he skittered and slid down to the
bottom, passing up Wallace Lee without a pause, and
took off for the river bed.

I took off, too, but practically killedmyself slipping
on a steep spot and ended up on my butt halfway down.

“AUNT—LUCINDA—SAYS—SLOW—
DOWN!” Maxwell called from the top of the hill, in a
voice that sounded like he had a bull frog stuck in his
throat. “WAIT! UP!”

I didn'twait. I headed down the river bed (instead of
up) to where I knew Boone would be hiding, and stood
there looking around for a minute.

“He's just around the bend,” I heard him say from
behind a clump of sagebrush a few feet away. “Book
right on past him before he gets a good look at you and
we'll meet up at the camp spot. OK—go!”
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I turned my hat around straight, again (like
Boone's), and took off. Once I got past the bend I didn't
see Wallace Lee anywhere but I didn't care. Instead, I
headedup the riverbed, zig-zaggingaroundboulders and
clumps of prickly cactus like I was running the five
hundred. Our camp spot from last year was about a mile
and a half away on the south bank and I was making a
bee-line for it.

Man, it was good to be out there, again. So good I
felt like I could run all the way to Padre Gordo. But we
had a plan to work out. And it all depended on whether
or not Boone could make Miz Lucinda an offer she
couldn't refuse. I hoped so. Because our Plan B for this
gig was way worse than the original. If we failed, we
would never get a chance to spy on the engineers. Our
days of freedom would be seriously over.

About five minutes later I heard Wallace Lee
moving up behindme. But runningwasmy strong point,
so, I just kicked up my speed and put more distance
between us. Being familiar with the territory and
knowing where I was going gave me the edge even if he
was faster than me. But he wasn't. That's another thing
hard work will do for you. A good gym session doesn't
hold a candle to hard work for building up endurance.
And Boone and I had been working our tails off ever
since last summer.

When I got to the campsite, I sat down for aminute,
and while I was rummaging around for one of my water
bottles I found my rabbit snare. So, I decided to set it up
for when we came back this way. This far away from
cities the rabbit population was still booming. It only
took a few minutes since I put it in the same spot as last
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summer.That'swhy Iwasback taking a rest anddrinking
my water by the time Wallace Lee got there.

He was too winded to talk and just sank down
beside me on the big flat rock I was sitting on. His black
hair was cut shorter than Looney's, and it was glistening
with sweat. He had some running down the sides of his
face, too, and his ear phones were dangling out of his
pocket instead of plugged into his ears anymore. After a
few seconds he pulled his red backpack off and dug
around in it till he came up with a bottle of Gatorade.

It wasn't until it was half gone before he said
anything. Then it was only, “You get free tickets for
working there?”

“Nope.”
“Bummer.”
“Pay isn't too great, either.”
“Least you got a job, though.”
“Could beMiz Boone might take on a couple more

diggers for the miniature golf course, if you're looking
for one.” I picked up a short stick and started popping out
the little rocks that were stuck in the treads of my shoes.

“What's she pay for that?”
“Twenty-five cents an hour. Fifty if you take it in

tickets.”
He put the cap back on his Gatorade and stuck it in

his backpack, again. “I might do it for the tickets.”
“There's a lot of kids that'll do it for the twenty-five.

So, you better jump on it if you're thinking. They got the
course half dug out, already.”

We were quiet again for a while. Then he said, “I
thought you was Boone till just now when I saw you
sitting here.”
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“Wondered why you were tailing me.”
“Now, we're both in trouble.”
“Man, I hope not. Because I am not gonna hang

around if she starts swinging that stick!”
He laughed. Probably because I am not good at

hiding my feelings when it comes to Miz Lucinda.
“Seriously,” I told him.
“Only one way to get on the good side of her.” He

laughed at me, again.
I couldn't resist any inside advice on how to get

around her so I asked, “What is it?”
“Yougotta begood,man.Then if youwant toget on

her good side permanent, you have to help her out with
things. Before she asks you. After that she isn't so bad.
Took the whole family to the fun park last night. There's
a pack of us, too.”

“Well...” I sighed, and felt seriously tired all of a
sudden. “I been stuck toherbad side so long, I'll probably
be in college before she lets me change over. Just
saying.”

“Most of the colleges gonna shut down after
Christmas, anyway.”

“What?”
“Someare, already.MycousinDenny...”Hepicked

up the bottom of his shirt and wiped the sweat off his
face. “His engineering school back east, closed down.
They shuffled those students into work centers all over
the country. Now, we can't find him anywhere.”

“You mean she doesn't even know where he is?”
“Don't knowwhich of those center places he ended

up in. Cell phone just goes to voicemail when she tries to
call him. And he used to call home every Sunday.”
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“Man, that stinks.” I thought of my sister Meg,
getting ready to head back to the university in Tucson
tomorrow, and all of a sudden it felt like the bottom
dropped out of my stomach. My parents would go
berserk if shedisappearedoutof state somewhere.Weall
would.

“Now, she wants to send one of my uncles out
looking for him. But that could take weeks with all this
mess going on everywhere. And way more money than
Aunt Lucinda's got laying around.” He shook his head.
“She never would have come up with this crazy idea of
hers, otherwise. ”

“What crazy idea?” I asked.
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Chapter Sixteen
TRAPPED

“We were practically a pair of prisoners.”
Sir Robert Baden-Powell

For a while he didn't answer. But then he looked
over—like he suddenly decided something—and said,
“Thanks for telling me about that job even though we're
not on the same side.”

“Noton the sameside—whatareyou talkingabout?
You're one of the cousins, aren't you? If you're in, you're
in. You know what Grampy says about that.”

“I never knew him. Only heard stories about him.
Everybody on our side thought he was crazy.”

“Man, that's too bad, Wallace Lee. You missed out
on a lot of good stuff not knowing Grampy. He was a
genuine hero, too. Don't see many of them around any
more. Anyway, he said you have to help anybody that's
with you at the time of a crisis. And after what you just
told me...” I stood up to fill my pockets with small rocks
for if we ran into any snakes. “Doesn't take awhole lot of
brains to know we're in the middle of a big one.”

“So, you toldmeabout that job just becauseyouand
me happened to be sitting here?”

“Sure, why not? Times get hard we all gotta stick
together. Especially when most of the adults in town
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would rather not believe what's happening than do
something about it.”

He went quiet again and I figured we were done
talking. So, I wandered out into the middle of the
riverbed to see if I could spot the others. But therewas no
sign of them, yet. Then I went behind him, up along the
side of the riverbank, looking around for our old fire pit
to see if any of it was still there.

“Aunt Lucinda is fixing to lock Boone up
somewhere in the ghost town today if he doesn't tell her
where the stronghold is.”Hesaid it soquiet Ibarelyheard
him. “That's whyMaxwell andme aren't supposed to let
him out of our sight. Case he takes a notion to run off and
hide, again.”

It was enough to freeze me on the spot and send a
cold chill up my spine. I turned back to him. “You gotta
be kidding me! His parents would go ballistic! Not to
mentionkidnapping is against the lawaroundhere. She'd
ruin any chance of getting help from them, too. You hear
me, Wallace Lee? What's she thinking? I never saw so
many people go insane at one time in my whole life!”

“Me, either. My mom's about good for nothing
lately, too.”

“Then you got a decision to make and you better
make it quick.”

“What's to decide, man? I'm just one kid.”
“Kids can do a lot if they stick together. Seriously.

You could help us if you wanted to.”
“I'll think about it.”
“Well, don't take too long. Doing nothing is just as

bad as being on the wrong side.” He didn't answer and I
headed out to the river bed, again. “I'm gonna walk back
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and see if I can find everybody.”
I ran into them about ten minutes later. Boone was

stillway in the lead, andMizLucindawasdragging,with
the other two following alongside her. Looney didn't
look thrashed at all. But then he spent most of every day
just walking back and forth across town. Until he started
working at the track, anyway.

“I thought I told you to slow down, William
Hudson!” Miz Lucinda hollered at me while they were
still a longways back, thenmopped her facewith the end
of the green scarf tied around her safari hat. “When I said
I'mnotputtingupwithany foolishness today, Imeant it!”

“Hey, Boone—” I whispered when we got close
enough. “We gotta go straight to Plan B, man! Wallace
Lee said she's fixing to lock you up somewhere in Padre
Gordo till you tell her where the stronghold is.”

He stopped like he just ran into awall. “Momwould
be headed out here in two seconds flat if she did that.
Soon as we went missing.”

“Well, she'd have to know where to come looking
after she got here. And a lot can happen in one day. I say
we go to Plan B.”

“Iwill if she doesn't go for the offer. But I knowone
thing. I am not gonna be the person locked up in Padre
Gordo if that old witch doesn't go for it!”

Boonewasn't hisGrampy'sboy fornothing.Theold
man taught him every trick and trail he knew around
here. But therewas no denying the factMiz Lucindawas
directly descended from the original Mad Maude,
herself,whooutsmarted the entire townofAshbury back
in the early days.Whichwasn't a guarantee she ended up
with the same kind of smarts. But combined with the
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sheer size and weight of her, I figured she'd have the
jump on us even if she only ended up with half.

“Are you gonna wait till we get there, then?”
“No way. I'll take her twice around the mountain

and wear the tar out of her before I'd lead her straight to
it. She wants to get there she'll have to use that old map
of hers and find it by herself.”

“But you said she was there once, already.”
“That was a long time, ago. When the train was

running and there were still a lot of us living up there.
Way before Grandma died. Grampy tore so many of
those old tracks up for the mines since then, they don't
even lead there anymore.”

“Well...” We started walking, again, to keep out of
ear shot. “Even if she forgot where it was she's got the
map and compass. That's enough to get her there sooner
or later.”

“Doesn't tell her where the stronghold is though.
She could look the rest of her life and never find it.
Besides, by that time you and me will be long gone.”

“Well, I surehope so.” I tookadeepbreath andblew
it out slow, just trying to calmmy nerves. “You give her
the pitch and I'll try to come up with some kind of Plan
C. In case Plan B doesn't take. Know what I mean?
Meanwhile, I'm gonna go check my rabbit trap.”

“You set up a snare, already?”
“Wallace Leewasn't as fast a runner as I thought he

was.”
WhileMizLucindadroppeddownonto the flat rock

next toWallace Lee and declared a fifteen minute break
for everyone, I headed off to see if I had a rabbit in my
snare, yet. No such luck. But Looney followed me and
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got interested in how it worked. He was starting to act
like Iwas thebrain of the century, so I thought I better tell
him itwasn'tmy idea. Just one I pickedup from theScout
Manual.

Then he said it wasn't in there because he looked at
everypicture last night andwouldhave remembered. So,
I figured I better tell him about the real Scout Manual.
The one that came out in 1911. The one with stuff in it
they don't let kids do anymore.

But about the time I was saying I'd get him a copy
if he didn't brag it around too much, Boone and Miz
Lucinda started arguing and I had a feeling I better get
back and see what was going on. Maxwell and Wallace
Leewere off down the riverbed somewhere, andLooney
wasn't interested in getting any closer to Miz Lucinda
than he had to. On account of she already whopped him
once with her walking stick for not keeping his hands to
himself.

When I got close enough to hear more than just
raisedvoices, theywere into it toomuch tonoticeme.So,
I sat down behind them (but still a ways off) and just
listened.

The tone ofBoone's voice toldmehewas about two
steps from going ballistic, already. “What do you think
she's doing out there—cashing in on everybody's hard
times?”

Sheesh. I couldn't figurehow theygoton the subject
of his mother when he was supposed to be making an
offer Miz Lucinda couldn't refuse.

“She's got half the family working out there
already,” he went on, “while the rest of the town's still
busy thinking about their selves!”
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“Now, you listen to me, Junior! I've got twenty-
three people she's not taking care of, and one I don't even
know where he is any more! It's gonna take way more
than an airline ticket to find my boy. And whatever it
takes, I'm gonna get it.” She jabbed him with her elbow
when he didn't answer. “You hear me?”

He moved farther away from her on the rock but
didn't run off. Instead, he got that quiet calm tone in his
voice and I knew he made a decision. “You can send as
many up to Padre Gordo as youwant. Long as they don't
draw any attention from the soldiers. There's enough
food in the cellar to last sixmonths.Maybemore if you're
careful with it.”

“That town wasn't fit for habitation last time I saw
it, and it's probably gone to wrack and ruin by now.
Wouldn't give two shakes for it!” She eased her
shoulders out of her big green backpack and unzipped a
corner. “With Uncle Jack gone and your dad off in some
foreign country somewhere...” She pulled out a bag of
barbecue potato chips and squeezed the top till it popped
open with a bang. “It's time to divvy up the loot.”

Uh-oh. IwatchedBoone, expectinghim to spout off
with something he couldn't take back, then it would be
every man for himself just trying to stay clear of that
woman. But instead he reached into his pocket and
pulled out a wad of money the size you only see in
movies. I have to admit my mouth dropped open. On
account of I didn't think there was that much money left
in all of Ashbury.

“Here.”He handed it over to her. “If this doesn't get
Denny back we'll pitch in more.”

She stoppedmunching potato chips and stared at it.
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For a long time she didn't say anything at all. I figured it
was because she was about as ashamed as she could get,
after the bad things she'd been saying about Boone and
his mom. I even expected she was hard pressed not to
bust out bawling she'd be so happy. Except the next thing
I knew, she pitched the whole lot straight up into the air.

In a second it started to swirl in thebreeze, then float
down all around us like balloons on a game show when
somebodywon the prize. “I don't need yourmoney!” she
hollered so loud that time the nephews came trotting
back to see what was going on.

“You knowwhat this money's gonna be worth next
week, Junior? Zero, that's what! Army's gonna be doling
out food and services just on credit—so they can keep
track of what everybody gets! No more traveling back
and forth, either. Except on government business. Next
week, it's gonna be against the law even to have this
stuff!”

She brushed away a clump of hundred-dollar-bills
that landed in her lap, like it was so much trash. By that
time, she had all four of us kids standing around her like
somebody just cast a spell on us and we all froze into
statues. We were that shocked.

Whichmust havemade her a little sorry she blurted
all that out because the next thing she said was, “Heard
it at a closed door hospital meeting where they were
talking to us about handling crowds. I hear a lot of things
down there. Way before they get on the agenda for the
town meetings. Here, now... you all stop looking at me
like that.”

She held the potato chip bag out to us but nobody
took any.
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If the bottom had dropped out of my stomachwhen
Wallace Lee told me about the colleges shutting down,
it felt like a volcano about to blow at the thought of not
being able to get out of the city if we wanted to.
Especially if part of your family happened to be
somewhere else when it all happened.

“I'm thinking it's the good Lord Himself put me in
that position.” She stuffed the potato chips in her
backpack again and got to her feet. “Just so I'd know
ahead of time what's to happen, and be able to meet the
kind of people can help us out. We gonna need the right
connections to get wherewe need to get, and dowhat we
need to do.”

Itwas sodeadquietwhilewe let all that information
sink in, I could have sworn I heard an owl somewhere
close by.

“Holy Macaroni, guys—” Looney bawled, “That
means somebody's about to die!”

“Oh, it does not.”Miz Lucinda retied the shoelaces
on one of her Army boots, then put her backpack on.
“That's just an old wive's tale. Hoot owl's lonely, that's
all. It's how they talk to each other. Let's get started,
again. We been here long enough.”

Nobody budged. It was like we were all robots and
somebodyhadhit the shut-downbutton on every last one
of us. I shot a glance at Boone, but he had a look on his
face like he was picturing something I wouldn't even
want to know.

“I said, let's go!” Miz Boone yelled loud enough to
throw another echo. “It's after ten already and we got
another three hours beforewe get there!Don't want to be
toting all that stuff down to the car in the dark!”
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Chapter Seventeen
A DEAL WITH THE DRAGON

“That was the scheme. But the difficulty was
how to play it off.”

Sir Robert Baden-Powell

Boone startedpickingupmoneyas fast ashecould,
and I hurried over to help.

“Leave it!” orderedMiz Lucinda. “I just told you it
was gonna be worthless next week!”

Which was about the last thing Boone could take.
“My mom cleared out her whole savings to get this
money! I am—NOT—leaving it here! Go ahead on if
you have to! We got about another three miles up this
riverbed beforewe head up into themountain.When I'm
done, I'll catch up.”

“You better,” shewarned. “Wallace Lee? Stay here
and help. Every last one of you don't show up beside me
in thenext tenminutes, I'll bewhacking somebutts!”She
swung thewalking stick a couple times through the air so
fast itmade awhooshing sound. “Maxwell, andLewis—
you boys come with me.”

Maxwell trotted up next to her like a pup that
graduatedobedience school. I don't knowwhat he'd been
doing all morning, but there was a hole the size of a
grapefruit ripped in one of the legs of his shorts, already.
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Looney wasn't around anywhere.
“Lewis?” Miz Lucinda looked in every direction.

“Now, where did that boy go!”
“Probably just needed some privacy.” I tried to

cover for him. “Nobody can help that.”
“He had fifteen minutes for privacy! Next person

runs out of my sight without permission is gonna wish
they never—”

“Hey—hey—HEY!” Looney hollered from
somewhere over the riverbank. “It worked! We got a
rabbit, guys—we got a rabbit!”

About the time I thoughtMiz Lucindawould holler
back for him to let it go and quitwasting time, she perked
up and started over there. In one big hurry, too.

“A rabbit!Mercy—I haven't seen a rabbit in—hold
onto him, Lewis!” She plowed up that bank like she had
a steam engine pushing from behind. “Don't let him get
away—I'm coming!”

While the nephews took off up the hill after her,
Boone and I picked up the last of the money. Then he
rolled it up into a tight wad to stick back in his pocket,
again. That's when I noticed his hands were shaking
enough to have a hard time getting it all in there. Going
head-to-head with Miz Lucinda had been harder on him
than I thought. But his voice sure didn't give it away.

“We're going to PlanB,Hud,” he said in that steady
tone. OK, so he made another decision. “It'll work, too.
Way she's carrying on about that rabbit, I can see right
now Mom was right about her. She'll do anything for
food.”

“Yeah, remember how excited she got when
Grampy showed her all those fish he caught that day?He
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must have known it, too.”
“Next time we stop for a rest, we'll make her a

dinner she'll never forget.”
“Yeah, she'll be so tired by then she probably won't

even argue.” I unzipped my backpack and pulled out a
baggie full of pea-green trail-mix. “But we better not
count on it.”

Boone, got a bag of the same stuff out for himself.
“I hope Looney remembers everything he's supposed to
do. What's wrong with him, anyway? If we were inside
somewhere, he'd be bouncing off the walls.”

“I don't think he's ever been out hiking like this in
his whole life.” I picked a couple raisins out of my bag
and popped them in my mouth. “He stayed up half the
night reading the scout book, too. Wasn't even the real
one.”

Weheard the jumbleof excitedvoicesaseverybody
camebackover the riverbank.Maxwell andWallaceLee
in the front—they skidded down, first—and Miz
Lucinda right behind, using her walking stick for what it
was made for, so she wouldn't fall down. Looney was
hanging way back, so I figured he must have got
walloped, again.When his face finally popped into view
over the ledge, he looked like hewas about to bawl. I sure
couldn't blame him.

“Let's go!” Miz Lucinda chugged right on past us.
“I'll take the lead,” Boone shifted his backpack into

a better position and turned his hat around backwards.
“You boys hang out behind and get the conversation
going.” Then he trotted off.

I turned around to say something to Looney but he
hadn't even come off the riverbank, yet. He was just
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standing at the top, like he was maybe thinking about
taking off back to the car, or something.

“Hurry it up, man,” I walked toward him a ways.
“We gotta get to our posts.”

He just stood there.
“You all right?”
“Idon't likeher!Givemeanotherpost,Hud—Ican't

stick by her, anymore.”
“Looney, when we said stick close, we sure didn't

mean close enough to let her keep clouting youwith that
stick of hers. You gotta watch out for that thing. Now,
come on. We have to go for Plan B, and it's gonna take
all three of us just to pull it off.”

He jumped down off the bank without even trying
to skid down, and fell forward onto his knees when he
landed. “I'm not afraid of her old stick.” He got up and
brushed off the sharp little rocks that were stuck to his
hands. Then practically choked out the next words. “She
killed the rabbit, Hud—wham!—just like that. Wham!
With her bare fist!”

“Well, sheesh, what'd you expect?” I pulled the
sleeve of his shirt to start him walking, so we wouldn't
drop far enough behind to get yelled at. “You can't cook
somethingwithout killing it, first. That's theway it is out
here. More food than a grocery store but you gotta work
for every bit of it.”

“I told her I wanted to keep it for a pet! But she just
—wham! Killed it with her bare hands!”

“Yeah, well...” I stuck my bag of trail mix into my
back pocket so it was hanging halfway out. “In case you
haven't noticed, there aren't any rabbits in Ashbury,
anymore. They've all been killed off for about ten miles
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around, that's why. Fresh meat scarce as it is, that's the
first thing almost anybody thinks of when they see a
rabbit. Not taking it home for a pet.”

“We can't have pets at the home. So, all I ever had
was mice and bugs. Somebody always finds them. Then
I gotta start all over, again. You have a dog, Hud?”

“Not since I was little.Way before wemoved here.
One ofmy sisterswas feeding a half-wild cat for awhile.
But it disappeared a couple months, ago.”

“Nurse Parker probably killed it with her bare
hands!”

“Naw.Youwon't catch her eating anything like that
till the last ham is gone out of Ashbury.” I looked over at
him. His green and red backpack was so dirty it looked
like camo, and one of the straps was just hanging by a
couple threads. The thing was loaded down like he had
everything he owned in there. “You ready, yet?”

“I guess.”
“Then let's do this thing.”
“But I do not like Nurse Parker, anymore!”
“You and me, both. But we gotta go for as long as

we can hold out. Remember? It's what we all took the
swear for. It's sowewon't back out during times like this.
Half the stuffwedowedon't like.Still gottado it, though.
Now, don't eat the green stuff. And especially not the
chocolate or you'll be sicker than a dog, Looney. Just the
raisins. Got it?”

“I got it.”
Boone took off like a shot all of a sudden, Miz

Lucinda jabbedWallaceLeewith her elbow, and he took
out after Boone. That was the signal that I was up next.
So, I jogged up behind Maxwell and Miz Lucinda, and
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just as I came up alongside, I noticed a big bulge in her
backpack and some rabbit fur sticking out of a place
where the zipper wouldn't close.

“Hey, Miz Lucinda? I was wondering if you
thought to pick up my rabbit snare. Else I'll have to go
back and get it.”

“You aren't going anywhere without asking,” she
huffed. The riverbed was making a gradual turn up into
the foothills, now, and we were starting to climb even
thoughyoucouldn't tell by looking.Walking just seemed
harder. “I picked it up for you. That's a nice snare.
Worked real good. You make it yourself?”

“Yes, ma'am.”
“I'll give you five dollars for it.”
“Tookme a long time to get it just right.Don't know

if I'd want to give it up. Besides, you already told us
money wasn't gonna be good anymore after next week.”

“You'd still have a whole week to spend it, though,
wouldn't you. I'll tell you what. You make one just like
it for me, and I'll throw a survival merit badge into the
deal.”

I was ashamed how quick that idea grabbed hold of
me. As far as we knew, there hadn't been a scout leader
in Ashbury for years. Boone and I were always making
some new thing to practice our skills with, and trying out
different stuff from the Handbook, too. But we didn't
have any badges. Not even one.

“An official merit badge?”
“Of course it's official.Didn't anyone tell you I used

to be Scout Leader around here?Well, I did. Have lots of
that stuff left over. Just couldn't find time to do it, since
my promotion, so, it's been a long time ago. You don't
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think I'd tell people I was taking a Scout Troop up here
if Iwas never a Scout Leader, do you?Course Iwouldn't.
Like I told Lewis. We'll be doing the handbook stuff as
soon as we get to Padre Gordo. And I brought plenty of
badges to go around.”

It had also been a long time since I had five dollars
of my own to spend. Never since the hard times. It could
buy a heap of stuff down at Cooper's that we needed for
the hideout, too. Prices being as low as they were these
days. I had a feeling wewere going to need every foot of
rope and headlamp we could find, pretty soon. Not to
mention we'd need a whole lot more water and food
stashed in if things got so bad we had to take those
orphans out there to hide.

“Ok, then. I'll make you one.” I slowed down
enough to get my trail mix out of my pocket and chuck
a fewmore raisins into mymouth. “You'll have to come
all the way out here to use it though, on account of the
rabbits around Ashbury have all been trapped out.”

“I'll be coming back and forth here regular from
nowon.Once Igetmybearingsback towhereeverything
is. Be a big help if you could tell Junior to get along with
me. Not for a child to decide how to take care of the
family.”

“It is if he inherited it.” Man, I didn't mean for that
to pop out, and the look on her face said shewasn't gonna
let it by, either. So, I did the only thing that came to me.
I tookadeepbreath and letmyeyesbugout like I couldn't
breathe all of a sudden.

“Here—what's the matter with you?” She slapped
me on the back like I was choking.

I started twitching my left shoulder up and down,
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then kicked a foot out like I was aiming for a touchdown
from the fifty yard line.

“Stop that!”
“It's this—Quantum Energy—Trail Mix! If I don't

run it off, right now—it'll set everymuscle inmy body to
twitching!”

“What?” She grabbed for the baggie but I jumped
out of her reach. “Where'd you get that!”

“It's just an oldApache recipewe got fromGrampy
last summer. Gives you enough energy to run five
miles.” I started talking fast and bounced a full circle
around her and Maxwell at the same time.”

“Iwant some trailmix,”Maxwell croaked.Hemust
have had a cold, or something.

“Heck, no,” I told him. “Even a little would be too
much for you. Gotta work up to it.” I let out a loud hoop
andstarted twitchingmyshoulder, again. “Little at a time
for two weeks...” I did a waist-high Karate kick into the
mid-air. “Or you'd be—puking till Sunday!”

After that, I took off running.
“William Hudson—you get back here!”
I heard the whoosh of the walking stick behind me

—man, could she move out when she wanted to! But it
only barely caught the edge of my bag of trail mix and
knocked it to the ground. By that time, we were getting
to the placewhere the big old boulders were flung out all
over that river-bottom, and you either had to go around,
or climbover. The closest one tomewas about seven feet
tall, and I took a flying leap up the side of it without even
losing my momentum. It was kind of cool, actually, and
I raised my arms up and down and did a little victory
circle before jumping down the other side.
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Last thing I saw of themwasMaxwell digging into
the trailmixwhileMizLucindahadherback turned.And
Looneymovingup intopositionalongsidehim...without
saying a word.
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Chapter Eighteen
LONG RUN

“They examined all the country over which
they were likely to fight...”

Sir Robert Baden-Powell

By the time I caught up with Boone, Wallace Lee
hadalreadygottenaheadso farhewas totallyoutof sight.
That's because Boone's about as expert as you can get
when it comes to hiding. He's a good runner but only for
short spurts. Me, I can keep running all the way to
Sunday. I don't know why. I guess I was just made that
way.

Anyway, when I saw a rock come skidding out in
front of me, I knew Boone was behind one of the big
boulders a ways off, and Wallace Lee was still running
for all he was worth thinking he had lost him up ahead
somewhere. I leaned over and rested my hands on my
knees a minute to catch my breath.

“How's it going?” he asked when he walked over.
“I figure we got about an hour till we have to go to

Plan C.” I stood up and looked at him. “Maxwell ate the
green stuff, already.”

“Dang... we'll only be halfway up the mountain by
then. Did you come up with any ideas?”
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“Yep.We fall back on just being Boy Scouts. Rig a
blanket stretcher, and haul Maxwell back to the car,
puking over the side every fifteenminutes. By that time,
Miz Lucindawill be worried enough to let a couple of us
run up to Padre Gordo and haul a quick load back down
to the car with the Rhino. She'll want to get him home if
he's that sick, so she'll have to come back another time.”

“What's to keep her from just letting you go, and
holdingme back to keep you andme from taking off? I'll
tell you right now, I'm not hanging around long enough
for her to tie me up, or something.”

“I'm betting she'll want to get busy cooking the
rabbit when everybody stops for a rest halfway back to
the car. Probably want to keep Looney with her, too. On
account of she knows we wouldn't just run off and leave
him.”

“She isn't gonna let us go.”
“She will if we take Maxwell Lee.”
He kicked at a centipede that was crawling up to

him fast, and it ended up on its back for a few seconds
with all of its legs waving. “Wouldn't feel right leaving
him out in the desert by himself somewhere. Especially
if it's dark by then.”

“We don't have to ditch him. Just drop him off a
little ways past the campsite where they'll be resting.
Then we can take off for home. Let them get their selves
back to the car after she finds outwe're gone. She's going
to be hopping mad when she gets back, though.”

“She won't wait till she gets back. First thing she'll
do is call the police out here. Soon asWallaceLee rats on
us. We'll get turned over to the county, again.”

“He won't. I got a feeling he's about to switch over
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to our side.”
“Even if he does she'll still call. We'd get

rehabilitated for sure if that happens.”
“Not if it's a life or death situation.”
“Nothing life or death about a day hike,” he said.

“And that's just what she'll say when she gets back and
tells them. Her word against ours, again.”

“Not if wemake it back first and they have to come
and rescue her out of here instead of us,” I reasoned.
“They'll think we're heroes. Might even give us a medal
for risking our necks hiking out for help.”

“Yeah? What if they don't?”
I usually like to hold something back in a talk like

this. An idea that beats all heck out of the other ideas
because it was the best one all along. Sort of a debate
tactic I learned in government class I discoveredworked
great for real life arguments, too.A “save the best to last”
type thing even your opponent can't disagree with.

Except I didn't have anything like that this time.
Not to mention whenever Boone and I get into it

about anything, I usually spill the beans right off the bat.
And even though you'd have to use torture to get me to
admit it, he's way smarter than me in some things.
Especially when it comes to getting around adults.

So, I ended sort of lame by saying, “Your mom
always believes us. Maybe she can come up with
something.”

“It's going to take more than Mom's carnival tricks
to fool the Army, Hud.”

For aminutewewerebothquiet, just thinkingabout
it. Then there was the snap of a twig from somewhere
behind us and we both started moving out quick, again,
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without saying a word to each other.
After awhileBoone said, “Maybewebetter just run

for home, right now. Could be the only chance we get to
hide before she calls in the troops. Those Army guys
have equipment that can spot youmoving around even at
night.”

“Holy crud,Boone!”That thought gaveme a shiver
when I wasn't even cold. “What about Looney?”

“We're the only ones would be in big trouble. He'd
be home in less than an hour. Once the helicopters
come.”

“Helicopters—”
“Yeah, this is it, Hud. Time to bug out to the

stronghold. I can feel it in my gut.”
For a minute I felt like I couldn't breathe. Almost

like a bomb went off, or something. Bug out to the
stronghold? This was awful! Way worse than when I
couldn't decide if I wanted to go there with him and
Grampy last summer, because I didn't have a choice this
time. I already made a swear—to Grampy—I'd help
Boone out whenever the time came.

“Whoa—wait a minute—wait a minute!” My
mouth startedwatering like I was about to puke but I just
spit and went on talking. “What about the whole bunch,
Boone?We can't just bug out and save ourselves during
a war! You know? What about the orphans—they're
depending on us! Heck, what about our families?”

I had to spit, again. “I gotta be home before Meg
leaves tomorrow night and tell my folks about the
colleges shutting down. If I don't she'll turn up missing
just like your cousin Denny, next week!”

He stopped all of a sudden and looked hard at me,
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so I knew I had his attention. At least he wasn't struck
blind and deaf with his own idea and headed after it like
a crazy person. So, I figured I had about three seconds to
convince him. That's about how far he was from going
ballistic.

“That's what happened, Boone. They shut down his
college, took away his phone, and CENTERED him in
who-knows-what-city. That's whyMiz Lucinda went so
crazy over all this! She's not worried about how much
money it will take to find him anymore, she's worried
about never finding him, again.”

Hewas still looking atmewithout saying anything.
But I knew—better than I knew my own name—he was
making a decision that very moment and the next thing
out of hismouthwasgoing tobeoneof those strongquiet
sentences Iwouldn't be able to go against even if it killed
me. On account of I couldn't break a swear on the Bible.
A few weeks in hell wasn't worth an eternity in heaven,
if you know what I mean. Just the way I was raised.

So, I gave himmy last shot andhoped itwas enough
to knock as much wind out of him as I felt a fewminutes
ago. “Shemightbe thewickedwitchof thewest, all right,
but don't forget she's a direct descendent of Old Mad
Maud.How'dyou like tobehauntedbysomeone like that
for all eternity? This could be the one—and ONLY—
time we will ever have to do her a good turn. And we're
gonna need those kind of points to survive this thing,
Boone. Seriously!”

He took his hat off, ran his hand through all those
tangled curls and stuck it on backwards. “How far doyou
think we can trust Wallace Lee, right now?”

“Only about as far as we could throw him.” Hey, I
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had to be honest.
Disaster averted.
In the end, we came up with a new Plan C. Which

meant I had to act like a decoy, again, and try and lead
Wallace Lee off the trail long enough for Boone to take
offup toPadreGordo for theRhino.So, I switchedplaces
with him and ran ahead.

I zipped past Wallace Lee, a while later, sitting on
a rock about a halfmile up the riverbed.Winded.He took
out after me anyway, and I had to slow down a couple of
times just so he could keep up. I guess the day was
starting to take its toll on him even though itwasn't noon,
yet.

After that, I ranpast the turnoff toPadreGordo, then
wound in and out of the same saguaro forest Boone and
I used for a Rhino track, last summer. Finally, I just sat
down in themiddleof the trail andwaited forhim.By that
time, I was getting way tired myself.

He dropped down next to me, rolled over onto his
back, and moaned, “Man, I can't believe I fell for this
twice—Aunt Lu's gonna kill me!”

“She's gonna kill both of us, then, 'cause I don't
know know where he is, either.”

“What?”
“Looks like he ditched us.”
“You guys have a fight, or something?”
“Something.” I picked off a piece of sage bush next

to me and started chewing on it.
“Now what do we do?”
“I don't know. Go back and join the group, I guess.

Good thing Miz Lucinda has that map because I think I
missed a turn somewhere.”
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Now, he sat up like something bit him and said,
“What?” like he couldn't believe it. “I thought you spent
a couple weeks out here before!”

“Not bymyself, I didn't. Iwas alwayswithGrampy,
or Boone. There's all kinds of trails up thismountain and
some of them are dead ends. Old broken down mines,
too. Gotta watch out for those.” I stood up and looked
around, like I was trying to figure things out.

Wallace Lee stood up and wiped a trickle of sweat
off the sideofhis facewith thebackofhishand. “Youcan
get us back to the riverbed, though. Right?”

“Uh...” I turned around and looked in the other
direction. “I think so. Except everything looks the same
all of a sudden.”

“Man—what'd you leave the riverbed for if you
didn't know where we were?”

“You were chasing me.”
“Oh—man!”
“Giveme aminute, I'm probably just tired. See any

of our footprints? We maybe could follow them back.”
“Dude!This ground's too hard for footprints.You'd

have to be half Apache.” He shook his head and tried
looking for some, anyway.

“Not if you know what kind of signs to look for.
Grampy was an expert at following sign.” I started
walkingdown the trail aways, looking around for things.
“Did you know he got called in on special assignment
during the war to find some pilots that went down in
enemy territory? Just because hewas so good at tracking
in the dessert!”

“I know most of what he said was a lie or a trick,
that'swhat I know.”Hewas following behindme, sort of
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slow, and still looking for footprints. “I also know they
wouldn't call up a hundred-year-old crazy guy to go into
awar zoneonany special assignment. So, if youbelieved
that windy, no wonder we're lost.”

“Not this war. The Desert Storm war. That was a
way lot of years beforewewere evenborn.Andhewasn't
a hundred.” Funny how I felt offended hearing him talk
that way about Grampy even when I knew it wasn't true.
I actually felt like taking him another loop through the
saguaro forest just to wear him out some more. But I
stifled it.

Mostly because if Grampy was to look down this
very minute (like he said he was going to from time to
time, to check on Boone and me), and see me getting
distracted from my mission just because another kid
riled me, I would be totally ashamed of myself.
Especially if he had any of his folks around and was in
themiddle of bragging about us, or something. So, I just
kept to the trail.

“Hey—” Wallace Lee piped up from behind me.
“Here'swhere I trippedover a rock and skinnedmyknee.
Right here. See? We are going in the right direction.
How'd you know which way without any footprints?”

“I'm following a trail.”
“What trail?”He lookedaheadandbehind, again, to

see if he missed something.
“Something bigger than us that went through here.

A Rhino.”
For a secondhis browneyes lookedabout topopout

of his head, then they got narrowas button holeswhen he
scowled at me. It was a Grampy scowl. The same kind
Boonemade whenever he got irritated about something.
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Strange how you can inherit things like that from your
relatives even if you never knew them.

Now, he was getting mad. “I don't know much
about the desert—I don't evenwant to. But I sure enough
know we don't have rhinos running around wild in
America!”

“Could be one got loose from some traveling circus
passing through here a couple years ago, and nobody
could catch it. Then went sort of crazy on account of
there's notmuch grass for it to eat out here, so it had to go
to eating meat. Like mad cow disease. That comes from
cattle being fed meat products when they're only made
for eating grass.”

His eyes popped, again, and I knew he was
picturing that in his mind, the same way Boone always
did when he thought about something awful. Then I
remembered back, last summer, when Boone was
teasing me about that very same thing and I felt like he
was some kind of liar—or a cheat—trying to trick me
like that. For sure not my friend.

What was I doing?
I was supposed to getWallace Lee won over to our

side. We needed him! And if he couldn't trust us farther
than he could throw us—sheesh, that's just what I said
about him, a while ago. Now, here I was getting off my
mission, again, not five minutes after I decided to do
right. I gotta say doing rightwhenyou're so used to doing
other things, is harder than training for the hundred-yard
hurdles.

“I said, COULD BE a rhino got loose. I was just
speculating.”

His eyes got narrowas button holes, again, so I tried
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to explain better.
“That off-road thingBoone's got up at PadreGordo

is called a Rhino. It's the brand name. I don't even know
if theymake that kind, anymore. Anyway, I'm following
the tire tracks.”

“I don't see any tire tracks.”
“I'm looking for the placeswe looped around or did

donuts. We drove all over here, last summer. They're
faint 'cause there's been a lot of wind and weather since
then, but you can still find them if you look close. Here's
one over here. See?”

“Then what are you fooling with me for?”
“Just giving my man a head start, is all.” I took a

deepbreathbefore tellinghim the real truth. “Wecan't let
MizLucinda get anywhere near PadreGordo, today.Not
after what you told me. So, we had to go to Plan B. On
account of we got us a flat-out life or death situation—
right here—and right now, Wallace Lee.”

“Hey!” There he went with the scowl thing, again.
“Aunt Lu's mean when she gets mad but she sure
wouldn't kill a kid. She took us all to the Fun Park, last
night!”

“Yeah, and you're cheating with her this morning.”
“She's trying to save the family! Probably the only

one in the whole town got the nerves—and the
connections—to do it, too. Makes a lot more sense than
a couple kids passing the goods out to whoever they feel
like.”

“She only wants to save her own family.”
“Life or death situation, you' gotta do what you

gotta do.”
“No, you're gonna do what you think you gotta do.
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Right, or wrong.”
“Nobody can do right all the time.”
“You think.”
He flopped down onto the trail so fast it was almost

like somebody shot him. But instead of dropping over
dead (it was more like a fast sit-down), he pulled his
knees up, and leaned his head against his arms across
them.That'swhen Inoticedoneof themwasbloody from
when he fell a while, ago. I have to admit I didn't know
if he was for us or against us at that second. I was only
hoping I wouldn't have to take another turn around this
saguaro forest before the rest of the group found their
way to the turn-off up to Padre Gordo. Sheesh, I didn't
have time for that.

So, Imovedcloser tohimand loweredmyvoice like
I was giving out the secret of secrets. “Right makes you
strong.”

“That's a lie!” he snapped back. “Everybody knows
only fighting better or being smarter is what makes you
strong!”

“Yeah, that's what most people think. Most people
think Looney Martin is about the dumbest kid in town,
too.”

“Well, he is.” He looked up at me like he couldn't
figurewhat that had to dowith anything. “Teachers been
passing him through just to get himout of their class ever
since he started school. Kid's a pain in the butt, too.
Everybody knows that.”

“Looney's back there—right now—sticking to his
mission, taking hits from Miz Lucinda every time he
turns around, on account of he decided to throw in with
us. You keep your eye on Looney Martin and you'll see
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he's getting stronger every day. Because...” I pointedmy
finger at him each time I said the last words. “Right.
Makes. You. Strong.”

Hedidn't answer.But I could seehis thoughtwheels
turning almost like I could see straight into his brain. I
had a feeling I won—just a feeling—but I knew I had
given it my best shot and couldn't think of anything else
to say. So, I just turned around and started walking. A
few minutes later, I heard him following behind.

“How come you didn't skin out with Boone?” he
asked.

“Because I promised Grampy to help take care of
the whole bunch. I hate to say it, but that includes Miz
Lucinda. On account of she's part of his family.”

“Listen, Hudson. We can't tell her we lost Boone.
She'll wallop us black and blue.”

“You got any better ideas?”
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Chapter Nineteen
ENEMY TERRITORY

“The worst of spying is that it makes you always
suspicious, even of your best friends.”

Sir Robert Baden-Powell

He was quiet for a few seconds and then said,
“What if I was to throw in with you guys.”

Bingo.Finally! Ihesitated for awhilemyself, trying
not to act too excited. “Well, you can't just say you want
to throw in, Wallace Lee. Not when the only reason is
you can't take a couple hits from some measly stick you
could break in two with your own bloody knee. You'd
have to prove we could trust you. Put something up for
collateral. Knowwhat Imean? Something of value. Like
what a bank wants when you're asking for a loan.”

“Only thing I got worth anything is my video
games.”

“I'm not talking video games.”
“I guess you'd wantme to do some kind ofmission,

just to see if I could do it, first.”
“No. That wouldn't prove anything. That's what

spies do. Get in and work with the opposite side, then
work against them from the inside as soon as they get
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trusted.”
“What then? I'm telling you I don't have anything of

value!”
“Yes, you do. Something nobody can take away

unless you give it to them.”
“So, what is it?”
“Your soul.”
A light came into his eyes. “That's it?” Then he

laughed, looked away for a second and shook his head
before looking back at me, again. “My soul? Sure, you
can have it. I don't even believe in that stuff.Youwant it?
It's yours.”

“I can't take it.”
“I gotta give it to Boone?”
“He can't take it, either.”
“The devil, then.”
“No way. You don't have to do anything to get on

his side, he just comes after you.Half theworld's gone to
the devil, case you haven't noticed.”

“You fooling with me, or what! Just tell me what I
have to do tokeepAuntLu fromfindingout I lostBoone!
That's all I want to know.”

“Uh... you have to swear on a hundred and fifty-
year-old Bible that belonged to the Fat Priest. It's up at
the ghost town.”

“What?”
“Yep. Scared the daylights out of me when I did it.

But since you don't believe in any of that stuff, shouldn't
be a problem. Right?”

“I never said I don't believe in ghosts.” His voice
sounded worried all of a sudden.

“I hate to say it, but they're all over the place up in
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Padre Gordo.”
I never did so much talking and negotiating in my

life. Made me figure I might make a pretty good lawyer,
consideringhowIchanged themindofeverybodyon this
hike at least twice, already. Ifwe ever got back to normal
before the end of the world, anyway. Then I started
wondering if people could survive all the radiation that
came after a nuclear bomb if they stayed inside a
mountain for a couple years. After that, I wondered if
you'd get the radiation if you were really high above it.
Like on top of a mountain.

Any way I looked, it didn't look good.
I just knew I sure didn't want to go through any of

that stuff without my family and friends around. That's
when I realized having the whole bunch around you
might have some benefit to it, after all. By that time we
were back at the riverbed, again. I looked each way, but
it was empty on both sides. Quiet, too. Either Miz
Lucindawas lagging behind or shewasway ahead of us,
already.

“OK, so here's the deal.” I looked at mywatch. “It's
a little after eleven.”

“How much farther to the ghost town?” Wallace
Lee sat down on a big flat boulder at the edge of the
riverbank.

“Getting too warm to sit on the rocks, anymore,” I
warned him. “That's where the snakes like to hang out
when it gets over seventy.”

He popped up like a jack-in-the-box and danced
back to the trail.

“I figure we can either go and face the music with
Miz Lucinda, right now or high-tail it up to Padre Gordo
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and help Boone load up enough supplies to make her
change her mind about going there this weekend.”

“She's not going to change her mind.”
“She will if Maxwell's too sick to go on.”
“He's not sick, he has allergies.”
I looked at my watch, again. “I'd say right about

now he's got way more than allergies.”
In the end, Wallace Lee made the very same

decision as I did when I finally decided to go into the
mines with Grampy. He decided to put trouble off till
later if he was headed for it, anyway. So, I took him up
the shortcut instead of around the long way. It was
steeper, and we had to climb over a couple of rock slides
(which I don't mind saying gave me the jitters now that
it was getting warmer out), but we didn't see any snakes
and it got us up to the post office in about half an hour.

After that, we sat down on the rickety, busted-up
porch and rested for awhile. Neither of us said anything.
And neither of us wanted to go inside and look around,
either. I started to remember some of the spook stories
Boone told me about the place, last summer, but I sure
didn't feel like bringing that stuff up. Not when I'd
already had the experience of scaring myself ten times
over, the last time I was here. So, we just sat there quiet
and listened to thewindblowwarmandchilly at the same
time as it flew through the gap in the mountains where
Padre Gordo was.

About fifteen minutes later, Boone showed up.
“Man, am I glad to see you guys!” he said before he

even finished climbing up out of the riverbed. “I so did
not want to get all that stuff out of the cellar by myself.
You know, I could've swore I smelled bacon a couple
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times? Almost like Grampy was up there cooking
breakfast and waiting for us.”

Wallace Lee gave a shudder like it got cold all of a
sudden. “I smell something cooking.”

I did, too, now that they mentioned it. Not bacon,
though. “Hey...” I got to my feet and looked up the road.
“It smells like fried chicken.”

“Oh, no—it's rabbit!” said Boone. “How the heck
did she beat us up here?”

“She has a map with a shortcut on it,” Wallace Lee
answered.

“There isn't any shorter way than the one we just
took,”Boone argued. “And it isn't on anymap, either.On
account of Grampy made it himself when he was
working one of the mines over on this side.”

“The one on Aunt Lu's map,” said Wallace Lee,
“been in our family for over a hundred years.”

“Where'd you get it?” Boon wanted to know.
“Got it from Mad Maude, I guess. She was Aunt

Lu's great, great—I don't know how many greats—
granny.Got stuffon therenobodyknowsabout.Noteven
Uncle Jack.”

“You gotta be kidding me!” I couldn't help it, that
was the worst news I heard, yet.

Boone's face turned sort of gray. “Then what's she
need me for if she already knows where everything is?”

“Because your Grampy made a real mess of the
place, that'swhy.Lot of the old passageways are blocked
off with landslides, or something. It'd take forever to
check them all out. We don't have that kind of time if
we're gonna find Denny. Longer we wait, the harder it'll
be to pick up his trail. She's gonna hire a private
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detective but she needs something better than money to
do it with.”

“You mean to bribe him with for ten times more
than it's worth,” Boone accused.

“Something like that,” Wallace Lee admitted.
“Now, what do we do?”

“Doesn't look sobad foryou, anymore,” I said, “But
the rest of us have had it.”

“Suppose I could distract her long enough to give
you another head start?” he suggested.

“Howcomeyou're sowilling to throw inwith us, all
of a sudden?”NowayBoone could have knownWallace
Lee already decided to join up, so he was still way
suspicious.

“I want a job at the Fun Park,” he answered.
“Even if it's just digging?” I could tell by the look

on Boone's face he was making a judgement about
whether he could trust Wallace Lee, or not.

“Diggin's better than no job, at all,” Wallace Lee
said.

Boone slipped out of his backpack, unzipped the
top, and then fished out Grampy's old Bible. When
Wallace Lee's eyes looked about to pop out of his head,
he threw me a look like he maybe wasn't so sure
anymore.

“AuntLu'sgot apieceof redclothwitha fancycross
like that sewn on with gold thread. Said it used to cover
the altar at the mission in the old days. Mad Maude got
it from some old Apache she made friends with back in
herday.TheApacheswereabout theonly friends shehad
when she was hiding out up here all those years.”

“Yeah, that's why you and me are cousins,” said
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Boone. “Raise your right hand, and put the other on this
Bible, Wallace Lee. That is, if you're ready to swear to
standbyHud, andme, andLooney, for as long as you can
hold out, even if it means sacrificing yourself to save the
whole bunch.”

“Whoa.” If his eyes could get any bigger they just
did.

“But don't worry. If that happens, all us heroes are
gonna meet up in the middle of the biggest flank
maneuver in the history of the world. Then everything'll
be all right, again. Guaranteed.”

“How do you know?” he asked.
“Grampy told me. You follow the Hero Code, you

get a hero's honor. That's what he said.”
“But he was—”
“He wasn't crazy, he was a gen-u-wine hero! Just

like his dad and his grampy, and his dad before that.
There's a place for you in that line,Wallace Lee, but you
gotta earn it just like the rest of us. Tell him the code,
Hud. We don't have time to get the book out and look it
up, we're wasting daylight here.”

“It's uhh...” It took a couple seconds to think of all
thewords since I hadn't rattled it off since that night I said
it to Grampy, myself. But it was still in there. So, once I
got the first part, the rest just spilled out after. “I swear
before God, and the Holy Book, that I shall not fight
against the King, who now bestows the Order of
Knighthood on me. I also swear with all my force and
power to maintain and defend all ladies, gentlewomen,
widows, orphans, and distressed women; and I shall not
run from adventure in any way—or even war—if it’s
where I happen to be.”



SPIES For Life

175

“Well, if LooneyMartin could say it, I guess I can,
too. OK. I swear.”

“All right, then.” Boone put the Bible away. “From
now on, we'll be watching your back the same way we
would Grampy's. But man—you gotta help us with that
Nurse Parker, because she's smarter than all of us put
together.Which iswhywe all got to skin out, right now.”

“What? We can't skin out and leave Aunt Lu all by
herself up here—she'll be after us as soon as she gets
back! You gotta have a better plan than that!”

“Give us a better one and we'll throw in with you,”
I suggested. “I say she's gonna be after us whether we
walk in now, or later.”

“I'll give you abetter plan,” saidWallaceLee. “You
gotta let me be a spy. You know, work undercover for
youandall that. I canbewaymorehelpworking from the
inside.”

All of a sudden, I didn't know whether we could
trust Wallace Lee, or not. Why should he care what he
swore if he didn't believe in any of the good things,
anyway? What if he only believed in the bad stuff and
was spying on us right now? Getting ready to spill the
beans toMizLucinda about all the planswe just told him
about. That thought gave me a chill, all right.

It must have had the same effect on Boone, too.
Because the next minute he came up with a plan I knew
he couldn't mean for one minute. Which I did not object
to because I figured it was just another decoy maneuver
sowe could skin out back toAshbury the first chancewe
got. Not to mention I had known Boone long enough by
now to know he always had at least two ways of escape
out of any corner. Sometimes even three.
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He was sort of like his mom that way.
So,whenhe saidweweregoing touse anold coyote

trail down the backside of the Devil's Highway to get
home, I didn't even blink. On account of I knew Boone
wouldn't do that even if his life depended on it. I mean,
theworst kindof criminals you can imaginemoveupand
down those trails, and nobody in their right mind would
want to cross paths with them on purpose. Not for any
reason.

His real plan was probably to duck out with the
Rhino beforeMiz Lucinda called in the troops andmake
abeeline forour strongholdover atLittleHeelyMesa.Of
course, we would have to duck and hide when the
helicopters flew over, or they'd be onto us before we
could even get there. As for Looney, I don't know what
Boone's plans were to get him back.

Maybe he didn't have any.
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Chapter Twenty
GHOST TOWN

“I did not understand his language, but I
could understand his gesture well enough
when he presented his rifle and took

deliberate aim at me...”
Sir Robert Baden-Powell

While Boone took off for the airplane hangar,
where we left the Rhino last summer, Wallace Lee and I
headed for the hotel. Seems Miz Lucinda knew her way
around Padre Gordo a whole lot better than any of us
figured. We found her in the kitchen, frying up the meat
on that big iron stove, with a pot of Gran's bean soup
bubbling away on a back burner.

She was humming a tune—like she didn't have a
care in the world—and said, “What took you so long,
boys?” Then she laughed at us.

I looked around forLooney andMaxwell, but didn't
see them.

“Hud, here, got us lost,” Wallace Lee answered.
“Boone skinned out ahead and we got mixed up on one
of the turns. He doesn't know his way around here any
better than me.”
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“I know some things.” I couldn't let that pass, on
account of I was starting to feel betrayed, already.

“Where is thatMr. Boone?” she asked. But she sure
didn't seem too worried about him. “You tell him if he
doesn't show up at the car by three-o'clock, with the rest
of us, I'mgonna leavehimhere.Course, I'd have to report
him as a runaway soon as I got back to town. Can't have
a child running around alone out here. No matter whose
child he is.”

WallaceLee didn't answer and reached for a golden
brown biscuit off a pan of about thirty of them, instead.
But she walloped his hand with the spatula.

“Oww!”
“Go wash up, first. Then tell everybody it's time to

eat.”
“Where do we wash up at?” he asked.
“First two floors are all ghost town. But the third

one's done up better than the Grand Hotel.”
Uh-oh. How did she know that?
Then—almost as if she read my mind, she said,

“Used to spend summers with my granny out here when
I was just a child. Helped out in this very kitchen more
times than I can remember. Lot of people came to this
hotel in those days. Timeswere hard for everybody back
then. Get going, now. Just 'cause we're having a good
meal doesn't mean we can waste time. We got a lot of
loading up to do. So, go wash up.”

She took a long drink out of a glass mug I knew
came from the saloon. It was the same kindwe drank our
sarsaparilla out of, last summer. “If Maxwell's asleep,
don't bother him. Been feeling poorly ever since he ate
that Apache concoction.”
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Then she nailed me with one of her own Grampy
scowls. “Which I don't for a minute believe was a old
Indian recipe,WilliamHudson!Gonnahave awordwith
your folks about this soon as we get home. You can take
that to the bank!”

Sheesh. So much had been going on today, I hadn't
even thought what my parents would say about what
we'd been doing up here. I was pretty sure they wouldn't
like it though. Especially after that talk Dad and I had at
the library the other night. He'd think I went off the deep
end, or something. That was way worse onme than if he
washoppingmad.Like I say, if it's one thing I can't stand,
it's Dad being disappointed in me.

Which is why I didn't waste time trying to give her
an answer. That lady seemed to have us blocked in, no
matter which way we turned. She was that smart. I only
hoped we could skin out before she realized we were
gone. I just had to figureaway togetLooneyoutside, too.

Without lettingWallace Lee in on it. Just in case he
chickened out and ratted on us.

Then I got an idea. If Maxwell was sick and
Wallace Lee was about as thrashed as he could be
without falling over, I figured neither one of themwould
be in too much of a hurry to do any of the loading. I
wouldn't have trouble getting Looney to help, though.
He'd been ready to skin out since ten, o'clock in the
morning.

Wewentback through theold saloon—theonewith
a bullet hole in the mirror put there by Public Enemy
Number One Back in the Depression days. The tables
were all empty and some of the chairs toppled over but
I didn't take any time out for ghost stories and Wallace
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Lee didn't ask about any either. So,maybe he did believe
in something besides himself when he was walking
through haunted places. When we finally got to the nice
part upstairs, it just looked like a regular hotel.Oneof the
doors was open on the third floor but only Maxwell was
in there.

“Hey, Max,” Wallace Lee flopped down on a
bottom bunk across from where his brother was laying.
“Lunch is ready. Aunt Lou's got all kinds of good stuff
cooked up.”

Maxwell didn't answer. In fact, I was thinking he
looked about dead until he reached down for a bucket on
the floor andpukedabunchofgreen stuff into it.Wallace
Leepoppedup from thebed, hit the door, thenheaded for
the bathroom across the hall like he was next in line for
a relay. Some people can't stand the smell of puke
without puking themselves.

So, I figured it was now, or never for skinning out.
“Looney!” I called down the long hallway sort of

quiet, looking in both directions. “Looney Martin—
where are you!”

Two rooms down a door opened up and he poked
his head out. I don't knowwhat hewas doing in there but
his hat was on crooked. Imotioned for him to hurry, then
headed for the stairs. He practically ran into me when I
stopped on the second floor instead of going all the way
down. On that floor everything looked like theOldWest
all over, again. But you wouldn't catch me looking into
any of the rooms. Stuff like that could get you running
around like a crazy person if you let the fear of it get hold
of you.

I'd rather keep my wits about me in situations like
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this. I wouldn't have stopped there at all if I hadn't
remembered an outside door on the farthest end of that
hall.Maybe nobodywould have to see us leave, after all.
About the time I was feeling pretty smart for thinking
that up, I realized it was stuck shut. Either that or nailed.
Probably hadn't been opened in years.

“Let's just climb out the window,” Looney
suggested. I guess hewas expert at that stuff. “It's busted
out, anyway.” He stuck his head out. “Long way down
but there's a pipe we can scoot across to those stairs.”

Great. If therewas one thing I didn't like it was high
up places I had to scoot across. But Looney was out
before I even peeked my head through to decide.Wasn't
that high up but it still made my stomach feel like jelly.
I eased my weight onto it and felt it sway a little. “Oh,
holy crud...”

“Come on, Hud!” He was already across and
clamoring over the other stair rail. “It's easy as—”There
was a loud crack when a rotten board busted through
about two steps down. But he had a good hold on the rail
and hardly missed a beat swinging his feet back up,
again. “Whoa—watch out for that one!”

I inched my way down about as fast as a snail but I
didn't care. I knewmy limits and I seriously did not want
to die falling into a pile of rocks and broken glass at the
back end of some ghost town alley. By the time my feet
finally touched down, Looney was already moving off
behind one of the buildings.

“Not that way, this way!” I headed for the Main
street, instead.

We should have been more careful and sneaked
around the other way to keep out of sight, in case
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somebody came looking for us. But the minute I heard
the sound of the Rhino revving up, I took off like a shot
andLooneywasn't far behindme.The last thing Iwanted
to deal with was Miz Lucinda busting through the hotel
doorwith thatwalking stick. Something I kept expecting
any second.

Just then, Boone came shooting out of the broken-
down barn at the end of the road, whereGrampy kept the
old biplane left over from the war in France (the one that
happened evenbefore theWorldWar II), andmade a fast
loop around to pick us up. He didn't stop, just slowed
down, and the twoofus flew into that thing like thewhole
town was about to blow. Me in the passenger seat, and
Looney in the back.

“Buckle up, boys!” Boone shouted as he tromped
on the gas peddle. “We're riding for our lives!”

I never looked back to see ifMiz Lucinda was after
us. It was all I could do to hang on. Not to mention that
jelly-place inmy stomach turned into a cannonballwhen
I saw where he was headed. Down the backside of the
mountain and onto a narrow winding trail I knew was
hardly wide enough to keep all four wheels on.

The one they called the Devil's Highway.
I snapped the endofmy seatbelt in and shot a glance

back at Looney to make sure he did the same. He was
busy trying to loop the end through his backpack first,
before he got his-self buckled in. About that time, we
took a flying leap off some whoop-de-doo and—if he
hadn't been hanging onto the roll bar when he was about
to snap in—hewould have flownout.He looked down at
the steep drop-off.

“Whoa—whoaaaaa!” he hollered. “Where's my



SPIES For Life

183

helmet—I need a—” We hit another dip and fishtailed
into the next turn.

“Buckle in, man—you wanta get killed?” We
caught some more air and I almost got seasick facing
forward, again. There was that much centrifugal force
pulling us around the tight curve. “Dang, Boone—slow
down before—”

We didn't make it.
Both wheels on Boone's side slipped off the trail

and the Rhino tipped over the edge in a long slow slide
down themountainwith all of us hollering our heads off.
I think I evenprayed the loudest prayer I evermade inmy
life. Which must have worked because—no kidding—
we came to a sliding stop up against a dead saguaro that
threw a bunch of its wooden ribs up into the air then
rained down on top of us, again.

“Owww!” Looney yelled when one got him in the
back of the head. “Did I say I need a helmet? I need a
helmet, guys—there's no roof over back here!”

“Look under your seat!” Boone hollered at him.
“We can't stop for anything—we're right out in the open,
here!” He gunned the engine and let off a few times, to
get us rocking, before putting enough steady pressure on
the gas peddle to drag us out of the huge rut we made on
our way down.When he finally got us headed downhill,
again, it was at least slow enough to keep some control,
this time.

I had to hand it to Boone. He could drive that thing
like you wouldn't believe. Mostly on account of he'd
cracked up in it somany times out in this desert, he knew
pretty much everything it could—or couldn't—handle.
Scared the daylights out of passengers, though. Not to
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mention he'd been riding so close to ballistic the last
couple weeks, I wasn't sure he had much of his
judgement left. But we weren't dead, yet.

Which only gave me about thirty seconds of relief,
on account of, right about then I lookeddown into the flat
part of desert we were headed for, and... saw people.
Theyweremoving through the brush down there. About
ten of them, and most were looking up. Watching us.

“Hey, Boone—” Every hair on my head felt like it
was trying to stand up, and I could only get those two
words out.

“Don't worry—I got it—I got it!” Hewas so zeroed
in ondriving through all that loose rock and sandwithout
losing control, hewasn't looking anywhere but under his
nose.

“Boone! Turn around, man—we gotta go back to
the devil!”

“No way—I hate that place!”
“Yougotta!There's a packof coyotes down there—

and—holy crud, Boone—they're looking at us!”
Like I say, it's amazing how quick you can get over

being afraid of something as soon as something scarier
pops up. Boone threw a look down the mountain to see
for himself, and looped back uphill without so much as
thinking about it. He didn't even tromp on the gas.

Hey—” Looney glanced up from fooling with his
helmet. “There's people down there, guys—a whole
bunch! Sure a lot of people hiking the desert, today.”

He didn't get it. But after thirty seconds of Boone
driving like an old lady, I was starting to get the jitters.
I felt sweat starting to prickle under my hatband. I threw
another look back to see what was happening down
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there. “Punch it,will you?”Myvoice cameout shakybut
I couldn't help it. “Threeof themareheadeduphere!Any
slower they'll catch us!”

“Ooohhh...I can't go any faster! It's too steep!” He
sounded in puremisery. “If we stall out before we get all
the way up, we've had it!”

“OK, I'm buckled in,” Looney said like that's all we
were waiting for. “Let's go!”

“Keep an eye on 'em, Hud! If they get too close—”
We slipped in some loose gravel, and for a few seconds,
one of our back wheels spun. “Dang! We're not gonna
make it!”

“Are you kidding me? You gotta be kidding me!” I
couldn't believe it. “This is a Rhino—you said it would
go anywhere!”

“Toomuch loose stuffon this slope, there's onlyone
thing we can—”

“Hey—”Looney interrupted him. “That guy in front
has a—”

There was a pop like a firecracker behind us.
Boone jerked the wheel and tromped on the gas.
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Chapter Twenty-One
COYOTE COUNTRY

“It would be difficult to go and stay there
without being noticed at once...”

Sir Robert Baden-Powell

We started sliding sideways again, the minute we
took off. But we were picking up speed faster than we
were slipping. It got more stable as we gathered
momentum, and—even though we were on a slant so
steep Looney and I had to hang onto the high side—we
were putting some serious distance between us and the
coyotes. We heard another couple pops, but it sounded
more like popcorn than firecrackers by then. After a
while, we lost sight of them all together.

The last time I looked, all I could see was the red
side of the mountain and a couple big boulders we had
swerved around. Boone didn't let up though. He was
hangingonto thewheel, jerking it oneway, then theother
as we weaved in and out of the rocks too big to run over.
Somewhere, the slippery stuff gave way to harder
packed ground that was dotted with a few saguaros, and
somehuge jagged rocks that looked likeminiaturemesas
stuck onto the side of the steep hill.
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Wewere in total control now, and Iknewby theway
the engine sounded he had the gas peddle squashed
against the floorboards as hard as he could. Racing our
way in one long slant down the backside of PadreGordo.
The mountain named after the fat priest. I wasn't sure
how long it would take for us to get all the way down.
That mountain was so huge it had a whole different
terrain on top. Tall trees and sweet grass meadows.
Grampy said it even snowed up there once in a while if
thewinters got cold enough. Itwasway theheckup to the
top, though. The ghost town of Padre Gordo was only
about half way.

Still, it was higher than the trail they called the
Devil's Highway that followed the old Apache wells
across twoor three states.Whichwasprobablywhere the
coyotes were headed. That trail had been a road for
bandits and Indians for a thousand years. Not tomention
the wild things. You had to be one tough character to
even trygoingup there, thesedays.Onaccount of the law
didn't patrol it anymore.Toomanyworse thingsgoingon
in the world, I guess.

Just onemore reasonwhy theghost townmadesuch
a great hideout. Stuck halfway up the inside of a two-
mountain pass, itwas practically invisible.You'd have to
know about it to even go looking up there. Anybody that
found it on accident would just hang around and look at
the old things for a while. Which were mostly creepy.
And considering most people aren't real comfortable
around ghosts—whether they believe in them, or not—
it was a perfect hideout for a whole lot of people. Where
Boone's family always headed if ever they had to take
care of the whole bunch.
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It wasn't the real stronghold, though. That was a
place only Boone and I knew about. His dad knew, too,
but he'd been gone so long I wasn't so sure he was even
still alive. Something I'd never come right out and say on
account ofBoone just plain couldn't take it. But I thought
about it a lot. Mostly because I couldn't figure out how a
couple kids like us could ever outsmart a grown-up adult
as tricky asMizLucinda.Especially if she alreadyhadus
cornered.

She'd been playing us along with all that talk about
food andmoney.What shewas really after was the gold.
The one thingwe swore toGrampywe'd never tell about.
But what the heck were we supposed to do about
somebody who already knew? The only thing she didn't
know was exactly where it was, anymore.

She knew we did, though.
Which iswhy I figured it was time for us to hide out

somewhere else. That way, even if Boone's dad never
showed up, we could still keep our promise to Grampy.
Of course, we'd have to sneak back once in awhile to get
enough supplies to take care of whatever bunch we had
around us from time to time. Right now that was the
orphans.Butwe'd have to do it at night or something. For
sure not when Miz Lucinda was anywhere close.

The way she was talking, like it wasn't such a bad
place, after all—now that she'd been there a few times
and reminded herself—I wouldn't be surprised if her
whole familymoved in. Especially after Boone gave her
the permission. She'd get us to spill the beans oneway or
the other if we had to be around her all the time, though.
She even had ways to get us rehabilitated. No, I figured
we had to skin out and stay skinned out.
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And the onlyway I could think to do that wasmove
into Little Heely Mesa.

At least long enough for our families to start
believing us.We seriously had to get some adults on our
side!

“Hey, Boone.”
“What.”
“How much gas did you bring?”
“Just enough to get home. Then we can get all we

need from the fun park.”He backed off on the gas a little.
“Won't get us all thewayat this speed though.But I guess
we're far enough away from the coyotes, now. From that
bunch, anyway.”

“Sheesh, how come you didn't bring a little extra?
Especially if we have to go all this way.”

“I thought we were gonna pack some food.”
Looney stuck his silver helmet between the seats so

fast it knockedme in the ear. “We didn't bring any food?
Heck, guys, I ate mine already. Everything but the green
stuff. The way Maxwell was hacking it back up I had to
find somewhere else to hang out.”

“Yeah, what did you do, fall asleep in there?” I
asked him. “I was looking all over for you.”

“Naw. When I heard you guys talking, I thought
there was one of those heater vents you can see down to
the next floor in. Thought itmight be big enough to crawl
through.”

“Man,Looney,”Boone laughedhis hyena laugh for
the first time in I don't know how long. “You'd escape
through a gopher tunnel if you thought you could
squeeze into it!”

“What's wrong with that?” he asked sort of
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defensive like. “Never know when you might have to.”
“You can say that, again.” I guess Boone could

relate. On account of he was always looking for a good
place to hide or run off to.

“Where'd theheater vent lead?” Iwanted toknow in
case I ever needed to crawl through it, myself. Situations
we'd been in, lately, I figured I couldn't be too careful,
either.

“There wasn't one. By the time I got that far under
the bed to find out, I didn't hear anything else. There was
a handle, though. Made a weird bump under the rug like
a trap door, or something. I was about to look closer but
then I heard Hud calling me from down the hall.” He sat
back in his seat again, and started looking around at the
sights.

“I thought you said Hud was downstairs talking to
somebody.”

“What would I be doing halfway down the second
floor hallway just talking to somebody?” I asked. “Place
gives me the creeps.”

“Must have been somebody else then,” said
Looney.

Boone and I looked at each other. “What room
number were you in?” He asked.

“Number seven.”
“Just what I thought. That's right over the top of

where Public Enemy Number One, used to stay. The
same place the bellboy always shows up. See, he had to
stay up all night sometimes on account of they worked
him so hard. Bringing him and his gang every little thing
they might need. Which is why that kid ended up dying
there after he got the pneumonia. It's also why—”



SPIES For Life

191

“Hold it—hold it right there, Boone,” I interrupted.
“Do not—repeat—not—start in with any of your spook
storieswhenwegotta ride under theDevil'sHighway for
who-knows-how-long it'll take to get off this mountain.
Hear me?”

“I love spook stories!” said Looney.
“Yeah? They cloud your judgement,” I told him.

“Scare the bejitters out of you if ever you have to walk
through some dark place with all your brains intact.
Seriously.”

“Mrs. Dumfries says there's no such thing as
ghosts.”

“Some people say there are and some say there
aren't. And I agree with them.”

Boone laughed his hyena laugh again, and we
couldn't help laughing with him. I don't knowwhy. That
laugh of his is catching, maybe. Either that, or driving
down the side of a steep mountain, getting chased by
coyotes, or scared silly by Miz Lucinda, was starting to
get to us.

“Hey, whose the Public Enemy Number One?”
Looney asked when he could talk, again.

“A bad guy from way back. Even before my dad
was born. Some gangster dude named, John Dillinger.”

“He was a gang leader?”
“They called them gangsters back then, but it's the

same thing.”
“Oh.We had a guy at the home for awhile whowas

agangmember, buthedidn't stay long.They tookhimoff
to juvie almost soon as he got there. Never did come
back.”

“That juvenile hall...” I shook my head and turned
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around to make sure no one was gaining on us from
behind. “I sure have heard some awful stories about it.”
After that, I looked down onto the flat desert in the far-
off distance, but I couldn't see the town. In fact, I didn't
recognize anything out there. “Hey, Boone, you got any
idea what direction we're headed? Nothing looks
familiar to me out here.”

“Me, either,” he admitted.
“What? You gotta be kidding me! I thought you

knew everything about this mountain!”
“Don't know anything about the back side. Never

been over here before. I was figuring on going deadwest
once we got to the old Apache ruins we were supposed
to spend the night in, last time. But that was before we
slipped off the trail and couldn't get back up, again.”

“Well, what direction are we headed, now?”
“Uh...” He squinted at a compass mounted on the

driver's side of the dashboard. “Mostly south.”
“South—that's Mexico! You want to slip past the

coyotes you at least gotta steer clear of Mexico!”
“Too steep to turn back west yet, and we sure can't

go east.”He aimed downhill a littlemore to get past a red
rock pile that looked like some giant had come along and
stacked a bunch of boulders one on top of the other.
“Don't worry, though. Oughta level off some more
somewhere. Then we'll be able to get our bearings.”

“I don't know how we can get our bearings if we
never had any to start with. Seriously, Boone. It's only
about tenmiles to thehorizonand if there's toomuch junk
in front of you to see it to begin with, you could pass it
right up without knowing.”

“What's that got to do with anything?”
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“Everything! That's what. Because you'd have
passed upAshbury, already. It wouldn'tmatter how long
you went west, then. You could go west for three hours
and itwouldn't help.You'd be inMexico!Next thing you
knowwe'd be driving right into downtown Nogales. All
kind of bad things go on there.”

“Well—dang—I sure can't drive us over a cliff! If
we don't find a way down soon, we'll just have to head
north for a while to make up for it.”

“We passed up Ashbury, already?” Looney leaned
forward and popped his helmet between the seats again,
but this time Imoved out of theway in time. “I don't have
permission to stay out another night, guys. I gotta check
in by dinner.”

“What do you mean you don't have permission?” I
asked him. “You're supposed to be stayingwith us, now.
Hiding out with the other orphans that don't want to get
shipped.”

“I am.”
“Thenwhat are youworried about permission for if

you're not even living there, anymore?”
“Mrs. Dumfries likes me to check in every couple

hours, anyway. Besides, I have to walk Jonesie through
town after dinner to visit Samantha. She's scared
climbing two stories up on a ladder without someone
holding it from down below. Onlyway to sneak into that
sick room is to climb up the outside wall. After dark.”

“Sheesh—are you kidding me? You'll get caught
taking all those chances. Sooner or later, somebody will
either see you running through town or catch you back
there at the home. Might even get the whole bunch
caught, Looney. Here me? I can't believe Samantha
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would ask you to do that.”
“I told you she was trouble.” Boone bounced over

a rock he should have gone around and Looney's helmet
hit me in the ear, again.

“Will you sit back?” I pushed against the helmet till
he backed off.

“I can't hear so good with this thing on.”
“What's the difference?Evenwhenyoudohear you

don't listen most of the time. Taking care of the whole
bunch means the whole bunch. Get it? And you don't go
against orders, no matter who asks you.”

“Samantha's where Jonesie gets all her inside
information from. We'd never known we were getting
shipped if she hadn't been in the sick room all this time.”

“You rememberwhat I told youwhenyoumade the
swear, Looney?” Boone asked him.

For a few seconds he was quiet, then answered,
“Yep.”

“Well, Imeant it. First time you get someone else in
trouble.”

“But I been doing my missions!” He popped his
head between the seats, again.

“I still mean it. Nobody that's hiding out leaves the
funparkanymore.Especially after that newcurfewstarts
up. They'll be patrolling the streets then. You guys get
caught by the soldiers and there's no waywe can get you
back.”

Seems like whenever Boone talks straight up with
somebody in that for-sure kind of tone he gets whenever
hehas tomakeadecision, people listen tohim.Nomatter
who they are. About the time I was thinking you had to
be born with that talent, and it wasn't something just



SPIES For Life

195

anybody could learn, he got a look on his face like he just
saw the ghost of Public Enemy Number One pop out of
the radiator.

“Ooohhhh—noooo!”Heyankedhis foot off thegas
but we kept rolling down the hill, anyway. “The Border
Patrol—it's the Border Patrol! Look at that—she must
have turned us in, already!”
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Chapter Twenty-Two
CRASH

“I resolved to see what I could do in
the space of time allowed...”

Sir Robert Baden-Powell

The instant I heard the thump-ity thump-ity thump-
ity of helicopter rotors, I caught sight of a big one flying
in low around the mountain and headed right for us.
“Crash into that big clump of bushes next to the
outcrop!” I hollered. “Maybe they won't see us!”

Boone must have had the same thought because he
was steering for it even before I quit yelling.Webumped
over a rock pile we didn't see at the base of it, and the
thing tipped the Rhino onto its side against the red wall.
If we hadn't all been buckled in,we'd have probably flew
out and killed ourselves. A bunch of stickers ground into
my arm from the open window area underneath me, and
Boone's backpack bounced down onto my head.

“Oww!” I couldn't help squalling when I tried to
move. “This is—a big patch of—tumbleweed!”

The engine went quiet all of a sudden as Boone
turned off the key. “Shhh! Don't anybody move!”

I didn't hear a peep out of Looney but I sure couldn't
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turn around to check on him.The thumpof the helicopter
was getting so close I could feel it in my chest, and a few
seconds later a bunch of sand started to fly against the
side of the Rhino. All I saw was a big shadow, though.
When the sound got farther off and the debris settled, I
knew it must have gone past. I shoved the heavy
backpack from between my shoulder and head with my
free arm, and tried to unbuckle my seatbelt.

“Wait! Not, yet!” Boone whispered like somebody
might be coming up on us any second. “Could be they're
just looking for a place to land.”

“Could be just a regular patrol.” I looked at my
watch. “One o'clock. Miz Lucinda said we had till three
to get back to the car, so maybe it wasn't her.”

“Surewould explain that bunch of coyotes hanging
out in the bushes instead of up on the trail when we slid
down.” Boone unsnapped his seatbelt and fell smack on
top of me.

“Owww! Do you mind? I'm sitting on a bajillion
stickers, here!”

“Sorry.”He dug a knee intomy shoulder and raised
himself uphighenough to reach the topof the roll bar and
pull himself up. “I'll bet those coyotes knew the regular
patrol was coming, and just jumped up to see who was
driving downoff theDevil.”He stuck his head out a little
at a time, until he could see all around. “Nobodyout here.
They flew around the curve already.”

I unsnapped my own seatbelt and crawled out after
him. My arm felt like a swarm of fire ants was eating on
it, and when I looked down there were bloody scratches
and thorns stickingupall over it. “Oh,holycrud...” I tried
to pick one out but my fingers were shaking too much to
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grab hold.
“You all right, Looney?” I heard Boone's shoes

crunching on the rocks as hemoved to look over the side
and peek into the back. “Hey—he's not here! What the
heck?”

I scrambled to see for myself. There wasn't
anything back there except a seatbelt hanging loose from
the seat that was bolted down. We had crushed a pretty
good path through the giant tumbleweed, and at the end
of the short corridor, there was the big wooden box with
our camping supplies in it. Hadn't busted open or
anything. Next to that we saw the five-gallon gas can.
That hadn't busted, either. We didn't dare call out to
Looney in case anyone was close by, but you can bet we
were looking all over for him.

A few seconds later we heard a choked-short howl
fromsomewherebehindus, and turnedaround to seehim
staggering up out of the tumbleweeds with his mouth
hanging open and nothing coming out of it anymore. He
was covered in dirt, his helmet was cocked at a weird
angle but still hanging on by the chin strap, and he had
way more blood and stickers in his arms than me. He
must have flown over the top of us and hit that
tumbleweed head on.

“Dang, Looney—what'd you take your seatbelt off
for?” Boone leaned over and spit on account of the sight
of all that blood and stickers turned your guts to jelly just
looking.

But he still couldn't get a word out and busted out
bawling, instead.

“OK...” I had to take a couple of deep breaths,
myself. “OK. Everybody just hold on a minute. We
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haven't even been gone an hour and we've had two
crackups already! Ifwe don't decide on a plan and follow
it throughwe'll be dead before three o'clock. Seriously!”

Looney dropped to a sitting position and quieted
down some. Boone turned his back on us and walked a
few steps away. Probably to look out onto the desert and
see if the helicopter landed somewhere, or listen for
anything besides us. Me, I just sat down in the dirt and
breathed deep for a minute. Not long after, the total
hugeness of the place smothered even our own noises
with a quiet so big itmademe feel like nothing but a half-
dead nat hanging off a dog's ear.

I looked at the Rhinowedged against the side of the
big rockwithhardly any roomto tip it up right, again, and
wondered how in the world we could get out of such a
mess. It would take a couple hours to get it pulled out of
there ourselves, and at least two days to hike home from
herewithout it. By that time the curfewwould be on, and
Miz Lucinda would have every policeman and soldier
around looking to slap us into juvenile hall the minute
they spotted us. Since our parents got us off once, they
probably couldn't do it again, even if they wanted to. I
justplaincouldn't seeanywayout.Other thanstayinghid
like some wild thing and living up on this mountain for
who knows how long.

Looney shuddered, sighed a big sigh, and turned a
bunch of dirt into a smear of mud on his face when he
rubbed his eyeswith the palmof his hand. It was the only
part of him that wasn't bristled all over with stickers like
a porcupine. I was thinking how maybe we should pour
some water over the rest of him and try to get some of
those things out before he swole up, or something. Then
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I thought again. If we ended up very long in this desert,
we'd have to find another source ofwater beforewewent
pouring it out for anything but drinking.

Looney stifled another sob, hiccuped, and finally
quit bawling. Which was a good thing, on account of—
by that time—I felt pretty close to bawling,myself. Then
Boone let loose with a loud, shrill whistle that made us
both jump.

“Sheesh, Boone!” I got to my feet and looked
around in every direction. “What are you trying to do—
let every coyote within ten miles know where we're at?
Holy crud—they could be right behind us somewhere!”

“Maybe they'll think it's the patrols out looking for
them, and stay put.”

“Fat chance—if they know the helicopter didn't
land. They'd kill us in two seconds flat just to get the
Rhino!”

Looney busted out bawling, again.
“Then we better cover it up with bushes, hide

somewhere farther off, and wait things out.” He started
back toward the Rhino while he was still talking. “I say
they'll be headed for theDevil 'bout as fast as they cango,
and after that the old ruins for the night. Don't know how
much they can see of down here from the Highway, but
it's better not to take chances.We gotta hide for awhile.”

“Yeah, well if they don't head for the Highway and
come this way looking for the Rhino, they'll be here any
minute!” Even though I was arguing, I was following
behind him.

When we got back he climbed in to get our
backpacks, and a few minutes later we were cutting off
big branches of tumbleweed with our hand-axes.
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Burying every inch of the Rhino that was sticking out.
Looney was still sitting where I left him, and I couldn't
blame him. At least he was quiet, now. A few minutes
later, we heard rocks scuttling down from above us off
the highway.

Somebody was up there!
Boone gasped, dropped a big branch hewas getting

ready to toss onto the top of the pile and lit back down the
corridor with me right behind. No time to hide the
camping box or gas can. All we could do was hope
Looneywould follow.Wehad to find somewhere farther
up the mountain to hide. Not that whoever it was
wouldn't come looking, but it would at least buy us some
time to double back somewhere above the Highway
while they were distracted.

Because let's face it.Anyonewhoseesabigwideset
of tire tracks sliding into a clump of bushes is going to
investigate. No doubt. I only hoped we could skin out
withour lives before they stoppedbeing all excited about
the Rhino. Not to mention the gas and camping stuff.
Having wheels this far out on the desert could mean life
or death to people who were risking their necks hoofing
it across on foot.Maybe theywouldn't chase us at all and
just take the prize.

We high-tailed it to the next rock outcrop higher up
and climbed to the top instead of hiding behind it. There
was a slight (really slight) chance we had got far enough
around the curve of themountain forwhoevermight still
be up on the trail to see us by looking down.Anyway,we
flattened ourselves against the top of the rock like
lizards, and hoped so. None of us moved amuscle. Even
Looney's survival instincts must have kicked in because
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he was as quiet and still as a snake beside us.
For a fewmoreminutesnothinghappened. I figured

they must be trying to get into the tumbleweeds by now,
but wewere too far away to see anything from here even
ifwe poked our heads up. So,we justwaited.Andwaited
some more. A fewminutes after that we heard footsteps
headed in our direction. Boone made a soft quiet moan
against the arm his forehead was resting on, and I knew
he was scared enough to bust.

The footsteps stopped.
Then started up and came closer.
Boone's breathing got heavy and I felt about to bust,

too. The footsteps stopped, again. About the time I was
trying to remember something—anything Spanish I
knew (Que mas? No, that was how much)—to try and
talk us out of this, a loud—really loud—sound of
somebody blowing raspberries blasted all around.

Boone's head popped up like a Jack-in-the-Box.
Then he stood up and took a flying leap off the rock
before I even realized what was happening. There was a
soft ker-thunk and I couldn't tell if he was crying or
laughing before I scooted up to the edge and looked
down there.Of course, the first thing I hopedwas that his
dad had come back from the wars, tracked us all the way
out here, andwas going to save us in the nick of time.But
it wasn't.

It was the next best thing, though. It was Grampy's
old white mule, Miss Jenny. She must have heard the
whistle and come lickety-split down off the mountain,
thinking it was Grampy calling her. I guess Boone took
that flying leap onto her back before she realized it was
him and not Grampy. Now, he had both hands latched
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into her short mane, just trying to hang on as she ran
round and around our rock like a crazy thing.

“Get me a rope, Hud!” he hollered. “Before she
throws me!”

I slid and skidded down the outcrop with Looney
not far behind, and headed to where I left my backpack
over by the Rhino. We always carried a rope for
emergencies. I gave Looney one end, and ran across the
placeMiss Jennywas going to come around the outcrop,
again. “Hold tight!” I hollered at him, as she came
bustingupagainst it, and stopped short, totally surprised.
Within a fewminuteswehada ropehalter onher, and she
was calm as a house pet after that. I think she was even
glad to see us.

“I gotta hand it to you, Boone!” I told him as we all
headedback to theRhino. “Whistlingherup like thatwas
brilliant!”

“Will she bite?” Looney wanted to know.
“Only if you're mean to her,” he answered.
“I'd never—I love animals.” He patted her thick

neck with his one hand that didn't have stickers as we
walked along. “Are we gonna use her to get home? Take
turns riding her maybe?”

“No,we're gonna use her to pull theRhino up out of
that slot,” saidBoone. “Shewouldn't do good in town, so
we leave her up here with the rest of the herd.”

“You mean there's more?”
“Yeah, there's a whole bunch. We use them for

packing stuff in and out of the mine tunnels. OK, let's tie
the other end of the rope to the bumper. We gotta get
outta here!”

It didn't take us more than fifteen minutes once we
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got everything tied in the right places.Which just goes to
showyou can do almost anything as long as you have the
right tools to make it happen. By the time we got the
camping box and gas can—along with the extra time it
took to find Looney's backpack in the mess of
tumbleweed he dove into—I don't thinkmuchmore than
an hour had passed since we tipped over.

Boone took an extra few minutes hugging Miss
Jenny's head against his chest until she quit trying to pull
away and just breathed in the smell of him. Then he sent
her off up into the mountain, again, with a smack on the
rump and an, “OK, get!” She headed straight up to the
Highway, moving out fast like it wasn't any harder
running up than running down. He didn't turn around,
only stood there watching her for so long it occurred to
me hewas probably thinking aboutGrampy.Wondering
whathewoulddo if hewerehere todecide.Buthewasn't.

“What if the coyotes get her?” Looney asked me.
“They won't. Most of them think the mules are too

wild to catch and they'd take too long to mess with.
They're in a hurry, same as us.” I looked over at him.
Man, was he a sight. Even his t-shirt was torn. “You
know it's lucky you didn't get killed?”

“I had to unbuckle to get into my backpack.”
“Sure picked a bad time to do it. Come on, let's go.”
“What about Boone?”
“He'll be along.”
I drove this time because scared as I was to drive

down the mountain, I figured I couldn't do any worse
than Boone had, getting us into two crack-ups, already.
He needed a break, anyway. I wasn't as good as him
driving by the seat of my pants—like the machine was
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part of my body—but I was getting there. So, I didn't
make any excuses when he slumped into the passenger
side without saying a word. Instead, I just climbed
behind the wheel, buckled myself in and said, “Let's go
boys!” the way we always did when we took off in one
of the vehicles at the fun park.

It was mostly for Looney. Boone and I had been
through so much together ever since last summer, we
hardly needed words. And I knew what he was feeling
being out here, again—without Grampy—because I
could feel it in my own gut, too. Didn't matter that we
weren't really related. That's when I realized how strong
a thing being adopted into something really was.

Made me realize something else, too. Somewhere
along the line I started feeling the same way about
Looney Martin. Didn't make any difference how he
busted his way into the group, didn't do half what he was
told, or that hisbrainworkedcrosswise toeverybodyelse
most of the time.Hewas one of the bunch same asBoone
andme, the orphans, and evenMiz Lucinda, if you came
right down to it. We didn't all get along, and we maybe
didn't even all like each other. But the bunch was the
bunch.

Which is why I swore to myself, right then and
there, nomatter what was going on down in the flat back
at Ashbury, I was going to get every last orphan that
wanted to join us hid away safe insideLittleHeelyMesa.
Even if no adults ever came over to our side. My own
family included. That's how it was as I hung onto the
wheel, weaved in and out of the rocks too big to bounce
over, and inched ourway down the the steep back side of
Padre Gordo. I never felt so sure of anything in my life.
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I never felt so sure I could actually do it, either.
Here I was—William Hudson—driving us down

out of danger like I'd been doing things like this all my
life. Same as Boone. I wasn't born into it like he was, but
it didn't matter. I got there bymakingmy own choice for
it and getting adopted into the good stuff as much as the
bad. But I didn't care. The important thing was I was
there.

Thinking about all that stuff made me feel like I
couldwinWorldWarThree single-handed, if that'swhat
all this was coming down to. Which is why it surprised
me—and I mean totally out of left field surprised me—
when I heard the phone ring inside Boone's pocket (we
must have just come into range), and I hollered out,
“Don't answer it—don't answer it!”

Scared silly, again.



SPIES For Life

207

Chapter Twenty-Three
OVER THE EDGE

“We went for a considerable distance along a
splendid high road which led up into the mountains...”

Sir Robert Baden-Powell

“If it's Mom, I gotta.” Boone took a two-second
look at his phone then popped it back into his pocket
again, without answering. “It's just her.”

He never called Miz Lucinda by her name. Just
“that nurse-lady,” or something worse. He didn't realize
she was as worried about him as he was about her. But I
was starting to think she was too smart to do anything
really bad to us before she figured out where the gold
was. As long as she still didn't know, I had a feeling she
wouldn't turn us over to the Juvenile Hall, either.
Becauseonce the systemgotholdofus, nobodycouldget
us out, again. Especailly ifwe got centered to someplace
far away.

Then she'd never know where the gold was.
“Hey, Boone,” I was sort of thinking out loud. “I

wonder if anyoneever escapes from thoseplaces theyget
sent to. I mean, I wonder if they're like jails, or if they're
just anotherplace likeAshbury.Thinkabout it.Nobody's
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standing guard-duty at the highway to make sure cars
don't go in or out. Denny could be on his way home right
now. Just hasn't got here, yet.”

“Yeah, but if what she says is true, all that's going
tochangenextweek.When thecurfewstarts andwecan't
buy food at the grocery store anymore. Won't be any
traveling on the highways except government business.
Shewon't be able to just send somebody looking for him
anymore. Starting next week, there'll only be one way to
do it, and that's with a bribe. So, since money won't be
any good then, she needs the gold.”

I expected Looney's head to pop between the seats
and ask, “What gold?” When he didn't, I threw a look
over my shoulder to see if he was still there. He was
slouched over with his head leaning against his
backpack, and the helmet still on. Sleeping like the dead.

“He's been zonked ever since the engine started.”
Booneanswered like I came right out and said it. “I figure
we won't have to worry about things for at least a couple
weeks. Long as we make it home first. But if she's
calling, she's not up in Padre Gordo anymore. No
reception up there. Town's cut too deep into the
mountain, with the other mountain too close in front of
it for a signal to come through. So she's either down on
the flat, or back at the car, already.”

“She said she'd wait till three, though. Probably
why she's calling. To see if we're coming, or not.”

“She knew we weren't coming the minute we
skippedout on lunch.But it couldbuyus some time if she
actuallywaits till three like she said. If she gets home too
early, though, people will think she didn't look hard
enough for us. She's no dummy.”
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I swerved around a cactus clump I hadn't noticed
and slid about ten feet sideways before catching control,
again. It was the first time something like that didn't
makemyheart jump into tomy throat, thinkingwemight
roll over. But after two crack-ups, and knowing a roll-
over at this slow speedwasn't going to kill us, I wasn't so
scared of it, anymore.

I looked atmywatch. “Two-thirty. Even though it's
longer by the highway, she could still beat us leaving at
three. Going seventy miles an hour she can. We'll be
crawling like a caterpillar till we get down off this
mountain. Even on the flat when we can do forty.”

“If we do forty we won't make it.”
“Dang, Boone—just one more gallon could've got

us there. What were you doing all that time in the cellar
if you didn't get any food or gas?”

“Setting up a trap for you-know-who.”
“Well, if she just called us she got out of it already.”
“Wasn't that kind of trap. It's for later back home.

And Iwas about to swingbackwith theRhino andput the
food in, but soon as I saw you guys running toward me,
I figured she was right on your tail. So, I just picked you
up and tromped on it.”

For a minute neither of us said anything.
Boone sighed and looked up the hill. “Can't see the

Devil anymore, so the coyotes probably can't see us,
either. Farther we get away from the route they were on
we might not see any more of them between here and
home.We'd have a better chance if wewere down on the
flat, though.But...”He turned back around and looked as
far as he could see downhill. “I don't think we're even
halfway off, yet. Hard to tell when you can only see a
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little of it at a time.”
I looked at the compass on the dash. “Still headed

mostly south, too. Which means we won't be making as
much of a beeline as we thought, once we get down.”

“She's gonna beat us.”
“Maybe you should call yourmom and let her in on

what's happening. I bet if you turnedoff location services
on your cell, and kept it short,wemight not pop up on
any Border Patrol surveillance.”

“I promisedMom not to. She wouldn't let me come
otherwise. Says she has to have some place to start if we
turn up lost.” Boone never went back on a promise no
matter what kind of trouble it caused him. Just the way
he was raised, probably.

“Well, then...”we came out onto a sort of peninsula
that stretched right out into the mid-air where you could
see a long way out over the desert. It went on for so far,
and we were still so high up, we had to make a choice
which way to head down. “To the right would keep us
north,” I said. “But we could get spotted if the Devil
winds aroundon this side.Doyouknowhow long it stays
on the mountain?”

“I think it winds down into the pass, underneath
Padre Gordo. Otherwise the town would have been
overrun by coyotes a long time, ago. I don't knowwhere,
though. I've never been on it. Seen it on maps a couple
times but never paid much attention. All I know is you
can't see any of it from Padre Gordo, and you can only
pick it up way down the mountain from the back side of
the stronghold. Where we came down with the mules,
last summer.”

“If we go left, there's nothing says we won't end up
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in Mexico.”
“Pick the side that's less steep, then. If we crack up

on the mountain too far south to get ourselves out, we're
gonna be beat no matter where we are.”

I went right.
“Hey, wait.” Boone turned around and looked

behind us again, and then stared hard out in front. “This
looks like some kind of gully. Probably one of the places
where water gushes down after a winter we get a good
snow-pack on top. See all these rocks? Sort of rounded
over like river rocks.”

“Looks awful steep, though. Be more like a
waterfall if water was gushing down.”

“Wouldn't be that much water. Just sort of a wide
constant flow that only lasts a week, or so. There's a lot
of them on the other side. Usually so shallow you can
walk through them.Most years they don't get any water,
at all.”

“Man, this is no time to stop and see the sights.” I
was getting nervous about getting off the mountain if it
suddenly got too steep to drive down andwe had to head
back toward the Devil's Highway, again. Not tomention
I do not enjoy sitting on a piece of mountain this high up
where I could spit out into themid-air onboth sides.Who
cares what the view looked like, I just wanted to get off.

“Let's ride it down.”
“What? You gotta be kiddingme! Sheesh—what if

it takes a pitch over some rock face, or something?”
“Then we get out of the gully.”
“By that time, it could be too steep to get out!”
“Will you chill?What could happen at ten miles an

hour? It's a shortcut, see?Headedmostly straight down.”
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“Oh,holycrud...” I could feel littlepricklesof sweat
starting under my hatband.

“Don't worry, there's no way we can tumble all the
way down this mountain, Hud. Too many rocks in the
way. Sooner, or later one will pop up in front to stop us,
just like before.” He took his hat off and reached for one
of the helmets down by his feet. “We better put these on
though. Just in case.”

“Holy crud, Boone!”
“You said that, already. Want me to drive?”
“Not really.”
“Well, let's go then. Think of all the gas we'll save

when all we'll have to do is ride the brakes.”
I pushedmy hat off, took the helmet he handedme,

and shoved it down ontomy head.How come every time
I started to get comfortable with something we had to
notch it up to where I was scared silly, again? Then I
wondered if being in that kind of state for prolonged
periods could take years off your life. If it did, I'd have a
hard time making thirty at this rate.

“You gonna drive like an old woman, or what?”
Boone laughedhis hyena laugh,which actuallymademe
feel better. He might not know the back side of this
mountain but he definitely had driven over every kind of
terrain there was on it.

“Gonna try to,” I answered. “See if Looney's
buckled in tight enough.”

He reached back and yanked on the seatbelt. “Yep,
he's good. Let's go.”

I gave it a little gas and eased forward, thinking I'd
tromp on the brakes as soon as it started to slide, so I
could figure how much control I had. But it didn't slide.
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Instead the river rocks slowed us down like trying to run
through deep sand. And even though it was steeper, I
could put us in a dead stop anywhere I wanted.

“I gotta hand it to you, Boone.” I eased off on
holding the wheel so tight, took a deep breath and let it
out slow. “For never being out here before, you sure
guessed right on these rocks.”

“I didn't guess.”
“Calculated, then.”
“Didn't do that, either. Got stuck in some of the

same stuff, year before last, andmydad andGrampy had
to rig a pulley up from the top of the slide just to get me
out. Got my hide tanned too, on account of I wasn't
supposed to be there.”

“Why, 'cause it was too steep?”
“Naw. Because it's hard to tell the difference

between the natural ones, and the man-made kind they
used to bring water down to the mine holes with. There
were a lot of little operations, back in the Great
Depression days, and people were working ore right at
the entrance to their holes. That's mostly all they were.
Just holes dug into the side of the mountain. Saved a lot
of hauling if only one or two people were working it.”

My stomach felt like a flock of birds just got let
loose in it. “Boone. Are you telling me there could be
mine holes in this gully, if it's theman-made kind instead
of the God-kind?”

“Even if there was it's been a way long time since
the Depression. Anyway, most of those holes were only
big enough for aman to crawl into. Three of us could get
ourselves unstuck easy.”

“What about the others? The big ones.”
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“Gotta watch out for those, all right.”
“Sheesh, Boone! How can we watch out for

anything when it's too steep to see more than thirty feet
ahead of us at a time?”

“We're going plenty slow enough to drive around.”
He sat up straighter andgot serious about looking. “Keep
an eye out for man-made things. Like lumber. Or old
sluice boxes. The bigger mines had to be shored up with
lumber if they got any deeper than about ten feet in.”

“I wouldn't know a sluice box if it spit at me!”
“It's sort of like a really long planter box. Look for

metal stuff, too. Like chains and cables for pulling heavy
stuff up out of the holes.”

For about the next half hour I hadmy teeth clenched
so tight my jaw started to ache. I seriously had to relax.
If we got this far without seeing anything man-made, it
was more proof with every mile we were in a God-made
slide and not a man one. I took about three deep breaths
and forced myself to calm down. Less than five minutes
after that, I saw something. An old rusted out coffee pot
sitting on a flat rock, off to one side.

We were driving down a man-made slide.
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Chapter Twenty-Four
THE GOLD MINES OF PADRE GORDO

“I whipped out my prismatic compass and quickly
took the bearings of two conspicuous points on the
neighboring hills, and so fixed the position which

could be marked on a large scale map...”
Sir Robert Baden-Powell

“Hold up.” Boone took off his seatbelt and reached
for the handhold at the top of the roll bar to pull himself
out. “I better walk up ahead to make sure we don't ride
over the top of a big one and crash down into it.”

I couldn't answer because my heart started
pounding like it was trying to bust out of my chest.
Nobody in the world could find us if we crashed down
into a mine. Even the location services wouldn't work
down there. I was for putting out a call, right now, just so
there would be a record of where we were last. Miz
Boonewasalmost supernaturalwhen it came toknowing
if Boone was in trouble, but even she would be stumped
ifwewerehalfway to theMexicanborder insteadoveron
the other side of the mountain where we belonged.

“Hey, Boone!” I hollered before he got too far
ahead.

Looney popped his head between the seats and our
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helmets bumped into each other. “How come we
stopped? Whoa—whoa!” He did a three-sixty trying to
figure outwherewewere. “Didwe fall off themountain,
again?”

I heard his seatbelt click and snapped my head
around to look at him. “Leave it on, man—you want to
get pitchedout, again?We're on the edgeof a cliff, here!”

He buckled back up.
When I looked forward, again, Boone wasn't there

anymore. I knew he probably just moved too far down
the slant of the mountain, but I was only going to give
him about three more seconds before jumping out,
myself, to see if he fell into a hole.Wewere almost to the
coffee pot, so I figured if I kept to that side of the gully
—where the miners must have gone back and forth on
their daily routine—I wouldn't fall into it, myself.

“Looney?”
“What.”
“Crawl up here and keep your foot on this brake

while I go see what happened to Boone.”
“OK.”
I heard the click of the belt, again, and he climbed

over the seats instead of going around to the door
opening. “Mostly it's the rocksholdingusbackbut I don't
want to take any chances.” I pulled myself out slow and
easy and waited until he was in the driver's seat before
starting down the hill. “If we're not back in fiveminutes,
ease over to the right bank and start inching your way
down till you catch up to us. Isn't much different than the
go-carts but it has a way lot more power. So, don't tromp
on it.”

“OK.”
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Looney wasn't afraid much of anything and he had
turned out to be pretty good at driving the go carts. It was
looking for something to do when he was bored that got
him in trouble most of the time. Right now, I wasn't
worried half as much about him as I was Boone. While
Boone knew almost everything there was to know
around here, he lived mostly by his instincts and never
thought twice before he jumped. For all I knew, he was
sitting about fifteen feet down someholewith something
busted.

I took my time moving along because I had to get
used to lettingmy feet sink down into the rocks about six
inches and then sticking there before I pulled my other
one free from behind and stepped ahead. It was like
walking with suction-cups. Like the gravity went cross-
wise, up here instead of up and down.After awhile, I felt
like I could do a hand spring off the face, straight out into
themid-air, and the gully rockswould catch and holdme
no matter where I landed. By the time I had all that
figuredout, and started lookingupahead insteadof atmy
feet, I caught sight of Boone. He was on his knees with
his head stuck into a hole.

He popped up as soon as he heard me coming, and
I saw he had his flashlight and had been looking around
in there. “Hey, Hud—you gotta see this!”

“I thought you were supposed to be warning me
where the holes were.” I unhooked my own flashlight
from my belt and knelt down beside him.

“I don't think anyone's been here since the
Depression days. Look at that, they were camping out in
the front part, here.”

I panned the bright beamofmy littleLCDover a cot
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with old dusty blankets on it, and awood tablewithmetal
scales, a couple of books, and some rolled-up papers on
top that could have been maps. The opening was small
and shored up with wooden beams but it went down on
a slant and opened up to at least ten feet tall inside. I don't
know how far it went back because there was a jog off to
the left with another shored up opening that went
somewhere else.On theother side, therewas another cot,
and a wooden trunk with an old lantern on top.

“This is agoodhideout ifweeverhave tocomeback
up the south side, again,” Boone said. “Plenty of room
inside, too. You maybe should make some notes so we
canmap the route. Like you did back in the tunnelswhen
we were with Grampy. At least write down the
landmarks and stuff, so we can find it, again.”

“How far do you think we are from Padre Gordo?”
I couldn't take my eyes off a couple picks and shovels
leaning against the backwall, andwaswondering if they
ever got any gold out of this thing.

“Five miles, maybe. Six at the most. We wasted a
whole hour up at the rock, so it seems like more.”

“I'll start from the rock place, then. We can put our
heads together when we get home and try to figure out
before that. Between the crack-ups and the coyotes I'm
not sure where we started.”

“Betterwrite down the compass points, too, then. If
we could find a route back to Padre Gordo that stayed
clear of the Devil—well-hid most of the time—we
maybe could set up a supply line no one elsewould know
about.”

I heard the sound of the Rhino coming closer, so I
stood up. “Give a whistle if you spot any other ones
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because we can't see far enough over the rise for you to
to signal. We'll be hugging the bank just to be safe.”
There was a loud clanking sound as the coffee pot came
tumbling past. “Looney's hugging the bank.”

Farther down, we found a whole community of
little holes, but noneof themwere asbig as theonehigher
up. You could tell where they were by the pile of ore
rocks in front of each one. Some crushed to pebbles, and
other big chunks, but all of them a darker color than the
river rocks we were slogging through. Boone walked
ahead, Looney drove, and I started making a map in a
notebook I kept in my backpack. I don't like to brag but
I'm pretty sure I could get us back through the caverns of
the stronghold just by following the notes I made when
we went through there with Grampy last summer.

After the community mines, we weren't that far up
the mountain anymore. Less than an hour after that we
were back onto the flat. Now, if anyone spotted us we'd
just look like off-roaders whomping around out here in
the desert, enjoying Saturday. We cut northwest for a
while, andafter about anhourof thatBoone turnedon the
maps ap in his phone.

“We're still twenty-eightmiles away.”He clicked it
off, again.

He was back behind the wheel, Looney was
stretched out on the seat behind, sawingZs, again (but he
was buckled in just in casewe took a spill down into a dry
riverbed, or something). By that time itwas closing in on
five o'clock and we were racing sunset. As fast as you
could race at twentymiles-an-hour, anyway.On account
of we didn't want to run out of gas five miles out of
Ashbury.
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We also didn't want to get pulled over by the police
for driving an off-road vehicle through town. So, we
made a bee-line for Little Heely Mesa, and figured we'd
just head for the fun park through that stretch of desert at
the back. About the timewe got there the showwould be
starting up, so we shouldn't have any trouble parking the
Rhino inside without attracting too much attention. In
the carport behind Miz Boone's office, we decided.

Me, I just wanted to get home as fast as I could and
talk to my sister, Meg. In case she wanted to head back
to Tucson early, like she did sometimes if she had a lot
of homework to do.Not tomention Iwanted to get all the
dried-up blood and dirt off my arm so I could pull the
stickers out. Every time I forgot about them and bumped
into something they still hurt like fire. I figured I better
takeLooneywithme, too, onaccount of hewasworseoff
than I was.

Momwas used tome coming home in amess, sowe
had lots of whatever we needed to take care of that kind
of stuff. I have to admit I got butterflies in my stomach
as soon as we passed Little Heely though, on account of
I hadn't exactly thought up a good excuse to tell my dad
why we took off fromMiz Lucinda and lit out down the
mountain on our own. Probably shouldn't mention the
coyotes right away. I'd have to tell him sooner or later.
So, I decided later.

Boone must have been feeling the same way
because he got quiet the closer we got, too. Thinking
what and how much he was going to tell his mom about
everything, same as I was. Miz Boone was different
though. She had some kind of respect for Boone even
though she jumped and hollered a lot. She trusted him
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with stuff, too. Me, I'd be lucky if my sisters didn't grab
me the minute I walked in the door and pulled every last
sticker out before I even had a chance to take care of
myself. Thenharp onme forwhatever itwasmademedo
such a thing.

As it turned out, it was almost eight o'clock by the
time Looney and I dragged ourselves around to the back
door and tried to sneak in quiet through the kitchen. At
least Emily andHannahwould still beworking at the fun
park for another hour, andMom andMegmight even be
visiting in the downstairs den while Meg got ready for
another week of school.

No such luck.
Turnsout theywereall havinga snack in thekitchen

when we walked in. Dad and Meg were talking at the
table, and Mom was cutting everybody a slice of warm
gingerbread when they looked up and saw us. We were
getting a lot of interesting desserts in our house ever
since we had to start making everything from scratch.
Mostly out of the same three ingredients.

“William, what on earth!” Mom dropped the knife
back into the pan and headed over. “Have you boys been
in an accident?”

“We had two of them,” said Looney. “The second
one I pitched right out of the—”

I nudged him with my foot.
“Head-first into a sticker patch,” he finished.

“Didn't have time to pull 'em out, so, nowwe're all swole
up.”

I nudged him, again.
“I'll get the first aid kit.” Meg headed for the

bathroom where we kept it. She was wearing a red
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University of Arizona T-shirt, but her long brown hair
covered up all the words except “Wildcats” at the
bottom.

Dad scooted back his chair and didn't say anything
for aminute. Just flashedmea look like, “We'll talkabout
this later,” and slid his plate of gingerbread that he hadn't
taken a bite of, yet, toward the nearest empty chair. “Sit
down and have some Looney, you look starved.”

“Thanks, Mr. Hudson.” He dropped his backpack
in the middle of the floor and plunged into the chair. “I
ate all my lunch by ten o'clock.”

“Well, at least wash your hands, first.” Mom
pointed the knife toward the kitchen sink and went back
to cutting more gingerbread. “Because the rest of you is
going to take quite a while. Isn't like Nurse Parker not to
take care of something like that right away. Or drop you
off without saying anything, either. Where is she?”

“Uh... Maxwell got sick and started to throw up,
so...” I sat down in Meg's chair and took a bite of her
gingerbread just to give myself time to think of
something without telling a lie.

“Well, no wonder she decided not to camp out
then.” Mom put another plate of gingerbread down for
Meg. “Sometimes things just don't work out.”

“I certainly hope you boys didn't give her such a
hard time that she couldn't get home fast enough.” Dad
looked atme hard for aminute and then said, “William,”
in a way only he could say it.

“Somegirl named Isabella called three times today,
Will.” Mom grabbed two mugs out of the cupboard and
poured coffee for her and Dad from the electric pot.
“About a science project, she said. You're not falling
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behind on schoolwork since working at the fun park, are
you?”

“No. We have a presentation due Friday and she
probably just wanted tomake sure I havemy part done.”

Looney jumped up so fast he knocked his chair
over. “I gotta do my science project!”

“Let's get the stickers out, first.”Meg came back in
just then andmotioned Looney toward the sink. Shewas
the official nurse whenever she was around, on account
of that's what shewas studying to be at school. “Will can
be next, since he doesn't have as many.”

“I'll jump in the showerwhile I'mwaiting,” I got up
before anyone could object. “Be right back.”

Man, I needed some time to get my information
straight. I tried calling Jones onmyway past the upstairs
phonebut shewasn't home.Shewasprobablywondering
if we got an OK on the orphans staying at the fun park.
Even though I was pretty sure Miz Boone would go for
it once she knew all the facts, I really couldn't promise
until Boone talked to her and made sure. I could at least
say it was looking good, though. Maybe even by
Monday, before the curfew went into effect.

After that, I got my strategy figured out for telling
my family everything—and I mean everything—about
what had been going on over the last couple days.
Especially what we heard about the colleges closing up
and students getting shipped off to different job cities.
Except I couldn't thinkwhyDenny's cell phonewouldn't
work if all that happened was he changed to a different
location. Had to be a place to plug-in somewhere.

I almost always think better after a shower.
Something to do with the warm steam clearing my brain
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cells, I guess.Anyway, it occurred tomeas Iwasheading
back downstairs that there was only one reason to get
your cell phone confiscated, and that was if you went to
jail. But I changed my mind about that before I even got
to the bottom.Miz Lucinda lost touch with Denny about
the same time Boone lost touch with his dad. So, maybe
it was just some complication with the communication
systems, like everyone was saying.

“Your turn, Looney!” I hollered into the kitchen as
I was jumping over the last three stairs.

But when I got back to the table, he wasn't there.
“He left, already,” Mom was stacking the empty

plates, exceptmine that still had gingerbread on it. “Said
he had to go work on his science project.”

“What?” I yankedopen the backdoor andyelled for
him.

He was nowhere in sight.
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Chapter Twenty-Five
SPILLING THE BEANS

“On this occasion I thought the simplest way
would be to go undisguised...”

Sir Robert Baden-Powell

“For heaven sake, Will.” Mom started running
dishwater into the sink to wash the couple of dessert
dishes instead of using the dishwasher. “If he wants to
work on his science project, let himgo. Could be the first
time in his life he's been that interested in any kind of
schoolwork. Close the door now, it's getting chilly out
there.”

“He didn't take off to do his science project.” I shut
the door. “He'll just be out running around places he isn't
supposed to, getting himself—maybe even a bunch of
other people—in trouble.”

I sat down to finish my gingerbread, Dad got up to
get himself another cup of coffee, and Meg moved into
the chair next tomewith the first aid kit. All the planning
I did in the shower didn't seem so important, anymore.
Not with Looney running loose out there even after
Boone warned him not to.
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“I take it that means he was a handful on the
camping trip.” Dad sat down at the table, again. “Kids
like that usually are. Not much he could do to surprise
Nurse Parker, though. She seems pretty capable.”

“Oh, she's capable, all right. Especially when she
uses lying, cheating, and a stick that can beat you black
and blue from three feet away.”

“William!” Mom turned around from the sink,
dripping suds all over the floor and looked at me like I
just let loose with a swear.

“It's the truth. You can even ask Looney, if he ever
showsup, again.Hegot theworst of it all day, on account
of—OWWW!!!”

“You missed one.” Meg tossed the tweezers back
into the box, and smiled her prettiest smile. Like she just
gave me a treat instead of pulling a fire thorn out of the
sorest, fleshiest part of my underarm. I thought I pulled
them all out, myself, already.

“Dang, Meg! That hurt like—”
“Will, youknowIdon't like that kindof talk.” Itwas

Mom, again.
“But she just—”
“Don't argue, son.” Dad said. “I want to hear

everything that happened before I talk to Nurse Parker.
So, get on with it.”

“First of all, she only told us kids wewere going on
a day hike. To earn a genuine Boy Scout survival badge.
That's because what she was really up to was—
OWWW!” A blast of sub-zero antiseptic spray hit my
arm like an electric shock.

“All done,” said Meg. “That should make it feel
better in a few minutes, and take some of the swelling
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down, too.”
“Maybe she didn't want to go back on her word if

you kids didn't behave,” Mom suggested. “Then with
Maxwell getting sick it didn't work out for other reasons.
There's always a logical explanation. I don't feel
comfortable about her smacking other people's children,
though. You should talk to her about that, Fred. ”

“I'll mention it.” Dad rubbed a hand over his chin
while he thought for a minute. He never shaved on
Saturdays but by the time night rolled around he always
wished he had. “Go on, Will. I want to call her before it
gets too late. What's this you said she wanted to do?”

“I guess I should back up and tell you from the
beginning.”

“Just tell me the important parts so I can give her a
call. You can tell us the rest, afterward.”

“Right. Well...see, it's like this. Miz Lucinda's
boy...”

“Who?”
“I mean Nurse Parker. Her oldest boy that went

away to collegeupanddisappeared, and she's about togo
crazy looking for him. His college got shut down—just
like yours is going to to be any time nowMeg, so you—”

“What?” She looked at me like she hadn't heard
right.

“You can't go back there! I'm telling you, that's
what happened toDenny.MizLucinda—ImeanParker's
— son. They centered him off somewhere nobody can
find him. Even his cell phone went dead!”

“Why that's just this solar flarewe've got goingon,”
Mom came and sat down at the table with us and let the
dishes go. “It's played havoc with all the long distance
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and Internet for a good week, now. Right, Fred?”
“So they say.But I don't seewhat that has to dowith

the camping trip, Will.”
“It's got everything to dowith the camping trip! She

needs something tomake a bribe with so she can get him
back. Now, here's the deal. There's only gonna be two
things worth that much after next week. Food and—”

“A bribe!” Mom looked at me like I was delirious,
now.

“Seriously,Mom, I amnotmaking this up! She said
our regular money isn't going to be any good after next
week.You can even ask her yourself,Dad.Andwewon't
be able to get in or out of town anymore, either. On
account of that's gonna be outlawed, too. Except for
government business.”

“Whyonearthwould anyonewant to scare children
with stories like that?” Mom was looking at Dad when
she asked, like Meg and I weren't even there all of a
sudden.

“That isn't half of it.Wait till you hear—” I felt like
I better hurry and get it all out, as long as they were
listening.

“Daddy, I have to go back to school, I have mid-
terms next week!” Meg jumped up from her chair about
as fast as Looney, only she didn't knock anything over.
Which made me pretty sure at least she believed me, on
account of she only called him that as a last resort.
Because sheknewhecouldn't resist it. “If I don't keepmy
grade points up I could lose my scholarship!”

“I better get to the bottom of this, right now.” Dad
got up from the table and headed for the phone in the
hallway.
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I figured I had about ten minutes to win Mom and
Meg over before Miz Lucinda told a whopper I wasn't
prepared for, on account of I couldn't even imagine the
sort of things she could think up. She was that far ahead
of kid thinking. Mom was still looking at me like she
hadn't heard right, and Meg looked sort of scared all of
a sudden.

I decided to work on Meg.
“I wish all we had to worry about was science

projects and mid-terms,” I told her. “But think about it.
If somehow you got a tip that terrorists were gonna hit
your university next week—maybe blow it up, or
something—”

“William Hudson!” Mom interrupted.
But I had to keep on going. “Listen! Nurse Parker

was inameetingwhere theywerebriefingall thehospital
people about how to handle thingswhen the public starts
to panic. That's where she found out about the money
gettingoutlawed—it's so theycankeepcontrol ofuswith
credit cards—and not being allowed to go out of town
anymorewithout government permits.We already knew
the curfew was coming since they told that at the last
community meeting.”

I stopped for a breath and for the first time, neither
one of them said anything. Meg dropped back into her
chair, again, and both of them just sat there staring atme
like I had turned into something they never saw before.

“Nurse Parker already spent everything she had
trying to get her son back,” I explained. “So, she decided
to try and bribe somebody in the military to help her.
Well, the Boones have access to plenty of food and
plenty ofmoney. On account of they own the goldmines
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up in Padre Gordo.”
“Those old gold mines have been tapped out for

years,” Mom folded the blue dish towel she was still
holding and laid it on the table. “Amelia told me herself,
she has to work just as hard as the rest of us tomake ends
meet.”

“Mom.Believeme.Theygot awhole lot of goldout
of them before they played out. It all gets shared out to
take care of the whole family. Even the ones who live
down in Texas. Anyway, Nurse Parker is a Boone. Not
just any Boone. She's some kind of weird clone of Mad
Maude, herself. Only meaner. You know what she was
going to do?”

“Land sakes!” Mom was about as frustrated as she
could get without walloping me. “If you come up with
one more wild story, William—I'm going have your
head examined!”

“But she was gonna lock us up somewhere in the
ghost town and leave us there till we told her where
the—”

“Vera?” Dad called from the hallway. “You have
another number for Nurse Parker besides the one
scribbled on the notepad, here?”

“No, that's her cell phone in case there's an
emergency and we have to get hold of her wherever she
is. Try calling information.”

“I did. It's busy. Like all the other long distance
numbers. Where's the phone book?”

Mom slid her chair back and went in to help him
look.

“Will?” Meg asked before she came back, again.
“How do you know this kid didn't just quit college and
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not tell anybody? A lot of people do.”
“Because Nurse Parker already investigated all

that. Nobody answers at the college, anymore. Period.
Besides that, Denny's been calling home—and coming
home—regular, ever since he started there.”

“That could still be the communication system,
though. When I tried to call home Thursday to see if
Mom needed anything from the city, I couldn't get
through. Then when I got here, everybody's fine. It did
give me a start though. I mean, what if I had car trouble
on the way back or something?”

“That's what I'm talking about, Meg! Don't you
think it would be better to wait a few days just to make
sure how all this goes down instead of getting separated
from us for who knows how long? We'd go crazy
worrying about you!”

Meg sighed, gathered her long hair up into a pony
tail, then dropped it loose again, because she didn't have
anything tohold it therewith. I don't even think sheknew
she was doing that. It was just a habit. “I don't actually
have a test until Tuesday,” she mumbledmore to herself
thanme. “And that one's only online.Maybe I couldwait
a couple days. We'll know more by then.”

“Thanks, Meggie!” I got up and practically
knocked her chair over with a bear hug. “I got enough to
worry about without—”

“William?” Dad was standing in the doorway and
Mom was right behind him. “Nurse Parker's daughter
says she isn't coming home until tomorrow. Now, you
better tell me, right now, how you boys got back almost
a hundred miles all by yourselves.”

“And so help me!” Mom whopped me on the
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backside before I had a chance to sit down, again. “If I
find out you hitch-hiked all that way, you'll be grounded
till Christmas!”
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Chapter Twenty-Six
THE BEGINNING OF THE END

“And yet, somehow, I don't think we were worrying
much about the consequences, but rather were
busy with the present--as to how to evade

pursuit and recapture...”
Sir Robert Baden-Powell

Nothing ever works out like I plan. Not really. I fell
into bed that night thinking everything was a bust. Our
onechanceofgetting toPadreGordo, andwedidn't bring
back even a lick of food. And after the things I told my
folks, I don't think they'd ever let me go there, again. I
didn't see how I could help anybody at the end of the
world if I was grounded til Christmas, either. Turns out
Mom thought just as low about off-road vehicles as
hitchhiking.

After that, I was pretty sure if I let on about the
Border Patrol or the coyotes, even Dad would get
physical. It's his totally last resort when he thinks
everything's out of control. Maybe it was. I sure hoped
Boone had better luck talking to hismom than I hadwith
mine. Not tomention the big lecture I got in the den from
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Dad later on, about how I should have known better than
to scare the daylights out of the girls that way. Better I
should have talked it over with him, first. For all I knew,
he had even less faith in me now than when we had our
talk at the library.

At least Meg believed me.
I think I fell asleep the minute my head hit the

pillow.And aminute's about all I got before I woke up to
the loud racket of somebody trying to break in through
the window. I hauled myself out of bed and unlatched it,
ready to give Looney a piece of my mind he'd never
forget for going against orders, like that. I shoved it up
and dragged him in so fast he fell in a heap on the floor.

“Looney Martin!” I grabbed the back of his coat
while he was still on the floor and shook him as hard as
I could before pulling him up onto his feet. “I ought to
knock you to the moon! For two cents I'd—”

It was Jones.
She was wearing a baggy leather jacket and a knit

hatwith her hair all stuffed up into it, but it was her. Even
without her glasses and just the moon shining in I could
tell. I expected I'd have to let her take a swing at me for
pushing her around like that, but instead, she just choked
out the words, “Looney's caught!” then dropped to the
floor again, like she needed aminute to catch her breath.
“And they got all the other orphans, too.”

I felt like somebody punchedme in the gut and sank
downonto the floor,myself. “Noway—Ican't believe it!
He can hide better than a snake if he has to—what
happened?”

“He—hedid it onpurpose sowe'd knowwhere they
took everybody! He's going to try and get out again, but



SPIES For Life

235

hewantedme to tell you, soyoucould figureout a rescue.
Can you do it, Hudson?”

“Sheesh, I don't know. Where did they go?”
“They're all down at the hospital somewhere. Even

Mrs. Dumfries and Uncle Ding. But that place is so big
it could take all night to find them.We tried to ask at the
desk but they wouldn't let us see anybody. Just said
they're shipping the last of the orphans out, tomorrow—
even the sick ones! Except Rand Hamilton. Nobody's
seen him since yesterday. Once he heard that, Looney
came right out and admitted he was one of the orphans
only he'd been gone on a camping trip!”

“Oh—holy crud!”
“Hoping to end up in the same place. The nurse said

for him to wait until she got someone to come down and
verify. That's when he told me how to get here and up to
your window, too. We have to do something!”

“Howcome it tookyou so long?He left hours, ago.”
“I had to get back tomy house and wait till my own

parents went to bed. It's not like they let me wander
around town after dark all by myself. They'd be terribly
disappointed if they knew Iwas here.But I had to come.”

“You did the right thing.”
“If we can't save them I'll never forgive myself!”

She sniffed, like shewasmaybe going to bust out crying.
“Don't worry, we'll think of something.” I said that

even though I didn't know exactly what, or how. I just
knew if she went into another one of those crying jags
like she did at school, she'd wakemy parents up for sure.
“I better slip down to Dad's office and call Boone.
Whatever we do it will have to be tonight or they could
be lost for good!”
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“Just a minute.” She started feeling around on the
floor. “My glasses got knocked off somewhere.”

“Man, I'm sorry, Jones. If I'd known it was you...”
“Just a natural reaction I guess.”
“Here, I'll turn on the light.” I moved off careful,

dragging my feet across the floor so I wouldn't step on
them. By the time I looked she was already putting them
on. “I'll be back in a few minutes.”

The downstairs was dark and quiet, except for the
ticking of the wall clock in the hallway. Eleven-thirty.
The basement area of our house had been turned into a
den and Dad's office. I figured no one would hear me
talking down there. What I didn't figure was Meg still
being up instead of sleeping on the pull-out couch. She
was doing something on her computer and looked up the
minute I walked in.

“What are you doing up so late,Will? Is something
wrong?”

As if I hadn't said enough to get myself hung,
already, I totally caved when she closed down her
computer and motioned me over to sit by her. I told her
everything. Spilled the beans about the orphans, too.
Twenty feet more and I'd have made it to Dad's office if
she'd been asleep. Now, she was going to either wake up
Mom and Dad—and it would end right here—or help us
out. It seemed like a long time before she finally said
anything.

“OK. Go get something else on. You sure can't go
anywhere dressed like that.”

Which was the first time I realized I was running
around in a cut-off pair of old Batman pajamas Hannah
got for my birthday a couple years, ago. I would have
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tossed thembut theywere stretched out just right and too
comfortable, now.Man, if my roomwas going to stay as
busyas abus stop, I decided Ibetter startwearing thenew
ones I got, this year. At least they were from the men's
department.

I called Boone but he didn't answer. Which didn't
surprise me much on account of he slept like the dead
once he ever laid down. I only hopedhe'dwakeupbefore
his mom did if I had to make the kind of racket on his
bedroom window Jones made on mine. I didn't feel half
as bad walking back upstairs as when I was coming
down. Like a big weight lifted off my shoulders. I don't
know what it was about Meg, but things always seemed
to work out whenever she took over. Besides that, she
was nineteen, and about as close as you could be to an
adult without actually turning into one.

She could maybe even talk Mom and Dad onto our
side.

I opened the door expecting Jones would still be
sitting in the same place, only to find there were three
kids in there, now. Looney jumped up the minute I
walked in. His upper arms and forearms had gauze
wrapped around them (I guessMeg did that) but his face
was swollen up like a balloon from all the scratches and
thorns she pulled out of it.

“We climbed out a third story window,” he
answered before I even asked. Then he added, “I told her
not to but she came anyway.”

“I just had to get out!” Savannah explained when I
didn't say anything right away. She was dressed like a
boy, too, with her hair all stuffed up into a black ball cap
and only a few red curls hanging out. Her and Jones
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looked like a couple of twins sitting there. She had a gray
knit scarf wrapped around her neck so I couldn't tell if it
was still swollen from the mumps, or not.

Sheesh, I didn't know what to say. They were all
three looking at me like I had the keys to the universe,
while I was feeling about as valuable as a fly standing
there in my Batman pajamas.

“She's a lot stronger than she looks,” Jones spoke
up. “She took ballet lessons most of her life.”

“Well...” I should have been madder at Looney
except I was too relieved to see him, and way glad he
could at least handle what I expected he could. More
even. It took a lot of guts to turn himself in like that, then
get himself right back out, again. He really could move
like a rattlesnake if he had to.

“OK.My sister's got a car and she's gonna help us.”
I headed for my dresser and pulled out a clean pair of
jeans and a t-shirt. “I don't know what she's got in mind,
yet, so I'm not sure I should tell her you guys are even up
here. In casemyparentswakeup andweall get in trouble
before we get out of here. It can't get any worse for me
because I'm already in big trouble. You should be OK in
here for a while though, since they're expecting Looney
back anyway.”

Iwent for the door but turned around onemore time
before opening it. “My parents' room is at the right end
of the hall, and my sister Emily is across from this one.
Bathroom's at the end on the left. Best place for
everybody to hide out will be the fun park but I'll have to
wake up Boone to get a key.”

“Rand's got a key,” said Looney. “But nobody
knows where he is.”
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“I'll wake up Emmy and ask her. Since they work
together sheprobably knowswhere he's been staying. I'll
be back to let youknow theplan as soon as I can.Looney,
you better come with me in case we need you for
something.But stay in here untilwe're ready to go. If you
hear my parents get up, you girls hide in the closet, so
they'll only see Looney when they open the door. I'll try
and head them off first, though.”

Turns out Emmy not only knew where Rand
Hamilton was, but they had a code worked out so he'd
pick up his phone if she called. He was staying at the
Gorilla Lady tent after the park closed down. He had a
place all rigged upwith a cot for himself under the stage,
and he hid out in there while the security guy made the
final rounds of the place every night before he locked up.
Emmy didn't think twice about sayingwe had to tellMiz
Boone, on account of she was the only one that could
maybe work things out without kidnapping everybody.
Which would really get us in trouble. Meg agreed. I had
to agree, too, because I sure didn't want to end up in
Juvenile Hall at a time like this.

In the end, we decided it was best to take the girls
with us, too, and at least hide the orphanswe already had
in case thingswentwrong all theway around. So, we left
Savannah and Jones to settle into the loft area of the go-
cart garageonaccount of theywouldn't set one foot in the
Gorilla Lady tent all by themselves. Not after Jones saw
the show and got scared out of her wits Friday night.
When we told them it was only Rand Hamilton in a
gorilla suit, they wouldn't even stay there with an empty
gorilla suit. Especially since we had to take Looney and
Rand along to help with the rescue.
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Girls.
Meanwhile, we were cooking up a Plan B in case

MizBoone's plan didn'twork out. Except her plan turned
out to be way bigger than ours. It even made what Miz
Lucinda told us seem like small stuff. It wasn't hard to
figure out something had gone way wrong in Ashbury
while we were off running around Padre Gordo all day.
Whatever it was, I knew my own parents didn't know
about it, yet, or they wouldn't have been just sitting
around eating gingerbread and visiting with Meg when
Looney and I got back.

But all I had to do was walk into Boone's house to
know something totally bad had gone down somewhere.
First off, all the lights were on when we pulled into the
driveway.Afterwe came in, it looked like he hadn't even
gone to bed, yet.Hewas sprawledout on the couchunder
a blue and gold quilt with stars and moons on it, wide
awake, and looking more worried than I'd ever seen him
before.

It was only one step down into the living room from
the entryway, and he popped up as soon aswewalked in.
MizBoone—quieter than I ever knewshecouldbe—had
come to thedoor ina longpinkbathrobe,withher redhair
all tumbled down to her shoulders. But there was tea and
hot chocolate stuff set out on the coffee table. So, I
figured Emmy must have called her before we drove
over.

Everybody grabbed a cup of something before they
settled down.

“Howcomeyoudidn't answeryourphone?” I asked
Boone while they were all busy.

“I didn't hear it. Mom just woke me up a few
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minutes, ago.”
“They have our orphans down at the hospital,

waiting to be shipped out tomorrow. So, we gotta try for
a rescue.”

“We have way bigger problems than losing the
orphans, Hud.”

“What?”
“This is it. The beginning of the end. Just like

Grampy told us about.”
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
THE GREAT ORPHAN RESCUE

“Had we been spotted? Should we be missed? Were
we being followed? These questions would answer
themselves as we progressed with our plot...”

Sir Robert Baden-Powell

For a few seconds I couldn't say anything. I had a
sinking feeling insidewayworse thanwondering how to
get the orphans free, or even find a good place to hide
them. The beginning of the end! What the heck did that
mean? I didn't have to wait long because Boone went
right on talking without me giving an answer.

“All the old people in town got notices they have to
leave for centralized senior centers in two weeks.
Anybody over sixty.”

“What?”
“Yeah, and all they get to take is one suitcase, even

if they have a whole houseful of stuff. Half the people
Mom's got working at the fun park are over sixty. Mr.
Pendergast, and Mr. Pickler...” He yawned, and then
shookwithachill, likehewas just starting to finallywake
up. “OldMrs. Thomas thatworks the ice creambooth for
Mad Maude's. Professor Jones over at the high school,
too. He doesn't believe anyone's really going to senior
centers. On account of that happened to his family back
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in Europe before he came over here. He thinks
everybody's being shipped out to refugee camps. Or
worse.”

“You mean, Isabella Jones' dad?”
“Yeah, he does our accounting for the fun park.”
“She would have said something to me about it!”
“He didn't tell her, yet. And he's not really her dad,

he's her grandpa. He's sixty one. His wife could stay
because she's only fifty-eight. But they don't want to be
separated.”

“Wow, she's going to totally lose it when she hears
that. She's halfway there, already.”

“Mom says it's time to get as many people up to
PadreGordo aswe can tomorrow, before the curfew sets
in onMonday. Nobodywill be able tomove around easy
after that. Especially in and out of town. She's going to
talk to your parents about it in the morning to see how
much they can help and if they want to come, or not.”

“They still think they can get jobs somewhere else.
I tried to tell them what Miz Lucinda said was gonna
happen but they didn't believe it. All I didwas getmyself
in big trouble for us driving down off the mountain by
ourselves.”

“They'll change their mind after Mom talks to
them.”

“Iwish. They think everythingGeneral Philby says
makes sense. Even centering the food supply on account
of there's somuch riotinggoingon in the big cities. I tried
to tell themWorldWarThreewas about to bust open and
it was the end of the world and all that, but...” I felt
prickles around my hatband, pulled it off, and stuffed it
against the couch cushion behind me (Miz Boone kept
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the heat on to at least eighty). “Now, Mom's gonna take
me to get my head examined.”

“What about your dad?”
“He'll probably agree with her after the stuff I tried

to tell him about General Philby.”
“Man.” For a minute he just sat there, picturing it.

“Well, don't feel too bad. The only reason my mom
believes any of it is because she saw something, today.”

“Like what?”
“I don't know, she's holding out on me. She only

does that if she thinks I can't take it.Never lasts very long,
though. Especially if Dad's not around to handle things.
I thought that's what she woke me up for.”

“Emmy woke her up hoping she'd help us with the
orphans.”

“Maybe. If we know where they are we might be
able to sneak everybody out when she talks to Dad
tonight.”

“Boone, how's she gonna talk to him when there's
no Internet and no long distance?”

“They got Internet and long distance right there at
thehospital.That's howthenurse ladydidall that looking
around for Denny. Calling up the university and
everything.”

“And they let your mom use it? She actually talked
to him?”

“Not really. She figures hemust still be in blackout
while they're in transit back to the states. Which means
he could get here any day.”

“Boone.”
“Seriously.”
“OK, listen up, kids,” Miz Boone came back into
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the living room and this time shewas dressed up in jeans
and a blue pullover sweater—about as ordinary as I ever
saw her look before. No dangly earrings on, and her red
hair was pulled back in a ponytail at the back of her
collar. “Here's what we have to do.”

The buzz of everybody talking disappeared and
Looney quit chowing downon themarshmallows before
shecouldnoticeheatehalf abag, already.Except shehad
her mind on other things. You would think I'd be used to
her wacko ideas by now but I wasn't. Which is why I
inhaled a half-melted marshmallow and then choked it
back into my hot chocolate when she said, “Truth is,
we're at war and nobody told us about it.”

Boone pounded me on the back and I caught a
glimpse of Meg across the room, sending me a message
that didn't need any words. So, I grabbed a couple
napkinsoff thecoffee table to sopupwhere I spilled.Any
other time, Miz Boone would have yelled about not
eating in the living room but she kept talking like she
hadn't even noticed.

“About one third of the adults we have working for
us at the Fun Park are senior citizens. And every one of
them have been given notice they are going to be
relocated into large senior centers out of state. Of course
they don't want to go. Most of them have lived here all
their lives. But a lot of things are going to change—for
everybody—next week.” She took a deep breath and
then a sip from her mug of mint tea.

I knew it was mint because she was sitting so close
to us on the couch I could smell it. I didn't have any
doubts she could get everybody up to Padre Gordo, but
I had a way lot of doubts we could do it without getting
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into some major trouble from the military guys. People
might not notice eight no-account orphans that got so
little attention they were practically invisible, but they
would for sure notice almost twenty folks who didn't
show up for their jobs on Monday. Especially the
teachers.

“Anyway...” Miz Boone banged her mug down on
the coffee table like she just made up her mind. “We're
going to need everyone who can drive a vehicle to get
them out of town tomorrow. That way, it'll all be over by
the time authorities find out and—with any luck—they'll
be too busy with the big changes around here to
investigate right away.”

“What about the orphans?” I asked. She hadn't said
a word about them even though Emmy had come right
out and told her that'swhatwewere here for. “Imean, the
seniorsmight not bemissed tomorrow, being it's Sunday
and all, but the orphans are scheduled to leave on a bus
first thing in the morning.”

“Any of them that want to stay can come with us
tonight,” she answered. “Let's just hope things haven't
sunk so low theywouldn't think twice about barging into
people's houses to look for them. Howmany are there?”

“Only five since we have three of them out
already,” saidBoone. “More if you're gonna let anybody
that wants to come. And two old people.”

“Uncle Ding might be able to climb down on the
sheets,” Looney piped up all of a sudden. “But No way
Mrs. Dumfries can. She's too fat.”

You would have thought he said something easy
like there was going to be one more for dinner and we'd
have to stretch the food. Because Miz Boone got to her
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feet like it was no big deal and said, “I'll have to trade
places with her then.”

Which made Looney crack up laughing since she
wasn't even as tall as my sisters and just about as skinny.

“Andyou're going to helpme.”Shepointed a finger
at him and he stopped like somebody choked him. “You
and Jeffie. The rest of you will be waiting in the cars
under thatwindowas theycomedown.Let's hopewecan
get everybody in one trip.”

After that, she tookMegandEmmytoanother room
somewhere, and sent all us guys out to the garage to find
a couple of ropes and anything else that would be safer
than bed sheets for people to climb downon.We thought
of all the rope ladders back at the hideout but therewasn't
enough time to get there and back. If we weren't out of
there before the shifts changed at the hospital there
would be too many cars coming and going from the
parking lot and someone might notice us parked where
we shouldn't be.

Everything sounded pretty easy as long aswe didn't
get caught.

Miz Boone had the hardest part on account of she
had to disguise herself to look about twice her size.
Which I couldn't believe she did so well. Especially
when she added a gray wig with a red knit cap and scarf.
Since it was cold outside at this hour it looked natural
enough and would be the first thing anyone would
remember about her. Something told me she had done
this kind of stuff before. I mean, what kind of person
would just happen to have a gray wig laying around the
house somewhere?

The rest of the plan was so simple it was brilliant.
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She was going to take Looney to the emergency room
andsayheneeded somebettermedicine toput onhis face
because he couldn't sleep. Since it was still swole up like
a blowfish, who wouldn't believe her? Her story was
going to be that his family was out of town and he was
spending the weekend with Boone. Which wasn't really
a lie considering they'd been out of town for so long he
couldn't even remember them.

While they were waiting, Boone was going to look
for a bathroom and see if he couldn't get past the third
floor nurse's station and into the room everybodywas in.
Itwasn't a regular room. Sort of a conference roomset up
with a lot of cots so thekidswouldn't have tobe separated
from Uncle Ding and Mrs. Dumfries before they left.
Boone had the rope and a climbing harness in his
backpack, and while he was setting things up, his mom
and Mrs. Dumfries would change places in the nearest
ladies room. By the time Looney got out of emergency,
everybody would be loaded into the cars.

The worst part was the waiting. Emmy and Rand
were in the truck, andMegand Iwerebehind them inMiz
Boone's SUV.We'd be able to get more people in it than
Meg's little white Subaru, so that one stayed in the
parking area in front of the emergency room for the other
three to drive home in. I usually talked about a bajillion
miles a minute whenever I got a few minutes with Meg
to myself. But since I already rattled off every bad thing
I'd done over the last couple weeks, I was sort of wore
out.

“Are you cold, Will? We put a couple blankets on
the backseats since everyone will probably be in their
pajamas. Can't turn the car on till we're ready to go.”
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“Naw. Just sort of nervous, is all.” I didn't realize I'd
been tapping my foot and sitting there with my teeth
clenched until she said that.

“You don't have to be scared about anything. Even
if we all get caught the worst that could happen is Mom
and Dad would have to come down and get us at the
police station.”

“Oh, holy cow...” I probably wouldn't even get let
go if they did come down to get me.

“There's actually no law against taking someone
out of a hospital if theywant out. So, themost they could
get us for is beinghere after visiting hours. Imean...” She
pulled her black knit cap farther down over her ears. “It's
not like we're trying to break anybody out of jail.”

Usually I get a whole lot of comfort out of Meg's
logic. The thing is, I knew her about as well as she knew
meand I could tell just byhowshekept lookingat her cell
phone every thirty seconds, she was as nervous as I was.
For one thing, we were about as close as it gets to being
under military law around here, and I had a feeling it
wasn't the local police we were going to be talking to. It
was General Philby's guys. Maybe even the General,
himself.

Not to mention the orphans belonged to the state,
not us. They didn't have the same kind of freedoms. But
I decided to keep that thought to myself. On account of
I had a feeling Meg was about to speed dial Dad at the
first sign of trouble. That made me realize Boone and I
needed to get everyone hid before that happened. Really
hid. The time for explaining things was over.

About that time, the door on the passenger side of
Emmy's truckopenedup,Randgot out, andmotioned for
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me to followhim.Which I didn't think twice about—just
did—even though my stomach felt like a swarm of bats
just flew through and were about to exit out my mouth.
Other than that short conversation we had in the Gorilla
tent on Friday, I hardly knew him, at all. But the fact he
was on the football team gave me an automatic respect
for whatever he said. I don't know why.

He didn't say anything. Just smacked me on the
shoulder sort of friendly-like, and pointed where he
wantedme to stand on one side of the first floorwindow.
The blindswere closed but you can bet somebodywould
pop them open fast enough if we made too much noise.
He took the other side, and rested his hands on his hips
for a minute—same way he did in a game when he was
waiting for the referee to make a call—then looked up
just in time for the third floor window to slide open and
see Boone stick his head out.

He was in.
Next thing I knew, he dropped the rope down to us

—the one we tied knots in so no one would have trouble
climbing all the way down without a place to rest their
feet for a second—then I saw the shadowyoutline of two
dangling legs sticking out over the sill as the first person
crawled over. After that, everything stopped, like a
movie set to pause. One second...two seconds...three
seconds...

First person out was hung up, already.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
THE BREAKING POINT

“Spying brings with it a constant wearing
strain of nerves and mind...”

Sir Robert Baden-Powell

Itwasn't a kid itwas anadult. I could tell becausehis
feet looked huge swinging back and forth in the mid-air,
feeling around for one of the knots to stand on. Had to be
UncleDing, on account of hewas the only other adult up
there. Mrs. Dumfries should have slipped out to wait for
Miz Boone in the nearest bathroom by now. Man, if
anyone saw her wandering around and actually talked to
her they'd know something was up. Especially if a look-
alike showed up about then.

I started to break out in a sweat even though it was
cold out there. “They should send the kids first,” I
whispered.

“Shhh.” Rand didn't even look over at me, just kept
his eyes on Uncle Ding. Like he could move the old
man's foot into the right spot just by looking at it hard
enough. Then, “Get ready to try and break his fall.”

Break his fall—if that guy fell on top of us from so
high upwe'd be killed. “Holy crud, Rand—why don't we
stretch out one of the blankets, or—”
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“Shhh. He's got it, now, here he comes.”
Next all I could see was a shadowy form bearing

down on us like some giant slug inching over a water
pipe. I admit it was going to take major self-control to
keep from jumping out of the way if he slipped. Which
I was not proud of. I tried to stand there all cool and
collected, like Rand, but it wasn't happening. When the
man finally toucheddown it caught himoff-guard andhe
swayed inmy direction. I grabbed him before he toppled
against the glass of the first floor window.

He gave a startled sort of laugh and held onto me.
His gray hair was sticking out on one side, like he had
already been asleep for a while. “Good boy,” he said
quietly, after he steadied himself.

“No problem,” I answered.
“Shhh,” Rand whispered over at us. “Here comes

Jimmy.”
By the time I looked up he was already halfway

down, dangling all hung over and lifeless in the harness,
not moving a muscle. Sheesh. Little kids can sleep
anywhere. Rand had him out and handed over to Uncle
Ding in less than aminute and he never even opened one
eye. After that came two girls—also with the harness—
who I figured had to be the fifth-graders we got
homework for last Friday. They were awake but so
bundled upwith coats over their pajamas and backpacks
on top of that, Rand just swung each one up as he got
them out and carried them to the SUV. I could tell they
were scared spit-less on account of they hung onto him
for dear life as he walked past.

Before he got back to his spot someone else was
already down, and I stepped over to help him out of the
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harness.Hewasyounger than thegirls—the thirdgrader,
probably—and I was thinking I should walk him over to
the car, too, when he took off like a rabbit. Zig-zagged
aroundme and headed toward the circle of light from the
nearest street lamp about twenty feet away.

Rand darted out and intercepted him before he got
past the car.Hegrabbedholdof his backpackand the seat
of his pants, and tossed the kid in through the open door
with the warning, “Stay put, Mikey, or I'll wallop you!”

About that time, I saw the lights of oneof those little
security vehicles as it passed by the end of the side alley
we had driven down to get to this spot, and felt a sudden
jolt at the thought if they hadn't seen us, yet, they'd be
coming around from the other end in about fiveminutes.
Probably making a circle just to check everything out.

“TellMeg to go, right now, before they come back,
again!” I whispered over to Rand, who had froze in his
tracks as soon as he caught sight of them. “The rest can
hide in the back of the truck in casewe get stopped on the
way out.”

He snapped out of his freeze and sprinted back to
quietly push the door closed andwave themon. Better to
get some out than none. I pressed the tiny light on my
wristwatch. It was quarter after three already and I knew
it would start getting busy in the parking lot with the
shifts changing over at four o'clock. Not long after that,
the military guys would wake up and start moving
around. Which any other time would have given me
another jolt I had to choke down even to think about.
Except themomentMeg started themotor and drove off,
somebody hollered.

“Shut up, man!” That was Boone, and he wasn't
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whispering. “There's no way you can fall, I got two lines
on you!”

“Shhh!” That was Rand.
The light popped on in the window we were

standing in front of, and we jumped to the sides to press
ourselves as flat as we could get against the wall. The
blinds opened up. I didn't know if it was a patient or
nurse, a man or a woman—I couldn't see anything from
that angle.But theymaybecouldn't seeus, either. I hoped
not. Just then,Emmygotoutof the truck,went toward the
back to kick one of the tires, got back in again, then
started the motor and—to our amazement—drove off.

Rand muttered something Mom would have
smackedmefor and leanedhisheadbackagainst thewall
likewewere all as good as dead. Like he couldn't believe
it.Me, I went for a prayer because that had beenworking
for me ever since I could remember. Not to mention it
was going to take a major miracle to get us out of here.
What was Emmy thinking? She just blew the whole
mission! She just—

The blinds closed and the light went off.
“Oh, no—I'm—I'm slipping! I can't get my—” It

was the voice over our heads, again.
So many of us busted out with “Shhh!” at the same

time we sounded like a bunch of snakes somebody
stepped too close to. Then the kid—well, he wasn't a kid
—that guy was bigger than Uncle Ding as he came
bouncing down against the wall so fast, I knew the only
thing keeping him from breaking his neck was Boone
hanging onto the other rope from up there. Rand and I
lunged at the same time to keep him from plowing into
the first floor window.
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He toppled over as soon as he touched down andwe
hardly got him off the ground before a rain of backpacks
and sleeping bags started tumbling out. Boone was
tossing them into the mid-air before dancing down that
line as fast as he could just to get out of there.He dropped
the last six feet, turned around, and gasped, “Where the
heck is the truck?”

“Emmy tookoff,” I practically chokedon thewords
because I still couldn't believe it.

“Grab as much of this stuff as you can and let's get
out of here.” Rand started picking up backpacks and
sleeping bags without waiting for answers.

“I'm too loaded down, already,” the big shadow
spoke in a normal tone, like it was all over now that he
was on the ground.

I figured he had to have a brain the size of a pea to
be that stupid.

Rand shoved a sleeping bag and two backpacks at
him anyway, and whispered, “Shut up and get moving,
Tater.”Thengavehima littlepush in thedirectionEmmy
drove off in to get him started.

Maybe the guy really did have a problem with his
brain.

Everyone took as much as they could carry, and
about the time I was thinking we would have to leave a
few behind because I kept dropping things, an extra
couple arms scooped them up. I caught a glimpse of two
brown braids hanging down before the familiar figure
took off after the others without a word.

“Hannah!” I dragged after my youngest sister—
who Iwas surewe left sleepingat home—but shewasout
of whisper range already. She was wearing a jacket over
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her pinkpajamas, too, and I could tell by thevelcro straps
around the legs she had ridden her bike over to get here.
Somuch for keeping secrets. If I tell one sister something
it's the same as telling all of them. Just theway it is in our
family. Anyway, I was glad for the extra help on account
of I had a feeling the orphans were going to need all this
stuff a lot more than we realized.

On account of the military was going to be looking
over every inch of this town the minute none of them
showed up for the bus ride tomorrow. They wouldn't be
able to stick their noses out from their Fun Park hideouts
for days. If we could get them all hid in time.

Or if we could even get them away from here.
By the time I got around the corner of the building,

I saw the pickup pulled over about a hundred feet ahead,
with kids and sleeping bags piled up in the back. Rand
was standing there waiting for me.We didn't say a word
to each other—we didn't half to. Already the light beams
of the security vehicle were bouncing off the fence at the
end of the parking lot farther down and it was only a
matter of seconds before theywould turn down this alley
to finish their rounds.

He grabbed all my stuff as I dove into a hole in the
mountain of baggage, then tossed everything on top of
me before we took off. I hardly heard the door close
before wemade a quick u-turn and headed back the way
we came to keep ahead of the security guys. All we had
to dowas get to themain parking areawhere peoplewere
coming and going all the time. I started to calm down a
little then because I figured it was still a free country and
we had the right to come and go anywhere we wanted in
it without being stopped by anybody, unless they had
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some legal reason to do that.
Like looking for missing persons.
We bounced over a speed bump and Tater yelled,

“Ouch!” loud enough to wake the dead. Which is how I
knewEmmymust really be nervous because she usually
drove over those things about the speed of a snail just so
she wouldn't bust anything while she was driving a
vehicle that didn't belong to her. At least she didn't leave
us stranded like I first thought. Then all of a sudden I
heard the first few bars of that Air Force song, “Off we
go into the wild blue yonder...” and realized Boone was
buried somewhere only a few feet away from me.

“We're out,” he spoke into the phone like we were
sneaking past the Gestapo. “Something came up and I
couldn't help it.OK,we'll be there inabout fiveminutes.”

“Man,Boone—what if that thingwould'vegoneoff
when youwere still hanging out the window—what was
she thinking?”

“I was supposed to put it on vibrate but I forgot.
Here.”He shoved the phone atme. “Call your sisters and
tell them to drop us at the FunPark before they head back
to our place to wait for Mom. We got to get everybody
settled in before it gets daylight. No telling how much
longer it'll take to get Looney out of the emergency
room.”

I got through toMegokay butwhen I dialedEmmy,
Rand answered. Which I would have just passed off as
her wanting to concentrate on getting away from the
hospital except I heard sounds in the background that
made my stomach feel like I was going down fast in an
elevator all of a sudden.

Emmy was having a melt down.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
BUGGING OUT

“Everybody's attention was centered on these and no
one had time to notice or observe

what we were doing...”
Sir Robert Baden-Powell

Boone and I jumped out to open the gates at the Fun
Park for the vehicles to drive through but by the time we
got them closed, again, they had driven on to the gorilla
tent. I guess they figured to keep everybody together
until we knew what to do next and that was the biggest
enclosed area on the place.

Not only that, it had a lot of hidden passageways
behind and under the stage so the performers could
exchange places without being seen, and absolutely no
one else was allowed inside except at showtimes. That's
how carnival people keep their secrets. What looks like
magic on the outside all makes perfect sense if you ever
get to see how it's actually done. Only I wasn't thinking
about any of that at the moment because I was too
worried about Emmy.

When I saw Rand climb out of the driver's side
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insteadofher I kicked intoa sprint toget over there as fast
as I could. Something really bad must have happened
because—of all my sisters—Emmy was the calmest,
most level-headed. He leaned back in as I got close and
I heard him say, “I'll be back as quick as I can,” before he
started shuffling the last of the kids and gear into the tent.
The driver's side door was still hanging open, so, I
climbed in.

“Oh, Will!” She practically put me in a choke hold
before I even slid across the seat. “You were right—you
were right!”

“About what?”
But she just started crying all over, again. Like once

she let the dam burst she couldn't stop it even if she
wanted to. Man, I knew how that felt. So, I just sat there
for a minute, trying not to lose it myself, until she got a
grip. I don't know why but when one of my family is
upset, it's like the same feelings shoot right intome, even
if I don't have a clue what the problem is. I can't think
clear and stay cool like when I try to help other people.

“About what, Emmy?”
She finally let go ofme andpulled a tissue out of her

jacket pocket to blow her nose. “About the people
getting out of the busses at the hospital the other day—
they were soldiers! I saw one looking right at me when
he opened the window blinds back there! He had a black
band tied around his head—and a—a—machine gun—
slung over his shoulder! All I could thinkwas to kick the
tire like I stopped to check it, then drive off.”

“That was a good call, he closed the blinds right
after you left.”

“They really have been lying to us! We need to
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wake up Mom and Daddy!”
Which should have taken the weight of the world

off my shoulders right then and there. Our families
would believe us, now. It's what I had been praying for.
Most of all we wouldn't have to keep going up against
adultswhowere smarter and stronger than us just to save
people's lives. We could maybe save the whole town—
or what was left of it—if only everybody would work
together.

“You better come with me, Will.” She said it in a
tone I knew meant business.

“I'll ride home with Meg as soon as we get things
settled,” I answered quickly. “Like Miz Boone said,
they'll be looking everywhere for these kids as soon as
they find out they're gone. On account of they don't have
any families of their own to stick with.”

“We'll divvy themup between all of us, then. That's
the best thing.”

“Except it takes time, Em.We still gotta keep them
safe until the families figure out what to do.”

“Mom will have fits if I don't bring you back with
me!” She looked about to cry, again.

“I'll go when Meg goes—I promise.”
I hopped out of the truck before she could answer

and collided with Boone. Without saying a word he
pulled me into the shadow of the deserted ticket booth
wherewe could talk. Hewas not panicked, which is how
I knew he had heard every word. It's also how I knew I
had to go along with whatever he said because this was
it. Maybe not the end of the world just yet, but definitely
the beginning.

We were at war!
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“The kids can't stay here,” he said. “It's not safe
enough. We gotta make a mad dash to Little Heely—
before the suncomesup—then take themin small groups
up to Padre Gordo. The back way. At night.”

“ButBoone, if the families that are alreadygoingup
tomorrow each take one or two—”

He leanedonehandagainst the junglegreencolored
wall and hung his head. At least he was listening.

“Then they'd be out of here in no time.” I tried to
stay calm, too, but I wasn't as good at it as he was.
Especially after just catching all that emotional stuff
fromEmmy. “Wewouldn't have to put them into all that
danger for no reason.”

“If the soldiers are already here,” he answered
without looking up, “there's gonna be roadblocks around
this whole town by eight o'clock in the morning.
Tomorrow's the day theymake theirmove. It all adds up,
Hud. Anybody that isn't out, isn't getting out.”

“Wo...” I felt like I just got punched in the gut. “Wo
—you mean not even the families? What's going to
happen to the families?”

“Probably just what the nurse-lady said. Curfews,
food ration cards…the whole city locked down into
some kinda martial law. Maybe even prisoner of war
camps if we're already occupied territory.”

“Occupied territory—holy crud, Boone—this isn't
what I expected!” I leanedbackagainst thewall, then slid
down slow until I was sitting on the ground. “Occupied
territory? We didn't get any warning!”

Boone sat down, too—like all the strength had
suddenly gone out of him—and neither of us said
anything for a minute. I pressed the little light on my
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watch, again. Twenty minutes to four. It had taken less
than a half hour to get everybody out and nearly settled
in back here. But—hey—if we were going to take them
to Little Heely as soon as the cars left, it would just be a
waste of time to have to pack all that stuff up, again. Plus,
we had to fill all the go-carts with gas and make sure we
had enough extra to make it all the way out there before
sunrise.

“I better get rid of the cars so we can get started.” I
got to my feet. “If I knowmy sisters they'll hang around
for an hour just fluffing pillows and making sure
everybody gets tucked in. We better get Savannah and
Jones over here to organize everybodywhile you andme
get the vehicles together.”

He just sat there without saying a word.
“Boone, if we don't get out of here before our

parents come looking for us we're not going anyplace,
either. Which means the orphans have had it. Being at
war puts a whole new slant on things. The town people
will dowhatever they're told—they're not soldiers. They
might even get locked up in some—”

He shot up like somebody lit a fire under him.
“I'll meet you back at the go cart garage soon as I

talk to Meg.”
I hadmore problems in the lastweek thanmywhole

life put together. But if it's one thing I knewwithout even
having to think at all, was how to send my sisters to the
moon at a moment's notice. I just had to get Rand out of
theway to do it.Whichwas easier than I thought because
hewasworried aboutEmmy. I really think those twohad
something going for each other. Anyway, I told him the
rest of us could handle it from here if he wanted to drive
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her home.
He clappedme on the shoulder like I was one of the

team and said, “Thanks, man.”
Meanwhile, Meg, Hannah, and Uncle Ding were

untying sleeping bags from backpacks and getting ready
to roll them out in Rand's hideout under the stage. Little
Jimmy was still asleep, spread out on the cot that was
already set up, and Tater was making hot chocolate for
everybody else on a little one-burner camp stove he
found under there.Which gave me the jitters on account
of whatever was missing in his brain. The last thing we
needed right now was a fire. Except he was filling cups
and handing them out like a professional short-order
cook that hadbeendoing stuff like that for years.Heeven
had a big smile on his face like we were all on vacation,
or something.

“Hey, Meg.” I had to bend down to whisper in her
ear because shewas on her knees helping one of the fifth
gradegirls untie aknot. “This is theonlyplacewehaven't
fumigated, yet, so I'm thinking maybe we should move
over to the house of mirrors.”

“What?” She sat up straight.
“There's still probably a lot of scorpions and spiders

under there because we only sprayed on top of the stage.
Not under it.”

She jumped to her feet like a bomb just went off.
“Besides, you should probably get back to Miz

Boone's right away because something came up the
adults have to discuss. Emmy already went to get Mom
and Dad and they'll feel better if we're all there.”

“You and Hannah come with me, then.”
“I gotta stay andhelpBoonemove themirror panels
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so that center room just looks like four walls. That way
nobody will figure it out even if the whole place gets
searched. After that, I'll be outta here.”

“Promise?”
“Promise.” Well, I wasn't telling a lie, really.

Because I would be outta here. I just wouldn't be going
back to Miz Boone's.

None of us would.
But I surewasn't going to hang around long enough

for Meg to look right through me. She could do it, too.
Instead I just raised my voice and said, “Listen up,
everybody—we have to move to another location. On
account of this one has a gorilla in it. So, get your stuff
together and let's go.”

There was a frozen silence as the whole bunch
stared at me.

“William Hudson!” It was the exact same tone as
Mom's so I figured I better get out of her reach. “You
know better than to scare children like that!” She swung
but missed.

“Just trying to get themmoving,Meg.” I headed for
the entrance. “Let's everybodymeet in front of theHouse
of Mirrors in about five minutes, Uncle Ding.”

“We'll be ready, my boy. Tater? You pack up the
portable kitchen.”



SPIES For Life

265

Chapter Thirty
DESERT RACE

“We drove off down the street towards the station
until we were out of sight...then we called to

our driver and said we should like
to go to a different station...”

Sir Robert Baden-Powell

I figuredwe'd be lucky ifwe had half an hour—tops
—before our folks realized we weren't where we should
be. But I also figured Miz Boone would calm things
down from her end since she knew right where we'd be
headed in the long run.We'd all end up in the same place
eventually. So, it wasn't like I was leaving my family in
the lurch during a time of crisis or anything. Anyway
that's what I kept telling myself.

Until Hannah looked at me for a second—just
before she and Meg drove off—in a way that made me
almost sprint over and tell them not to worry, everything
was going to be ok. That we had the safest place in the
world to hide out in, and there was enough room for
everybody and their brothers. But instead, I just gave her
a wave and a thumbs-up. In all the excitement, I hadn't
thanked her for helping us out the way she did. But she
got the message and smiled. Which gave me sort of a
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lump inmy throat, so it's a good thing they left right then.
Things were already starting to happen over at the

go-cart garage. Jones was throwing stuff down from the
loftwhileBoonewasbusypushingout thecarts thatwere
inside, onto the track. I got there in time to help with the
last one—him pushing from the back and me steering
andpushing from the side—wewerehalfway to the door
when Savannah leaned her head over the loft and asked
Boone to help her down.

“What!” he stopped pushing and looked up at her
like she was nuts. “If you can't even climb down a short
ladder like—”

Jones chucked her backpack down so close to him
he had to fend it off. “She's just getting over the mumps!
She shouldn't even be out in this cold air—we have to
help her! Come on, Savvy.” She pulled her up into a
sitting position. “Just swing your legs over and get your
feet on the ladderwhile I—”She had to stifle a yell when
Savannah slouched forward all of a sudden—totally
limp— and would have toppled over the edge if she
hadn't been hanging onto her.

Booneboundedup the ladder andcaughtholdofher
from below just as Jones lost her grip. Her hat tumbled
off and her long red hair spilled out all over him.

“She's a little lightheaded,” said Jones.
“Lightheaded—she's out cold.” He lowered her

down to me. “Put her in the back of the Rhino, I guess.”
Then he turned around to help Jones but got an opened-
up sleeping bag dropped onto his head, instead.

The Rhino wasn't too far off, just past the open
doors. I couldn't believe how light Savannah felt. And a
lot smaller than when she was running around all full of
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life and everything. She must have used what little
strength she had keeping up with Looney all the way to
our house, then climbing up the lattice to the bedroom
window. I was pretty sure Jones exaggerated about her
being over the mumps, though, because she felt hotter
than blazes even through the jacket she was wearing. By
the time I set her on top of the tarp in the back, she hadn't
moved even a little.

Jones climbed in right after and spread the sleeping
bag over her. I could tell by the way she tucked it under
all the way round that she was worried. “Her hat—she
needs her—”

Boone came up behind us and handed it over, and
about the time he leaned closer to see if she was still
passed out, her eyes fluttered open for a few seconds and
looked right into his. She smiled a little and then they
closed, again.

“She's just exhausted, that's all,” Jones put the hat
back on to keep her headwarm. “She's really very strong
—you'll see—she's been taking ballet lessons for years.”

“Don't worry, we're not going to leave anybody,” I
answered. “But you gotta help us get the rest of the kids
and their stuff into all these go-carts sowe can get out of
here.We have tomove someplace safer. Fast as we can.”

“What about Dummie?”
“Who the heck is that?”Boone sounded like hewas

out of patience five minutes, ago.
“Mrs. Dumfries. Everybody calls her Dummie.”
“We can't wait for any adults or none of us will get

out of here,” he said. “Got it?”
I was worried she would throw something at him,

again, but instead she just nodded and climbed down out
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of the back of the Rhino. Without another word. Then
headed out to join the shadowy group already moving
toward us from the other end of the track.

“How many of them do you think can drive?”
Boone asked me.

“I better find out.”
Weonly had enough to take three of the go carts and

the golf cartMizBoone used to run around the park from
one end to the other all day long. So, we put Uncle Ding
and little Jimmy in the golf cart along with the two fifth
grade girls. Me, Jones, and Tater would drive the go
carts. Boone would lead out with the Rhino and a small
trailer attached thatwouldhave two five-gallongas cans,
along with all the frozen hot dogs and cans of chili we
could fit in from the hot dog stand. The sleeping bagswe
piled onto the twowagonswe used in the races—hooked
behind Jones' go cart and mine—and some in the golf
cart. Everybody would wear their backpacks.

Weput the six-year-oldgirl,whowasashard asleep
as Jimmy by that time, in the back of the Rhino with
Savanna, and the third grade kid,Mikey—whowas way
too tired tomakeanymore trouble—in the front seat next
to Boone. The go carts hardly had any power compared
to the Rhino, so they could only pull a wagon if it wasn't
loaded down too heavy. About the time we were all
finally ready, Looney showed up, hanging onto one of
Mrs. Dumfries' arms, and practically dragging her along
behind him. I couldn't believe it.

She still had on the big blue coat Miz Boone was
wearing the last time I saw her, and the curly white wig
was sort of crooked under her hat like it was about to fall
off. She was breathing heavy—like she'd been wore out
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for the last three blocks—and didn't even ask questions
when he gave her a boost into the golf cart with Uncle
Ding. It was too dark to see her face very well.

Then I heard her say, “Well, Ding...we've really
done it, now. Haven't we.”

“Only thing we could do, Edith. Unless we want to
send all these youngsters out on their own. I'd say it's a
miracle out of scripture we didn't have to wave them off
forever at the bus tomorrow.”

“I'm certain of it. My heart was breaking just to
think about it! Where are we going?”

“Haven't the faintest idea,” he answered.
“What?”
“Looney's two friends seem to have everything

planned out. Nice boys. They've been awfully good to
Looney.”

Having Looney show up made me feel a whole lot
better than taking off without him. He didn't know we
were going for Little Heely until he saw all the vehicles
in a line. Then it only took a minute for him to nab the
stash of popcorn and candyhekept hidden somewhere in
the garage and jump into another go-cart. I think that kid
lived almost entirely off sugar. After everything we'd
been through in the last twenty-fourhours, I guesshewas
starting to trust us enough to fall in with whatever we
were doing. I realized right then he wasn't as dumb as I
first thought he was. Probably just been a loner most of
his life.

The plan was for everybody to start their engines at
the same time, push the gas peddle all the way to the
floor, and follow the vehicle in front of them.Whichwas
going to make quite a racket. But the Fun Park was built
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on the edge of town for that very reason and far enough
away from the neighborhoods to maybe only sound like
a bee in somebody's dream before we got away into the
desert.

Boone jumped out of the Rhino long enough to
open the back gate and I hung out last to close it after
everybody got through. The fewer signs we left to point
where we were headed, the better. Bringing up the rear
wouldalsogiveme theadvantageofmakingsurenobody
dropped out of line or stalled outwithout somebodywho
knew where we were going to help them. Especially if
they ended up having to limp along by themselves or
resort to walking the rest of the way.

I have to admit I was shaking when I first got out,
and it wasn't from the cold. But the moon was bright
enough to light up the future miniature golf area where
the diggers had been working, so we could at least see
well enough not to fall into any holes. It was times like
these I would have traded my brains for that iron calm
Boone automatically clicked into except I didn't have a
clue howhedid that.Maybewewere justmadedifferent.

Whatever it was, at the very same time he took his
place at the head of the convoy and pulled out, I couldn't
keepmymind from ticking through a dozen scenarios of
whatmight gowrong andwhatwe couldmaybe do about
it. I heard in a sermon once how you could ask God for
wisdom anytime you needed it and he would give it to
you. I never tried it before—but, hey—I wasn't about to
cross off any of my options. As I was climbing back into
the go-cart to take off, I asked for my brain to work like
a computer and not freeze up. No matter what went
down. Anyway, it made me feel better.
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Boone turned his lights on as soon as we were
facing away from town, and everybody followed his
lead. Somewhere during the night we hadmade a pact to
do whatever he told us—no matter what—and we were
all in. We were on a mission to save lives and the clock
was ticking. Which I could really let myself get off on
except about that time I hit my first rift and dropped off
the edge so hard I thought my ribcage was going to slam
right up into my head. These things had no shocks and
were so low to theground I felt likemybuttwas dragging
every time I rumbled and bounced over a rough patch.
Tater whooped and laughed loud enough to wake up the
mayor every time he hit one. But I couldn't think of
anything todoabout it.Hewas twovehicles aheadofme.

The golf cart and Jones were between us, and my
view was totally blocked from even being able to flash
my lights at him. Which wouldn't do any good anyway,
since he probably wouldn't even get the message. So,
instead, I just focused on the back of Jones' helmet and
worried her headmight fall off if it got shook any harder.
But I couldn't think of anything to do about that, either.

We were out on the open desert, now—like the
starting gun had just fired off—andwe all had our pedals
to the metal, bumping and ripping around rocks too big
to run over. Between the dark and the engine noise it felt
like we were racing the famous Baja Five Hundred
instead of fifteen to twenty miles an hour practically in
our own backyard. At least that's how it felt to me since
Boone and I had been out here enough times to know
exactly where we were, even in the dark. Within ten
minutes, we were in a whole new world.

Our world.
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The sky was still black and full of stars but the
moonlight cast enough glow over the desert for us to
follow the familiar swerves around boulders, clumps of
tumbleweed, and the giant saguaros that dotted our way
to themesa.After awhile thebumpsandvibrationsof the
ride shook the fear out of me, and I could finally take a
few deep breaths to catch a little of the excitement and
freedom I always felt every time we came out here. I
could do this thing.

Whatever I had to do I could do it. Because there
wasn't anything that could happen out here I hadn't
already practiced enough times to be able to know just
what to do in any kind of situation there was. Life might
be hard to figure out everywhere else but out here it was
as simple as it gets. There was a comfort in that I hadn't
even realized until now. Not to mention the worry of
saving the orphans—that I had been carrying around like
a big rock somebody shoved into my backpack without
me noticing—suddenly rolled away like a seam busted
open and let it go. Gone. Not even there, anymore. Man,
the adults were with us now! They would know what to
do about the big stuff.

I guess you could say I had about three minutes of
relief and feelingon topof theworldbefore awheel came
flying at me so fast it bounced off the top of my
windscreen before I could even swerve around it.Which
was the only reason I flew off a rift on the diagonal
instead of head on, came down hard on the front wheel
and dumped it.

Right on top of where Jones had already crashed.
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Chapter Thirty-One
BAD NEWS

“The scout is looked up to as a brave man...”
Sir Robert Baden-Powell

I cut themotor and hollered for her to hold on, even
before Iwormedmywayout of the seat and climbedover
the roll-bar to get out. No answer. Her cart and wagon
jack-knifed when it lost the wheel, slid over the rift
sideways, and ended up against a rock pile. But at least
she didn't tip over. The truth is, go-carts are not off-road
vehicles. Considering all the repairs we had to do just to
keep them operational on the track, I was surprised we
even made it this far.

“Hey—” I reached down and unlatched the seatbelt
out of habit. All those hours of making sure kids were
buckled in tight and unbuckled quick enough to keep the
linemoving at theFunPark, I guess. “Not hurt, are you?”

“No, I—I can't findmy glasses, though.” Her voice
was shaking.

That's when I noticed she hadn't pulled her visor
down or even snapped the chin strap. No wonder her
helmet was wobbling like crazy the whole way. “Better
letme look, then.” I reached out to give her a hand up and
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felt her whole body was unsteady as she climbed out.
“You should have told me you never drove anything
before.”

“I drove a bicycle once.” She pulled the helmet off
and dropped it on the ground.

“Did great for your first time.” I unclipped a mag
light from the side of my backpack and flashed it around
the floor boards. “Here they are—not even cracked.”

“ThankGod!” She fumbled them on and looked up
at me. “How long before someone comes back for us?”

“Nobody needs to come back for us. It's only about
a twentyminutewalk fromhere.Anyway, this little gully
is a good place to hide the go carts.” I slipped out of my
backpack and took my pocket-knife out. “Might as well
sit down and rest for a minute while I cut some
tumbleweeds out of that clump over there to put on top
of them.”

No answer.
“It's too cold for snakes right now,” I thought I

shouldmention it. “Youcould stepononeand itwouldn't
be able to bite you.”

She hobbled over to the wagon and sank down on
top of a sleeping bag.

Uh-oh. Melt-down on the way. I unzipped another
pocket ofmy backpack and grabbed a granola bar. “Hey,
we got the orphans out. No matter what goes on in
town...” I tore the wrapper and handed it over. “We can
keep them safe out here. Guaranteed.”

She gave a half laugh and wiped the side of her
face with her jacket sleeve.

By the time I got the two go-carts covered up she
had a grip on herself. I unhooked the wagons—which
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would come in way handy for hauling water from the
well—and we started walking. It was quarter to six and
already and I could just make out the top of Little Heely,
about a mile ahead of us. Behind the mountains the sky
was lightening enough to see a bit of color over Padre
Gordo off in the distance.

“Sure smells good out here,” Jones said.
“It's sage. One of my absolute favorite things. You

can do all sorts of stuff with it.”
“It's good in soup and spaghetti.”
“That, too.”
“How come you only covered the tops? Anyone

who walks by will know what's under there.”
“Nobody walks by this far out of town. The cover's

just for the Border Patrol. And being in a rock gully this
close to the river they won't even look over here. Too
busy watching the water for coyotes.”

“There's coyotes out here?” Quavery voice, again.
“Uh, yeah. But they're not dangerous. Sort of

friendly, actually.”
“So, why should the Border Patrol care about—oh

—the other kind of coyote. I forgot about them.” She
reached into her pocket and when she pulled out a cell
phone, a bunch of littlewadded up papers fell out. “What
time do you thinkwe'll get back to town?My parents are
early risers and—”

“Jones, we're not going back to town.”
“What?” She stopped stuffing the papers back into

her pocket and looked up at me.
“Something happened back at the hospital and we

have to go to plan B. But don't worry. The adults are in
with us now and we don't have to handle it all by
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ourselves anymore. You did good. You're the reason
everybody got out. Seriously.”

“But I—I still have to check in—they won't know
where I am and be worried sick.”

“Trust me. By now,Miz Boone's told everything to
anyone who works at the Fun Park and made them an
offer they can't refuse. Including your folks, on account
of they do the books and all. In fact, it was your dad—
grandpa, I mean—who was trying to tell her for the last
three days this is what would happen. She just couldn't
believe it, yet.”

“Tell her what would happen?”
All of a sudden I felt like someonewhoaccidentally

blurted out to a little kid therewas noSantaClause. Then
I realized the Jones family was probably the old-school
types who never discussed anything too serious or scary
in front of their kids. Could be it never even occurred to
them how most kids these days could be more serious
and scary than their parents. So, I had a decision tomake.

Which I made in about ten seconds flat. Isabella
Joneswas nodoubt the smartest kid in the school andhad
alreadyprovedhowbrave shewasbywhat shedid for the
orphans. In spite of her melt downs. Taking off in a go
cart full blast—in the dark—across a rocky desert when
she had never even driven one around a track, proved it.
Seeing how she snapped to and did what Boone told her,
even though I knew (the same way I knew my own
sisters) shewould rather hit himwith something instead,
told me she had a fair-size reserve of self-control when
she needed it, too. So, I figured she could take anything
I said, no matter what her first reaction was.

But I wasn't taking any chances, either. Better to
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have it happen out here than cause a chain reaction at
LittleHeely andget everybodyhowlingat the same time.
Anoiseof thatmagnitudecould seriouslyblowour cover
if there happened to be anyone snooping around looking
for us within the next couple of hours.

“Isabella...” I took hold of the back of her jacket in
case she went ballistic, or something.

“Uh-oh.”
“There's a whole lot of soldiers hanging out at the

hospital and—”
“That's because there isn't enough roomat themotel

or orphanage to—”
“They're not our soldiers. We. Are. At. War.”
She went dead still and I snatched the phone out of

her hand before she could even let out a holler.
“Except nobody knows it because they haven't

made their move, yet.” I held the phone behindmewhen
she tried to get to it but I still had the back of her jacket
with the other hand and she couldn't reach that far
around.

“Give it back, Hud—I have to call them!”
“They're over at Boone's place and his mom is

handling that part of the plan. Only nobody knows
exactly where we are right now, because if they did, the
orphans wouldn't have a chance.”

She stopped dead still, again, staggered back a step,
and would have tripped over a wagon if I wasn't still
latched onto her jacket. She gasped a couple of times
then put her hands over her eyes quick, like she maybe
could keep from losing it if she counted to ten, or
something.

“Now, listen. The Boones have a place up in Padre
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Gordo where their family's been hiding out for years
during hard times. Ever since the Indian Wars. Even
people who know about it can't find it unless somebody
shows them how to get there. Especially now, because it
hasn't been used thatway for somany years it's all grown
over and busted down. Nothing but an old ghost town.
People who accidentally stumble onto it, that's all they
see. But it's a stronghold. You know what that is?”

She shook her head but didn't uncover her eyes.
“It's a hidden place that has a water source and

supplies. The kind the Apaches used when they used to
wander in and out over two or three states when all this
land belonged to them. They're all over the old trail. The
one they call the Devil's Highway.”

“Oh—” she gasped, again, but at least she
uncovered her eyes. “I heard about that! It's haunted and
people die on it every year!”

“They die on it for other reasons.” I let go of the
jacket and she sank down on the sleeping bags and just
sat there insteadofdoinganythingstupid. “Now, theplan
is for all of us—anybody from townwhowants to, in fact
—to go up there and wait this thing out. The Fun Park
familiesweregoing to takeas fewcars aspossible so they
wouldn't attract attention, and head up to Padre Gordo
before the curfew goes into effect on Monday. But that
was Plan A. Before we knew about the soldiers.”

“Oh, no!” She re-covered her eyes and flopped flat
out on top of the sleeping bag pile. When she did, a
shower of those little wadded-up papers fell out of her
pockets, again.

“What is all that stuff?”
“Take one and read it,” she moaned. “If ever we
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needed one, we need it now!”
Itwas still too dark to read anything, so, I unhooked

my mag light as I picked one up. It said, Better make a
decision. Time is running out. “You gotta be kidding
me!”

She sat up, again. “What did it say?”
“It said we gotta get out of here, that's what it said.

Now, let's get going!”
I pulled her up by the jacket, we grabbed thewagon

handles, and started high-tailing ourselves toward Little
Heely Mesa. Disaster averted.

“It couldn't have said that. That's not one I entered
into the program.”

“Well, that's what it meant. My personal
interpretation, anyway.”

“Really?” She pushed her glasses farther up on her
nose and switched pulling hands. “That's what they're
supposed to do! I've been testing them out, myself, for
the last two days, but I thought it was just me.”

“So, what are they?”
“Answers for the answer machine, of course. I was

trying to get our presentation ready for Friday. Mrs.
Brawley is going to be totally amazed. Hey—I think I'll
call it the Amazing AnswerMachine. Thenmore people
will want to ask it questions at the science fair.”

“You really ought to go into marketing when you
get out of school because that's brilliant. But Jones, you
do realize we're not going to school on Monday. Right?
There might not be any for a long time after that, either.
War changes things.”

“Then it seems tomewemight need things like this
evenmore.Wemight evenhave to set upourownschool.
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We certainly have enough teachers. Are you sure my
parents are coming, too?”

“Positive.”
“Andyou're sureMrs.Boonewill tell them I'mwith

you and all the other kids?”
“Definitely.”
“How long before they come get us?”
“We should hurry. It's getting lighter by the

minute.”
“It's a little hard to keep up with you. Your legs are

longer than mine.”
“Sit in the wagon and I'll pull you the rest of the

way.”
“But aren't you tired? You've been up all night for

heaven sake.”
“In a situation like this I could run all the way to

Padre Gordo if I had to.” I stopped the wagon so she
could get on. “Better hold a couple sleeping bags on your
lap or you'll be falling off every five minutes. OK, let's
go.”

I figured I could make it in about eight minutes,
tops.We could take all the timewe needed settling in but
everybody—and everything—had to be totally out of
sight by sunrise. And it was moving up fast. I was pretty
sure Boone would have everyone inside and him and
Looneywould be busy hiding the Rhino and golf cart by
now. Wondering where Jones and I were, too. Which
they ought to knowpretty soon becauseweweremaking
enough noise with the wagons to be heard a hundred
yards away. So, I kept scanning all around formovement
up ahead.

In fact, I was so into it I was almost there before I
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realized I hadn't heard anotherword from Jones sincewe
started. So, I threw a quick look behind me to make sure
she wasn't about to fall off. Probably fell asleep as soon
as she got comfortable. Which maybe she did. Except I
never saw her. Because the minute I turned around to
look I saw something that mademy blood freeze so cold
and so fast I could hardly keep moving. Like all my
muscleswere suddenly turning to cement, or something.

It was a long line of Army vehicles snaking into the
desert behind us and headed this way.
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Chapter Thirty-Two
THE INVASION

“Troops deployed themselves in every direction.
Look-out men with telescopes were posted to

spy on the neighboring hills...”
Sir Robert Baden-Powell

All of a sudden Boone showed up next to me like a
shadow coming to life. He fell into step and took the
handle of Jones' wagon and we doubled our pace to the
entrance over on the back side of the mesa. Through
rattlesnake territory.

“Is she hurt bad?” He asked as we wound our way
to the big flat rock under the narrow tunnel.

“No, just exhausted. Wheel popped off when she
went over the gulley and I dumpedmine before I ran into
her.”

“Fixable?” He jumped onto the rock and I started
tossing the sleeping bags up to him.

“Yeah but it'll take a while. They're covered up
though. Long as that column doesn't pass too close and
they aren't looking for us, yet.”

“Ooooh...” Jones sat up and pulled her knit hat back
on that was starting to fall off. “Where are we?”
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“At the hideout.” I chucked the two sleeping bags
she was holding to Boone and pulled her out of the
wagon. “Come on, we gotta climb up to it.”

She looked all the way to the top. “Oh, wow.”
“Not that far. There's a little tunnel we can crawl

through just a ways from here.” I laced my hands
together to make a stirrup. “I'll give you a boost.”

Boone reached down from the top so she could grab
his hands and I launchedherhighenough forhim tocatch
hold. After that I shoved the two empty wagons into a
spacewhere the big rock hung over a bit, then jumped up
myself.

“Ninja ladder,” Boone said tome as he crawled like
Spiderman ten feet up the steep side to the entrance.

I got as close as I could to the rock face and held a
hand out to Jones. “That means you climb up onto my
shoulders to get as high as you can so he can reach you.
Too dangerous to give you a toss up that far.”

“But I don't know if I—”
“Yes, you can. If you slip I'll catch you.”
“Hurry up! I can hear engines, already!” Boone

stretched himself flat at the edge of the tunnel then
reached as far back down as he could.

“Go—go!” I moved one of my legs to the first
foothold and she stepped up onto my knee to climb up
and over as I steadied her with one hand and held tight to
a handhold with the other.

Boone grabbed both of her wrists when she slid her
arms up the rock and in a few seconds shewas in. I threw
the rest of the sleeping bags up and by the time a
headlight beam bounced off the edges of rattlesnake
territory we were all laying flat in the opening, safe but
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squished in the dark shadow of the tunnel when the first
vehicle came into view. A Jeep with the card with one
star in the window.

“Hey—that's General Philby,” I said.
“Heads down!” Boone sounded about to panic.

“And nobody move.”
It was probably just the Engineers but we couldn't

take chances of any light bouncingoff our faces. Itwould
mean curtains for the orphans no matter which side
discovered us. So, we waited. And waited. It sounded
like a bunch of tanks but was probably just heavy
equipment passing by, headed out to the farthest border
area to work on the fence. Were they all leaving? If they
knewwhat was happening at the hospital right now they
wouldn't be deserting the whole the town like this.

But we knew.
All of a sudden the thought popped into my head

how itwas our duty to tell them.How trying to save a few
orphans—or even ourselves—wasn't as important as
having our whole military caught off guard in a time of
war. Howmany times had I read about stuff like this that
could actually change the way things were headed? I
even started to feel the creep of a coward coming on and
wanted nothing to do with it. So, I took a slow peek over
the top of my hands…

And caught Boone with his head up and looking,
too. Probably thinking the same thing.

By that time, the line stretchedout as far aswecould
see in front of us, which was practically to the Mexican
foothills. The end of the convoy had to be coming up any
minute. I mean, how long could it be? If we hurried we
could at least flag somebody down.Even if itwas the last
vehicle.
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“What do you think?” I whispered.
“I say we...” He took a deep breath, closed his eyes

for a second. “Stay put. There's...” He opened his eyes
and stared hard over the long column, again.
“...somethingnot right about it. I don't know.Something.
I say we stay.”

About the time Iwasgoing tobringup theother side
of the coin—likemaybewecouldbe taken for traitors for
holding back vital information—a longwhite van pulled
into view with a couple of big black letters stamped on
the side.U.N.Therewere about six soldiers sitting on the
topwithmachineguns, andacouplehangingoff theback
that looked just like Emmy described the guy in the
hospital window. Who knew how many more were
inside.

I ducked my head down, again. Pure reaction that
time. So, much for keepingmy cool and staying still like
Sir Robert said to do in this kind of situation. Something
I amwaynotproudofnomatterwhat Iwas thinking three
seconds before about not being a coward. Like my
survival instinct must have kicked in, or something. For
about two more minutes the vehicles kept moving past.
So, I went for another prayer.

Jones pulled at my sleeve like she was about to say
somethingbut I squeezedherhand tight, hoping she'dget
the message to stay quiet. At least till they were gone.
Sounds carried in the desert, andwhoknew if kids voices
in a place they didn't belong wouldn't bounce off
somebody's mind enough to come take a look.

It seemeda long timebefore theenginenoise finally
faded but probably wasn't. Then we all lifted our heads
slow and just watched for a few minutes as the long line
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snaked its way off into the distance. It was full sunrise,
now, with a sliver of brilliant sun getting bigger and
bigger as it rose up over the top of PadreGordo. The cry
of a desert falcon somewheremademe look up in time
to catch sight of one leaving its nest in themesa and drop
into the tangle of rocks and tumbleweed below to snatch
up a lizard that wasn't warm enough to move, yet.

“They're either in on it, or taken already,” Boone
said.

“But General Philby was at the front,” I reminded
him.

“How do we know it was him in there? All we saw
was the star.”

Jones sat up, brushed dirt off the knees of her jeans,
and asked, “So, how long before our parents get here?”

Boone lookedover the topofherheadatme. “Better
take her and these sleeping bags down with the rest of
them.Thereweren't enough togoaroundand it's freezing
in there. Anybody that's not tired enough to sleep a
couple hours can eat cold stuff if they want, but no fires.
Might bemore soldiers passing by. So, keep it quiet.”He
moved over to the farthest corner of the opening where
he could see the most road. “I'll take the first watch.”

“Come on, Jones.” I got up and started chucking
sleeping bags farther down into the tunnel. “Good time
to catch up on some sleep.”

“I want to check on Savy, first. Here.” She pulled a
couple of crumpled papers from her pocket and handed
one to each of us. “Keep them for later, when you really
need one.”

“What is it?” Boone asked.
“I'll tell you when I get back in a minute,” I said.
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Wewere all theway through the tunnel andhalfway
across the ledge before we even heard a peep from
anyonebelow.Everyonebut the adultswere asleep.Mrs.
Dumfries and Uncle Ding were talking quiet, sitting on
a couple of wooden crates pulled up close to the
fireplace, even though there hadn't been a fire lit in it for
years. They looked up as soon as we started dropping
sleeping bags over the edge and Uncle Ding came over
and stacked them to one side as we climbed down the
rope ladder.

“Girls on the left.” He pointed to one of the Indian
blankets strung up with rope that Boone and I used to
make hammocks with last summer when we were with
Grampy. “Boys on the right.”

“We're gonna keep a watch in case anymore
convoys pass by,” I told him. “Boone's got the first, I'm
taking the second, and Looney's up third. So, if he isn't
awake by eleven, will you send him up?”

“I'll see to it, my boy. Don't you worry.”
“Oh, yeah, and no fires until we're sure it's safe.

Have to eat cold food and keep everybody inside. That
convoy was...”

He was looking at me with the same kind of
expression Dad get's when he's proud of me for
something, and I realized he didn't know anything about
the situation but the orphan part.Mrs. Dumfries couldn't
have heard much at the adult meeting before Looney
hauled her off, either. So, I figured it was up to me to
break the news, again. Only I couldn't handle it the same
as telling Jones on account of the man was way bigger
than me.

“Uncle Ding—mind if I call you that?”
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“Everybodyelse does.”Hegave a sort of half-laugh
and pulled on one of his ears for a second, like he was
trying to think. “Been called that for years.”

“Well, sir, I don't know howmuch you know about
all this but...” I borrowed Looney's phrase, “We're in a
bad spot, here.”

“It's a brave thing, what you boys have done for
these children. However it turns out.”

“Oh, it's gonna turn out all right, once we get them
up to Padre Gordo. Plenty of room up there for
everybody. Might take longer with a war on, but—”

“Awhat?”He flashed a look back atMrs.Dumfries
still sitting over by the fireplace, but she had pulled her
crate up close to the wall and was leaned back, bundled
up in the hugeblue coatwith the hat andwigpulled down
low, dozing.

I lowered my voice. “We haven't heard anything
official but so far we've caught a close look at a lot of
foreign soldiers. Some back at the hospital and more in
the convoy that went by.”

“Probably the Engineers. They're coming in today
to work on the border fence.”

“I don't think so.”
“Why not?”
“No official uniforms for one thing. And...” The

rest of the sentencecaught inmy throat like avitamin that
wouldn't go down and I had to swallow just to get it out.
“They carry their guns different.”

For a minute he didn't say a word and—all of a
sudden—I couldn't think up one more explanation or
idea about anything. I felt about as squeezed out as a
sponge and all I wanted to do was head back up into the
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tunnel and sleep until my turn at the watch came up.
“Wait just aminute.”Heput ahandup likehe forgot

something andwent to get it out of a box by the fireplace.
He was back a few seconds later and handed over a
package of hot dogs and a bag of marshmallows. “Take
these with you. Things always look better after you eat
something. Whatever is going on out there, you boys
have managed to get this little group into the safest
possible spot in the whole town, even if it busts into
world war three any minute.”

“Thanks, Uncle Ding.”
He patted me on the back. “Now, go get some rest.

Take a couple of the sleeping bags. We doubled the
smaller children up and have plenty.”

By the time I was halfway back through the tunnel,
I could hear engine noise, again. Except this time it
wasn't big trucks and heavy equipment. It was a sound
that stopped me in my tracks for a few seconds before I
dropped everything and hurried–half bent over—to
make it under the low spots. Boone was squeezed way
back into the shadows but still watching. I couldn't see
out from this far back but I didn't have to.

It was the Border Patrol and they were moving in
low...right over the top of us.

I slid up next to Boone and felt the pounding of the
rotors in my chest as it passed by before moving off into
thedistance. “You think they're looking for us, already?”
I asked.

“Man, I don't knowwhy they'd even care after they
spotted that column up ahead. But I can't think of any
other reason theywouldcircleoverLittleHeely.Nobody
like that would know about this place. They might have
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spotted one of our vehicles, though, so maybe they're
looking harder.”

“Maybe it wasn't really the Border Patrol.”
“Withall this stuff goingon, the soonerweget away

from here the better. But we sure can't head out in the
broad daylight. You can see for miles out on the flat.
Especially if the helicopters are up on patrol.”

“Have to wait till dark then. Where's the first place
we should head for?”

“The river, I guess. Easier to hide along the edges
there.”

We talked and planned a while longer, speculating
on if the families got away in time, or not. Boone said he
wasn't too worried on account of his mom knew a dozen
roads through the desert they could at least get out of
townon. If theywent right away. If theywerewaiting till
daylight, they were still probably at his place.Waiting it
out. Same as us.

I went back and got the food and sleeping bags and
somewhere between my third hotdog and tenth
marshmallow, I fell asleep. I don't know for how long.
All I know is I woke up all of a sudden with engines
roaring in my ears, way louder than last time. It sounded
like hundreds and theywere all aroundus.Wecould hear
voices—men shouting to each other—and it wasn't in
English.

“Back up—back up!” Boone's voice was low and
frantic as he climbed over the top of me before I could
even get out of the sleeping bag. “I gotta shut down the
lights in case somebody finds the way in!”
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Chapter Thirty-Three
CAUGHT

“It was too late to avoid him, and the
moment he saw me he...”

Sir Robert Baden-Powell

As he hurried along to the top entrance, I went back
down to the bottom level and let Uncle Ding knowwhat
washappening sonobodywouldpanic andmake enough
noise to give us away. Especially if anyone got brave
enough to come this far inside. We could hear engine
noise from here but you had to be standing close to one
of the entrancesoron topof themesa tohearvoices. Iwas
pretty sure of that except we never tested it out, so it was
just a theory.

“Uncle Ding!” I called him over with a loud
whisper. “Everybody's gotta hide like mice, huddle
together, and keep quiet till we give the all clear. Boone
and I will watch the entrances, and—if anybody gets
caught—the rest stay put so they think we're the only
ones.”

“Oh, you dear boys, you—you dear boys!”
“We're surrounded.” I had to tell him the whole

truth in case we maybe didn't come back. “I don't know
for how long but there's a lot of vehicles pulling over out
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there.”
“I figured asmuch.”He let out a heavy sigh and just

at the same second—like hewas blowing out a candle—
the whole place went blacker than the gorilla tent when
the lights go out.

With about the same sense of panic I felt back then
knowing the gorilla was on the loose. Except this was
real. If I didn't still have my hand on the rope ladder, I
wouldn't have known which way to get back to it. I had
unclipped my flashlight and stashed it in my backpack
before crawling into the sleeping bag. Now,my sense of
direction was going crazy all of a sudden.

“It's in the Lord's hands, now,” he said.
“Youcansay that, again.Okay. If anythinghappens

to Boone or me, Looney can get you to Padre Gordo.”
“What?”
“You can trust him. He rode the trail with us all the

way down, yesterday, and he can hide like a wild thing.
Besides that, he's third in command.”

“He is?”
I couldn't see his expression but I could tell by the

rustling of his jacket sleeve he was pulling on his ear,
again, thinking about that. “Well, how did he—”

“He earned it, that 's how. Believe me.”
I didn't have time to wait for an answer, so I didn't.

Instead, I grabbed onto the rope ladder with both hands
and climbed up blind. At the top I moved along the back
wall to the left, keeping my hand on it all the time, so I
wouldn't losemy sense of direction again and fall off the
narrow ledge. It had to be full-on daylight outside, now,
because I caught sight of a long shaft of light coming
from the main entrance near the top of the ceiling that
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stood out like a sign post in all this dark.
Not bright enough to shine into the dark below but

it would show us a silhouette if someone came in that
way. The actual entrance only became obvious if you
were on direct level with it and at the right angle to the
mesa to recognize the small steps forwhat theywere.The
ones that didn't even start until about fifteen feet above
the ground.

And since we could see that light shaft coming
from the entrance, we could sit at the mouth of the little
tunnel and watch both ways out from the same place.
Later on—if wewere careful—wemight even be able to
spyonwhatwasgoingonoutside.But Ihad toheadabout
ten feet into the tunnel to catch the glow from both ends
at the same time, and that's where I ran into Boone.
Literally. He was on his knees and breathing heavy—
like he had just come up from underwater—and was
trying to catch his breath before going back down, again.
It took me a second to figure out what was happening.

Hewas trying to choke back the terror. “Oh,God—
God!Hud, Imade thewrong decision!We should've hid
out down at the river—now we're—trapped in here!”

“Boone, there's no way you could have known
that!” I whispered with all the force I could get into it
without using my whole voice. “Nobody could!”

“I maybe got us killed!”
“Don't even say it!” I grabbed his shoulder like I

could keep him from losing his grip. “Uncle Ding says
this is the safest spot to be even if World War Three
breaks out up there. Hear me? You gotta quit thinking
that stuff—this is it—everybody's counting on you!”

“I can't—I—made—the—wrong—decision!”
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“You have to! But unless youwant to bust a gut and
die over it right this minute, you better fall back on the
promises and let somebody stronger take over.”

“You do it, then—you're the one with all the brains
—think something up!”

“Think something up—are you kidding me?”
“You promised Grampy! When the time came

you'd help me—if I have to stick with the promises, so
do, you!”

“I was talking about the God promises, not
Grampy's. Sheesh—what do you think hemade us swear
on the Bible for? It's because it's got power in it, that's
why. God's power, not people power.”

“I don't know any of those promises.”
“Then what are you carrying that Bible around for

if you don't even know what's in it?”
“Because Grampy told me to.”
I didn't have a clue what to say about that. What

could I say? If he didn't know any, he didn't even know
what his options were. Much less, how to use one.

“Just tellmewhat to say. Tellme the right thing and
I'll swear to it.”

“Boone, that's like asking somebody to give your
dad a message when he's sitting right next to you,
already. You gotta speak for yourself, man. That's all
praying is. It's just talking things over with God, or
asking for help, and then getting an idea you never had
before.Or things just get better all of a sudden. Simple as
that. But it makes you feel better all of a sudden, too.”

“There's no way out!”
“Then ask for a miracle. That's what they say in

church. It's when God gets you out no matter what it
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takes. Like a credit card with no limit.”
He was quiet for a second trying to picture it. “Are

there any rules aboutwhat youcanuse it for?Themiracle
card?”

“I don't think so. Has to be something good though
—he doesn't do evil. Because there's no evil in him. Not
even a shadow of it.”

He went quiet, again, but it was so dark I couldn't
read his expression or get any kind of a clue what he was
thinking.

“Why don't you ask for some peace?” I suggested.
“Enough to settle down and think straight. Seriously,
Boone. You gotta get a grip any way you know how.”

“I only got one thing in my mind to say to him.”
“Go ahead and say it then.”
“God, I—I wish my—I wish my dad was here!”

Thatwasall JeffersonBooneJunior saidbeforehe totally
lost it. I mean totally.

Which had a boomerang effect onme because I had
no idea that was going to pop out of hismouth. It was the
only thing Icouldn't believeanymore,onaccountof Ihad
known him for over a year and never seen or heard any
proof that he even had a dad. Except for a couple of
pictures in an old photo album at Grampy's place where
Boone was sitting on some soldier's lap and only looked
about three years old. Even his mom didn't talk much
abouthimanymore.AndMizLucinda suredidn't believe
it, or she wouldn't be treating us so mean all the time.

Of course I know there's a lot of people in thisworld
who have to tough things out without a dad. It isn't easy.
I can't even imagine not having my dad around because
just standing next to himmakesme feel like everything's
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gonna be okay—nomatterwhat's going on. Iwas feeling
horrible a few days ago when I couldn't find him
anywhere even though I know absolutely—no doubt—
that he would never just up and disappear on me. So,
hearing Boone go all to pieces wanting his dad back
made me feel like bawling, too.

Most of the time he's like a rock. The kind that can
take more, put up with more, and hold on stronger than
anybody else I know.He's the best there is.Which iswhy
anything that breaks him hits me the same way, even if
it doesn't make sense. I only saw him like this once
before. That was back last summer, when Grampy had a
talk with him just before he died, and tried to tell him the
way thingswould have to be if his dad didn't comehome.
Like he maybe had a premonition or something.

But Boone wasn't having any of it. Not then or ever
since. He just kept saying he was on his way home—he
was on his way home—no matter how much time went
by. Or the fact he never showed up. Then he went to
making up messages he said he got from him now and
then. I can't say he was lying, though, because I actually
think he believed it, himself.

All that to say there isn't a thing that gets me in the
gut so much as when my best friend—the kind that's
closer than a brother—gets so busted up there's nothing
I can do about it. So, I just sat there and bawled right
along with him, same as last summer. Practically
smothering myself to be as quiet as I could because I
didn't want to cause a chain reaction down below and
ignite the howl of the century if any of the rest of them
started up, too. Maybe even pop the top of this mesa off
like a volcano—that's what I felt like inside, a volcano—
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and ruin any chance that was left in this world for the
orphan kids.

Somebody had to stand up for them.
But there wasn't anyone around to do it but us. We

were their last hope. Their only hope. I've never been
anyone's only hope before. Then all of a sudden—right
when I was thinking about that—I felt some of the peace
I was trying to pray down on Boone wrap slow and easy
all around me like a warm blanket. And right about the
time Iwas praying he could feel someof that, too, I heard
him catch his breath, again. But this time it was like he
just saw something. So, I looked toward the tunnel
entrance to see what it was.

Somebody was standing there.
I might have thought it was Jesus, himself, except I

was pretty sure hewouldn't bewalking inwith amachine
gun slung over his shoulder. I couldn't say another word
—not even a whisper. Just reached for Boone's shoulder
to get him to back up slow. I couldn't budge him. It was
like he had turned into a statue andwas froze there. Then
he said, “Hey...”without even bothering towhisper as he
got to his feet. “Hey...”

Next thing I knew Boone was moving fast—
heading straight toward him—like some crazy hero. He
was going to plow into the guy theminute he ducked into
the tunnel. Aiming to hit head on and knock him back
down into rattlesnake territory even if they both went
sailing out there.

Which I could not let him do.
Because I promised Grampy I would look out for

Boone like my own brother when the time came—and
this was it. Being adopted into the family it was my duty
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to take care of the whole bunch from now on. Right
alongside Boone. I had sworn on theBible to do that. So,
I launched into themid-air, stretchingout as far as I could
for a tackle to keep him from killing himself…

And missed.
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Chapter Thirty-Four
BELIEVE IT

“This was done in the time of peace, and
therefore had to be done secretly...”

Sir Robert Baden-Powell

I will never forget the next thing that happened—
even if I live to be a hundred—I will remember the
feelingof it the rest ofmy life.Theguymade the entrance
and stood up to his full height just before Boone crashed
into him. But then a strange thing happened. He diverted
the impact by catching himup instead of tossing himoff,
then holding him tight up against him. Really tight.

Now, I know for a fact nothing gets to Booneworse
than getting caught or feeling trapped. There's no faster
way to get him kicking or throwing punches. Doesn't
matter howmuch bigger the person is, either. Like when
he slammed Rand Hamilton with the makings of a black
eye before realizing it was him in the gorilla suit. Get too
close to him when he's like that and—boy howdy—you
gotta prepare to defend yourself. But he didn't do any of
that just then.

Instead, he just leanedhis foreheadagainst that guy,
laughing and crying at the same time, hugging him
around the neck, saying, “Dad—Dad! I knew by your
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shadow—I knew it was you!”
And there he was. Right in front of our eyes.
He was just like the pictures, too. Dark and

handsome, with a smile that shined like daylight even
though it looked like he was crying a little, too—he was
that happy to get hold of his own boy. He was big and
strong and rugged, just like Boone said he was. You
could tell he was a soldier even in the faded jeans and
black t-shirt he was wearing. I guess it was something in
the way he moved.

The grey and black band tied around his forehead
threw me off a little—was he working with the U.N.
guys, or something? But even though his gun was slung
like theirs, there was no doubt in my mind this was
definitely Boone's dad—he was home—and he had
found us! Right at the exact minute Boone chose the
miracle card. I could hardly believe it.

He let Boone down and looked over at me. “You
must be Hud.” He had the same voice as Grampy, and
just like Grampy he pulled me into a group hug with the
two of them and said, “Welcome to the family, boy!”

Something that gave me a feeling of fitting in more
than I ever felt before. Even better than when Grampy
toldme, except I always thought hemight trickme out of
it somehow, or at least work the daylights out of me just
for the privilege.

“He earned it, all right,” Boone wiped his face with
the sleeve of his jacket. “Savedmy life about three times
already.”

“Did he, now.” Then he laughed a laugh that was
even better than his smile and headed us over to where
the tunnel got lowandnarrow. “Theyprobably can't hear
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us with all that noise going on outside but let's stay
careful. Okay...” He unslung the gun, leaned it against
the wall and got down on one knee to look in. “What
happened to the lights?”

“We turned them off to hide the orphans in case
somebody found us out,” Boone answered. “But they
work all right.”

“How many you got?”
“Thirteen, counting us. All kids and two old

people.”
“Might have to make two trips.” He unclipped a

green, USArmy canteen from the side of his belt and sat
down to take a longdrink and think things out. “It's rough
out there,” he said after a minute. “It'll be tricky to slip
everybody out but this is the time to do it. Enough
confusion happening while they set up camp for anyone
to pay much attention to the back side of a falling down
mesa. Only about twenty feet we'll have to be careful on
and that's between the entrance and the old well, on the
other side of the slab-rock.”

“Not sure it's a well or a mine shaft,” Boone
admitted. “Never looked down into it, yet.”

“It's a well. Nice pure one, too.”
“Guess you've been here, then.”
“Been here—boy, this is my stronghold. Had it

since I was your size. I'm the one rigged up all the lights
and built the fireplace. Made your grandpa promise to
put in the solar back when he upgraded the rest of his
work places, after I left, because I was fixing to give it to
you for a Christmas present this year.”

Boone's eyes lit up. “No wonder it felt like home
right away. Iwishyoucouldhave seenGrampybeforehe
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went, though.” He leaned toward him with the same
bright smile as his dad. “Stepped his foot into the healing
waters and got restored to his former glories.”

His dad laughed, again. “Now, that I would like to
see! Have to wait till we all meet up in the middle,
though.” He got to his feet, again. “Right now, we got
some parents back at Padre Gordo, getting pretty
nervous about their kids sitting smack in themiddle of an
invasion.”

“Are we taken over already?” I couldn't help
blurting that out. I guess there was still a part of me that
was hoping this whole thing was some sort of bizarre
mistake that would fade back to normal as soon it got
straightened out.

“Not all the way. We still have the Border Patrols
and some of our National Guard units that were out on
missions when it first got started. That was about two
months ago. There's a free zone inTexas and another one
in Alaska.”

“Twomonths!”Wehadbeenatwar for twomonths,
already? I couldn't believe it. “We thought it was just the
economy getting all tangled up with bad politics.”

“Two-thirds of the country thought that. It's how so
much got taken over before they even made their big
move.”

“When was that—this morning?” Boone kept
touching things like the canteen, the gun, or patting his
dad's arm now and then to remind himself he was real.
His dad ruffled his tangle of black curls every once in a
while for the same reason. I guess Boone's hat was still
stuffed in his sleeping bag.

“Same day the President took off for that Middle
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East peace summit. They've been taking over towns all
over the country for the last threeweeks.Onlyway to get
this far back in, again, was to infiltrate into the convoys.
Took me over a month to get here.”

“That's about when we lost Internet and
everything,” I said.

“You got here just in time!” Boone sounded like a
ton of weight and responsibility toppled off him in the
last three minutes. “The witch lady had us hemmed in
and outsmarted on practically every turn. She was after
the gold, Dad!Had to trade her sixmonths of food just to
get away from her.”

“Don't have to worry about her, anymore, son.
Stopped in on her first thing before I came here.”

“Before you saw Mom and me?”
“Had a package to deliver. Ran into cousin Denny

in one of the convoys Iwas travelingwith that stopped at
a work camp. So, I brought him along. Boy was so fit to
be home he couldn't wait a minute longer.”

“Well, I sure hope you didn't believe any lies she
told you about us.” He got that double dare sort of look
likewhen he knows there's a fight coming and just wants
to get it over with.

“Well, it did surpriseme somebecause it sure didn't
sound like you.”

We both stood there waiting for it—dead quiet—
until we knew what kind of fix we were gonna have to
talk ourselves out of next. I was even thinking I maybe
should take some of the blame on account of his dad
didn't knowyet howstronghewas, now, andalways took
whatever was coming to him, head on, without running
away from it so much anymore. But I didn't get a chance
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to.
“She couldn't say enough good things about you,”

his dad said. “Probably because I caught her in the
kitchen about three o'clock this morning, putting all that
food into smaller packages so she could stash it away.
She was all the way down to the cornmeal.”

“Uh-oh,” Boone started talking fast. “That was the
only way I could think of to buy us some more time.
Because she was—”

“She was so excited to see Denny she didn't
remember for a whole ten minutes she left that pouch of
gold sitting right out on the kitchen table. Then she
started acting like I caught her red-handed instead of
believing you gave it to her. Even offered to give it back,
too. Now, that Denny was home.”

“She offered to give it back?” That wasme because
I couldn't believe it.Matter of fact the only reason I could
think for that to happen was she was shocked halfway to
the moon because Boone's dad wasn't dead or gone, and
shehadbeenasmeanas ahornet touswhilehewasaway.

“I said, No, ma'am. If he gave it to you, it's yours.
Use itwhateverwayyouneed to take careof your family.
And there'smorewhere that came from.” Then he pulled
Boone close against his side and said, “You got the job
done, Junior. And I'm proud of you.”

Boone couldn't answer anything just then and I
didn't interrupt the quiet. Which only lasted a few
seconds before there was the sound of a thump and a
mumble from somewhere down the tunnel.

“That's Looney Martin tripping over our sleeping
bags,” Boone answered his dad's backward glance down
the dark passageway. “I better turn the lights back on so
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everybody can at least see a hand in front of their face.”
Then he lit out to do it without even waiting for an
answer.

Two seconds after that, Looney popped his still
swelled-up head out and looked around. “What's going
on, guys? Hey, Mr. Boone—how did you get up here?”

“Border Patrol helicopter. Landed down by the
river where you boys left the Rhino. How's it going,
Looney?”

“Pretty good. I'm third in command, now.”
Man, Uncle Ding sure didn't waste any time

spreading that news all over the place.
“Command of what?” Mr. Boone asked him.
“I don't know. Whatever I took the swear and have

to obey orders for, I guess. What's it for, Hud?”
“For being the best spywehave in this outfit,” I told

him. “And trustworthy.”
“Wow. Thanks.”
“Still need some work on that obeying orders part

though.”
“Yeah, okay.”
There was a faint glow down in the tunnel as the

lights came on.When Boone got back aminute later, his
dad looked at all of us and said, “All right, let's huddle up
andorganize this thing.Howmany adult-size kids to you
have?”

Looney turned to head back down with the others.
“Thatmeans you, too, Looney,”Boone said. “Long

as you're third in command.”
You'd have thought he saidwewere passing out ice

cream the way he let loose with a grin, and popped back
into the circle.
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“Any hurt or sick?” Mr. Boone went on.
“A couple just getting over the mumps we had to

carry down but they should be better after the sleep they
got.”

“Then this is what we'll do. We're going to set up
four stations between here and thewell. I'll stand outside
on the big rock, and signal with a bird call when the way
is clear. Then you boys send them out one at a time.
They'll move from one station to the next each time they
hear the call. Until then, they just keep low and wait.
Once they get into the well house, they wait until
everybody else gets there.”

He tookaknifeout of his belt andknelt downonone
knee to draw in the dirt. “The twocritical stations outside
are under the overhang of the big slag-rock below the
tunnel entrance. First one will be as soon as I drop them
down to the ground—just have them lean in close and
stay put under there. When I give another signal, they
keep low and head for the well, get under the overhang
at the other end the slag rock, and wait. Don't go out or
around it, just keep right there.”

He looked up to make sure we were all listening,
then kept talking as he drew in the rest of the stations.
“Next time you hear the call, there's about ten feet of
open space before you can duck into the well house.
Door's open, already. Move down the tunnel about
twenty feet andwait for the rest ofus toget inside.Tunnel
runs all the way to the river and the helicopter's waiting.
The guy on that endwill help everybody in. He's dressed
like one of them, too, but he's a Border Patrol officer. Do
whatever he tells you, no matter what he tells you. Got
it?”
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“Got it,” Boone answered and Looney and I
nodded.

“Where's the other two stations?” I asked.
“The inside tunnel, here, and right at the entrance

over there.” He pointed the tip of his knife toward where
the light was coming in. “Anyone that can't get down on
their own, you'll have to drop and I'll catch them.”

“Wo—wo—wait a minute!” Looney jumped to his
feet like something bit him. “We can't drop Dummie off
a cliff like that, she's too fat! How comewe can't just let
her climb down the net—same way she got up here?”

“You can see part of that entrance from the road.
Who's Dummie?”

“She's thehousemomfor theorphans,” I explained.
“ButLooney's right, she's about asbigas threepeopleput
together. I'mpretty sure shewouldn't even fit through the
inside tunnel.”

“Then she'll have to stay here until this convoy
moves on. If they don't, we'll figure out some sort of
diversion so we can get her down from the other side.
Could be days orweeks untilwe could do something like
that. You got enough food and water in there, Boone?”

“Yes, sir. If all the rest of themaren't around to need
it, we do.”

“Hey—we can't leave Dummie all by herself—we
can't do it!” Looney looked about to bust just thinking
about that.

“Uncle Ding will stay with her,” I told him. “He
wouldn't even thinkof lettingher staybyherself. I'm sure
of it.”

“But he gets the melancholy sometimes,” said
Looney.
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“What the heck is that?” asked Boone.
“It'swhen he gets so tired of everything he just goes

to sleep or takes off somewhere. Doesn't come back for
days sometimes, and me or Rand has to go find him and
bring him home before Dummie quits.”

For a minute none of us said anything, we just sat
there staring at him.

“So, I'm staying,” he said.
“Wo—Looney—you can not stay here in the

middle of a army post,” Boone insisted. “Not when you
never stayed put anywhere for more than a couple hours
in yourwhole life. Sneaking in andout aroundhere could
get you killed!”

“Not if you ordered me not to I wouldn't”
“Since when have you obeyed orders if you didn't

feel like it?” Boone got to his feet, too, because he
couldn't sit still anymore, either.

“Since I got to be third in command! Besides,
somebody's gotta climb all the way to the top to turn the
lights on and off if we have to. I seen how you do that,
Boone, and I can do it.”

“He's right, Boone,” I thought I better add my vote
before hepoppedoffwith adecisionhe couldn't livewith
later. “Without the houseparents, you and me are gonna
have to be responsible for all the others—at least till we
get them settled into the families. Thenwe can help with
the rescue.”

“Settled.” His dad stood up and put his knife back
into the sheath on his belt. “Now, let's go talk things over
with them so we can get this show on the road.”

The show went off just like we planned it.
Except for a when a couple guys got curious about
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rattlesnake territory and started looking all around in it,
right whenwe had about three kids in the well house and
two in the stations waiting to slip by. But everybody
followed the rules and stayed put. Boone's dad rattled
something off to them that I didn't understand—but by
the way they high-tailed it out of there and back to the
convoy—I'm pretty sure he was mentioning how the
Mojave Greens don't hibernate same as other
rattlesnakes do, and how their poison goes straight to the
brain if you get bit by one. Of course they're pretty
reclusive and you rarely ever see one but I think he left
that part out.

Then therewas theminute little Jimmywouldnot—
absolutelynot—let goofSavannaheven longenough for
her to climbup the rope ladder. So, she tried carryinghim
up piggy-back, ran out of steam halfway up, and Boone
had to pull them up hand-over-hand the rest of the way.
By the time theymade it through the stations and got safe
into thewell-house, that little kid still hadn't let go of her.
She carriedhimonher back throughevery station, just so
he wouldn't throw a full-on tantrum, or anything.

The trouble-making kidwas sticking close toTater,
and on his best behavior for being allowed to carry the
one-burner kitchen. There wasn't much fuel left in it,
anyway, andTater toldhimhecouldbehis assistant cook
when we got to Padre Gordo. As long as he did what he
was told. Seemed like Tater rose to the occasion of
keeping everybody in line since Rand wasn't there to do
it like he usually did. Even the fifth-grade girls did their
part and took care of the youngest girl.

Everybody was on the top of their game.
Right up until it came time to leave Looney. I don't
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know how I could get so attached to a kid who was so
hard to handle, but the thought of him getting into a fix
we couldn't get him out of was sitting on my chest like a
huge block of cement. So much I could hardly drag
myself through the big winding tunnel that led down to
the river. It was a long tunnel—lit up with battery lights
—just like the hard rock mine tunnels of Padre Gordo.

The ten of us walked with Boone's dad at the front,
meat the end, andBoonemovingback and forth between
the two of us tomake sure everything was all right along
the line. They all wore their backpacks with the sleeping
bags tiedonunderneath, and therewasnot onecomplaint
or argument from anybody. After a while, Jones
wandered back to talk for a minute. She was carrying
Jimmy piggy-back to give Savannah a break, and he
seemed happy enough to let her. He was even having
some funmoving her hat back and forth from his head to
hers.

She fell into step, looked up atme, and smiled. “We
did it, didn't we.”

I'd never seen her look so happy and couldn't help
smiling at the thought, myself. “We sure did.”

She reached into her pocket. “I'm passing out
answers to anybody that wants one.”

“I'm good. I still have the one you gaveme before.”
Her smile faded.
“Toomuch going on and everything. But I'll read it,

I promise.”
“Well...” Jimmy plopped the hat down over her

ponytail, again and she had to push her glasses back up
to keep them on. “Maybe you didn't need it until now.”

“Maybe. Did Boone read his?”
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“Yes, and guess what he said? He said it was
amazing. Amazing! But he wouldn't tell me why. I said
I at least had toknowwhichonehegot—formy research,
you know. But I don't have a clue why he thought it was
so amazing. Especiallywhen he read it right after we left
and didn't even know what they were for, yet.”

“I guess I forgot to explain it to him.”
This time she looked disappointed.
“Toomuchgoingon and everything. It's still a great

idea, Jones.Youprobablywouldhavewonaprize for it.”
“Well, I hope so. I've never not won a prize in a

science fair. Ever. My father was a scientist.”
“I didn't know that. So, what did Boone's answer

say?”
“It just said:Try something different. That's all. But

I suppose if it meant something amazing to him, I could
still mark that down as a success. Wouldn't you think?”

“Definitely.”
“Where's Savvy, Jonesie?” Jimmy's little voice

went quavery all of a sudden.
“Uh-oh. Gotta go. Say, see you later, Hud...”
She started running in place and waited long

enough for him to say, “See ya!” before taking off up the
line, again.

Try something different. Considering Boone had
personally talked to God—for the first time in his life—
and even tried out the miracle card, I could see where he
could have looked at that little answer message as
something amazing. But what were the odds? Didn't
matter, really. I figured it was a success just for being a
way to cheer people up.

Then again, if I hadn't snapped to my senses, last
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night, and taken off to the Little Heely as fast as I could,
we never would have gotten there in time before the
convoy came through. SomaybeGod really did use little
things like that—anything and everything, really—to
help people out when they needed it. Maybe he even
cares more about the way things work out than we do.

And I guess if he could change Boone and me into
something so different—so much better—than what we
startedout like last summer, thenmaybehecoulddo it for
Looney, too. He could keep him safe even if he made
somemistakes. Just like us. Then—about the time I was
wondering if I could really believe it—I felt some of that
warm peace start to wrap around me, again. Right there
in the tunnel—as I was walking along—that heavy
cement feeling dropped away.

If this kind of stuff kept happening I wouldn't be
surprised if I started to believe God personally had his
hand on me. That he knew my name and everything we
were trying to do. That he might even make sure things
worked out for all of us, no matter what was going on in
the world. I could almost believe that.

Then I saw Jones stick her head out of the line up
ahead and look back at me. So, I fumbled in my pocket,
pulled out the little answer, and waved it at her before
opening it up.

It said: Believe it.
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"They go from strength to strength, every one of
them appears before God."

Psalm 84:7
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An Honorable Spy
From Real Life...

Before Sir Robert Baden-Powell became the leader
of the Boy Scouts, he had a long career in themilitary. In
his early years he was often sent on special assignments
behind enemy lines, much like the “Special Forces” of
our modern armies of today. Very few people have
enough of the skills, self control and courage that these
dangerous assignments require. Successful missions in
this kind of work have changed the course of armies and
sometimes even meant the difference between winning
or losing a war. Because of the ability to do these things
this kind of soldier is the most feared of all enemies. To
be caught almost always leads to death.Which is why to
be caught as a spy is considered the highest of all crimes
by all countries. And they are only tolerated because of
the vital information they carry.

For this reason, they are sometimes kept alive a
while in order to extract important information from
them. Because of this there are many accounts of
amazing escapes by those who found their way out to
eventually get back home, again. But not before
enduring experiences that took the kind of survival skills
that few people ever have to resort to in their entire lives.
Things like how to get food and shelter inmany different
kinds of wilderness situations, or how to stay hidden for
a long time until it becomes safe to move around, again.
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How to find lost trails and how to recognize danger
before it finds you first. Most of all how to keep all this
information honorably even though youmust be on your
honor to keep all secrets entrusted to you as you continue
to carry out your duties.

Later in his career, when Sir Robert Baden-Powell
became amilitary leader and no longer did these kinds of
missions anymore, he found himself in charge of a war
in Africa that he was not winning. His army was
surrounded by somany enemy troops that help could not
break through to rescue them. They—along with the
little town they had set up headquarters in—were under
siege. Everyone expected they would either surrender
soon, or die. After many months, and running
dangerously low on soldiers, ammunition, and food, this
clever, resourceful man did a very unexpected thing.

He trained up a group of boys to be Army Scouts.
Theywould runmessages, standguard duty, andbring in
the dead andwounded from thebattlefield so that the few
soldiers who were left could be free to do nothing but
fight. Some would even act as spies. But not before he
wrote up a special handbook in which he shared all the
survival secrets he had learned and kept himself alive
with over the years. History tells us that they won that
war. Against all odds, and due mostly to the clever
reorganization of the entire town—in which everyone
lived underground rather than in the buildings—and his
unusual troop of “boy scouts” who were well-trained
enough to be able to carry out those vital jobs that were
normally given to men.

Then something amazing happened.
Before Sir Robert Baden-Powell came home from
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Africa many months later to be knighted by the King of
England for his bravery, someone had smuggled out one
of his boy scout handbooks. Now, boys all over England
were learning the same skills. Theywerepracticing them
all by themselves, taking thepledgeofhonor, doinggood
deeds by the hundreds and acting like bravemen all over
the country. Because of this, Sir Robert received a new
commission. One the King considered even more
important than fighting. He must continue to lead and
train this army of boys whowere turning into the kind of
men that would strengthen the country for generations.
And so he did. In fact, he became so good at it, the idea
grew too big for England and spread likewildfire around
the entire world. All within his own lifetime.

Thequotes in this book, SPIESForLife,were taken
from Sir Robert Baden-Powell's book, My Adventures
As A Spy, written in 1915, and the original Scouting For
Boys which reached America in 1911. Both are in the
public domain andavailable for free atGutenberg.org, as
well asmany other places on the Internet. They still have
the same power they did back then. Especially for those
whobelieve like SirRobert that,“Knowledge is power.”
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About Cousin Summers

Cousin Summers (theMysterious) has lived up in a
lighthouse on Summers Island for longer than anyone
can remember. But it doesn't matter that no one
rememberswhen the stories started. The important thing
is the lighthouse is where they all come from.Youmight
be wondering where the mysterious part comes in. It is
becauseCousinSummers is a shyperson (andbusy, too),
who spends so much time writing stories up in the
lighthouse that a lot of rumors have started. Which is all
we need to say about that because we know where
rumors come from. Sometimes there's a little truth to
them, too. Either way, you will have to decide for
yourself.

What is known for certain is that Cousin Summers
(the Mysterious) does not mind sharing the island with
readers who find their way there. Oh, yes, and you will
occasionally see Miss Lilly there (the light housekeeper
who only does light housework). She can answer
questions you might have about Cousin Summers, but
you have to be polite. Then there's the Captain, who has
lived long enough to know something about everything.
He talks to anyonewhowill listen, regardless ofwhether
they are polite or not. There are others on the island, too.
But that's enough for now.

Oh, yes, and if youwould like, you can get in touch
with Cousin Summers (the Mysterious) by visiting:

CousinSummers.com
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Other books by
Cousin Summers

The Young Heroics (middle grade)
Book One

KNIGHTS of the Empire
Book Three

The Last HEROES

The Young Scientifics (middle grade)
Book One

Return to the Dinosaur Planet

Kids On Assignment (young adult)
Book One

The Kidnapping of Mary
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A Note to Readers...

Thank you for reading this book. If you enjoyed it,
tell someone! If you would like to read other books like
this, you can find them by visiting:

SummersIslandPress.com

You will also find the Wilderness Kids Club over
there. It's a place to learn wilderness survival skills and
meet other kids who also like to spend time in the “Great
Outdoors.” There is even a real Wilderness Expert on
hand who can answer any questions you might have
about the wilderness and how to survive in it.
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A Note to Parents...

Summers Island Press and Wilderness Kids Club
are divisions of the Wilderness School Institute, a
nonprofit educational organization based in Alaska.
Theyarededicated togivingchildren somethingbetter to
do, and bringing more hope and heroes into their lives.
Formore information, or to findouthowyoucanbecome
involved in some of their exciting projects, please visit:

WildernessSchoolInstitute.org
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"There is another kind of law which binds people just
as much as their written laws, though this one is

neither written nor published. This
unwritten law is Honour."

Sir Robert Baden-Powell




