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Chapter	One
I	survived	the	long	drive	from	Cleveland.	Now	if	I	could	just	survive	the	Russians,	I’d	be
OK.	Some	people	worried	they	were	going	to	blow	up	the	United	States.	Mom	and	I	had
come	back	to	West	Virginia	to	start	over.	How	could	we	start	over	if	the	world	was	coming
to	an	end?

Mom	turned	off	the	ignition	and	the	car	lurched	and	hiccupped.	Our	old	Chevy	needed
help	almost	as	much	as	I	did.	A	mechanic	could	repair	an	engine	and	have	it	running	right
in	 no	 time	 but	 a	 mechanic	 couldn’t	 fix	 a	 twelve-year-old	 boy’s	 ailment.	 Dad	 died	 six
months	ago	and	I	missed	him	so	much.

I	grabbed	hold	of	the	dangling,	broken	car	handle.	It	scraped	against	the	surface	when
I	opened	 the	door.	My	 legs	stuck	 to	 the	car’s	vinyl	upholstery.	 I	 squirmed,	 loosened	 the
grip	of	 the	sweaty	seat,	and	stepped	out	 into	 the	muggy	evening	air.	My	 long	 legs,	 stiff
from	sitting	for	so	long,	buckled.	I	fell	against	our	car	and	slid	down	the	fender	onto	the
gravel.

Mom	frowned.	“Teddy,	are	you	all	 right?”	She	pushed	back	her	damp	hair	 from	her
forehead.

“I’m	fine.”	I	stood	and	dusted	off	the	back	of	my	shorts.

She	exited	 the	 car	 and	 stretched	her	weary	body.	Lightning	bugs	 surrounded	us	 and
turned	on	their	little	taillights	at	the	same	time.	They	lit	up	the	dark	sky	like	sparklers	on
Independence	Day.	Our	boring	trip	ended	with	an	exploding	display	of	yellow,	green	and
orange.

A	screen	door	squeaked.	My	aunt	and	uncle	and	their	two-year-old	twins,	Calvin	and
Chester,	spilled	out	onto	the	porch.	Their	dog,	Mamie,	bombarded	me	with	sloppy	kisses.
Eleanor,	 my	 travel	 weary	 cat,	 jumped	 out	 the	 car	 window	 and	 pounced	 on	 the	 grass
alongside	their	dog.	Hiss.	Her	back	arched,	fur	standing	on	end,	ready	to	attack.

After	all	the	commotion	died	down,	I	grabbed	my	suitcase	and	box	of	stuff.	I	followed
Aunt	Dolley	into	the	room	where	I	was	to	sleep.	Oh	shoot.	I	had	to	share	a	bedroom	with
the	 twins.	At	 least	 they	weren’t	 in	diapers	and	 there	weren’t	any	bunnies	painted	on	 the
wall.	They	jumped	up	and	down	on	the	one	large	bed	as	I	unpacked	and	put	my	things	into
two	drawers	Aunt	Dolley	had	cleared	out	for	me.	The	last,	and	most	important,	items	I	put
away	were	a	picture	of	Dad	and	me	fishing,	my	worry	stone	and	a	crumpled	list.

A	big	drug	store	calendar	hung	from	a	long	skinny	nail.	I	circled	the	date,	August	24,
1962.	OK,	Theodore	Ulysses	Haynes,	today	is	the	first	day	of	the	rest	of	your	life.	Try	not
to	mess	it	up.

I	wish	I	could	turn	back	the	pages	of	the	calendar.

When	we	moved	 to	Cleveland	 three	years	ago	 from	Haynes	Branch,	which	was	 just
another	holler	surrounded	by	hills	a	few	miles	from	here,	Dad	and	I	had	written	down	all
the	 stuff	 he	was	 going	 to	 teach	me	how	 to	 do.	Our	 only	 adventures	marked	off	 the	 list
were	 fishing	 and	 basketball.	 It	 was	 all	 crinkled	 and	worn	 but	 I	 treasured	 that	wrinkled
paper.	It	was	my	little	piece	of	Dad.	Whenever	I	missed	him,	I	got	out	the	list	and	read	his
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promises.	Maybe	Mom	could	teach	me	some	of	the	stuff	we’d	written	down.	But	I	doubt	if
she	cared	to	teach	me	how	to	spit	or	hunt.	Those	were	man	things.

Except	for	the	singing	of	the	insects	that	drifted	in	through	the	opened	window,	silence
filled	the	room.	I	turned	to	see	the	twins	collapsed	under	the	bed	sheet.

“Too	much	excitement	for	one	evening,”	said	Aunt	Dolley,	as	she	kissed	them	on	the
forehead.	 “They’re	worn	 out.	 They’ll	 sleep	 ‘til	 the	 sun	 comes	 up,	maybe	 later	 if	we’re
lucky.”

She	left	and	Mom	tiptoed	in	to	tell	me	goodnight.	She	held	my	hand	and	whispered,
“It’s	going	to	be	OK.	This	is	the	best	place	for	us	to	be	right	now.	My	dad	used	to	tell	me,
‘Hang	your	dreams	on	a	star	and	you’ll	go	far’.	Look	out	 the	window	at	all	 those	stars.
Have	you	ever	in	your	life	seen	so	many?”

I	stared	up	at	her	and	then	at	 the	stars.	It	 looked	like	all	 the	lightning	bugs	had	been
shot	 into	 space	 and	 emptied	 into	 the	 night	 sky.	The	heavens	may	have	been	 filled	with
twinkling	lights	but	there	were	no	stars	in	Mom’s	eyes,	only	sadness.	I’d	travel	anywhere
with	Mom,	even	up	this	old	dirt	road	if	it	brought	back	the	shine	in	her	eyes.	I	needed	to
be	somewhere	else,	too.	The	big	city	of	Cleveland	held	too	many	sad	memories.

Mom	found	a	job	pretty	quick	at	the	newspaper	office.	That	left	me	alone	at	the	house
with	 Aunt	 Dolley	 and	 her	 twins,	 who	 had	 more	 energy	 than	 Mexican	 jumping	 beans.
Uncle	 Henry	 worked	 shift	 work	 and	 slept	 most	 of	 the	 day.	 Aunt	 Dolley	 did	 all	 the
cooking,	 so	 I	 helped	with	Calvin	 and	Chester.	 I	 didn’t	mind	 but	my	 idea	 of	 a	 fun	 day
wasn’t	having	two	toddlers	following	me	around	every	minute	like	puppy	dogs,	nipping	at
my	feet.

Mom’s	baby	sister	didn’t	look	a	bit	like	Mom	on	the	outside,	except	for	the	dimples	in
their	cheeks.	But	on	the	inside,	they	were	the	same—the	nicest	aunt	and	mom	a	boy	could
ask	for.	One	day	after	Aunt	Dolley	put	the	boys	down	for	their	nap,	she	took	me	aside	and
said,	 “A	 person	 can	 only	 grieve	 for	 so	 long.	You’re	 too	much	 like	 your	 dad	 to	 just	 sit
around	 and	mope	 all	 the	 time.	 He	wouldn’t	 like	 that.	 He’s	 up	 there	 looking	 down	 just
itching	to	give	you	a	shove	but	he	can’t.	So	I	will.	Now	go	outside	and	get	some	sunshine.
Winter	will	be	here	soon	and	a	gray	sky,	icy	potholes	and	knee-deep	snow	is	all	you’ll	be
seeing.”	She	nudged	me	out	onto	the	front	porch.	The	rickety	screen	door	got	 loose	and
slammed	so	fast	behind	me,	my	cat,	Eleanor,	yowled	when	it	caught	her	tail.	She	bolted
off	the	porch	and	then	scrambled	up	the	trunk	of	the	tall	sycamore	growing	along	the	creek
bank.	I	ran	after	her.	Feet	shuffling	behind	me	drew	my	attention	away	from	rescuing	my
furry	friend.

“Hey,	Teddy,	wait	up,”	a	voice	said.	“You	sure	do	have	long	legs.	You’re	going	to	have
to	slow	down	if	I’m	to	catch	up	to	you.”

I	slowed	and	glanced	over	my	shoulder.	A	neighborhood	boy	walked	toward	me	with	a
limp.	 I	didn’t	know	his	name	but	 I	had	seen	him	out	and	about	a	 few	 times.	He	 lived	a
couple	houses	up	the	road.	Puffs	of	dust	trailed	behind	his	scuffed	shoes.

“My	 name’s	 Melvin.”	 He	 grinned	 and	 waved	 his	 arm.	 “Where	 you	 going	 so	 all
powerful	fast?”

I	stopped	walking	and	stared	at	this	curious	kid.	How	did	he	know	who	I	was?
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“Where	you	going?”	he	repeated.

“Nowhere.”	Wasn’t	anywhere	to	go	around	here	except	maybe	up	the	tree	with	my	cat,
and	I	didn’t	like	to	climb	trees.	But	I	wasn’t	about	to	let	him	know	that.

“Mind	if	I	walk	along	with	you?”

“Nope.	 I	 don’t	mind.”	 I	 stared	 up	 at	 Eleanor	 clinging	 onto	 a	 branch	 high	 up	 in	 the
sycamore.	She’d	be	 all	 right.	 I	 think	her	pride	hurt	more	 than	her	 tail.	She	wouldn’t	be
coming	down	any	time	soon.	I	took	off	down	the	road	with	a	stranger,	something	I	would
never	have	done	in	Cleveland.

I	shoved	my	right	hand	into	my	pants	pocket	and	rubbed	my	worry	stone.	“How’d	you
know	my	name?	You	got	ESP	or	something?”

“ESP?	Heck	no.	Mom	told	me.”

His	grin	 curved	across	his	 face,	pushing	his	 freckles	 into	one	big	 clump.	You	could
drive	a	coal	 truck	through	the	big	gap	between	his	front	 teeth.	He	blended	right	 into	the
landscape.	His	hair	matched	the	dusty	color	of	the	dirt	road	and	the	haze	of	the	late	August
sky.	If	it	wasn’t	for	his	bright	plaid	shirt,	you’d	miss	seeing	him	altogether.	He	did	have	a
unique	voice,	 though.	A	 tart	 voice	 that	 reminded	me	of	 green	 apples	not	 quite	 ready	 to
pick.

“Welcome	to	the	holler.”	He	cleared	his	throat	and	rubbed	his	shoes	into	the	dust	on
the	road.	“I’m	real	sorry	about	your	dad	dying.”

“Thanks,”	 I	muttered.	Word	sure	 traveled	 fast	around	here.	 I	wondered	what	else	he
knew	about	me.

He	straightened	up	and	 looked	 into	my	eyes.	“Well	anyways,	classes	begin	 in	a	 few
days.	I’d	hate	for	you	to	start	school	in	a	new	place	and	not	know	anybody.	I	figured	we
could	hang	out	together.	Everybody	needs	a	friend.	I’ll	be	in	the	seventh	grade.	How	about
you?”

“Me	too.”

Melvin	nodded.	“Thought	so.	You	got	a	transistor?”

“Nope.	I	lost	it.”	I	lowered	my	head,	stared	down	at	my	new	shoes,	and	avoided	eye
contact.

Dad	had	given	me	a	transistor	on	my	last	birthday	and	I	missed	it	something	fierce.	I
lost	it	when	we	moved.	I	searched	in	all	my	stuff,	I	even	rummaged	through	my	socks	and
pushed	my	 hands	 into	 the	 toes	 of	my	winter	 boots,	 even	 though	 the	 thought	 of	 spiders
hidden	 in	dark	spaces	scared	me.	 I	 looked	every	place	 it	 shouldn’t	have	been	and	every
place	it	should.	The	music	kept	me	company	and	helped	pass	the	time.	I	wasn’t	going	to
quit	looking	until	I	found	it.	I	figured	the	twins	snatched	it	and	hid	it	somewhere.

“That’s	OK.	I’ve	got	one,”	said	Melvin.	He	pulled	out	a	little	black	radio	from	his	shirt
pocket	and	then	twirled	the	volume	wheel.	Loud	music	burst	forth	from	the	tiny	speakers.
“I	can’t	dance	much.	Mom	says	I	sound	like	a	coyote	crying	in	the	woods	when	I	try	to
sing	 but	 I	 sure	 like	 rock	 and	 roll.	What	 about	 you?”	He	 took	 a	 gulp	 from	his	 bottle	 of
Pepsi.
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“Sure,”	I	said.	“I	listened	to	it	on	our	front	porch	in	Cleveland.	Mom	didn’t	mind,	just
so	it	wasn’t	turned	up	too	loud.”

We	 walked	 down	 the	 holler	 to	 nowhere	 in	 particular.	 I	 didn’t	 talk	 much	 unless
someone	 asked	 me	 a	 direct	 question.	 Our	 walk	 would	 have	 been	 awfully	 quiet,	 if	 it
weren’t	 for	 Melvin;	 but	 he	 never	 stopped	 talking	 long	 enough	 for	 me	 to	 worry	 about
coming	back	with	a	remark.	We	reached	a	wide	spot	in	the	road.	It	seemed	like	as	good	a
place	 as	 any	 to	 turn	 around	 and	 start	 back,	 so	 we	 did.	 A	 coal	 truck	 rumbled	 past	 us,
covering	our	clothes	in	a	cloud	of	gray	dust.

I	 listened	 to	 the	music	 while	Melvin	 told	me	 everything	 about	 everybody.	 He	 sure
liked	to	talk—and	talk.	Listening	to	him	was	better	than	listening	in	on	the	telephone	party
line.	I	didn’t	know	if	I	would	ever	need	to	know	that	a	trapper	by	the	name	of	Tupper	was
the	 first	white	man	 to	 set	 foot	 in	 this	area	of	 the	world	or	 that	Mrs.	Taylor	bragged	she
actually	 shook	 John	F.	Kennedy’s	hand	during	his	 campaign	 for	 president	 but	my	brain
soaked	in	every	word.	He	talked	so	much	that	I	got	full	up	inside	and	thought	I’d	explode.

At	least	he	never	asked	me	a	lot	of	dumb	questions	and	he	didn’t	make	fun	of	the	way
I	talked.	In	fact,	he	talked	exactly	like	me,	except	he	used	big	words	a	lot.	His	voice	had
that	little	twang	I	never	lost,	even	after	living	in	Cleveland	for	three	years.	He	called	Pepsi
Cola	“pop,”	and	he	dropped	salted	peanuts	in	the	bottle	just	like	I	did.

“Have	a	drink,”	he	said.

Mom	 told	me	 I	 shouldn’t	 drink	 after	 people,	 unless	 they	were	 family	but	 I	 couldn’t
resist.	My	dry	 throat	 screamed	 for	 something	wet.	 “Thanks.”	 I	 gulped	 a	drink	of	Pepsi,
capturing	a	salty	peanut	in	my	throat.

I	sucked	in	deeply	and	tried	to	catch	my	breath.	But	there	it	came—a	big	fat	cough.	I
gasped	and	coughed	again.	Stinging	pop	squirted	out	my	nose.

The	next	thing	I	knew,	Melvin	was	pounding	my	back.	Oh	shoot.	How’d	I	manage	to
get	choked	on	a	peanut?	Bet	my	face	was	redder	than	the	planet	Mars.	I	should’ve	listened
to	Mom.

“Are	you	all	right,	Teddy?”

I	 bent	 over,	 sucked	 in	 hard	 and	held	my	breath.	The	 peanut	 hadn’t	 budged,	making
itself	at	home	in	my	throat.	My	whole	life	flashed	before	me	and	it	didn’t	take	long.	Geez,
I	couldn’t	die	now,	I	hadn’t	even	kissed	a	girl	yet.	Who	am	I	kidding.	I	hadn’t	even	wanted
to	kiss	a	girl	yet.

“Teddy.	You’re	turning	blue.”	Melvin	slapped	my	back	again	and	the	peanut	shot	out
like	a	rocket	shooting	 toward	 the	moon.	I	 just	about	fell	over.	Melvin’s	strong	arms	had
saved	me.

I	 breathed	 in	 deeply	 and	 stood,	 wiping	my	 face	 on	 my	 sleeve.	 “Yeah,	 I’m	 fine,”	 I
managed	to	choke	out.	“Thanks	Melvin,	I	was	a	goner	for	sure.”

The	urge	to	cough	hit	me	again	but	I	held	it	back.	Thank	goodness,	we	were	almost	to
Aunt	Dolley’s	house.	 I	 could	go	 inside	 and	hole	up	 in	my	 room	all	 alone.	Well,	 not	 all
alone,	I’m	sure	the	twins	would	find	me.	Still	Melvin	followed	me	through	our	front	gate.
He	stuck	to	me	like	a	fly	to	flypaper.
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Chapter	Two
We	 walked	 up	 the	 steps	 to	 our	 porch.	 I	 slumped	 down	 onto	 the	 metal	 glider	 and	 he
plopped	down	next	to	me.

“Polio,”	said	Melvin.

I	cleared	my	throat.	“What?”	I	said,	startled	to	hear	him	say	the	word.	I	was	afraid	I
might	 choke	 again.	 Next	 to	 Russia	 and	 the	 “Cold	 War”,	 polio	 was	 something	 people
dreaded	and	worried	about	the	most,	including	me.

“That’s	why	I	limp.	I	figured	I’d	tell	you,	so	you	wouldn’t	have	to	speculate.”

Speculate?	He	sure	liked	to	use	fancy	words.	“Oh,”	I	said.	I	was	one	of	few	words.

I	already	knew	he’d	had	polio.	I	heard	it	over	the	telephone	party	line;	but	I	pretended
to	be	surprised.	I	didn’t	want	him	to	know	I	listened	in	on	people’s	conversations.	“Didn’t
you	take	the	pink	sugar	cubes?”	I	asked.	“I	thought	everyone	took	them.	It’s	supposed	to
protect	you	from	coming	down	with	polio.”

“Yeah,	now	a	day	people	 take	‘em.	But	 there	wasn’t	any	such	pill	when	I	was	 little.
I’ve	been	like	this	since	before	I	can	remember.	Mom	said	I	was	a	toddler	when	I	came
down	with	the	disease.”

“It	must	be	awful.	You’ve	always	been	like	this?”	I	groaned	and	struck	the	palm	of	my
hand	on	my	forehead	and	turned	away.	“That	came	out	wrong,”	I	quickly	added.	“I	didn’t
mean	to	say	it	that	way.”

I	 could	 have	 crawled	 in	 a	 hole	 and	 pulled	 the	 dirt	 in	 behind	me.	Mom	would	 have
given	me	the	look	if	she’d	heard	those	words	come	out	of	my	mouth.	She	always	told	me
to	 turn	 on	 my	 brain	 before	 I	 switched	 on	 my	 loud	 speaker.	 I	 had	 trouble	 doing	 that
sometimes.	I	never	said	much	but	when	I	did,	I	spoke	my	mind.

“Don’t	worry	about	it,”	Melvin	said.	“Ain’t	the	first	time	somebody’s	asked	me	that.”

I	glanced	back.	The	look	on	his	face	told	me	I	hadn’t	hurt	his	feelings.	His	green	eyes
never	blinked	once,	 they	 just	 stared	at	me	 through	 those	 thick,	black-rimmed	glasses	he
wore.	He	looked	as	if	he	were	examining	me	through	a	microscope.

I	cleared	my	throat	again	and	bit	my	lower	lip.	“Mom	worries	about	me	getting	polio.
Her	brother	died	from	it	when	he	was	little.”

“It	affected	the	muscles	in	my	right	leg	and	foot.	No	need	to	worry	about	me,	though,
I’m	a	survivor.	I	don’t	know	what	it	would	be	like	any	other	way.	What	God	took	away
from	my	leg,	he	added	to	my	heart.”	Melvin	laughed.	“Least	ways,	that’s	what	Mom	told
me;	but	you	know	Moms,	they	always	tell	you	mushy	stuff	like	that.”

“Don’t	you	wish	sometimes	you	could	run,	jump,	and	play	basketball?”

“Nope.	There’s	no	basketball	court	around	here	anyway.	They	say	 there’s	one	at	our
new	school,	though.	And	I	can	run,	just	not	as	fast	as	most	people.”

He	paused	 for	 a	minute,	which	 is	 something	he	almost	never	did.	His	mouth	hadn’t
stopped	since	we	met—I	think	that’s	where	God	added	stuff	when	he	took	away	from	his
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leg.	He	gave	him	a	voice.	Wish	I	could	talk	like	he	does.

“You	know	what	I’m	good	at?”	He	looked	at	me	real	serious	like.

“No.	What?”	I	prepared	myself	for	something	big.

“Horseshoes.”

“Horseshoes?	That’s	not	a	sport.”	Nor	was	it	something	big.

“Sure	it	is.	It	builds	good	muscles,	too.	Bet	I	can	beat	you	at	arm	wrestling.”

He	rolled	up	his	sleeves	and	showed	me	his	muscles.	He’s	right.	 I	bet	he	could	beat
me.	I	was	tall	and	hadn’t	filled	out	yet,	as	my	dad	used	to	say.	I	subconsciously	pulled	on
my	shirtsleeves,	making	sure	my	skinny,	basketball-player	arms	weren’t	showing.

“Well—I	can	pitch	horseshoes,	just	not	very	good.”	Boy	was	that	a	whopper	but	there
was	no	use	letting	him	know	how	bad	I	was.	“They	roll	off	into	the	ditch	sometimes.”	I
turned	my	head	and	made	circles	with	my	finger	in	the	light	layer	of	coal	dust	on	the	front
windowsill.	I	couldn’t	look	people	in	the	eyes	when	I	told	lies.	My	eyes	twitched	and	gave
me	away.

Melvin	leaned	over	and	whispered,	“There’s	a	science	to	it.”

I	didn’t	believe	a	word	out	of	his	mouth	but	I	didn’t	let	him	know.	That	was	the	same
as	 saying	 there	was	 a	 science	 to	making	 free	 throws.	 There	wasn’t,	 was	 there?	 It	 took
talent—talent	 and	 practice.	 I	 guess	 he	 practiced	 pitching	 horseshoes	 a	 lot.	 There	 didn’t
seem	to	be	much	else	to	do	around	here.

“Are	you	ready	for	school?”	Melvin	asked.

“I	guess	so.	Mom	and	I	went	to	the	five-and-	dime	store	in	town	and	came	out	with	a
bag	full	of	stuff.”

“Let	me	guess,”	said	Melvin.	“You	bought	No.	2	lead	pencils,	erasers,	fountain	pens,	a
wooden	ruler,	a	compass,	and	Big	Chief	writing	notebooks.”

“Yeah,	that’s	about	it.	We	also	went	to	the	big	department	store	on	Washington	Street
and	 bought	me	 a	 new	 pair	 of	 shoes,	 two	 new	 pairs	 of	 pants,	 three	 shirts,	 and	 a	whole
bundle	of	white	socks.	I	hate	wearing	new	shoes,	they	hurt	my	feet.”	I	kicked	them	off	and
stretched	my	toes.	That	was	one	good	thing	about	living	in	the	country—going	barefoot.
The	pavement	in	the	city	got	too	hot	in	the	summer	to	take	off	your	shoes	and	go	walking
down	the	street.

“I’m	unique.	I	wear	special	shoes,”	said	Melvin.	“A	different	size	for	each	foot.”

Dang,	I	stuck	my	foot	in	my	mouth	again.	When	am	I	going	to	learn?

Melvin	paid	no	attention	to	my	bare	toes	and	propped	his	feet	on	the	banister	for	me	to
see,	as	if	he	was	proud	of	being	different.	I	wish	I	was	more	like	him	and	then	I	wouldn’t
need	my	worry	stone.	He	doesn’t	 let	anything	bother	him,	not	even	the	big	gap	between
his	front	teeth.	He	puckered	and	spit	clean	over	the	bannister	and	almost	splattered	Aunt
Dolley’s	prized	picket	fence.	Wish	I	could	do	that.

I	didn’t	know	what	 to	say,	so	I	hopped	off	 the	porch	and	headed	for	 the	sycamore.	I
figured	Eleanor	had	been	up	in	the	tree	long	enough.
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“Where	 you	 going?”	 said	Melvin,	 as	 he	 pushed	 back	 the	 glider.	His	 feet	 slid	 to	 the
floor	with	a	thump.	“Jiminy	crickets…I	hope	the	twins	weren’t	asleep.”

I	shook	my	head.	I	wonder	if	he	spoke	like	that	in	front	of	everyone	or	did	he	just	like
to	 torture	me	with	 his	 flummery.	Oh,	man,	 he’s	 rubbing	 off	 on	me.	Now,	 I’m	 using	 big
words.	The	only	reason	I	know	what	 flummery	means	 is	because	Mom	used	 it	when	she
complained	about	Rosie	and	Rachel	on	the	telephone	party	line.	“Flummery,	that’s	all	it
is,”	she’d	said.	“Flummery,	flummery,	flummery.	Do	you	know	what	that	means,	Teddy?	It
means	meaningless	 chatter.	 I’ve	 never	 heard	 such	meaningless	 chatter	 in	 all	my	 life	 as
what	they	talk	about	over	the	phone.”

I	pushed	open	the	gate	and	walked	across	the	road.	I’d	better	check	on	my	cat.	I	can’t
believe	she’s	still	up	that	tree.	I	grabbed	hold	of	the	long	lower	limbs	of	the	old	sycamore
and	 shimmied	up	 the	 trunk	 as	 best	 I	 could.	Geez,	 I	 have	 to	 learn	 how	 to	 climb	 trees.	 I
stopped,	 sat	 sidesaddle	 on	 a	 big	 limb	 with	 my	 legs	 dangling	 and	 took	 a	 deep	 breath.
“Achoo.”

“Gesundheit,”	yelled	Melvin.

Why	couldn’t	he	just	say,	‘God	bless	you’,	like	everyone	else?

I	grabbed	the	tree	trunk	with	my	right	arm	and	gazed	at	the	big	yellow	fur	ball	above
me.

“Eleanor,	 get	 down	here	 this	minute.”	 I	 reached	 toward	her	with	my	 free	hand.	She
hugged	the	limbs	tighter	than	I	did.	I	reluctantly	climbed	higher.	I	stretched	my	hand	until
it	 touched	her.	She	then	jumped	onto	my	arm	and	up	against	my	chest.	Her	sharp	claws
dug	into	my	skin.	I	looked	down	at	the	ground	and	my	head	started	to	spin.	Below	me,	the
creek	flowed	on	one	side	and	the	hard-packed	dirt	road,	edged	with	tall	weeds	and	Queen
Anne’s	lace,	was	on	the	other.	My	destination	stared	up	at	me.	Now	what	am	I	supposed	to
do.	No	wonder	she	refused	to	climb	down.

Mamie,	the	twins’	beagle,	finally	woke	from	her	nap.	She	stared	up	at	us	and	howled
like	a	coon	dog,	which	she	wasn’t.	Soon	 the	entire	holler	would	know	I	was	stuck	up	a
tree	with	my	scaredy-cat.

Here	goes.	 I	 let	 go	of	my	death	grip	on	 the	 tree,	 closed	my	eyes	 and	 slid	down	 the
trunk,	taking	skinny	pieces	of	bark	with	me.

“Owww.”	I	landed	with	a	thump	on	the	ground.	Eleanor	licked	my	face	and	then	hi-
tailed	 it	 out	 of	 there	 away	 from	Mamie.	She	didn’t	 have	 to	 run,	 though,	 I	 think	Mamie
liked	her.	My	citified	cat	just	hadn’t	figured	that	out	yet.	Melvin’s	laughter	made	my	face
turn	 red.	 I	 stood	 and	kicked	 a	 broken	branch	 into	 the	 creek.	 I’d	 like	 to	 see	 him	 do	 any
better.

I	 flung	open	 the	 front	 gate	 and	 stomped	down	 the	walkway	 to	 the	 porch.	 I	 plopped
down	on	the	glider	and	Eleanor	jumped	on	my	lap	and	rolled	over	on	her	back.	She	purred
and	reached	her	paw	toward	my	chin.	I	guess	this	is	her	way	of	thanking	me	for	rescuing
her.	Mamie	turned	around	and	around	and	curled	up	on	the	rug	in	front	of	the	door.

“I	was	afraid	both	of	you	were	going	to	be	trapped	up	in	that	tree	forever.	I	was	about
to	yell	for	help.”
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“If	you	did,	I’d	given	you	a	knuckle	punch.	I	didn’t	need	no	savin’.”

He	paid	no	attention	to	what	I	said	and	started	rubbing	Eleanor’s	belly.	She	playfully
grabbed	his	hand	with	her	front	paws.	“She	sure	is	a	complacent	cat,”	said	Melvin.	“Her
fur	is	the	color	of	Mom’s	orange	marmalade.”

I	 needed	 a	 notebook	 to	 write	 down	 the	 big	 words	 Melvin	 used.	 Complacent?
Marmalade?	 She	 just	 looked	 the	 color	 of	 a	 big	 old	 pumpkin	 to	me.	 Leave	 it	 to	 him	 to
describe	an	old	tabby	cat	that	way.	He	made	Eleanor	sound	like	something	you’d	spread
between	a	biscuit	at	the	breakfast	table.	She	didn’t	care,	though.	She	liked	everybody	no
matter	what	they	called	her.

“Time	for	supper,”	yelled	Aunt	Dolley	from	inside	the	house.

“Thank	goodness,”	I	whispered	into	Eleanor’s	fur.

Aunt	Dolley	nudged	Mamie	away	from	the	door	and	walked	out	on	the	porch,	wiping
her	hands	on	her	stained	apron.	Calvin	and	Chester	followed	her.	Their	small	fists	clutched
the	tail	of	her	dress.	“Melvin,	can	you	eat	with	us	tonight?”

I	turned	my	head	and	whispered	so	low	even	my	ferocious	tree	climber	couldn’t	hear
me	over	her	purring.	“Please	say	no.”

“Thank	 you,	ma’am	 but	Mom’s	 expecting	me	 for	 supper.	 It’s	 macaroni	 and	 cheese
night.”

“I’m	 glad	 you	 and	 Teddy	 found	 each	 other,”	Aunt	Dolley	 said.	 “Life	 can	 be	 awful
lonely	without	a	friend.”	Sweat	beads	glistened	on	her	 thick	brown	hair.	She	pushed	the
loose	strands	off	her	face	with	the	back	of	her	hand.

I	 reached	 out	 for	 the	 twins	 but	Chester	 and	Calvin	made	 a	 face	 and	 stuck	 out	 their
tongues.	It’s	good	Aunt	Dolley	didn’t	see	them	or	she	would’ve	slapped	their	bottoms.

Melvin	just	grinned	and	made	a	face	right	back	at	 them.	He	stood	and	walked	down
the	steps.	Eleanor	pounced	off	 the	glider	and	followed	him	to	 the	edge	of	 the	yard.	She
rubbed	up	against	his	legs	and	purred.

He	turned	and	waved.	“See	you	later,	alligator.”

“After	while,	crocodile,”	I	said.

I	sat	outside	and	waited	for	Mom	before	going	in	to	eat.	The	shadows	crept	across	the
yard	as	I	leaned	back	on	the	glider,	staring	down	at	my	new	shoes	and	wallowing	in	self-
pity.	I	made	a	list,	in	my	mind,	of	the	good	and	the	bad,	trying	to	talk	myself	into	a	smile.
On	the	bad	side,	I	was	about	to	start	school	in	a	strange	place.	On	the	good	side,	I	had	just
made	a	friend.	Still	I	didn’t	know	if	I	wanted	him	as	a	friend—he	seemed	a	little	weird.	On
the	worst	side,	the	world	was	about	to	be	blown	up;	but	on	the	best	side,	we	lived	so	far
back	in	the	hills	up	a	holler,	the	Russians	would	probably	never	find	us.	I	wish	Dad	were
still	with	us.	Why	did	he	die?	He	could	protect	us.	He	could	do	anything.
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Chapter	Three
“Go	potty.	Go	potty,”	yelled	Calvin,	as	he	squirmed	and	tugged	on	the	front	of	his	pants.

“Oh	no,	not	again.”	I	scooped	him	up	and	ran	with	him	to	the	bathroom—just	in	time.
Sometimes	 I	 wished	 the	 twins	were	 still	 in	 diapers.	 Thank	 goodness,	 Aunt	 Dolley	 and
Uncle	Henry	had	indoor	plumbing.	We’d	never	made	it	to	an	outhouse.

I’d	never	seen	an	outhouse	in	the	big	city	of	Cleveland.	I’d	almost	forgotten	what	they
looked	like.	Most	everybody	here	had	one.	Four	rooms	and	a	path	is	how	Dad	described
his	parents’	house.	The	path	led	to	a	sturdy	little	building	where	a	skillfully	carved	quarter
moon	let	the	lights	of	the	night	sky	peek	inside.

I	picked	up	Chester	on	 the	way	back	 from	 the	bathroom	and	put	him	and	Calvin	 to
bed.	I	snatched	up	their	favorite	stuffed	animal	and	raised	it	above	my	head.

“Mine.	Mine,”	they	yelled	in	unison.

I	 tossed	 it	 to	 them	 and	 Calvin	 grabbed	 it	 in	 midair.	 Hmmm.	 He	 might	 be	 good
basketball	material	when	he	grows	up.	I	spied	The	Poky	Little	Puppy	on	the	nightstand	and
began	to	read.	They	drifted	to	sleep	on	page	ten.

I	almost	fell	asleep	myself,	sitting	there	in	the	dark.	I	yawned	and	walked	over	to	the
open	window	and	thought	back	to	the	last	day	of	school	before	summer	vacation	started.
Instead	of	watching	a	movie	or	playing	ball	outside	on	 the	playground,	we	had	a	duck-
and-cover	drill	right	after	lunch.

Rinnnggg.	The	sound	of	 the	bell	still	echoed	 through	my	head.	 It	had	caught	me	off
guard	and	I	almost	choked	on	my	banana.

Some	kids	didn’t	take	the	drills	seriously	but	I	did.	Maybe	we	wouldn’t	have	them	at
my	 new	 school.	 I	 hoped	West	Virginia	would	 be	 behind	 the	 real	world	 a	 little	when	 it
came	to	drills	and	missiles.	Mom	said	coming	to	the	holler	would	be	like	stepping	back	in
time.	That’s	one	of	the	reasons	she	liked	it	here	so	much.

“Theodore	Ulysses	Haynes.”	The	yell	from	the	kitchen	brought	my	mind	back	to	the
present.

Uh-oh,	Mom	calling	me	by	my	full	name	can	only	mean	one	thing—trouble.

“Eleanor	is	on	the	table.	She’s	headed	for	the	leftover	tuna	casserole.”

I	ran	out	of	the	bedroom.	“Sorry.	I’ll	get	her.”

Eleanor	was	doing	me	a	big	favor.	Most	times	Aunt	Dolley	was	the	best	cook	ever	but
I	didn’t	like	her	tuna	casserole.	I’d	just	as	soon	let	my	cat	eat	my	share.	“Here	girl,	eat	the
rest	of	it.	Come	on.”	I	made	sure	Mom	wasn’t	watching	and	spoon-fed	her	the	last	bite.	I
took	her	in	my	arms	and	then	walked	to	the	living	room	to	watch	a	little	television	with
the	 rest	of	 the	 family	before	going	 to	bed.	Even	 though	Eleanor	was	a	crazy	orange	cat
who	 liked	 smelly	 tuna	 casserole,	 she	 was	 the	 only	 friend	 I	 had	 right	 now,	 except	 for
Melvin,	and	I	hadn’t	decided	yet	if	I	wanted	him	for	a	friend.

The	next	day	I	moped	around	the	house,	feeling	sorry	for	myself.
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“Go	find	something	to	do,”	said	Mom.	“A	bored	kid	is	trouble…”

“I	know,	I	know.	A	bored	kid	is	trouble	waiting	to	happen.”

It	was	one	of	her	favorite	expressions.	She	always	followed	it	with	“So	you’d	best	find
something	 to	 do.”	But	 there	was	 nothing	 to	 do	 here.	 The	 holler	was	 just	 a	 dirt	 road,	 a
creek,	and	a	 lot	of	people	I	didn’t	know.	How	could	I	do	something	when	there	weren’t
any	stores,	playgrounds	or	movie	theaters	as	we’d	had	back	in	the	big	city?

I	didn’t	know	if	I	was	ever	going	to	get	used	to	living	in	the	country	again.	The	scents,
sights	and	people	were	all	different.	Though,	I	admit,	I	enjoyed	the	smells	of	trees	and	dirt
much	more	 than	 the	odors	of	 polluted	Lake	Erie	 and	 car	 fumes.	Everyone	 in	 the	holler
looked	and	sounded	alike.	The	families	had	lived	here	in	the	same	place	for	generations.
Cleveland	was	 like	 a	 picture	 puzzle.	 Everyone	was	 different	 yet	 they	 all,	 somehow,	 fit
together.

I	 took	 a	 deep	 breath	 and	 walked	 through	 the	 front	 door	 before	 Mom	 pushed	 me
outside.	I	looked	up	the	road	for	Melvin.	He	was	weird	but	maybe	it	wouldn’t	hurt	to	hang
out	with	him—for	a	little	while.	I	didn’t	see	him,	so	I	took	a	walk	by	myself.	The	potholes
were	deep	enough	to	swallow	my	cat.	I	swear	I	about	broke	my	ankle	when	I	stepped	in
one.	When	I	got	tired	of	walking,	I	tossed	stones	in	the	creek	and	practiced	climbing	the
tall	 sycamores	 along	 their	 banks.	 I	 had	 to	 get	 better	 at	 climbing	 trees	 in	 case	 Eleanor
scampered	up	one	again.

I	walked	back	to	the	house	and	sat	on	the	front	steps,	resting	my	elbows	on	my	knees
and	my	chin	on	my	hand.	“I	wish	I	had	a	bicycle.”	I	didn’t	dare	ask	Mom	for	one.	She	had
more	important	stuff	to	worry	about	than	spending	money	we	didn’t	have	on	a	bike.	Still	I
wanted	a	Schwinn	Deluxe	so	bad	I	could	almost	taste	it.	I	wanted	a	red	one	with	whitewall
tires,	chrome	fenders	and	a	 rear	carrier.	 I	 imagined	myself	 riding	down	 the	 road	on	one
with	a	dust	cloud	and	my	worries,	trailing	behind	me.	I’d	zoom	so	fast	they’d	never	catch
up	with	me.

I	leaned	over	and	picked	up	a	rock	from	the	yard,	threw	it	out	to	the	creek	then	went	in
the	house	and	eavesdropped	on	 the	 telephone.	 I	 liked	 to	 listen	 to	all	 the	gossip	over	 the
party	line.	You	knew	who	was	talking	because	of	their	special	ring.	Ours	was	two	longs
and	one	short.	Rosie,	the	local	gossip,	had	a	ring	of	three	shorts.	Mom’s	right.	I	need	to	get
on	with	my	life.

I	was	used	to	hanging	out	by	myself,	though,	because	I	never	made	many	friends	up
north.	 I	 didn’t	 fit	 in.	 The	 kids	 there	 said,	 “You’re	 a	 hillbilly,	 Teddy,”	 and,	 “You	 talk
funny.”	But	they	were	the	ones	who	were	different.	They	ate	different	foods,	they	played
different	games	and	they	were	the	ones	who	talked	funny.	They	danced	the	polka.	Can	you
believe	that?	Mom	even	started	going	to	the	dances.	I	think	we	got	out	of	Cleveland	just	in
time.

Yet	 all	 that	was	OK,	 because	 I	 had	Dad.	We	were	 buddies.	 I	 just	wish	we	 had	 left
before	the	accident.	Maybe	if	we	hadn’t	moved	there	in	the	first	place,	he’d	still	be	with
us.	Life	had	too	many	if’s	and	or’s.	Now	all	I	had	left	of	him	was	an	old	piece	of	paper
with	a	list	of	promises	that	would	never	happen.
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I	never	ever	believed	I	would	think	this	but	I	sure	wish	school	would	hurry	and	start.	It
might	keep	my	mind	off	things.	I	needed	to	get	a	new	life.	This	new	school	might	be	just
the	place	to	find	one.
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