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MATTHEW LEDREW

In this stunning anthology of short stories from bestselling superhero author Matthew LeDrew, Xander Drew leaves his hometown in Maine on a coming-of-age trek across the continental United States. Every stop along the way yields thrills, surprises, adventure, and questions that leave the young hero wondering about his place in the world.
This book is a magnificent continuation of the Black Womb series, and acts as a bridge into the next stage of its lead characters life in the acclaimed Xander Drew series!
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I’ve been walking for a week and a half straight.

I push my body past the point of hunger, past the point of exhaustion... past the point where I have any right to keep breathing, let alone keep up the brisk pace I’ve set for myself. I run until my legs get rubbery and the bones in my knees threaten to snap under the strain... and then the womb’s ability to heal kicks in and I get to start it all over again. 

I’ve just passed Waterville on Route 65 when this dance starts again, black blood pumping up and surging through my joints and muscles, moistening them where need be, strengthening them in others. It gives me energy as if from nowhere, and suddenly the dull throb in the back of my head isn’t pounding quite so hard, and the feeling of the highway against the soles of my feet doesn’t make me want to die quite so much. A moment later those bad things are gone completely.

Deep down inside, I feel a rumbling that has nothing to do with my stomach. A kick and a squirm against my rib cage as the womb hammers at the walls of its prison, trying to get out. I swallow back hard to fight it, and that’s when I realize my mouth is full of blood. But it’s not the coppery, metallic taste one associates with red blood... it’s a taste only I know. It’s the putrid taste of the black blood that I have to thank for the sudden boost of vitality a moment ago. It tastes like rotten milk mixed with burning hair and silver.

My eyes shoot back open, and I realize for the first time that they’d been closed for almost half a mile. I pour on the speed as the night sky begins to cloud and threatens to rain on me. As my human heart and lungs begin to ache and strain, the womb finally stops slamming quite so hard.

Not altogether, just not quite so hard.

Its taken me over twice since I left home. Each time when I woke up, I found myself eight or ten miles back from where it overcame me. Trying to get back to Coral Beach. To the friends I left there. To finish the job it started.

The pack on my back feels like it weighs a ton easily, and the stench of sweat on my clothes makes me wish to God I didn’t have enhanced senses, but I block it all out. I try to focus on something else... anything else but what’s behind me. What I’m running from.

The forests to either side of me are dark and ominous. The evergreens make shadowy faces at me, waving about in the slight breeze that keeps me cool. I try not to stare at them too much, or the faces start to look familiar. The road in front of me seems to go on forever, and it’s been hours since I’ve seen a car. Days since one has stopped to see if I needed help. The last one that did was a portly trucker, about forty-five. Overweight and clad in a flannel shirt and faded jeans, he looked like he’d stepped right out of Smokey and the Bandit. He’d pulled over about a quarter mile from where he’d passed me and waited for me to catch up, getting out of the cab when I got close. He had a grin on that was a little endearing, with a toothpick sticking out of the corner of his mouth and wearing a baseball cap with a faded picture of a bulldozer on it. He’d asked me if I needed help, and I’d looked him right in the eyes. I didn’t need a mirror to know that when I did, he saw that they were as black as ebony... maybe even blacker. He’d stumbled backward and slipped on the slick, pebble-ridden pavement, slamming his back and skittering back toward the oversized wheels of his truck.

I’d flashed my teeth at him. Not the ones I was born with, the ones that stayed hidden until I needed them. The ones that were sharp and jagged like butcher’s knives, and were yellow for no right reason other than they were. The ones that usually came out of my gums dripping with my blood, and went back in dripping with someone else’s.

He’d slammed the cab door shut so fast that I thought the rusted hinges would crack, and then drove off with the roar of a powerful engine and the rankness of burning rubber. It made my nose itch and I coughed once as I watched him speed away, wondering briefly why I had frightened him off.

Then I remembered the reason I’d left home, and decided that the fat hick was better off having never known me. That a hell of a lot of people would have been better off if they had never known me.

My foot hits off a big rock on the side of the road, and suddenly I’m back to reality. I feel one or two droplets against the nape of my neck, and realize that all the stars are gone. I wonder what will come first, the rain or the dawn. Not that one would stop the other, even if it could.

The road ahead takes a sharp turn to the right and I stop to catch my bearings, kicking up a fair amount of dust as I do. It dissipates into the atmosphere around me slowly as I pop the calcium in my neck, releasing the tension in the cartilage and also giving me a kick jolt of pain that helps keep me awake. I lean down, resting the palms of my hands against my knees the way my father always used to after he’d spent a few hours chopping wood, and take several deep breaths before straightening. Squinting my eyes, I hear the faint squirting sound as blackness covers them anew. It’s like the sound toothpaste makes when you squeeze it from the tube, that’s the best I can describe it. Suddenly my vision is alive as if it were daylight. Better than daylight, there are no shadows to me.

The lights of Waterville are a dim memory on the horizon. Even if the womb escaped right here and now, it wouldn’t get back in time to do any damage to the town or its people. Not that I’m about to let it out, it’s just nice to know. The pavement has begun to sparkle and shine as raindrops slowly patter against it, like the stars I watched come out a few hours before.

There’s a town not far west, I’ll have reached it by morning. Might be able to reach it even sooner, but running in the rain is messy business, and I’d just as soon take it slow. I wrack my brain trying to think back to the maps of the state that Mr. Miles used to have hung up in homeroom, but for the life of me I can’t remember any side road that will take me away from this small town, whatever it is. Every other place I’ve been able to avoid or bypass in some way, to stay out of sight of the people inside. I’d passed through Waterville, but it had been at night, and the only people who were around to notice me were a couple of teenagers, and they’d been too drunk to notice by the smell of them. High too, but that was besides the point.

I briefly consider cutting through the forests, but one look at them makes me reconsider. The contents of my pack might not survive the trees and branches, and that was the last thing I wanted right now. Those few items were all I had of home, and I carried them on my back as carefully as I could. I let out a heavy sigh and decide that I can easily get through town unnoticed, even in broad daylight.

I hoist the pack’s shoulder straps with both hands, adjusting the weight a little. It wasn’t until that point, when I felt the blood rush back into the pinched areas of my chest, that I realized exactly how long I’d been carrying it. I grunt and grit my teeth, grabbing the straps even tighter, until my knuckles turn white, and start toward town.

The rain made it before the dawn, and it poured.
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A big, blue sign with white letters and a dent or two on it that looked to be made by bullets had welcomed me to the town of Kannibus, Maine about two miles back. Population one thousand and eight and dropping, although the sign had not advertised the ‘and dropping’ part. It had, however, advertised the best apple crumble in this county, which had started my mouth watering right then and there.

As I swallow back spit, I remind myself that I don’t need food. Then again, I don’t need cigarettes either, but since I’m going through town anyway, the temptation to pick up a pack is becoming too much to ignore. I also don’t need the touch of a woman, but I never once turned it down from Julie Peterson... except for that one time. So, I decide that need is something very different from want, and that a smoke and some apple crumble might provide me with some natural fuel and the will to keep going on the road ahead, even when this town is far behind.

There’s no snow on the ground here, and it takes a harsh wind to remind me that it’s still winter. I can’t see the buildings yet, I’m still about a quarter mile from that, but I can already smell them. The sun’s about ten degrees into the sky, so I measure that it’s a little after nine am, and my enhanced hearing picks up the groan of engines as people find their way to work. About five minutes later, three cars pass me in rapid succession heading back the way I came, probably going to work in Waterville. Something tells me that it’s as close to rush hour as this town ever sees.

My head tilts from left to right like it’s on a swivel, and I feel myself starting to lose my concentration on the road ahead, but decide that’s a good thing. Someone looking too focused in a place like this might draw attention that I really don’t need. Or want, for that matter. The trees that surround me are starting to get thinner, and the grass and marsh that surround them are scattered more and more with the sawed off stumps of where more had been. The type of tree is getting more diverse as well. Only a few hours ago there had only been those shadowy evergreen faces to keep me company, but now they’re joined by maple, oak, and the occasional spruce.

The first sign of civilization I see (besides the sign two and a half miles back) is what remains of a park. Not the type of park with swings and see-saws, and those annoying metal horses on springs that I could never quite get to work right... it was a camping park, a nature park. It had rusted red gates across it now though, and looked as though it had for quite some time. An old wooden sign had a name on it that I’m sure is Native American and I am equally sure I am not going to attempt to pronounce, followed by a declaration of the park’s hours of operation that had since been scratched out. The only thing within sight that looks less than ten years old was the chain and padlock that keeps the gates together, they sparkle like they’re new. Somewhere not far beyond the gates, I hear the sound of a babbling brook, its steady stream caressing small, round rocks and probably making morning foam. I stop and eye the locked gate for a moment or two, and realize one thing the welcome sign hadn’t read: Kannibus, Maine: Ghost Town.

Not abandoned, just dying, but a ghost town all the same. Probably built during the boom of the steel or coal industry and left to slowly bleed to death ever since. Seems like just as good a place as anywhere for someone like me, at least for a few hours.

I’m not even five minutes’ walk past the gates to the park and I see the first buildings, a small convenience store and three houses.

The store’s whitewash paint has been half chipped off its siding, revealing an odd dark blue color underneath in some spots, and nothing but rotted wood in others. It has gas pumps out front, two of those self-serve ones, but there’s no sign saying the price and they look faded and unused... and I ain’t smelled a lick of gas since those cars passed me. 

The sign across the front reads : ‘Hannah’s Convenience and Garden Shop,’ but there’s no sign of vegetation anywhere, none of the tell-tale sights and smells that come with that sort of growth. No fertilizer, no bone-meal, and most of all: no plants. Not so much as a tulip or a turnip. 

There are posters in the front window advertising movies for rent, and from what I can see through the open front door, that much appears to be true. But the posters are also advertising ‘The Crow’ and ‘Seven Years in Tibet’ as new releases, so it’s obvious how much effort they’re putting into it.

As I start to pass the battered old business, I catch a glimpse of snack food and bread on the shelves, and an old man wearing a green sweatshirt and Sunday pants sitting between the checkout and the cigarette display. The itch I’ve been feeling in my chest ever since I thought of smokes awhile back begins to get the better of me, and I feel my body turning toward the store without my knowledge. I stop myself, remembering how little money was actually in my bank account before I cleaned it out, and that there was nothing saying that this guy wouldn’t be as forgiving about legal age as my home town was. But somehow, looking at the disinterested man struggling to stay awake behind the counter, I severely doubted that last part. Still, one had to admire him. He’d obviously tried every trick he could think of to keep his business alive, only to be met with defeat every time.

I know a thing or two about that.

As for the three houses, they’re nothing much to write home about either. Bungalows, all three of them, each with a pretty equal stake of land. No fences, and some of the windows don’t even have curtains on them, even though they’re close enough together that John Smith A could probably see right into Jane Smith B’s bedroom. Two of them have the same, plain off-white siding; while the other had chosen a ghastly shade of pink. That’s right, pink. Either the person who was living there was color blind, or they had the worst taste I have ever seen in all my life. Or they’d lost a bet. But more than likely, the reason was because it was cheap. Aside from that obvious difference, the homes were pretty much the same. Roofs that peak just a little off center, chimney that hadn’t been used in years, two windows on the front and three in the back and a rickety old porch that led up to the front door. One of the white houses has a barbeque accompanying its porch, and the pink house’s lawn is scattered with children’s toys. And they are all as quiet as a grave right now.

I think I see something move in white house number two, but choose to ignore it and keep on moving. Maybe it will do the same.

The trees are further back from the road now, but they’re still there. The roads are kept up pretty good for a dying town, and I realize that’s the reason it was built right on top of Route 65 instead of off of it: easy way to get the county to pick up the tab on the upkeep of your roads. These people might have been cheap, but they sure weren’t dumb.

I step over a blind hill and there’s another row of houses on the opposite side of the road, and trees on my side. I resist the urge to just back-flip into the cover of the brush and keep on walking, keeping a watchful eye on the windows and doors that seem to be staring at me like eyes now. Maybe I’ve just watched that episode of the Twilight Zone about the small town that doesn’t like strangers one too many times, but I can feel the hairs on the back of my neck reach for the sky like they’ve been held at gunpoint, and can’t for the life of me figure out why.

Maybe this place just reminds me a little too much of home.

The houses are getting more and more plentiful now. I’ll be in the heart of town soon, and I try to distract myself by thinking of that sweet apple crumble in my mouth. Most of the homes seem about the same as the first two, just small dwellings for small families, some identical to the last and some with slight differences. There was one that was just a trailer, and there was a middle-aged woman gathering up children’s toys out of the dirt and mud in front of its entrance. She turned and looked at me, first with surprise, and then with hallowed, sunken eyes. She glared for just a moment, then dropped the toys and went back into her house, shooing a young child back in as she went.

Then there was that house.

I’m so busy watching the woman picking up the toys that I almost don’t notice. It’s like it snuck right up on me, which, given its size, is no easy task. It is easily twice as long as the largest of the other homes, and the only two-story one I’ve seen since entering Kannibus. The bottom story is made of brick and opens to an extravagant porch which is the size of the trailer itself. Attached to its side is a three car garage with a convertible parked in the driveway. A quick glance around back and I can see a basketball court and a small workshop that’s the size of the pink house down the street. It has four times the property of the other homes... and this one does have a fence around it. And not some dinky little picket fence either, one with wire and metal that was probably the most extreme thing the town council would allow. Several signs tacked to the fence warn to beware of the dogs, but I don’t see any from where I stand. That doesn’t mean I don’t think they are there. It just means that I don’t feel quite so uneasy about the other houses now.

And the very next house over is a one room with no siding that might as well be called a shack. It’s easy to see which family has the money in this town.

I keep walking, and the road starts to wind and turn a little, up this hill and over that, swerving left and then veering right. I’d hate to see someone trying to drive over this drunk, which I’m sure happens more often than not.

I look up ahead and see a blind turn right next to an old bakery that looks to be still in business, next to an old gas station that clearly isn’t. I smell the yeast cooking along with the distinct aroma of cinnamon rolls, and for a moment I’ve forgotten about the apple crumble and the cigarettes, no easy task. I lick my lips and realize how dry they really were as I pass the gas station, once again fumbling the change in my pocket, wondering exactly how much I have.

This station looks like it’s been out of luck for the last five years or more, with all of the plate glass windows beaten in and scorch marks all along one side. I take the time to shake my head at the idiocy of someone setting fire to an abandoned gas station for fun, and then continue on my way, pushing the rolls out of my head and reminding myself that I’m not here to browse like some Yankee tourist, I’m here to get past this place, and get some apple crumble if it’s on the way.

There’s another house just past the bakery that I can only see the roof of. It’s built on a plateau just a little way down from street level, with a set of hastily manufactured stairs leading down to it. There’s no front yard, and the back yard is another steep drop off that seems to go on for some time, though it’s hard to tell with all the trees. The house itself is little more than a shanty, with the dark green roof taking up its majority. The siding is again a plain white, the door a magenta red. The stairs (hastily built or not, on second glance appear sturdy) lead to a narrow porch which wraps around to the other side of the domicile, and I bet that the view from it is spectacular. There are toys scattered along this balcony. Nothing extravagant, just a cheap red and yellow plastic bike that looks like it could have belonged to a boy or a girl really, and a doll house which looked to be better maintained than the house itself. It was clearly a one bedroom house, and as I walk past I get a better view of it. The windows are cracked, one of them broken with panel board nailed over the front. The siding, while in good condition, did not extend over the entire house. Since winter (even the mild one this town seemed to be having) wasn’t a siding season, I assume that whoever owns it had run out of money and couldn’t scrounge up any more before the summer ended.

I soon have an image in my head of the occupants of the home, even though they were nowhere in sight. I picture the child, maybe three or four, wearing clothes that are ripped and much too small for her anyway, Mommy having long ago stopped trying to keep up with her growth spurts. She’s still pudgy with baby fat and her first word will probably be a curse, but Mom will tell the neighbors it’s something else, like ‘duck’ or ‘shirt’. As for Mom herself, she wore tank tops and cut-off jeans, but she wasn’t some 40 - something mom clinging to her youth, she was definitely young enough to pull it off. Daddy had worked on the mines and had to move to find work. First he sent checks every two weeks, then every month, then when he got around to it... then never at all and his phone was disconnected. For some reason in my mind she was a redhead, and she had a nice tan. Don’t ask me why, I don’t really know. Either way, I fully expect Tammy (that sounds about right, somehow, again I don’t know why) to be a grandmother by the time she was thirty and a great grandmother by the time she was forty-five, and that both grandchildren and great grandchildren would end up referring to her as ‘mom’.

I shake my head and just kept walking, noticing a corner store that looks far better off than the first one I’d seen just as I started to round that big blind turn, which turns out to also be a blind hill. I think for a second that this might be where my promised apple crumble lay in wait for me, but decide not, figuring that there would be some sign outside to advertise it further. Instead, there are signs promoting $3.48 Milk! And Hershey’s Chocolate Bars: 2 / 99 cents. For some inexplicable reason there is a large blue cartoon cat next to the sign above the door, which proudly proclaimed: ‘Neighbor’s Convenience and Pharmacy’ in bright red letters. I wonder how good business could possibly be. I’ve only seen ten houses since I’ve come into town, and so far two stores. This one, however, looks to be doing a little better. It’s still quaint, but it’s kept up well and if it had served the apple crumble I long for, I would have eaten it right off the table without a worry in the world.

I’m almost past the place, and the next house has caught my eye (again with the pink siding, it must have been a good sale) when I notice her.

She’s small and fragile, having to use both hands and just about all of her body weight to push open the front door of Neighbor’s Convenience, and one of those hands clutched a brown paper bag brimming with red licorice as if it were gold. She’s about three, and is wearing a puffy little blue dress with white lace around the edges and up the middle, a matching white ribbon tied into the auburn hair that looks as though it might have been blonde just a while back in the summer months. I picture the girl’s mother smiling as she put it in that morning, and the girl squirming impatiently as she did. Her eyes are big and hazel, and would no doubt give her some trouble with boys in about a decade’s time, as they probably did her mother. Eyes like that never come from the father, I’ve come to discover. She’s a healthy child by the looks of her, too. Plump, but by no means overweight the way most children are these days, and her cheeks jiggle just a little as she turns her head back toward the store clerk and says “Tank Hue.”

I can’t help but smile when she says that, my enhanced hearing carrying it over from across the road as if it were Dolby Digital. I stop walking altogether for the first time since I came into town, and watch as she trots along the parking lot toward the road and turns left once she was on it, her nose squarely planted into her bag of licorice, hair falling to either side of her face.

I get that sick feeling in the back of my throat again as the womb perks up, and I feel like punching myself in the side as hard as I can to shut it up, deciding to get out of town before I do something to this child that I pray I won’t remember. My mouth has that burning hair taste I’ve come to dread over the last five months as I start to walk away... but then that black blood reaches my ears, and I hear something that doesn’t make me smile. It’s the sound of fast spinning wheels kicking up pebbles, followed by the scent of cheap motor oil and gasoline, and even a little marijuana (which shouldn’t have shocked me in a town named Kannibus).

As I turn, everything’s slow motion. I’m never quite sure if that’s all in my head. Maybe that’s just the way it happens, or maybe I’m moving that fast that everything seems to be in slow motion... but I try not to give myself that much credit. In any case, I can see the little girl in the blue dress walking along in red dress shoes about four feet too far from the edge of the road, and my eye just catches what appears to be a late eighties sport car coming up over the blind hill leading into the blind turn.

He’ll hit her and not even realize it, the way these roads were made.

I take two steps and realize that I’m not going to make it, so I stretch out my arms and jump for all it’s worth, my tired legs popping at the knees with the sudden elaborate use after days of monotonous walking. For a second, I’m convinced that the car is the only thing moving, getting steadily closer one inch at a time while I just hang there in the air and the child remains in mid step, still looking into her bag of candy (which wasn’t that long, really. It had been about ten seconds since she had opened the store doors). The second my arms touch the girl time speeds up again, and I feel her tiny body topple under my weight, and allow myself a sigh of relief.

That’s when the car’s fender connects with my right hip.

As the lower half of body jolts to one side without the benefit of being followed by my upper half, the rational part of my brain tries to tell me that I’m fine. That I’ve felt worse than this. A lot worse, actually, and a lot more often. However, in moments such as these, the rational part of my brain is often minuscule in comparison to the portion screaming out in sheer agony as I feel what I’ve come to recognize as muscle pulling itself away from bones.

I hit the pavement about five feet away from where I made contact and just keep rolling, furthering the injuries even as they try and heal themselves. 

In a lot of ways, the healing is worse than the original offense. Imagine the worst pain you ever felt, then imagine it happening again in reverse slow motion. Times that by ten and try to fight an unnatural organ or two from doing what comes naturally to them while keeping a lid on your emotions, and you’re half way to figuring out what my day is usually like.

I finally come to a stop against a guardrail, at just the right angle to see the car speeding around the blind turn. I had been right, he wouldn’t even know he’d hit something until he got home and saw the shape of my hip in his front bumper. Across the street, some old man is peering out his living room window at me, waiting to see what will happen. He probably got that house for this express reason, the same reason people go to stock car races or watch reality tv: as a people, we just love to see the wrecks.

I start to move just as the old guy reaches for the phone, no doubt to call 911... or maybe his friend in the next house over, who knows really. His eyes widen just a little. He’s never seen road kill that moves before. If I could lift my arm, I’d give him the finger.

There’s a whimper a few feet to my left just as my bones finish setting themselves with a wet snap that reminds me of the sound of ripping chicken off the bone after it’s been in the fridge for a few hours, and I remember the reason I got myself into this mess in the first place. I look up and see her face down on the pavement, sobbing to break her tiny heart. One of those little red shoes has come off and rolled close to me, and my heart races as I pick it up.

The movement is sheer agony, always is. My body cries out in utter defiance as I force myself to my feet and take the two steps between the two of us, and that sour milk taste is threatening to burn away my tonsils. I can feel the blood pumping in my ears as I reach out to touch her shoulder. I stop, rethinking it. This isn’t home, and this kid hasn’t grown up two blocks down from me her whole life.

“Are you okay?” I croak out. My voice sounds odd even to me, either from disuse or misuse, take your pick as to which. I touch my throat just to make sure that didn’t get damaged in the accident as well, and am pleased to find no blood on my hand when I withdraw it. That’s good. Neck wounds tend to be hellish.

She turns toward me with a face filled with tears and eyes brimming with more, her lower lip looking to be set to constant vibrate, billowing up and down like a ruler snapped over a desk. Her hair is messed up now, strands of it going everywhere, and there’s a small scrape across her forehead that’s not even bleeding, but still was cause enough to raise warning bells within my psyche. There are now licorice scattered all over the parking lot and street, most of the sticky candy now covered with pebbles and smut, and I pray that is the only reason for her tears.

She doesn’t answer me, not in any way I can understand anyway. She just shoves forward, wrapping her arms around me and shoving her salt water and mucus-strewn face into the only clean shirt I have, her pudgy little fingers grabbing the back of my shirt and holding it tightly. She starts to mumble what happened (as if I wasn’t there), but I’m not really catching a word of it. Between her cute little girl way of mixing up words, the speed of her panicked speech, and the tears still caught in her throat, it comes out as one big wail with varying pitches where words begin and end.

Nobody can cry like kids can cry. They cry like whatever’s going on is the worst thing that’s happened in their entire lives... because really, it is. Kids have no reference for pain. They don’t have that little voice in their head to says ‘you’ve felt worse,’ because they haven’t. That scratch on her forehead is probably the worst thing she’s ever experienced, judging by the relative lack of scars on the child.

There’s no rationalizing a child’s pain either, no explaining what’s happened so they can just get over it. For all she knows, she’s dying. No wonder she’s scared. So, I do the only thing I can do: I stroke my hand against the back of her head as calmly and rhythmically as I can, and say the occasional “Shhh...” when her breathing tells me she might be getting upset all over again.

We stay there for about ten minutes before she starts to calm down, and I realize I have too. The womb isn’t pounding at the gates anymore, and my adrenaline rush from a few minutes before is way down. My heart rate has slowed, and the blood in the back of my throat tastes like regular blood again.

I must be the only person in the world that gets happy when he tastes coppery blood in his mouth.

When her sobbing subsides enough that I think I can let her go without starting another fit, I take my hand off her head and back up a pace, kneeling down so that we’re closer to eye level. “Are you okay now?” I ask, trying my best to make my gruff voice sound compassionate. I hope that it at least passes for human.

She nods, though her head is still turned downward, and the sobs (while few) still come, each one shaking her entire body.

“Okay,” I say, forcing a smile onto my face. Those muscles haven’t been used in so long it almost hurts. “My name’s Alexander. What’s yours?”

She sniffs once, wipes her nose in her arm, and then looks at me. “I’m Klarissa.”

“Okay Klarissa. Do you want to tell me what you were doing out in the street like that?”

She huffs, rolling those big eyes of hers dramatically, her arms flapping down by her sides in exasperation. “Mummy was urking at the rest rant sos I had to go to Nannysmith’s hose for little wile sos Mummy can rake enough money to boy mya pony someday and race it at nascar. She wasgonna tack me to par, but she had work and Nannysmith smells weir sos I went to par all by meself (cause eya bigurl) hen se watch stories. Not s’good as Dora tories but Nannysmith like sem. Sos I was goin two the par but I want sum candy and den I gots ome candy en den hue ushed me. And I’m spittin mad!” She stomps her foot once against the pavement, then spat milky saliva onto the ground, to show that she did indeed know what spitting mad meant.

“Okay...” I drawl, raising an eyebrow. “I’m not even gonna pretend I understood a word of that, but somewhere in there I think I heard ‘Mommy’?”

She makes a very large nod of her head, and I begin to get the impression that she’s patronizing me a little, which was more than a little amusing. The smile isn’t fake now.

Another car passes us, and all the occupants turn their heads to look at the child and I as they drive by, even going so far as to slow down a little. The people are no doubt wondering what the stranger was doing crouched down next to one of their youth, with licorice scattered all around them. God only knows what their minds have already come up with. I turn toward the vehicle with the intention of flipping them off, but they’ve already disappeared behind that damned blind turn.

Almost growling, my hip still remarkably sore, I rise to my feet and extend my hand to the child. She takes it. I’m not sure if that’s good thing or not, after all, I am a perfect stranger. But that’s not any of my concern, really. Screw the apple crumble. I’ve been in this crappy little town for fifteen minutes and I’ve already broken three bones, been run over by a car, and looked at like a pedophile. No pastry is worth this. I’m getting my cigarettes and getting back on the damn road. “Can you take me to your Mommy?” I ask, and she immediately turns, squeezes my hand a little, and starts walking down over the blind hill the way I was headed anyway.

[image: symbol.gif]

I walk with her for about ten minutes when I notice her start to slow down considerably, and I realize that her little feet are getting tired, so I scoop her up onto my shoulder without a word. She laughs when I do, leaning forward to rest against my head and bouncing herself every few minutes, as if to say: ‘giddy-up’. 

We pass a few more houses and the park that my young friend must have been referring to (which I notice has not one but several of those horses on the metal springs that I can never figure out), and then another store. I’m beginning to wonder if the ratio of stores to houses in this community are 1:1, but Klarissa starts to fidget and I push the thought out of my mind. The houses themselves seem to be getting worse and worse with each step I take. Most of them don’t have any siding now, or half-finishing siding. One was missing a north wall, which would have been fine for a house under construction, but the remainder of the home looks well lived in, as does the rusted out Ford parked haphazardly on the front lawn. The streets themselves are nearly deserted, with a car passing by every now and again. Only now they seem to slow more as they passed Klarissa and me... not much, but enough that I could see at least one head in each vehicle turn and look me up and down. The drivers were all young. Not as young as me, mind you, but young all the same.

One overweight man in his mid-forties peddles his bike up the road in the opposite direction as me on the other side of the road. His shirt is faded and full of mustard stains, and flip-flop sandals barely contain feet stained by tar and nails that were barely clinging to their anchors. He winked at me as he rode by, twitching his head to one side as he did, and I did my best not to make eye contact until he was gone.

The next house looks gawdy even by the standards that this town has set (pink is in season this year, after all). This one’s color was normal enough, though (white with a dark blue trim), but everything else about it simply cried out for attention. On the lawn, three flamingos are perched in a semicircle facing one another, and they look somehow as if they’re having a conversation about me. To the right of that is wooden cut out of the baby from ‘Who framed Roger Rabbit?’. Three mannequins are sitting around a large fountain which spouts blue water, and there’s an entire Smurf village which I can’t help but think Mike would either love or be terrified of. There also appears to be a painting the size of a movie screen of a train on their back yard, actually sprayed onto the grass.

“That’s Missusus Flarity’s house,” Klarissa states matter-of-factly, pointing a finger at the house. “She gives out candy apples for Hall oh wean.”

We come upon a big hill on a very steep angle when we make the next turn. My young friend starts to squirm to get off as if she’s used to having to hop down at this point, but I keep her up there, mainly because this is yet another of those blind hills, and I’m not keen on the idea of jumping in front of another moving vehicle. The march up isn’t easy. It may not look like winter here at the moment, but it certainly is. You can tell by how slippery the roads are, and maintaining my footing on them hurts the
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