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Margaret

2014

IN THE TIME IT TOOK A MAN TO SPEAK a single sentence, I discovered three things: there’s a reason a judge’s robe looks like the Grim Reaper’s; a blooming jacaranda tree can feel like a big fat slap in the face; and there is such a thing as a silent scream.

“For the crimes of arson and murder in the first degree, I sentence you, John Thomas O’Malley, to death, the time and method of which are to be determined by the Arizona Board of Corrections.”

Before Judge Biggs had finished speaking, while his ugly words were still smashing through the courtroom, I jerked my face away from the judge—his bat-black robe and flat shark’s eyes—and straight toward a big, arched window.
 
Outside, jacaranda branches moved in the wind, branches so thick with purple-blue flowers that it was like someone had told them, “This is your last day in all of history to bloom, so go crazy.” The sight of them made me want to burst into tears, screech at the top of my lungs because, at a time like that, nothing had the right to be so beautiful and glowing and easy as those flowers against the blue, blue sky.

But I didn’t cry. I sat stiller than I’d ever sat, just kind of falling in on myself, getting denser and smaller, and all the while I screamed. Not with my vocal cords, nothing so pure and ordinary as that. My mouth didn’t move, but I screamed with my whole body, my hair, my fingers, the back of my neck, the pit of my stomach, the pores of my skin. I screamed until I didn’t have any voice left, until I was empty, and then I floated, shivering, in an ice-cold ocean of silence.

I would have stayed there, maybe forever, but the world tugged me back. Someone’s arm was around me. Someone was wailing a high, choked-throat wail (it was my mother). Someone was saying my name. And then out of all of it, my dad materialized, holding out his hands, so I went and I put my freezing hands inside them, and I’ll never for my entire life forget how warm they were. But even as we stood there, holding on, he was being pulled away.

“Listen, Margaret. Look at me and listen.”

I tried to do what he asked.

“Are you listening?”

I nodded.

“There is one Now . . ,” he recited.

I shook my head, confused.

“Daddy.”

“No. Say it. Finish the line. There is one Now. . . .”

I still didn’t understand, but he was so insistent that I called up the rest, said the words that were as familiar as my own face in the mirror.

“The spot where I stand.”

“And one way the road goes . . . ,” he went on.

“Daddy! Why—?”

“And one way the road goes . . .”

He didn’t let go of my hands.

I sighed and finished it, “Onward, onward.”


There is one Now: the spot where I stand,

And one way the road goes: onward, onward.



The words had been passed down in our family for generations. A sort of poem. No, not a poem. A vow, a sacred one. My father called it a forswearing because it wasn’t a vowing to; it was a vowing not to. When it had come my turn to take the vow, I’d done so without question. But why was he asking for it now, when there was so much else to say? What place could it have here?

His body relaxed. He kissed my hands and smiled his familiar smile at me.

“That’s my girl,” he said. “I love you.”

“I love you, Daddy.”

I said it, even though my mouth felt dry as sand. It was the best and biggest truth I had, but right then, it felt tiny and weak compared to the enormous lie that had just fallen from Judge Biggs’s mouth and onto our lives like a thousand tons of bricks. For a second, my father was with me, his face the one clear thing in a world of noise and chaos.

And then—just like that—he was gone.

He didn’t do it.

I know how that sounds coming from me, his daughter, his only child, but trust me when I tell you that everyone who knew him, everyone who had ever met him, even for a minute in the grocery line or at the gas station, knew there was no way John O’Malley could ever hurt another person. He was a fighter, yes, but a colossally kind one, the type of man who makes people—even kids—dig up words they don’t usually use like “benevolent” and “gracious” and “colossally kind.”

Once, when I asked how he could be so decent to everyone—because I don’t find it nearly as easy—he told me it was because he figured out at some point that everyone was a human being exactly as much as he was and he had to honor that, even when it was hard.

He didn’t do it. He couldn’t have done it.

Ask anyone.

Even ask the jury who convicted my father. Even—and I’d bet my life on this—ask Judge Biggs with his ugly black robe and his rotten little soul who sentenced my dad to death in the same voice he probably uses to order lunch. They wouldn’t admit it—no way—but deep down, they all had to know that John O’Malley could no sooner have committed that crime than he could’ve flown to Jupiter.

Not crime. Crimes.

Arson. Murder.

It would have been funny if it weren’t so terrible. My father would not have burned down that stupid laboratory even if he could’ve gotten a signed affidavit from God that it was empty. And if he had come across it burning, just happened to be passing by, you can bet he would’ve run in without a second thought to save whoever might be inside.

I promise you, the words “arson” and “murder” had no business being in the same sentence with my father’s name. Neither did the word “death.”

Maybe I should’ve seen it coming. After all, he’d been convicted. If he could be convicted, if that totally wrong thing could happen, then anything could happen, right? And Judge Biggs was infamous for slapping people with the very harshest sentences possible.

But more than that, the giant, towering, shameful fact was that this town, my town, Victory, Arizona, was a company town, and Judge Lucas Biggs was a company man. My dad had done about the bravest (and some would say most foolish) thing you could do in my town: he’d taken a stand against Victory Fuels.

I knew all that. But it’s one thing to know facts with your mind, and it’s another thing to be thirteen years old and to sit inside a courtroom in your Easter dress and watch your father, the best person in your world or maybe any, be led away in handcuffs out the door of the courtroom and out of the everyday world of freedom and sunlight and blossoming, out of your world, for the very last time.

Outside, the reporters waited, cawing and crowding in like a murder of crows, just like we’ve all seen on TV. Except that when it’s happening to you, it’s nothing like that because you’re not watching it, you’re living right inside its nightmare center, and right inside your own body, which feels stunned and stinging, like someone’s been scrubbing it with steel wool, and about as exposed and fragile as a newborn kitten.

I was on the verge of total, crazy, animal panic, when my friend Charlie was suddenly right there.

“Hey,” he said.

He put an arm around me, which would’ve been awkward in any other situation, since he and I weren’t the touchy kind of friends, even though we’d known each other forever. But in this situation, it felt normal, like the first natural thing to happen all that day. As dazed as I was right then, I still felt grateful.

“Keep your head down and keep walking,” he said in my ear.

I did. We followed my mom, who was being propped up by her best friend, Anne Jensen (or Dr. AJ), who had known me, literally, since the first second I was born, being the doctor who’d delivered me. Right before we got to the car, the reporters gave up on us and turned in unison, like a flock of idiot birds, back toward the steps of the courthouse. Roland Wise, our lawyer, was getting ready to give a statement, just like he’d told us he would.

Roland Wise was a man of his word, a lawyer who made you feel bad for ever thinking lawyers were sleazy (although I can’t say the same for the prosecutor). I knew he would come by the house later, because he’d said he’d do that, too, to talk about “our next step,” although in the state I was in, I found it hard to believe there was any step that wouldn’t plunge us all straight over the edge of a cliff.

Just before I got into Dr. AJ’s car, in the little space of sort-of quiet after the reporters had clamored away, Charlie leaned in and said in a low, urgent voice, “So, here’s the deal, no way are we letting them get away with this.”

What he said barely registered. He took my arm and shook it.

“Hey! This is not over. Do you hear me?”

I looked blankly down at my shoes, cream-colored ballerina flats that I’d loved when I bought them, but that now seemed to belong to another girl, someone I didn’t know. Same with my feet, my ankles, the hands that dangled down useless against my blue dress. None of it looked like mine.

“Margaret!”

My head felt so heavy as I lifted it to meet his eyes. Charlie, looking way too tidy. He’d gotten his always-shaggy hair cut at the start of the trial, a gesture that had made my mom put her hand on his cheek, call him “sweet boy,” and cry.

“Okay,” I said in some other girl’s voice.

“No, seriously!” said Charlie. “Grandpa Joshua thinks he knows a way we can fix this and save your dad.”

I looked over Charlie’s shoulder and saw his grandfather, tall, straight, and skinny in his suit, with hair as all over the place as Charlie’s usually was, but white. Same smart, serious brown eyes as Charlie’s. He nodded at me, and, in a vague, disconnected way, I felt sorry for the old man for thinking that justice was possible, for thinking for a second that anyone or anything could be saved.

“Come over tomorrow morning,” said Charlie, “and we’ll make a plan.”

His voice was so charged up, it sounded almost angry. I shook my head.

“Hey!” He gripped my arm harder.

Pulling myself away, I got into the car and didn’t even flick my eyes toward Charlie until he banged on the window with his palm.

“Be there,” he said.

I didn’t answer, just flicked my eyes away again, staring straight ahead and not looking back, even when I heard Charlie shouting my name, over and over, fainter and fainter. Pretty soon, his voice was as gone as everything else, and I was back on that ocean of silence, as alone as I had ever been in my life.
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Josh

1938

“NEXT STOP, VICTORY, ARIZONA!” hollered the conductor of the streamlined, high-speed, silver-sided, all-steel, superdeluxe, ultramodern Desert Zephyr. I craned my neck to see over my little brother Preston’s bobbing head, but all I glimpsed was an endless range of sawtooth mountains reclining beneath a towering sky.

Two days before, a doctor in Memphis, Tennessee, had looked at an X-ray of Preston’s lungs and told my mom and dad, “Take him someplace dry and sunny.”

“When?” asked my father.

“Now,” said the doctor.

“For how long?” asked my mother.

“Until he’s well,” said the doctor.

“Or . . . ?” began my dad.

The doctor just shook his head. He wasn’t big on small talk, but he had Preston’s best interests at heart.

Numb, we had trudged out the door and caught a ride to our hometown, Low Ridge, Mississippi, on the back of the mail truck. With us rode a bale of Memphis newspapers. I was the one who spotted the V in the bottom corner of the classifieds on the back page. “Live in Victory! Work for Victory! Enjoy the good life!” read the ad. Turned out there was a coal mine in a town called “Victory, Arizona,” in need of miners.

“Arizona is dry and sunny. And with a name like ‘Victory,’” declared my dad, “it’s the only place for us. Hannah! Preston! What do you—”

But my mother, reading over my shoulder, just said, “The sooner the better.”

Dad telegraphed the Victory Fuels Corporation, landed one of those great jobs, raided what was left of his bankroll after the doctor visit, and bought four tickets for the Zephyr. Before I had a chance to tell the mayor of Low Ridge I wouldn’t be mowing his lawn anymore, I found myself watching the sun set on a strange serrated countryside outside the window of the train while Preston’s head nodded sleepily against my shoulder.

“I know,” said my dad from across the aisle, studying the bemused expression on my face through narrowed eyes. “This all happened in a hurry, didn’t it?”

“It’s just that—I don’t know anything about the desert, Dad,” I replied. “Except—in Bible stories, God is always banishing people to it when he gets mad. For up to forty years. And sometimes he afflicts them with boils. And I read that sidewinders and Gila monsters live in the prickly pear, and scorpions nest in your shoes while you sleep.”

“Nobody told me about the scorpions,” said my dad, shuddering.

“But ‘Victory’ is a heck of a lot better name for a town than ‘Low Ridge.’”

“Much better,” agreed my dad.

“And if it’s good for Preston,” I added, “I’m all for it.”

The rhythm of the train wheels on the track began to slow, and before I knew it, we were gliding into the station. Preston woke up. “Are we there?” he asked. He reached for my hand, because he was still halfway asleep, and in his sleep, he liked me.

“We’re here, Presto,” I replied.

Three minutes later, the train was gone and all four of us stood rooted to our spots, staring up at a fifty-foot-high, fire-engine-red V looming against a sky so blue, I wanted to pour it into glasses for my family to drink.

V for Victory, the town, and V for the Victory Fuels Corporation.

“It’s beautiful,” murmured my mother. She wasn’t talking about the sign, though, or even the town; she gazed at the green-shouldered mountain towering behind it all: Mount Hosta.

My dad set our bag on the platform and gawked at Victory as its lights flickered on in the dusk, absentmindedly patting his pockets for cigarettes.

“You gave up smokes two years ago, Dad,” Preston reminded him.

It was true. He couldn’t afford them.

My mother wobbled on the heels of her Sunday shoes and sat down suddenly on the disintegrating cardboard box held together with twine that passed for our luggage. Her hands began busily smoothing invisible wrinkles out of her best dress.

“It looks like—boats!” Preston exclaimed. “It smells like—perfume! It feels like—Thanksgiving!”

I didn’t always understand what Preston was talking about. Neither did Preston. He was only nine, and his thoughts followed their own rules. Still, I got what he meant about Thanksgiving. Even though it was barely September, the breeze flowing off the high slopes behind Victory felt as crisp as November in Mississippi. I saw what he meant about boats, too. The houses of Victory reminded me of a nautical painting that used to hang in our elementary school: they glistened in rows like the fleet of ships, only the ships rode a dark wave and the houses rode a mountain.

“One of those houses is ours!” declared my father. He reached down to help Mom up, and then he hefted our alleged suitcase. Mom drew a deep breath and smiled, and when she took his trembling hand in hers, I realized they were both as nervous as I was.

As we walked down Main Street, we saw a redbrick building three stories tall. “Look at that!” exclaimed Dad. “A clock, right in the tower of the Victory courthouse.” He sounded so proud, you’d have thought he put it there himself.

“There’s a bank,” hollered Preston. “To put all our money in!”

“And here,” said my mom, “is a doctor’s office: Peter O’Malley. I bet he’s good. He sounds good. Doesn’t he sound like a good doctor?”

“Indeed he does,” replied my dad.

“A restaurant,” I sang out. It was called the Globe, according to the gold letters on the plate-glass window facing the street; it featured white tablecloths and a waiter in a tuxedo. “Like in New York. Or Paris.”

Inside the Globe, a family sat at a table in a pool of yellow light that flowed across the carpet and poured onto the sidewalk. The father hoisted a glass of butter-colored wine as if toasting their good fortune. The mother dangled her fork above a glistening plate of lettuce. And the two kids laughed at something she’d said. Each one had a hamburger as big as a catcher’s mitt on his plate.

“Hey!” observed Preston indignantly. “They haven’t taken a single bite, and the waiter is already bringing pie.”

“Let’s eat here, Dad,” I said. When I saw his eyes widen, I quickly added, “I mean—another time—after we save up enough money. Our whole family. We’ll sit at that table while the sun sets and it’ll get dark outside, but we’ll be together, inside, in the light.”

“That,” said my dad, smiling at the thought, “is exactly what we’ll do.” Then he stopped at a side street that veered straight up the foot of the mountain. “‘C Street,’” he said, reading the sign.

Preston took off like an antelope. “Yahoo!” he caterwauled, flashing his sharp white teeth in the dark ahead of us.

“Preston hasn’t coughed since we got here, Frederic,” said my mother as we began climbing.

We passed a house with a sign in front that said SYLVIA TASSO, PIANO INSTRUCTION, which Preston eyed with distrust, because while he was big on the piano, he wasn’t much for piano teachers. Dad announced, “Here it is!” stopping in front of a little bungalow perched on a level spot on the apron of the mountain. “Our new home!”

It was a real ripsnorter. Better than anything we’d ever had back in Mississippi, because there we’d lived in a lean-to made of rusty tin. The house at 403 C Street had a wooden floor, a stove, running water, a sink for washing dishes, and electric lights. It had a bedroom for my parents and one for Preston and me. It had a bathtub. Inside the house! The icebox was already filled with ice. My dad said somebody from the Victory company must have gathered it earlier that day in the peaks of the mountains above us and brought it down. There were fresh eggs in the icebox, too, which was good, since we were starving and all we had were the ragged socks in our lopsided box and the clothes on our backs. There was even a pine table with four chairs around it waiting for us in the kitchen.

“The company is giving all this—to us?” marveled my mother.

“They take care of their own! Three cheers for Victory Fuels!” exclaimed my dad, seating himself proudly at the head of the table like the newly crowned king of a small but significant nation.

“Look at this!” cried my mom, opening a glittering chrome bread box on the counter by the sink. “Store-bought bread!”

I cringed as Preston tore open the bag, snatched the heel, and stuffed it into his mouth, which he could stretch so wide it still gave me a start, even though I’d known him nine solid years.

We heard our new neighbor begin the Minuet in G Major by J. S. Bach on her piano.

“Tomorrow, I start work in the coal mine,” declared my dad, rising from the table and taking my mother’s hand. “But tonight, I hope you’ll dance with me.”

Preston looked at me and I looked at Preston as our parents whirled around the floor. “They’re good,” he admitted in surprise. “Even Dad.”

“The Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers of Arizona,” I declared. We’d never known our parents had it in them.

Later, I woke up in the dark beside Preston in our new bed. He breathed as serenely as a puppy. I lay in our room, which smelled of green wood and fresh paint, watching the window curtains billow around me as if I were suspended in a cloud. The face of the old windup alarm clock I’d brought from Mississippi glowed twenty to five. A coyote sang outside. His pals joined him. Chilly desert air rolled down the mountain and poured into my room. I’d never heard a coyote in my life, and now a whole choir of them howled at the moon thirty feet from my head.

I’d never seen a mountain, and now I lived at the foot of one.

I’d never smelled the desert—and Preston was right. It did smell like perfume. Very interesting perfume. Kind of a cross between a bed of roses and an asphalt parking lot.

And Preston could breathe! I felt the dark spirit that had been hovering over our family ever since we’d walked out of Governor’s Hospital rise on the wind, turn west, and fly away.

A light appeared in the kitchen. Past my half-opened door, down the hall, I saw Dad take a seat at the table, alone in a bright yellow pool. Mom bustled up and set down an empty plate in front of him, which he stared at as if he’d never seen a plate before. Mom disappeared, but, a few seconds later, she reappeared with scrambled eggs. Before long, she was back with sausage, then coffee. Dad hardly moved. While Mom stood beside him admiring the breakfast she’d prepared, he finally picked up his fork as if to dig in, but as soon as she turned her back, he put it down and sat very still.

At five a.m., he’d start in the Victory Mine. He wouldn’t come up until five p.m. For most people, that might seem like a long time, but he used to work twenty-four hours straight sometimes in Low Ridge, farming land that belonged to somebody else to raise cotton that he had to trade away for less than what it cost to feed us. Sharecropping. Sometimes the temperature hit 107 degrees. Sometimes swarms of snakes invaded the fields. But he never complained, or missed a day, and he sure as heck never got the look in his eye that he had now.

But of course he had never ridden an elevator down a hole in the ground for half a mile to spend twelve hours without seeing the sky.

“Preston still hasn’t coughed,” I heard my mother say. “Not once. We did the right thing, Frederic.”

I reached out and found Preston’s hand as he slept, and my father, because he had to, stood up straight, took a breath, squared his shoulders, kissed my mom, and clomped out into the darkness wearing new leather boots—the company had given him those, too, along with the pick and shovel leaning against our mailbox and the lamp screwed to the front of his helmet.

Peering under the edge of my bedroom curtain, I watched him trudge toward the Victory sign at the mouth of the pit.

Out of the dimness, a tall man appeared. His shoulders were approximately as wide as a pool table; he had long legs, a little bowed, turned-in toes, and enough curly black hair for a flock of sparrows to nest in. In the glow of the Victory sign I saw him laugh, snatch the helmet off Dad’s head, and drop-kick it into the crowd of miners who’d materialized from the streets all around him. After the miners had played a quick soccer game with it, its shiny yellow paint looked five years old.

“Now you look like a real min-a,” shouted the black-haired man gleefully, placing the helmet back on Dad’s head like a bishop crowning a prince. Dad laughed. Draping his arm around my father, the man said, “Don’ worry. We gonna take fine care a you!” And with that, they all stepped into the elevator and disappeared into the earth, leaving the rest of us behind in the glow of dawn.

Before Preston and I left for school, I looked up from the breakfast table to see a man standing in our kitchen. He wore expensive clothes and a smile that fooled nobody.

“How’d you get in here?” Preston asked him.

“Allow me to introduce myself,” purred the well-dressed intruder. “Elijah Biggs. Manager of Victory Mine. I used to live in this very house. But I improved myself. Quite a lot. In fact, just last month, Mr. Theodore Ratliff came all the way from New York and promoted me to chief of mining operations.” With that, Elijah Biggs adjusted his yellow straw boating hat, shot the cuffs of his snow-white suit, and made sure his powder-blue bow tie was riding straight.

“When Mr. Theodore Ratliff came from New York,” said Preston, “and promoted you to chief . . . ?”

Elijah Biggs gazed at my little brother with mild interest. I shot a warning glance at Preston, but there was no shutting him up.

“. . . did you wear that costume?” finished Preston.

“I merely wanted to extend the company’s warmest greetings,” said Elijah Biggs to my mother as if Preston didn’t exist.

“Do you make a habit of waltzing into people’s homes without—” began Mom.

“I didn’t waltz,” corrected Elijah Biggs. “I came to discuss your ledger.”

“Our ledger?” asked Mom dubiously.

“Do you know what a ledger is?” asked Elijah Biggs, as if he were a kindergarten teacher and she were a five-year-old learning big words.

“Of course I know what a ledger is,” snapped Mother.

“She went to college for three whole years,” Preston cheerfully informed Elijah Biggs, “which I bet is three more than you did.”

Biggs tried to pretend he didn’t hear this, but I saw his eyelid twitch, which said to me that Preston probably was right.

“What I don’t know is why the chief of the Victory Mine is in my kitchen talking about a ledger,” continued my mom.

“This ledger,” said Elijah Biggs, producing a black leather notebook from inside his circus clothes, “tells us your husband gets paid today when he comes out of the mine. He’s new. So he won’t send out much coal. But he seems like a fast learner. Let’s say he’ll earn twenty-five whole dollars. Which he will be paid in genuine Victory Fuels Corporation scrip.” Elijah Biggs dug a crumpled piece of paper out of his pocket that looked like something cooked up by a four-year-old with a fistful of construction paper and a box of Crayola crayons. “Seventy-Five Cents,” it read. “The Victory Fuels Corporation. Redeemable by Issuer Only.”

“We don’t get real money?” asked my mother.

“This is real money.” Elijah Biggs smiled. “You can spend it right down the street at the company store. Where, by the way, you already owe seventy dollars.”

“For what?” gasped Mom.

“Let’s check the ledger,” said Elijah Biggs, helpfully waving it in the air so we could connect the word to its meaning. “Eggs, bread, ice for the icebox, a mining helmet, lamp, pick, shovel, boots, miscellaneous furnishings, including your kitchen table—”

“But all that was waiting in our house for us!” protested my mother.

“You didn’t think you got to use it without paying for it, did you?” responded Elijah Biggs. “That certainly would’ve been stupid, especially for someone who went to college. For three whole years.”

“Frederic has been in a hole in the ground for hours working himself almost to death, and we’re further in debt than when he went down!” cried Mom.

“He’ll be blissfully unaware of that,” replied Elijah Biggs nastily, “until he emerges from the ground.”

“Today we’ll begin reading The Red Pony,” said my new teacher. “By John Steinbeck.”

“Today I’ll begin reading The Red Butt,” whispered a kid sitting behind me, “by Seymour Butts.”

The teacher—who was young, sort of pretty, had only a tiny mustache, and was named Miss Thuringen, according to the nameplate on her desk—didn’t even blink. “You want to avoid using ‘butt’ twice in the same joke, Woodrow,” she advised. She made it sound like a rule of grammar we all should’ve known.

“Yeah,” I said. “How about The Red Butt by Seymour Heine?”

The class roared. I even chuckled a little myself until I saw Woodrow glaring at me, and noticed that he was six feet tall, and had very large fists with knuckles sticking out all over them. I hadn’t started a new school since I was five, and I guess I didn’t remember what happens to kids who shoot their mouths off the day they arrive.

I tried to ignore him until Miss Thuringen picked up a bell from her desk and rang it. “Recess!” she called.

I immediately did what any sane guy would do: I ran out the door and hightailed it to the farthest, dustiest, windiest, most cactus-filled corner of the school yard, and I hid behind a rock.

Peeking cautiously around my rock, I saw a kid who looked just like the guy who’d stomped on my dad’s helmet before work that morning stalking my way across the skittery rock shards of the school yard. Same curly black hair. Same ridiculously wide shoulders, like a door inside a flannel shirt. Same legs, same toes. Even the same voice when he shouted at me, “Hey, kid!” only he didn’t have his dad’s accent. He balled up his fists, running straight my way, sporting a look you might wear to spar with a grizzly bear, so I gritted my teeth and balled up my fists, too.

“No!” he said, pointing behind me. “I’m not—”

I heard a thunk like a watermelon falling out a second-floor window. Fireworks exploded in front of me. My head felt like it was full of bees. The rocky ground rushed up to meet my face. Turned out that thunking sound was somebody sucker punching me. Woodrow. Assisted by three of his closest friends.

Lying on the gravel, I could easily see that Woodrow and his pals wore spotless white basketball shoes. With that fresh-out-of-the-box sparkle. My guess was these sneakers meant they all had dads who were doctors, lawyers, store owners, mine managers, or something else that made them rich, so they got to spend their time enjoying activities that didn’t get their shoes dirty.

In the midst of the fog circulating around my brain, I also happened to notice that the kid with black hair wore scuffed, old, hand-me-down work boots like my own. I didn’t have time to think about the deeper significance of this before he pasted Woodrow so hard across the bridge of the nose that Woodrow did a half a backflip and collapsed into a little heap.

Just like that, I had a new problem on my hands. The kid with black hair sat down across Woodrow’s chest with his knees on either side and proceeded to punch him over and over in the head, howling, “You can’t do that! You can’t do that!” Woodrow’s alleged friends vamoosed.

“Stop, Luke! Please! Stop!” begged Woodrow.

I grabbed this kid Luke under the arms and hauled like a twenty-mule team. I managed to drag him off Woodrow long enough for Woodrow to scram. Once Woodrow was gone, Luke blinked, and shivered, and managed to get control of himself. He laughed a short laugh. “Score one for the good guys,” he said.

“Right,” I replied cautiously.

He held out his hand. “What’s your name again?” he asked, smiling a wide white smile.

“Josh Garrett,” I told him. “I guess you must be . . . Luke?”

“Luke Agrippa,” he replied, and we shook.

And then, standing there, not moving a muscle, I stumbled.

Luke’s face turned white and I heard screams from up and down the streets of Victory.

“The mine!” whispered Luke. The second he said it, a siren wailed, and it seemed like the whole town materialized on Main Street and began a stampede toward the base of the Victory sign, where the mine’s entrance huddled under the skirt of the mountain.

“Presto! Presto!” I screamed, searching for my brother as the little kids streamed out of the school. I spotted him, and breathed a sigh of relief.

“What’s wrong?” I asked Luke as I took Preston’s hand.

“Collapse,” said Luke, as we rode on the human wave all the way to the mine entrance. “That was the jolt in the ground.”

“Two down!” shouted a man holding a telephone receiver at the gate to the mine elevator as we skidded to a halt in front of him. “Achilles Alexandropoulos. Back is broke. And they say that new fella. The one that started this morning. Tried to reach Achilles while the roof was still falling. Garrett? Garrett? What?”

Luke looked at me in horror. “Your dad,” he breathed.
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