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Hobbs

Crawdad fires the football like a rocket launcher. It whistles like a missile in my direction, and I leap to catch it, but it only brushes my fingertips, being a good two feet over my head. The ball sails across the empty lot as if it’s heading for tomorrow, but before it changes time zones, the huge blue spruce hugging the corner of the abandoned Rainbow Candy factory stops it. There’s a whoosh as the tree’s dense branches catch it. I turn just in time to see it disappear inside.

Everyone groans.

“I ain’t getting that,” Webby Smith announces right off the bat. He jams his hands on his hips, challenging anyone to tell him otherwise.

“Me neither,” says Crawdad. Scratching his head, he glances my way. “Did you bring your other ball, Hobbs?”

I shrug. “Not this time, man. Sorry.”

DeShaun Richard’s mouth drops open. “What do you mean asking him for another ball?” he says, pointing at Crawdad. “You threw my ball in there. We’re not gonna just forget about it. You go get it.”

Crawdad backs up and crosses his arms. No one wants anything to do with the tree. Too many broken branches inside once you get past the needles. Scratches are a given. Countless balls have been swallowed over the years, and anyone brave enough to go looking for one always comes back with battle scars.

“Someone’s got to have a ball.” Short and squat, Webby looks like a sawed-off tree stump.

No one makes a move until I give in to get the game moving. “Stupid tree eats a ball every time we play here,” I grumble. “I’ll find it.” I trot across the lot toward the tree. It’s a gray November day with a chill in the air hinting that the Wisconsin winter is not far off. Luckily, the monster factory blocks most of the wind, so this empty lot has always been the perfect makeshift football field.

Huge isn’t the word for the spruce that almost tips the roof of the three-story factory. It spreads out as wide as a school bus. Gargantuan, maybe. Humongous. The branches grow so close together that they hang to the ground like a curtain, hiding the trunk. Luckily, I saw where the ball disappeared or I’d be looking until summer vacation.

I push aside as many branches as I can but it’s useless. The needles brush my face. They pick at my hair. I turn my back, shielding my face, and force myself into the branches. Little by little, I inch forward. Groping twigs, branches, bigger limbs, I move farther toward the center. I kneel down again and blindly feel along the ground. Just a smooth carpet of needles beneath my fingertips. Lots of dead wood. No ball.

The guys behind me are talking trash, mostly aimed at Crawdad. Their muffled voices float into the separate universe inside the tree.

“With aim like that you should go out for cheerleading,” jokes DeShaun. The group cracks up.

Webby pipes in. “What he means is you don’t have no aim!”

“I know what he means, Web,” says Crawdad. “I don’t need a translator.”

I heave myself against the branches again, snapping sticks, and pitch forward into the middle of the tree, a clearing. The fall jars my head, clacks my teeth together. The beginning of a headache settles between my eyebrows as I lay there, belly to the ground. Tumbling from some spot above me, the football bounces off my head and lands three feet in front of my face.

But closer still is a pair of black high-tops with laces frayed like puffs of smoke.

And they shift.

“AAAAHHHHHHHHH!” I bellow, jumping up to a squat.

The shoes shuffle forward.

Branches hold me tight. Scooting backward. Pushing, straining, digging in my heels. No use. My wrist twists. I sit down heavy, grabbing it in pain with my other hand.

“Hobbs?” DeShaun’s voice is close.

“I’m good,” I call, choking on the words. “Be right out.”

“It’s eating him alive,” Webby jokes. They laugh.

It’s dark inside the tree. I try to make out the person’s face, but his features are hidden by the hooded coat he wears.

“Get out,” he whispers. “That way.” His arm jerks toward where the branches crowd the side of the building. Then he kicks the ball at me. It hits me in the shin before I scoop it up.

I stumble over a busted-up Styrofoam cooler as I try to escape. A blanket brushes my face, hanging from a limb. Sweeping branches aside, I feel my way along the wall. The bricks scuff my arm as I fight the tree. Then the darkness turns to afternoon light and I slip out in the open, breathing again.

“Man, what took you so long?” DeShaun grabs the ball and lobs it back toward the others. He doesn’t stick around for an answer.

I bend over, bracing my hands on my knees. My breath huffs out, ragged. I’m one part ticked that some stranger told me what to do and one part shaken. But it won’t be long until I’m just plain mad for feeling this way.

Who was that, and what’s he doing hiding in our tree?
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Up

Voices.

I heard them before I saw them, eight guys coming across the lot with a football. Pitching it back and forth while they walked toward the tree. My tree.

Then he came busting through the branches when their ball whiffed into the tree and almost gave up my hiding spot. What a joke, acting big and bad out there, but he was nothing except a scurrying little rat when he got a look at me.

I listen for a few minutes, every muscle frozen, which is pretty close to the truth anyway. The shivers get my teeth chattering again so I bite my tongue, hoping they don’t hear me clacking away in here. This joke of a coat don’t do nothing for the coldness seeping into my skin. It’s a different kind of cold. The kind a coat can’t fix. My bones are aching, the tips of my fingers, too. Even my hair hurts.

But I need a place to hide in case he comes in here again. In case he brings his army. There’s the wall in front of me, the crumbling brick wall of the factory with a boarded-up window. Its bottom ledge comes to my waist, easy enough to hop over in a hurry, so I’m thinking that board needs to come off. It needs to come off now.

The board don’t budge, though. I squeeze my fingers into the crack. Between the wall and the board, I reach behind, scraping my knuckles on the bricks.

Trying to open up that space so I can hide next time.

Loser. You’re weak.

Shut up, I want to say to the voice in my head. Always that voice, her voice, telling me what to do and what I can’t do.

Pull! Pull harder!

So weak.

My hand inches behind the board. Squeezed in that tiny space, my hand gropes at the empty space back there. Cool air brushes my fingertips. I feel a desperate urge even though those guys are back to playing the game, paying me no mind. I slap the wall with a dull thud, willing that desperation to disappear. There’s no place for thoughts like that. Not now. Not ever.

You got nowhere to hide, dummy.

Tugging, tugging, but it ain’t coming off.

Giving up.

Losers give up.

Suddenly, Pop! Pop! go the nails holding the board in place.

I freeze again. Will they stop and listen? Did they hear?

I’m one giant spring about to take flight. Waiting. Listening.

But the shouts and the thuds of bodies hitting the ground in the mad scramble for the ball help ease the thrumming in my chest. No one but him knows I’m in here. And he ain’t saying a word for some reason.

Still, I ain’t safe here neither. Gotta keep moving. I’ll stay a few days is all, shake whatever is making me feel like this.

Then I go south.
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Hobbs

The game ends sooner than it should. Webby gets tackled by a new kid named Cole Villman, and it isn’t a fair hit. I can feel a fight coming. Webby balls up his fists when Villman struts toward him with his chest out, so I tug Webby away. Villman probably figures he’s outnumbered, so he backs off.

“Good thing Webby went home,” Crawdad says as he and I stop by the fence at the edge of the lot.

We’re the last ones to leave. I hook my backpack over the fence so I can zip my sweatshirt. That tree is twenty feet away. I can’t keep my eyes off it. “You mean good for Villman,” I say.

Crawdad shrugs. “You think? It could have been an even fight.”

“Not a chance. That was a cheap shot. And cheap shots only get Webby more fired up. Villman would have been toast.” I’d hate to face Webby in a fight. He’s tough for a shrimp.

I sling the pack over my shoulder and glance toward the hulking building again. The busted-out windows remind me of eyes, and there are a million of them. All watching me. I’m sure he is, too, whoever he is.

“There’s blood on your cheek,” says Crawdad, frowning. He wimps out at the sight of blood. I had a gusher last month when someone elbowed me in the nose during PE. Crawdad had to lie down on the bleachers after that.

I pat my face until my fingers find a tender, crusted-over scratch. “It’s probably Webby’s fault,” I say, rubbing the raw patches on my arm where I scraped it against the brick wall. As the wind gusts, the spruce’s branches roll like a wave. It looks as if it’s trying to pull me in like a giant Venus flytrap. My pulse thrums. I want to get out of there.

“What do you keep looking at?” Crawdad studies me then glances over his shoulder at the factory. “You’re spooking me.”

“Let’s head out. I’ll tell you on the way.”

We walk down Laramie Avenue. The sun finds a break in the clouds, bathing the street in a soft, pink light. I listen to the rhythm of our shoes scuffing along on the asphalt. The jitters are gone now that the factory is behind us. When we turn the corner, I almost tell Crawdad about the person in the tree, but he talks first.

“Good thing basketball starts Monday. My mom told me yesterday she doesn’t want me playing football anymore.”

I stop. “What?”

“Yeah.” Crawdad laughs nervously and keeps walking. He motions for me to follow. “C’mon. I’ll be late.”

“Why not?” I can’t play without Crawdad. We’re a team. We can’t lose him.

“She’s afraid I’ll get hurt playing,” he mumbles. “Without pads and all.”

“You’re kidding me.” Though I kind of understand. Crawdad is a klutz.

“I’m not. Last week she saw my shirt in the wash, all ripped up. She said football season is over.”

“Maybe for her,” I say. The park district’s junior football club we played on from August until last weekend is done for the season. And for us eighth-graders, it’s history. Next year we’re freshmen. Next year we’ll be the Darlington High School Bulldogs.

Crawdad sizes me up, frowning. “It’s basketball season now anyway. We’re going to state this year, you know.”

“Bet on it,” I say. “There’s nothing stopping us this time.”

“It would have happened last year if you hadn’t gotten hurt.”

I don’t say anything, but it’s the truth. While one person doesn’t make a team, I’m the best player. I know this because they tell me all the time—the coaches, my teammates, even other parents—and it’s huge pressure, but I don’t mind. I can handle it.

A siren wails near the central part of downtown, only a few blocks away. Crawdad’s house looms large and bright in the twilight. Mrs. Crawford and her son live on the top floor and rent out the bottom half.

He stops at his front walk. “Sorry, man.”

“It’s not your fault.”

Crawdad shifts from foot to foot. I know he feels bad. “Football season is never long enough.”

“No kidding,” I say. “Later.”

As soon as he leaves me alone in the fading light, a chill crawls up my spine again. I think of that faceless person looming around every corner, silhouetted in every dark window. I start jogging, my book bag thumping against my back, until I run the last two blocks home.
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Up

After prying that big board off, I’m so hungry that even my bleeding knuckles feel better than the shooting pains in my gut. I’m thinking about eating things I never thought about eating before.

It’s dark now. Across the street, there’s a lady on a porch, changing a lightbulb. She’s standing on her toes, reaching into the lantern beside her door. Then the light blinks on. She shuffles back into her house. Probably a house with a full refrigerator and good smells from the dinner she cooked. It kills me when she shuts the door. She’s a stranger, but I still feel shut out.

The street’s deserted. I stay close to the factory wall, chin tucked into the collar of this stinking coat I snatched from my mother’s closet before she shut me out for good. Probably one of her old boyfriends’ coats. She told me to go, that she couldn’t afford me no more.

Hey, dummy. You got any money?

Never mind she hadn’t worked for a long, long time. She just laid on the couch with her feet up, ordering me to bring her medicines. All she did was lay there, watching her fuzzy television screen with the sound off.

You have no money? Then what good are ya, dummy?

So I left.

This time I ain’t going back. See how she likes that.

There’s a fire a block away. I’m walking toward it, keeping to the shadows. It’s kids. Their faces glow, looking at whatever’s burning in the metal barrel. Their wordless noise runs together. Some hold sticks over the fire. Two others use their sticks like swords, poking each other with smoking tips, their yelps cutting through the quiet like wild dogs.

That fire looks good. I could stand there awhile. Warm up and shake these chills. They ain’t even paying attention to me getting close, getting real close. I’m near enough now that I can see what’s on the end of those sticks they’re holding over the fire.

Marshmallows.

One of them points a stick at me when he sees me. “You want one? Huh? You can have mine if you want.” He’s a little guy. So little he might not be school-aged. There’s a burned blob on the end, still on fire.

I stop. I don’t say nothing, but I take his stick. His eyes shine in the firelight. Two other bigger kids stand there watching me, too.

That marshmallow smells like heaven, though it’s black as coal. I blow on it until the flame goes out, blow on it some more so it don’t burn my mouth. The burned crust cracks when I put it in my mouth. Then it’s a river of sweet running over my tongue. I want to keep it there forever, but my hunger screams for it. When I swallow, the taste only makes the hunger worse.

Makes the wanting so much worse.

That kid and his friends stare at me while I eat it.

“Want another?” another one of them asks. He’s a marshmallow himself, plenty round and soft-looking.

“Who’s that?”

The voice booming from the dark porch startles the marshmallow kid and he drops his stick into the barrel. The shadows shift up there and someone steps down, walks toward us.

“Ain’t no one answering me? Who’s this, I said.”

He’s older, about my age. Walking up to us like he’s bad, like he’s in charge. Hat’s twisted to the side so he can size me up and let me see he’s doing it.

All I’m seeing is an almost-full bag of marshmallows sitting in the grass by the barrel. I’m gonna grab them in about five seconds.

“You feeding my marshmallows to Mr. No-Name, Skeeter?” He nudges the little kid real hard. Almost knocks him off his feet. “Who taught you to share so good? Your momma?”

My fists clench when he pushes that kid. That ain’t right; he’s just a little kid. Then he swipes that marshmallow bag off the ground. I almost grab them. I want to so bad. He pushes a handful into his mouth, gnawing them right in my face, all the while stuffing the rest of the bag down his sweatshirt. “You want some, No-Name?” He opens his arms wide. “Come and get ’em.”

I ain’t getting nothing but out of here. He’s laughing at me as I back away. When he laughs, the other kids do, too. Not taking my eyes off him, not until I’m down the block again. Not until I’m alone again, alone with my hunger made worse by one cruddy marshmallow.
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Hobbs

The person in the tree follows me into my dreams that night. Shadows shift on my bedroom walls from the corners of my eyes. I jerk awake at every bump and creak, and in our old house, there’s plenty. When the alarm goes off at six thirty, it scares me so bad I whip my pillow across the room, wiping a good number of sports trophies off the shelf.

Homeroom and geography class pass in a blur. When the bell rings at the end of the period, I realize a whole page of notes has appeared from the tip of my pen.

In Earth science with Mr. Donovan, I slide into my seat. My plan is the same: prop my head up with one hand and pretend to take notes while catching up on sleep. Mr. Donovan has different ideas—the microscopes are out. It’s a lab day.

“Crane, I’ve never known anyone able to look through a microscope with their eyes closed,” Mr. Donovan booms in my ear. Across the room, Webby and DeShaun crack up. My head buzzes from so little sleep. I mumble something about thoraxes and the class busts out laughing. Mr. Donovan crosses his arms and looks toward the ceiling. “Really, Crane? Maybe you’d like to come in after school and do the lab then?”

I draw myself up, trying to look less than half dead. “No, thanks, Mr. Donovan. I’ll do it now.”

Later at lunch, I put my head down on the cool cafeteria table. Crawdad and DeShaun sit across from me. Crawdad’s saying something but he could be talking Martian instead of English.

“You’re not even listening,” says Crawdad, slapping the table in front of me.

“Wake up!”

“Geez!” I say, jerking upright. Big mistake. My head swims like I’m in a fishbowl.

“Where are you? Still home sleeping? Another planet?”

“You’re not funny.”

Crawdad leans in close. “My mom won’t be home until after dinner tonight. Let’s get one last game in.”

This news wakes me up. “Sweet.”

DeShaun rubs his hands together. “I’m game.”

“Count me in,” says a voice.

I turn to the lunch table behind me. It’s Cole Villman. He’s eating with two seventh-grader nobodies.

“Sorry, it’s invitation only,” I say, remembering his cheap shot against Webby. “We already have enough guys.”

Cole sticks his lip out. “Boohoo.”

“Nothing personal.”

His eyebrows shoot up. “No? It’s not because you don’t want me showing you up in front of your friends?” He laughs. “Kidding. Nothing personal.”

An instant buzz of anger runs through me as we lock eyes. I don’t like Cole Villman. I don’t like him at all.

“I don’t worry about being shown up by anybody,” I say.

“Are you a baller or something? You don’t look like anybody special.”

“He’s only the best basketball player on the team,” says Crawdad.

“Oh, yeah? I play ball.”

“Good for you,” DeShaun says.

“Guess I’ll see how good you are at tryouts,” he says.

It doesn’t matter what he thinks.

DeShaun glances at me for my reaction, but I’m stone cold.

After a few frozen seconds, I get up.

“I’ll catch Webby and let him know,” I say to DeShaun real low. I’m crumpling my lunch bag, about to sink it into the garbage can only five feet away, but pinch-faced Mrs. Rubenstein, the lunch monitor, catches me in the act and shakes her head.

“No all-stars in the cafeteria today,” she says.

I almost do it anyway, but I can’t risk detention and missing football.

Villman stares at me. “Some all-star,” he says loud enough for me to hear.

He’s nodding real slow, like he’s seeing me for the first time.

Sizing me up like a target.
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Up

Lucky me.

I found one of them donation boxes, where people bring their old stuff and throw them inside a big metal bin. Only, this box is so packed full of clothes that it’s spilling out like the bin is throwing up on the pavement.

You got clothes back here, dummy. Just get yourself home.

I gotta hurry on account of the sign: THIS BIN AND ITS CONTENTS ARE THE PROPERTY OF THE GOOD NEIGHBORS FUND. VIOLATORS WILL BE PROSECUTED. It’s kinda funny, but it’s not.

I’m sizing up a shirt when I see that kid with the sideways hat who called me No-Name last night. He’s across the parking lot, standing with a real pretty girl with a cloud of blond hair outside the Theater Time building. By the looks of it, she doesn’t wanna be talking with him. Her arms are crossed and she keeps looking around like she’s wishing to be anywhere else but right there. When that loser puts his arm around her shoulder and she slides out from under it, I drop the shirt and give them my full attention.

What are you gonna do, huh? He ain’t gonna be scared of a puny runt like you.

“Hey!” I shout at the kid, but it could be at that stupid voice in my head, too.

The girl sees me first while he wheels around in all directions wondering who’s interrupting his plans with her. Then he spots me. I feel his fury even though we’re almost beyond shouting distance.

I point at him to let him know I’m onto him. Ain’t nothing that bothers me more than guys like him thinking they can be in whoever’s space they want. He starts toward me just as a car pulls up in front of him and the girl. Startled, he almost loses his footing. She jumps in, and I take that as my cue to grab the clothes and go.

So now I got some extra clothes, even if I don’t know what fits and what don’t. Back at the tree, I sit on the creaky folding chair that I found laying at the curb across the street. I dragged it back here so I can relax and plan my next moves. There’s that pile of broken branches that’s begging me to do something with them, too. I should be putting up a shelter with them, but I’m worn out. I mop my forehead again. I’m sweating to death. First, I’m shivering, then I’m dripping like a sopping wet rag. All I want to do is sleep.
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Hobbs

After school, we stop at the Super Pantry for food before heading to the lot. Then we sprawl against the wall of the factory, devouring Big Grab bags of Doritos and downing Gatorades. I’m antsy to play, can’t wait to play for real in high school. It’s nine long months until practice starts, but only eight counting summer camp.

“Is everyone going out for basketball again?” Trent Parilli asks.

All hands shoot up.

“We’re going all the way this year. I can feel it,” says Eli Rodgers, who is easily the tallest kid in the junior high.

“Yeah, now that we’re healthy,” says Trent. Everyone looks at me.

I shrug. “Not my fault someone landed on my ankle.”

DeShaun pipes up. “It’s not like Hobbs lost the regional game for us by being hurt. There’s fourteen other guys on the team, remember?”

Webby clucks and punches DeShaun in the shoulder. “Who asked you?”

DeShaun pushes him back. “This is a group conversation last time I checked.”

“Chill, Web,” I say. “DeShaun’s right. I’m not the whole team.”

Crawdad chuckles. “That’s what you think.”

I shake my head and look away. It embarrasses me, the talk about me being so good. I like that they think it, but sometimes the pressure gets a little crazy. Sometimes I think the guys expect me to work miracles on the court and field.

Over their heads, I glance at the tree. We’re sitting so close to that opening near the wall. It’s a shadow-filled passage into the branches, like a black gaping wound. I wonder if he’s in there listening.

I never did tell Crawdad about him yesterday. Not that I worry about him thinking I’m a chicken or anything. I just decided not to. But being back here changes my mind. Maybe if I tell Crawdad, I won’t be so freaked out.

Crawdad throws a chip bag at me. “I asked you a question, dork brain. What’s our record going to be this year?”

“Are you kidding? Undefeated for sure,” I say, getting up. “C’mon, it’s getting dark. Let’s get this game in.”

When the others charge ahead, I grab Crawdad by the shirt.

He spins around. “What?”

“Don’t do anything obvious when I tell you this, but yesterday when I was getting the ball in the tree”—I nod toward it—”I saw someone.”

Crawdad glances across the lot. “Saw someone where?”

“Inside the tree.”

“Inside the tree? So that’s why you’re acting weird.”

“Yeah,” I whisper. “Keep your voice down. No one else needs to know.”

Crawdad keeps shooting glances at the tree. “Think he’s in there now?”

“I don’t know. After everyone leaves, I’m thinking you and I should check it out.”

“Not a chance,” he says, shaking his head and crossing his arms, telling me every which way possible he wants no part of it.

“C’mon. He’s probably gone anyway.”

For a few long seconds, we look at each other. Then Crawdad nods. “Maybe…”

“We’re doing it.” I’d feel better with Crawdad along. I’m curious about the guy. And why does he think he owns the tree? We’ve played on this lot forever, and suddenly someone thinks he can scare us away? That isn’t going to happen.

DeShaun whistles.

“Looks like they’re ready,” says Crawdad.

“Not a word,” I say.

“Not from me.”

We’re joining the huddle as Webby pulls a quarter from his pocket. He points to me.

“Heads,” I call.

The coin tumbles in the air. He slaps it onto the back of his hand. “Heads it is. We’ve got the ball.”

Then the four of us line up, nose to nose with Trent and his team. Crawdad plays quarterback since he has a good arm and a banged-up knee from summer baseball. Everyone else takes turns blocking and receiving, except for me. I always play wide receiver.

Crawdad gets sacked right off the bat.

“Is that how it’s gonna be today?” he whines, throwing his arms into the air.

Webby snorts, though he’s guilty for letting Trent and Eli get by him. But that’s the last play that goes in their favor. For the next thirty minutes, we route Trent’s team like Packers season tickets are at stake. Eli limps off the field after Crawdad fires a pass to Webby and Webby bulldozes him. Ronnie Lipman runs like he has bricks for shoes. DeShaun and Webby pancake Ronnie after Trent hands off to him in another play that we could see coming even if we wore blindfolds. I’ll have a baseball-sized bruise on my thigh where Eli’s knee nails me in a pileup.

“I think that’s the last play,” I call after I almost collide head-on with DeShaun. “It’s getting dark.”

“Good call,” says DeShaun. He catches the ball and wipes it with his T-shirt before cradling it like a baby. Then we’re at the wall, collecting our stuff.

“You take my chips, Webby?” Trent is digging under the mounds of coats and backpacks.

“Nope. Got my own,” he says, dangling his bag of Cheetos in Trent’s face.

“You’re always dipping into someone else’s,” says DeShaun, flicking Webby’s head.

Webby shoves DeShaun. “Mind your own business.”

“That’s the second time you got in my space today,” DeShaun says.

Webby’s bug eyes get buggier. “You calling me a liar?”

I push in between them. “C’mon, you guys. You really want to argue about chips?”

Eli pipes in. “Mine are gone, too.” Suddenly everyone is checking their bags for stolen snacks.

Webby goes ballistic and throws his arms wide. “You really think I can eat two bags of chips? In a half hour? Without getting caught!?”

We all look at each other. “Maybe the birds got
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