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The Missing Crayon

 

“But, Mom, he's being a pest!” the little girl said, her cheeks flushed with indignation.

	The girl's mother licked a finger before turning the page of her magazine. She was not paying much attention to her daughter's complaint; she had heard the laundry list of them many times before.

	“But, Mom!”

	“Ignore him, dear,” her mother said, flipping another glossy page.

	The little girl, Juniper, stared at the woman with exasperation before shaking her head, a curiously adult expression on her small face. She knew her mom did not “get it,” and after noting the typically disinterested response she wrote her elder off as a lost cause. “I'll try,” she said, injecting the tiniest hint of irritation into her voice, a trick she had picked up from her mother. That personage, however, did not even glance up from the pages of her fashion magazine.

	Clenching her fists, Juniper pirouetted on her heel and stalked out of the kitchen into the living room. Through the picture window beyond she watched as a red pickup cruised by trailing a cloud of exhaust, black as her present mood.

	“Timmy,” she barked, entering the bedroom she shared with her kid brother. “Mom said to cut it out!” She smiled, the lie coming easily. Juniper helps those who help themselves, she thought with a trace of wickedness. Mom was going to take her side in the battle whether she wanted to or not. “She said you have to go outside and play.” Picturing the pickup spewing its cloud of exhaust, she hoped Timmy would swallow a great big mouthful and gag . . .

	Timmy, several years his sister's junior, glanced up from a coloring book he had spread open to a picture of Dorothy and her usual sidekicks, all skipping along a road that was supposed to be yellow but which the boy had colored a bright green. Noting this same road had also been filled in with sloppy outside-the-lines strokes caused Juniper to sneer with disdain. Snotnose did not even try staying within the lines! Timmy studied her with a bland expression, intimidated not at all by Juniper's boisterous threats, and calmly stuck his tongue out at her. Then he went right back to coloring with the wrong colors. And the little brat's using my crayons again!

	She seethed, grinding her teeth while staring at the top of the boy's shaggy head. She'd told him about a million times, that booger, to quit using her crayons! The pest had his own darn box! Still, Timmy kept using hers—to bother her. Kid brothers were great at such maneuvers: human mosquitoes, that's what they were. Every single time she saw him drawing with crayons—and no way could he mistake them because her name was written in great big loopy letters across the front of the box in black sharpie ink—she found they were hers. Timmy had gone and “borrowed” them, crossing into her side of the room and rifling through her stuff to do it.

	Trespassing was bad enough and so was poking around her toys, but what really got her fighting mad was Snotnose's total lack of love and respect for the crayons themselves. Juniper had all sixty-four crayons in her deluxe box arranged according to the color spectrum, from the top of the box all the way down to the bottom; sorting them took a long time. Her brother had an infuriating habit of dumping them all over the floor as if he were playing a game of pick-up sticks. Not only that, when he drew he pressed too hard. Very often he would snap a crayon in two because of this, and sometimes he peeled labels clean off when he had no need to. (A real pain, 'cause there were a lot of colors whose shades were close—blue-green and green-blue, for example—colors almost impossible to distinguish from one another without a label.) One time Snotnose used nearly a whole crayon in one drawing—taking her blue crayon and covering a whole sheet with the color—leaving a tiny stub, no doubt as an insult to his sister, behind. Mom loved that picture and hung it on the refrigerator, proudly proclaiming it to be “our son's modern art masterpiece.” Of course far from punishing the little offender, their parents had gone and encouraged him!

	Juniper should have been used to this. Time and again she'd appealed to Mom and Dad for help, but Snotnose had never once been punished or reprimanded too strongly for his thievery. This led Juniper to the inevitable conclusion that there were serious issues of favoritism going on within the family unit. Once she “borrowed” Timmy's crayons to test her theory, and he'd thrown such a hissy fit Mom had given her a “time out,” accusing her of needlessly tormenting her brother. “You have your own crayons; you shouldn't be using his.” While this had been the point she'd been trying to make in reverse, Mom and Dad managed not to see any irony in their decision to punish her. Her father once told her, during a distracted moment similar to the one just displayed by her mother in the kitchen, that it was “just crayons, it's not like it's a big deal”!

	“Not a big deal?” Juniper spluttered, unable to process the absurdity of this retort. “Just crayons?” She could hardly believe her ears. “But they're mine!” she'd clamored at last, claiming their ownership by divine right. How can Dad not see, not understand?

	“Honey,” her father said, an edge coming into his voice, “we've discussed this. You've simply got to learn to share. What have your mother and I been trying to tell you about such selfishness?”

	Juniper frowned. “How come I have to share, but he doesn't?”

	Dad gave her an aggravating smile and ruffled her hair as if she were two, a gesture she also hated. “Timmy's younger than you, Sweetie.”

	And there it is right there, the heart of the matter. “He's younger than you.” This was the free pass granted to a pesky brat who had a finger crammed up a nostril half the time, because being younger made him somehow not responsible for his actions. So unfair, yet her parents continued to ignore Juniper's well-reasoned entreaties. Worse, Snotnose knew of his own immunity and how to make the most of it; he broke rules for which Juniper was routinely punished, breaking them out in the open and getting away with them every time!

	 “Hey, booger, stop using my crayons,” she said, looking down at her kid brother with his messy head of hair and his one-size too small brown corduroys that revealed mismatched socks. He ignored her as he colored Dorothy's face an improbable shade of blue.

	“Hey!” she snapped. “I'm talking to you!”

	Timmy glanced up, giving Juniper a languid stare with his attempting to look innocent blue eyes. Again his tongue popped out, like a snake at the zoo, she thought. “Mom said it was okay,” he said with defiance, then blew a raspberry before lowering his head. He picked up orange and began filling in Toto the dog.

	Imagining Timmy's hair burning that same fiery shade, she thought, of course Mom did. “Well, I didn't. They're mine, not Mom's. My name's right there on the box.” She pointed.

	“You know I can't read too good,” he replied as he continued using her crayons.

	Her blood boiled at such insolence. She towered above him, all wrath and fury—an Old Testament God about to rise up and smite the idolaters—and curled her fingers into her palms until her fingernails bit flesh. “Ooh, you make me so mad!” she cried.

	Looking up to make sure he had his sister's full attention, Timmy grinned as he upended her box of crayons, shaking it and dumping the contents all over the carpeted floor. Then, selecting one at random, he lifted it so that she could see. Orange red. Grin widening, milking the moment for all it was worth, Timmy jammed the crayon into his right nostril and gave it a leisurely twist. Juniper pictured the man behind the counter at Dairy Queen spinning the cone under the nozzle of the soft-serve machine to give it its trademark curly cue.

	Okay, she thought, her sudden calm saying more about her determination than her sputtering rage of before, this is the last straw. She was going to teach Snotnose a lesson, and it would be a doozy!


But what to do? As Juniper stormed out of the bedroom revenge fantasies of extraordinary vividness unspooled like home movies in her mind: A pair of state troopers dragging Snotnose away in child's handcuffs while their parents looked on with teary eyes, a large alligator pit in the backyard for pushing him into, a horde of carnivorous ants gobbling the pest alive and leaving nothing but a pile of picked bones (she'd always wanted a skull for her desk). However, despite the pleasure derived from such imaginings, she did not have it in her to do anything so drastic. She did not, after all, want to be rid of Snotnose forever. Mom and Dad would probably miss him. Yet spoken threats had shown themselves to be worthless regarding her brother's behavior. He continued after everything to disrespect her crayons. To add fuel to the pyre of her raging fury, Juniper remembered one time when Timmy jammed up the sharpener in the rear of the box and had broken it—and there was nothing worse than using dull-tipped crayons! Yesiree, something drastic must be done!

	Juniper returned to the kitchen, crossing to the backdoor while studiously ignoring her mother chopping onions at the sideboard. She shoved the screen door open and was stepping outside when her mom, sniffling—she never cried like that over her daughter's woes—stopped her chopping, looked over, and called in a phlegmy voice, “Where are you off to, dear?” By her bland tone Juniper could tell she had already forgotten her daughter's recent concerns. How infuriating!

	“Out,” Juniper snapped, then took a deep breath, realizing she should at least try and sound amicable. She flashed a strained smile. “Just want to play in the yard,” she added airily, as if she, like her mother, had forgotten her annoying brother's shenanigans. As if.

	“Okay, Juney,” her mother smiled, canceling out the sorrowful impression made by her tear-dampened cheeks. “Just don't leave the yard. Dinner will be ready in about an hour.”

	“'Kay, Mom,” she called, making it halfway through the door before her mother spoke again, the words coming to her as she stepped onto the wooden patio beyond. Juniper stopped with reluctance, holding the screen door open and waiting for her mom's latest admonition.

	“And don't get your dress all dirty. Grass stains are really hard to get out.”

	“'Kay, Mom,” Juniper repeated in the bored tone of a student reciting lessons, her voice an analog to her mother's reaction of before, half-listening while receiving her usual going outside to play lecture.

	“I ought to make you wash your own clothes once in a while, so you can . . . “

	Bam! The screen door was slamming behind Juniper as she rushed across the patio, down the small stairway, and onto the freshly mowed lawn beyond.

	Juniper's mother stared through the wire mesh of the screen door as if looking through prison bars at an unattainable freedom. Her daughter, all skinny arms and legs and pigtails, vanished into the backyard, the shadows stretching their dark fingers across the grass as if grabbing for the child—but she was too young and too fast for them. Juniper outdistanced them all, rushing toward the swing set through the final daylight of afternoon, beams slanting downward and striking golden hair and swinging arms and pumping legs, the child's shadow stretching impossibly thin as it fell behind, ever trying but never quite catching up.

	The girl's mother smiled at such idle fancies, yet for one brief instant she very nearly grasped once more what it was like to be so very young and to have life all ahead of her. And then the feeling passed and there was only the knife, the onion, and the dinner to be prepared. Shaking her head she returned to the sideboard, wiping her cheeks free of the tears that had inexplicably become real.

***

Juniper headed for the swing, the bare patch in the grass beneath looking like a hole in a pair of jeans. Climbing onto the rubber saddle, she wriggled her bottom until it felt a baby bear's “just right” and grabbed both chains. The day was picture perfect, the temperature a pleasant mid-seventies with a cool breeze coming off the nearby lake. Above was a sky of deepest cerulean, a shade she used in many of her drawings. Juniper sat there a moment gathering her thoughts together before kicking off. 

	It was while swinging back and forth—stretching her legs out to climb, pulling them back to return, stretching, pulling, the wind hitting her full in the face—that the idea came to her as all of her best ideas did. After Timmy's accident the swing had become one of the few places Juniper could go to be guaranteed of a little privacy. Like all little brothers he always seemed to be underfoot or in the way, almost preternaturally so, and it was a relief to have somewhere she could retreat and be alone.

	The accident happened last summer. It had been no one's fault, still it made Juniper feel bad whenever the circumstances crossed her mind. She'd been on the swing when Timmy ran into the path of her forward arc. He'd been chasing a butterfly so hadn't noticed a thing, but she'd seen plenty, the sequence of events frozen in her memory in a series of snapshots: Timmy running across the lawn following the erratic course of a black and orange monarch butterfly as she held her position in space for a moment and then started descending and couldn't slow down and it was too late to scream as first her shadow then herself came zooming down and Timmy's eyes were looking up, widening from joy to horror in about one second. WHAM! Then came the visit to the hospital emergency room. Between Timmy and Juniper they spent so much time within those sterile corridors they should have had a drive-thru window installed for the family, so Dad once claimed.

	She'd clobbered him good, Timmy ending up with ten stitches below the nose, across what the doctor called his philtrum (which to her sounded like a mountain on Mars). But he'd been fine: he hadn't gotten a concussion or a skull fracture (Timmy being much too hard-headed for that). Yet their parents totally blew the incident all out of proportion as they always had whenever it concerned him, babying the brat for a month on top of giving him all sorts of unwarranted presents. The amount of comic books he'd gotten out of that little incident alone was more than she had received in her entire life. And it went without saying Snotnose refused to share! All her favorites, too: Little Audrey, Little Dot, Casper, Richie Rich. And he said he could barely read. Ha! The little liar. If she had been in his place she would have been up and about doing her chores around the house the very next day, and maybe gotten Jello as a treat for dessert, but he got to stay in bed and watch game shows on TV! 

	After this Mom and Dad wanted to get rid of the swing, but Juniper resisted such an extreme measure, defending her position with passion and a few well-placed tears (Mom called the tactic raising “holy hell”). Finally, though, she managed to change her parents's minds on the matter, one of the few skirmishes involving Snotnose where she emerged victorious. She guessed her folks had been afraid to cross her because the swing happened to be her very favorite toy (outside her crayons, of course, but those did not really qualify as toys), but it was one final factor that ultimately convinced them: she promised she would not use the swing if Timmy entered the backyard. Initially she'd been worried he'd come outside whenever he saw her swinging if only to gum up the works and be a pest, but after the accident he developed an unreasoning fear of the thing and did not like to come anywhere near it, even while unoccupied. Usually Snotnose stayed on the veranda watching her with narrowed eyes from between balusters like a prince on a castle rampart studying his enemy beyond the castle walls, wondering when he was going to attack. Sooner than you think, Snotnose, sooner than you think! 

	By the time Juniper came in for dinner an hour later the particulars of her plan had been smoothed out and perfected. She knew exactly what she must do.

	“Don't forget to wash your hands, Juney,” said her mother, but the screen door slammed behind the young girl and the sudden noise drowned out her elder's voice. Juniper knew the rule by heart, though, so it hardly mattered whether she actually heard the words or not.

	“'Kay, Mom,” Juniper said as she headed for the sink. Standing on tiptoe, she squirted liquid soap from the bottle beside the faucet, turned on the tap, and carefully washed her hands.

	“So, Sweetie,” her father asked while she dried her hands with a white towel, “did you go 'round the world on your swing?”

	“Nope,” she said, turning from the sink and heading over to join the family at the dinner table. Her long stated intention to one day “orbit” the swing set like an astronaut orbiting a planet had yet to be realized. Here on this world anyway. “Soon,” she said mysteriously as she sat down and picked up her napkin. Her brother, unseen by both Mom and Dad, poked his tongue out in her direction.

	She flashed an evil grin across the table. Ooh, just you wait Snotnose, just you wait!


Once she'd peeked over the railing and made sure Timmy was sound asleep in the bottom bunk, Juniper moved the blankets aside and climbed down the ladder as quietly as possible. Not that such precautions mattered: Snotnose could sleep through an artillery bombardment. Still, it never hurt to be careful. The nightlight he insisted on sleeping with glowed eerily beside the closet door, its Mickey Mouse head providing little cheer. Juniper had always distrusted nightlights; they were strictly for the toddler set. Besides, they only made their surroundings creepier. The vague shapes illuminated by their half glow created shadows, did not dispel them, and created new spaces where any number of monsters might be lurking. Nightlights also transformed familiar objects into alien things of unknown dimensions. Juniper preferred total darkness to that, but did anyone ever listen to her on such subjects? Of course not. Parents were such boobs. They installed the light despite her protests because little fragile Snotnose had been scared of the dark. Big whoop.

	Oh, there were monsters all right. She would not mock Timmy's fears, for she knew better, having seen with her own eyes what the night's darkness contained. No matter what parents said to the contrary, speaking always in their attempting-to-sound-reassuring voices, there happened to be a very real boogeyman. She knew because she had created it. And before she'd figured out how to fully control it, it had gotten away from her and out into the world.

	Juniper stood beside Timmy looking down at his slack-jawed sleeping face, pale and ghost-like in the sickly glow of the nightlight. A wave of affection she did not often allow herself to feel for the boy came over her. Drool had collected at the right corner of his mouth, the excess had dribbled onto the collar of his Spider-Man pajamas. While not exactly having second thoughts about what she was about to do—he did look almost angelic (despite the drool), his features not contorted by their usual mischievousness—she did pause a moment with her lips pressed firmly together. Sure he was annoying, but he also happened to be her brother. It was her job (at least part-time) to watch over him and keep him out of trouble, not get him into more. But, she reminded herself, he's already gotten himself into this, so it's not my fault. I am an instrument finishing what he started. Yet a softer voice prodded her: Timmy happens to be at a vulnerable age. Younger siblings are supposed to be annoying. Thinking this Juniper bit her lower lip and turned away.

	She spun right back around and studied the moon-like glow reflecting off the pale upturned face below her. She approached on tiptoe, bending over the silent form. Then she did something she would never have done during the daylight hours with her kid brother awake and being annoying, which was to lean forward and give him a light kiss, the barest brushing of her lips against his smooth cheek. She grinned, unable to help herself. He was clean, his “cooties” washed away in the biannual bath taken before bedtime.

	Knowing she was on the verge of calling off the whole thing, Juniper focused on an earlier event to strengthen her resolve: Timmy shoving one of her crayons up his nose. And twisting it. Indignation flared at the memory of such bold as brass irreverence, forcing all remaining moral quandaries and the last shreds of empathy aside. This is no time to get wishy-washy! Such thinking worked so well she almost regretted the penitential kiss she had bestowed upon Timmy's cheek, cootie free or not.

	The furnace had switched off. No gentle hum arose from the floor vents. She stood there not moving, listening to the house settling. Boards creaking in the isolation of the early morning hours.

	Shuffling along the carpeted floor in her bare feet, Juniper crossed to her desk and plucked her box of crayons from its customary spot in the upper right corner. Flipping it open and squinting down in the dim light, Juniper's gaze slid toward a gap, a single missing crayon, in the top row. If there had still been any second thoughts hiding in the corners of her mind about what she was going to do, they were banished the way her mother annihilated attic cobwebs with her feather duster. He's ripped off one of my crayons! Snotnose took stuff of hers and hid it with some regularity, but this did not make her rage any less potent. So, shoving a crayon up his nose wasn't enough, he had to go and . . . 

	She took a deep breath, bit her lower lip to keep from crying out, and squeezed her hands into fists. Exhaling, she counted slowly to ten.

	Unfortunately, because she had not had time after dinner to organize her crayons the way she liked them she had no way of knowing which crayon was gone until she began drawing. It became worse in half-light where colors turned into similar shades of gray. Since many of her crayons were missing labels (courtesy of Snotnose), she would not be able to make out many of them anyway.

	Closing the lid, Juniper tucked the box under one arm and grabbed the sketchpad from her desk. Timmy mostly left that alone, sensing her real weak spot was her crayons—all she would truly fight for. And Snotnose is right! She hugged the box fiercely to her chest, as some children might hug a doll or a favorite stuffed toy. Then, having everything she needed, Juniper threw a final glance at the sleeping form in the bottom bunk, stuck her tongue out, and headed for the bedroom door on tiptoe. She made for the unlit hall beyond and the kitchen, where she could work undisturbed under real light.

 

Absently kicking her legs under the kitchen table Juniper concentrated on the blank page before her. It wasn't coming together quite as expected. She had discarded three sheets—wadded up balls in a pile beside her left elbow—and her eyelids were beginning to droop. Glancing at the clock above the white refrigerator, she saw it was “getting on.” The big hand pointed almost straight up and the little hand was nearing Roman numeral four. Awake for nearly an hour!

	So far the missing crayon had yet to reveal itself, which might be a good thing. Maybe Timmy took one of her least favorite crayons, but his sister doubted it. Snotnose had such infernal luck when it came to tormenting her that he was more like a devil than a little boy, or a trickster spirit of ancient mythology. She underestimated him at her own peril.

	Juniper studied the half-finished drawing, so far no more satisfying than her previous attempts. Part of her wanted to “throw in the towel,” to return to bed and start over in the morning with a fresh perspective. This, she knew, would be a mistake. Her idea needed to be finished tonight. Images were like balloons; if she left and came back later her intent would have floated out of reach. Right now it hovered above her head and all she need do was reach up to bring it down, or that was how it usually went anyway. Tonight her image bobbed and weaved and continued to evade her, almost as if a great cosmic wind were keeping it out of her reach on purpose. This had never happened before . . . 

	But I've never tried anything like this before, either.

	Presently, Juniper held the orange-red crayon in her right hand, squeezing it until the knuckles turned white. The one Timmy jammed up his nose. Touching it was gross (“do you know where that's been?” asked the interior voice; “yes, I do,” was her tart reply), yet this was the linchpin of her little scheme. This crayon had been in close contact with Timmy, and recently, thus making it essential for her purpose. Of course she'd wiped it down—in fact she'd spent about twenty minutes after dinner wiping them all down, just to be on the safe side. Who knew how many Snotnose had defiled while she hadn't been looking? She shuddered at the unwelcome thought. Best not ask questions like that, 'cause she knew she would probably not like the answers!

	No, she had never tried this before, but the plan and its projected outcome sounded just right: anyone fiddling around with her crayons should be subject to her unique abilities. Crayons were her chosen medium, what felt most natural in her hands.

	Oh, Juniper could manipulate pens and pencils and other tools all right, but the results were cruder than those made with her crayons, as basic as the instruments themselves. Crayons gave her visions the scope they needed, where nothing else ever quite “brought them to life.”

	Her idea was: if a person held one of her crayons for any length of time he or she would be subject to her rules. She might not be able to get state troopers to haul Snotnose away, but she had more colorful ways of dealing with the little rule breaker. 

	Frowning, Juniper spotted a detail needing amplification. Yes, I think that will do very well. Leaning forward, crayon clutched firmly in hand, she pressed the tip to the coarse-grained sheet and smiled, the grin spreading across her face as the crayon spread its color across the page.

 

When Timmy awakened from vague but awful dreams he saw right away he was no longer in his cozy bedroom, and it was not a very nice place, either. As uncomfortable-looking as the dreams had felt.

	“Mom?” he called in his high voice. No answer, just a steady rhythmic pounding overhead: rain, and it was coming down hard. “Mommy?” Spoken louder, the word ricocheted about the four walls with callous indifference, thrown back into the boy's face like a series of insults.

	“Juney?” he screamed. His sister's name returned to him as well, echoing around and mocking him till, growing tired of this game, it merged drearily into the thundering rain.

	It accentuated the isolation of the boy's surroundings, this rain, drumming hollowly on whatever passed for a roof. His family might be anywhere, but they were not near enough to hear him cry out. With this realization he experienced his first real unease. Looking about, he made out more detail as his eyes grew accustomed to the gloom. Not that there was much to see: the space was about half the size of his and Juniper's bedroom, a few ugly furnishings spread throughout. He sat on a sagging cot amid ratty blankets. In the center of the room stood a rickety school desk with a straight-backed chair parked before it, looking about as comfortable as a church pew. On the desk rested a small candle, unlit.

	By the diffuse light finding its way through cracks in the worm-eaten planking of the walls Timmy guessed it must be daytime, though this gave little consolation. There were no windows and he could see no doors.

	Where was he and, more important, how was he going to get out of here?

	On the desk Timmy also saw what appeared to be a single sheet of paper, a book of matches, and—he hunched forward to get a better look—a small box of what Juniper sneeringly called “doctor's office crayons.” Of course Timmy should have guessed right away. This is all a stupid Juniper prank.

	Timmy slipped out of the tattered gray bedclothes and pushed them to the floor. A potato bug crawled out of the lumpy blankets, hurried on its many legs to a knothole in the floor, and slipped into darkness. “Ooh,” he said, grossed out. Pruney and her darn bugs. At least she'd let him keep his pajamas. S'pose he should be
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