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Dedication

For all the disabled kids who never got to be part of the adventure.

You are now.
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 One

THE LATE AFTERNOON SKY IS JUST STARTING TO TURN PINK AND bruised at the edges, which means prime check-in time. The past year of shuttling from one motel to the next has taught me that. But when we pull in under the Slumbering Giant’s flickering neon sign, Mama’s old red station wagon is the only car in the lot.

The S on the sign keeps going in and out. Sometimes it looks like it says LUMBERING GIANT instead. I picture a massive, grunting creature stomping through the trees of the North Georgia mountains and smile to myself.

“Stay here,” Mama says. I watch her walk through a glass office door with a Vacancy sign hanging crookedly inside.

The last motel was turquoise stucco with a swampy pool. This one is pink brick with a sad little courtyard where someone has planted a single struggling palm tree. Next to the tree is a cracked cement cherub that looks like it belongs in a graveyard.

Unlike the last motel, this one has a second floor, with rickety-looking steps leading up to an outdoor catwalk connecting the rooms. We won’t be staying up there. For obvious reasons, we always get a downstairs room.

Mama comes back smiling, followed by a woman wearing a flowered nightgown over sneakers. She’s older, with pale white skin and long gray hair that looks almost blue. Dangling from a chain around her neck is a pair of those glasses that turn up at the corners. Cat’s eyes.

“Jerry, this is Miss Mavis,” Mama says. “This is her motel.”

I’m surprised to see a lady manager. Most of the places have grumpy men with worn-out faces who just ask if I’ll be quiet.

Miss Mavis scrunches her nose. “Jerry?” I can tell she’s trying to tell from my shaggy hair and my dad’s old flannel shirt whether I’m a boy or a girl. I kind of like letting people guess, at least until Mama gets out my wheelchair.

Two summers ago, I became clumsy. Well, clumsier. I’ve always been accident-prone and I’d never consider myself a star athlete or anything, but suddenly I kept getting hurt. My legs became weak and shaky; sometimes they’d just give out under me, and I’d collapse into a puddle on the floor. Then it was doctors and tests and the verdict of a genetic disorder that I’d always had but never known about, and the news that it was only going to get worse.

When it got bad enough that I couldn’t walk more than a few steps without falling, a church donated the chair to us. I hate the Barbie-pink frame, but Mama’s always reminding me that we’re lucky they gave it to us because it’s a really nice one, built to fit someone who must have been similar to me in size and shape, though it must have belonged to a very different kind of girl than me. (Also, it wasn’t even our church and technically we’re Jewish.)

Mama wheels the chair around and pops open my door. I grab the top edge and steady myself to stand up, then sit back down in the seat. Miss Mavis looks at the frame and nods like she’s decided something. She’s putting me in the “girl” box in her head now for sure.

That’s why I hate the pink. Not because I have anything against the color. I just don’t like people making up their minds about me so easily.

“Yes, this is my daughter, Jerusha,” Mama says, turning toward me with a now play nice expression.

I nod.

“Well, I don’t expect you’ll be any trouble,” Miss Mavis says, bending at the waist to put her face at my level. That makes up my mind about what kind of manager she’ll be: there are the ones who think I’m going to be loud and break things (even though I’m almost twelve), and the ones who expect me to be a juvenile delinquent because I’m not in school. Miss Mavis is the type who sees my chair and thinks I must be an angel. It’s not the compliment she thinks it is.

Straightening her back, she hands a key on a clunky plastic ring to Mama. Miss Mavis’s hand looks papery next to Mama’s, which is the same white-but-not-pale color as mine that people call olive even though that sounds like it should be green. Mama jingles our room key in the air. “C’mon, kiddo. Let’s go check out our new home.”

She turns quickly so her hair, as dark as mine but gathered into a long ponytail, swings out wildly behind her. I follow, gripping my handrims and pushing my wheels as fast as I can.

The room smells like stale cigarettes and dust. Mama lays our suitcases across one of the two not-quite-full-sized beds and pops open the latches.

“We’re going to be here long enough to put clothes in the drawers?” I ask.

“This is it,” she says. “This time we’re staying.”

I roll myself up to the side of the bed and open my case. I’m not sure how much I believe we’re not going to bounce to another motel when the season ends or the work dries up. It’s been that way ever since my dad died last year and we lost our house. We stay in the small towns, keep to the back roads where you can find places like this that are cheap and have rooms without stairs. We haven’t been able to find any affordable apartments that don’t have them. Motels at least have doors that are flat to the ground, and since the rooms have to be wide enough for housekeepers to pull carts of laundry through, they’re also wide enough for my chair.

I tried going to the schools in the towns, but the last one was so awful I said I was never going back. I’m officially homeschooled now, which just means I read a lot of books.

Books are, for the most part, what’s in my suitcase. I have a few novels, some history books, a dictionary, and Encyclopedia Britannica volumes B, E, G, P, and R. They’re packed under a thin layer of clothes that used to be my dad’s. His flannel shirts still smell like him no matter how many times we wash them. I wrap myself up in them and it feels like he’s hugging me.

“I have it all planned out,” Mama says. “I got work right here in the motel. Steady work, so we can really settle in.”

“Okay,” I say.

She sets a hand on my shoulder, the hand wearing both her wedding ring and my dad’s. His ring is too big and slides around on her finger. We’re both trying to fill in his space.

“Listen,” she says. “I know it seems like we’ve just been floating from place to place, but I’ve been trying to get us here for a while now. I want us to stay put. I want that for you, okay?”

“Okay,” I repeat, but this time I try harder to mean it. It’s not like staying in one place means all that much when you don’t have friends, but I know she’s trying. So I decide I’ll try, too.

“I have to talk to Miss Mavis,” she says. “You’ll be okay here?”

“Sure,” I say. After she closes the door, I turn on the AC and the TV and fill the room with the hum of motel sounds that are always the same. There’s something comforting about that.
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Two

ONCE MAMA’S GONE, I TRANSFER ONTO THE EDGE OF ONE OF THE beds. As I shift my weight, I can feel Paul in my shirt pocket, curled up tight. He’s good at staying out of sight when people are around.

Now that it’s just us, he crawls onto my shoulder. Unfolding his wings, shimmery like pigeon feathers, he shakes himself out and stretches to his full length of about six inches from his snout to the tip of his tail.

I know I invented Paul in my head piece by piece. The pigeon-colored wings came from actual pigeons that perched on the window ledge of a place that was in a small city. We stayed on the fifth floor, where you could see most of the city out the window, and the first thing you always saw was a pigeon. The manager of that place hated them. Rats with wings, he said. But I thought they were beautiful.

“It’s dark in there,” Paul complains into my ear. “I don’t see the point of all this hiding when nobody can see me but you.”

“Because it’s annoying when you breathe down my neck while I’m concentrating,” I tell him.

Paul is a dragon, though a fairly useless one due to his size and the fact that he doesn’t breathe fire and can’t fly. He can flap his wings and sort of hover for a few seconds, but he doesn’t go anywhere. He blames me for this. He thinks since I’m the one who imagined him, I could have made him fly. He also thinks I could have given him a movie-star voice instead of a nasal grumbling that sounds like my great-uncle Hershel (and a cooler dragon name than Paul).

It doesn’t work that way, though. When you don’t have any friends, your mind sometimes makes one up for you. But I didn’t choose any of the things that make Paul who he is. Instead, I woke up with a tiny dragon friend made up of pieces of my memories.

Here in room 118 of the Slumbering Giant, Paul the Fairly Useless Dragon makes himself at home by shimmying up one of the pillows and reclining with his arms (Do dragons have arms? His front legs?) propped behind his head. “Relax,” he says. He pats the pillow next to him.

I wiggle my head around on the pillow and stare up at the ceiling. The walls are wood-paneled, but the ceiling is made of that crumbly-looking white material that looks like cottage cheese, like a piece of it might just crumble off and land on your head while you’re sleeping.

A crackly hiss floats from just beyond my elbow. I turn to the end table, where the clock radio has apparently turned itself on. I switch it off, but the static keeps flowing out of the speakers, wrapped around distorted voices saying words I can’t understand.

“What the . . .” I mutter, thumping my hand hard against the side of the radio. Finally, it shuts off. “Piece of junk.”

“So,” Paul says. “If we’re staying, whaddaya thinkin’? You gonna go back to school?”

“No way,” I say.

The last time I went to school, maybe six months ago, we were staying in a Wild West–themed motel on the edge of a little farm town. I’d dealt with bullies before, even before I got the chair. Kids who made fun of my funny walk or my secondhand clothes or the way Mama cut my hair around an actual salad bowl. But the kids in that town were mean, throwing paper wads at me in class and empty soda bottles at me as I wheeled across the parking lot. Once a kid sitting behind me tried to set my hair on fire. The last straw came when Corinne, the meanest of the mean girls, pushed my chair down the steps with me in it.

There were only two steps. The arm I landed on turned out to just be sprained, not broken, and the footrest on my chair that got twisted out of shape was eventually hammered back into place. The worst part was the way everybody gathered around but nobody helped. They all just laughed. Corinne said it was an accident.

School was just me and my books after that.

“Why did she do that?” Paul asks. He’s been watching my face; he knows I was thinking about Corinne.

“She thought I was only pretending to need my chair,” I said. “She saw me stand to reach something off a shelf, and she said if I really needed a wheelchair, I wouldn’t be able to move my legs.”

“That’s silly,” Paul says. “Your chair is just a tool. Anybody can need one, for a lot of different reasons.”

“But some people don’t get that.”

Paul shakes his head.

“Anyway, I found out she told some other kids she was gonna prove I could walk. That if she pushed my chair down the steps, I’d stand up.”

“But you didn’t.”

“I couldn’t. I didn’t know she was behind me until it was too late, and then I just . . . fell.” I shudder, remembering the feeling of the ground dropping away under my wheels.

The door opens, and Mama walks in with her brows scrunched together. “Jerusha Eliana Blum, were you talking to yourself again?”

I shake my head. “Just watching TV.”

Mama presses her lips into a tight line. She’s talked to me about Paul before. A grief counselor at some support group told her he was a coping mechanism to deal with my dad’s death, and that in a few months I wouldn’t need him anymore. But he’s still here, and whenever Mama catches me talking to him, she makes that face.

I don’t want her to start in about dragging me to a counselor as soon as we can afford it, so I try to distract her by making space for her to sit down next to me. To my relief, she does, just inches away from Paul, but of course she can’t see him. I shoot him a look anyway, and he scurries off the pillow and back into my pocket.

“You need to spend time with kids your own age,” she says.

“Kids my age are overrated,” I tell her.

“Kids your age don’t usually have imaginary friends,” she says. I know the difference between fantasy and reality, but I swear, my pocket doesn’t feel empty. “And they don’t usually read dictionaries for fun.”

“I learn a lot of new words that way. Like chimera. Do you know what chimera means?”

“Stop trying to change the subject.”

I roll onto my side, pulling the pillow with me. “I know you’re worried,” I say. “But I’m fine. I promise.” Her face softens a bit, so I change the subject for real. “Tell me about your new job,” I say.

She gives in. “I’ll mostly just be cleaning the rooms, doing some small repairs here and there, but you can stay here during the day, and I can check in on you.”

“I don’t need you to check in on me.”

“Or you can call if you need me, and I’ll be close by,” she says pointedly. “Miss Mavis has some other stuff she’ll be having me do for her that might take me away for a night or two. But I’ll still be close.”

That perks up my interest. “What kind of stuff?”

She pats the mattress next to me and stands up. “I’ll tell you more when I know more.”

LATER, AS WE LIE IN BED WITH THE LIGHTS OFF AND THE HEAVY curtains drawn, I listen to the wind whipping through the trees. It sounds like singing. Or crying. This town is called Windy Pines, and it doesn’t take a genius to figure out why.

“Mama?” I whisper.

“Mm?”

“Tell me again about the golem.”

I hear her blankets rustle as she turns to face me. “A golem,” she says, “is a creature. Usually a giant. Made of clay or mud or dirt, that becomes alive, but not really human. But they can help humans.”

“Like the one that helped Uncle Hershel and Aunt Ruth.”

“Your uncle claims,” Mama says, with a hint of laughter in her voice, “that they built a golem with mud from the banks of the Vistula River, and it carried them here, across the ocean from Poland. As the waters grew deeper, its legs grew longer, always able to touch bottom.”

“I like that story.”

“I know you do,” she says. “You get that from the Blum side of the family.” My dad’s side. “Except,” she says, “you don’t even need mud to make your creatures. You just create things with your mind.”

I glance over to where Paul the Fairly Useless Dragon is sleeping—and snoring—curled up on the pillow beside me.

“An animal that’s a combination of parts of other animals,” she says.

“What?”

“That’s what chimera means. Either that, or an illusion that’s impossible to achieve.”

I can sense her smile in the darkness. “I can read the dictionary, too,” she says. “Now go to sleep. It’s late.”
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Three

WHEN I WAKE UP THE NEXT MORNING, MAMA’S BED IS ALREADY made and she’s dressed, not in a housecleaning uniform but in jeans and boots. She’s leaning into the mirror to pin her name tag on straight. She smiles into the glass, but it reflects back on me. “Morning, sunshine.”

“Morning,” I grumble as she puts in the fake-ruby earrings I made her at camp.

“I’m about to start my rounds,” says Mama. “So if you need me, call.” She nods at an old avocado-green landline phone. I’m still not allowed to have my own cell phone.

“Why don’t you have to wear a uniform here? You always have to wear a housekeeping uniform.”

“They’re ordering one for me,” she says, her gaze still glued to the phone. Then she shakes her head and drops a kiss on the top of my hair. “You’ll be okay. This arrangement is gonna work out great for us. Read some books; don’t just watch TV, okay?”

“I won’t,” I say. She’s speaking code, reminding me of how I said I was watching TV when I was really talking to Paul. That’s what she wants me to do less of.

“And you don’t have to stay inside all day,” Mama adds. “Get out and explore a little! Just . . . stay out of the woods. It’s dangerous with the logging, and I don’t want you in there alone.”

“Okay.” I’ve heard enough about logging accidents—dropped tree limbs, wayward logs, falls from platforms—to know I don’t want to be anywhere near one when it happens.

Mama hesitates before she opens the door. “I want to talk about you trying school again,” she says. “Once we’re settled in.”

I shake my head hard. “I can learn everything I need to in here.”

She sighs, her hand still resting on the doorknob. “It might be different now that we’re living in one place. You’ll have a chance to make real friends.”

“Mama, nobody wanted to be my friend at any other school. Why would they want to here?”

“I don’t like the thought of you alone in this room all day. It’s lonely.”

“It’s lonely being around a bunch of people who don’t like you. Only worse, because they’re mean. If I’m gonna be lonely either way, I’d rather be lonely alone.”

“I’m sorry,” she says, and it sounds like she genuinely is. Not just sorry she asked me, but sorry that it happened. “Just try going outside, at least. I think there are other kids staying here. It couldn’t hurt to say hello.”

When the door closes, I scoot to the edge of the bed and transfer into my chair, then roll to the bathroom. I change into clothes, then roll outside in search of the vending machine.

The parking lot is mostly empty. There are just a few beat-up cars and a couple of logging trucks. All the room shades are drawn, and the lot is quiet except for the howling of the wind and the hoot of a distant owl.

Around the corner from an ice machine that doesn’t look like it’s been used in years is the snack machine. I buy a packaged muffin that doesn’t taste at all like blueberries but does manage to calm the growling in my stomach.

On my way back to the room, I notice lines on the pavement. It looks like they were made with colored chalk, like someone drew hopscotch squares that were mostly washed away.

Sometimes the motels we move into have other kids. But I never bother trying to make friends with them. Even if they didn’t think I was a freak, either they’d be gone soon, or we would.

As I roll around the scrubby palm tree, a gleam in the dirt catches my eye. It’s a small plaque at the stone angel’s feet, too covered in dust to make out the words. I spit into my palm, then swipe my hand across the surface to reveal: IN MEMORY OF MILLIE DOBBS. 1923–1933. Whoever Millie Dobbs was, she was younger than me when she died. I shiver. It makes the courtyard feel even more grave-like.

The edge of the parking lot bleeds into logging roads, the blacktop giving way to dirt that forks into the woods, but there are no other buildings in sight. The forest looks like it gets dark and deep fast. Thick clouds of fog cling to the high branches of the trees, even though it’s hot and clear up here in the mountains. I listen to the OOOooooOOooo sound of the wind blowing. Beyond the trees, mountains arch into the smoky sky like the spines of sleeping monsters.

Before I can turn away, a red glow catches my eye, almost like an ember in a dying fire. It’s gone so fast I wonder if I imagined it, until I see a shadow that I swear is moving.

I shudder and shake my head, then roll back toward our room as fast as I can. I’m a few doors away when I hear a voice behind me. “Jerry.”

I jump in my seat. With all the howling around us, it sounds like the wind whispered my name.

Gripping my armrests, I turn around. Mama is standing behind me, her hair falling loose from her ponytail and her clothes streaked with red mud. “What are you doing out here?”

I swivel my chair toward her, rolling my eyes while I’m at it. Why can’t she make up her mind about whether she wants me to stay in the room? “Exploring. Like you told me to.”

“Right.” Mama is brushing at the mud on her jeans when I turn to face her, but all that does is grind it in more. “Well, uh, just be safe. And don’t go too close to the woods.”

“I’m not.” The woods kind of creep me out. Not that I’d say that out loud. “Why are you so dirty? I thought you were cleaning rooms.”

“Miss Mavis wanted me to . . . clean out a storm drain.” She points vaguely toward the edge of the parking lot that slopes down into the woods. “Over there.”

“Why are you acting weird?” I wrinkle my nose.

“Why are you asking so many questions?” There’s a note of laughter in her voice, and she sounds like Mama again. “See you in a bit?”

“Sure.”

I wait until she knocks and enters a room, then roll to the edge of the lot in the direction she pointed. Where the asphalt ends, there’s a lot of red mud leading into the woods and it’s studded with footprints. Some look like the tracks of rabbits and deer and bears. Others I don’t recognize—they’re almost birdlike. And there are human boot prints.

But no storm drain.

PAUL IS WAITING FOR ME WHEN I GET BACK TO OUR ROOM. “Where were you?”

“I got food and had a look around.”

“And you didn’t think I might want to come?” he huffs.

“I needed to look by myself this time. I’ll take you later.”

I turn on the TV just to have some background noise. There’s a newscaster on, a lady announcer with that kind
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