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			I

			5:27 p.m., Wednesday, August 22, 1945

			Winded and trembling from fleeing through the woods for most of the afternoon, Eleanor Cole finally felt safe enough to pause. She rested an arm on a maple tree and ripped off her shoe. A heel had snapped off her pump a ways back.

			The air felt good across the sole of her foot, but she was in no position to wallow. She slipped the shoe back on and removed the other, pounding it against the tree several times until that heel broke off. It was better to have flats anyway. Her ankles had twisted several times when her heels had met with soft earth in the scramble of the past few hours.

			She replaced the second shoe and squatted at the base of the tree, head in her hands, the bark grating into her back. She was trying to keep quiet, but the sobbing became uncontrollable in a moment when she finally felt alone. The dried leaves crunched into her tartan skirt as she dropped onto her butt.

			She desperately wanted a drink of water. After so much running, her mouth was as dry as day-old toast and a metallic taste of blood in the back of her throat extended all the way down to her lungs. The exertion from the afternoon must have robbed her of every ounce of spare moisture in her body.

			There was a water bubbler two rooms down from her office, but that was a room she wasn’t likely to see again. There was no fan to cool her, no air conditioning or ice-cold soda pop.

			The forest threatened to collapse around her under the weight of humid boughs and sagging leaves. The vines strangled the tree trunks and dangled down branches, nearly brushing her shoulders as another feeble wind cut through the area. The touch of muggy air offered inadequate relief from the heat steaming off of her body. The temperature was still in the upper 80s and a potent smell of baking leaves rose from the ground. Normally she loved the outdoors, but she was beginning to feel nauseous. Her untucked blouse was soaked through with sweat and had gone from pure white to a translucent dust rag gray.

			This morning she had spent an hour fashioning her hair like Rita Hayworth’s, a new start, she figured, to motivate her out of her comfort zone and onto something beyond drone work. That had fallen to hell, too. People always said she resembled the movie star, so she tried to play it up, add a spark to things, but Rita wouldn’t look this disheveled after a month in the Amazon.

			They were going to get her and she was frantic with thoughts of what they’d do. This morning she was nobody, a twenty-five-year-old country girl still living with her parents, tending to the chickens and struggling through a joyless job to save up for her own house in D.C. This afternoon, she was public enemy number one. The whole state—no, the whole country—would be looking for her. And there was no doubt the search had begun.

			But they wouldn’t find the tom-tom. It was gone. She’d tossed the medallion into a stream earlier just in case they caught up with her. Col. Clay’s career would be ruined.

			She tried to calm down, controlling the tears and raising her head. She needed to get her bearings. Her breathing slowed. The sobbing spasm in her diaphragm eased. Except for the occasional blustering of the forest floor, it was silent. There was no one else. Any approaching footsteps would be apparent across the leaf-strewn ground and she couldn’t hear anything, even when she strained to focus. She leaned around the tree and caught a glimpse of the lowering sun through the canopy. That meant she was still heading east. Good.

			Twice a second her head throbbed with the beat of her heart. She rose to her feet and took a long, deep breath, trying to clear her mind. Even with the relative calm of the moment, she couldn’t stay put. Losing the heels would help. Pulling off her slip was a possibility. It would make running easier, but she couldn’t risk leaving something that obvious lying on the ground. It would be far too blatant a clue and would make it easy to assess the direction she was heading.

			Motionless for a second, she reached beneath the waist of her skirt and tugged at the slip, yanking it up a few inches at a time until it was bunched around her stomach. She unbuttoned her blouse, holding it in one hand, and pulled the remainder of the slip over her head. Then she buttoned the blouse back up and tucked the slip under her arm. It was so freeing. Plus, she figured, it could be used to wipe the sweat off her forehead.

			She kicked some leaves over the discarded heel, then charged forward. She didn’t need to rush anymore, but she couldn’t dawdle.

			It dawned on her that she didn’t have her pocketbook, so no ID, no money. It seemed like such a minor detail when she thought about what was at stake, but her head was clearer now and she knew she needed a longer-term plan than just getting away. Home was out of the question. It was the first place anyone would look for her. Would they think to monitor her grandparents? Probably.

			Who did she know in Amberton? That was in this general direction. No one. No one, besides Nellie. But they hadn’t spoken since Nellie’s family had moved fifteen years ago. The last she’d heard, Nellie was working in a shoe factory and had moved out of her parents’ home. A woman on her own might understand her predicament, particularly since they’d been inseparable when they were younger. All right, she’d try for her old childhood friend. She might not even recognize the woman if she ran smack dab into her and she certainly didn’t have an address for her. At this point, it didn’t matter. It was a destination and that was better than nothing. She’d make for Amberton and look up Nellie in the telephone book. And if she had married, well bad luck to her. The plan would have to change.

			She marched to the east and after a long while, she could make out the sound of running water to the north—the Passaconic River. She couldn’t be that far from Route 36. It wasn’t a well-traveled road, but it led to Amberton. She could stick to the tree line and if a car approached, she’d try to determine if it was friendly. If it didn’t seem safe, she’d duck back into the woods before the driver could see her.

			

			It took an hour and a half before she reached the road, a much longer hike than she had figured. And by now, the bugs had begun biting with abandon, attracted as they were to clammy skin. Swatting only seemed to attract more of them.

			The blacktop cut through the thick of woods, a single sliver of civilization dividing miles and miles of forest. The pine trees had left layers of needles along the roadside, blown clear of the tar by the speeding motorists. Behind her, the sun was sinking into the horizon. She couldn’t see it through the trees, but the sky had gone a bluish gray with a thick cloud cover and the light was vanishing from the day. The air was muggy and still, the smell of cooking asphalt rising up from the tarmac. Like an oven, the road would continue to give off heat for hours. She could feel it from two feet away.

			She considered a passing motorist’s perception, that she might be seen as a vagrant. Nobody in their right mind would pick her up. She straightened out her blouse and tucked it in, running her fingers through her hair in an attempt to rein it in. Then she set out north on the no-man’s land between the woods and the road. Every few minutes, when she heard a car or truck approaching, she would bound to the left and duck behind a tree, scrutinizing the vehicle and its occupants. If anything looked too military-like, she stayed hidden. Several cars in a row had been driven and occupied by young men with crew cuts. It might have been safe to try to stop them, but this wasn’t an instance where she could take a chance, so she let them pass.

			She heard the telltale hum of another approaching car from the south. She was just past a bend in the road. It would be fifteen to twenty seconds before it was upon her, but because of the bend, she wouldn’t have much time to examine the car or its driver. And on top of that, the light had mostly faded, making an accurate appraisal harder.

			She hopped over a marshy bit of ground and hid herself behind a pine tree, her feet squishing into the waterlogged soil. The car was just on the other side of the corner.

			It puttered into view. The interior was dark, but Eleanor could make out the silhouette of a hat. At least she thought it was a hat. She squinted. Yes, it was a hat, a lady’s hat. The chances of spotting a woman driving on her own at this time of day were low, but it was the opportunity Eleanor was hoping for. She stepped into the road and waved an arm over her head. The headlights rose up to meet her and about ten yards away, the car crept to a stop, its engine idling. Eleanor was on display for the driver, the full power of the headlights shining directly on her, blinding her. She held up a hand to shade her eyes, fully aware that her grubby clothes, messy hair, and the slip tucked under her left arm might scare the woman away.

			For a few seconds nothing happened. She was like a deer in the light. Then she slogged to the driver’s side. The scarlet red Ford Deluxe seemed fairly new or was perhaps just well-maintained, its exhaust billowing out from the tailpipe. The window was half-rolled down and as she approached, the older woman in the car discreetly locked the door. The woman was in her early- to mid-sixties wearing a small-brimmed hat with a large ribbon. She looked guarded.

			“I’m so sorry,” Eleanor said. “My car’s broken down at our cabin and I’ve had to trudge through the woods on my own. I’m so sorry.”

			The woman paused for a moment before easing up a bit. “Oh my dear, that’s all right. I’ll just let you in.” She stretched across the passenger seat and unlocked the door.

			Eleanor smiled and circled around the nose of the car. “Thank you so much,” she said as she hopped in, her skirt gliding easily over the bench seat. She pulled her slip onto her lap breathing in the car’s new leather scent. 

			The woman slowly accelerated the car, the breeze through the windows refreshing Eleanor’s spirits, making her feel somewhat normal again, and helping to clear the feeling of mosquitoes on her skin.

			“Were you heading into Amberton?” the woman asked, seeming feebler than Eleanor expected.

			“Yes, that would be wonderful.” She stowed the slip between her hip and the door after catching the woman eyeing it. Then she checked herself and noticed the top buttons of her blouse had come undone. Trying not to draw attention, she buttoned them back up.

			“Is your cabin close?” the woman asked. “I’m sorry, what did you say your name was?”

			

			Eleanor couldn’t leave a trail that anyone could follow. From this point forward she needed to become someone else. “I’m Evelyn, and no, we aren’t close at all. I must have walked through seven or eight miles of countryside.”

			“Oh my! Is your husband not around? Did he leave you to find help on your own?”

			Eleanor realized she had instinctively used “we,” and the woman must have picked up on it. There was a generally accepted rule that a woman would have found a husband by her mid-twenties. It should have been an outdated notion, but she fought the urge to stand up on her soapbox. This wasn’t the place for that. In fact, she wondered if she’d ever be free enough to stand out in a crowd again. Blending in was the name of the game now.

			“He’s in France. Been stationed there for the past eight months. I spruce up the cabin every month while he’s away. It keeps me busy and, honestly, I need to keep an eye on things, otherwise, the cabin will look abandoned. Sometimes I wonder where all of the dust comes from.”

			The woman nodded her head in commiseration. “By my age, you’ll have cleaned enough dust to make another house.”

			Eleanor’s new life took shape over the next twenty minutes as it was created from sentence to sentence. Her fabrication included a husband in the army and a Labrador retriever named Chester. And though the thought infuriated her, she had cast herself as a stay-at-home wife. She wouldn’t live anymore acquiescing to egotistical men. She couldn’t. But for the time being, it was best not to raise too many red flags. The older generation expected women in their mid-twenties to have a husband and she needed to avoid ruffling any feathers, especially with an older woman, who was likely to hold conservative views on marriage. Her right hand remained cupped over her left to hide her naked ring finger. 

			The woman at the car’s helm was named Margaret, her hair curled in starchy ringlets. She’d been married for forty years to a gentle stick of a man named Simon who managed a Sears and Roebuck Department Store. They had three grown daughters, and she was just returning from visiting her eldest, Carol, who had a husband serving in Japan.

			The full darkness of evening had descended upon the women as they drove. A flaxen quarter moon occasionally made itself known, but it was mainly irradiating the cloud cover from above. Every few minutes a car or truck passed in the opposite direction, its lights causing temporary blindness for the women. The woods on either side of the road were black. Eleanor could only make out the first row of trees as the headlights of the Deluxe overexposed them, then they quickly disappeared into the darkness, flitting by the passenger window.

			As they approached a hill, Eleanor noticed an increasing amount of light coming over its crest, more than just an oncoming vehicle. Something hit her as wrong. They had passed a sign for Amberton not long before and it said the town was still five miles away.

			“Is that Amberton already?” she asked.

			The car slowed a bit on the hill as the engine struggled. Margaret stayed silent for a few seconds longer than Eleanor would have liked. “Well, that shouldn’t be. Amberton’s still a couple miles from here. That’s someone’s headlights, dear.”

			Eleanor instinctively braced herself as they neared the apex, clutching the side of the door. There was too much light. “Let me out,” she said.

			Margaret turned toward her passenger. “What’s that?”

			“Let me out. I need to get out!” Eleanor grabbed the door handle as the car climbed the hill at forty miles per hour. She placed her shoulder against the door. “Margaret please, stop the car!”

			Margaret slowed a bit. “What’s the matter, Evelyn? It’s just another car. Are you okay?”

			“No, I need to get out now!” The Ford was still moving at a good clip. Eleanor wondered if she should chance leaping out.

			“Oh my gosh, Evelyn, what is it?”

			The car crested the hill and a roadblock became evident fifty yards away, forest on both sides of the pavement. There were two cars, barricades, several very imposing men, and a harsh light on a stand beating down on the road. One of the men was holding up a hand signaling for Margaret to stop.

			

			Eleanor was trapped. If she jumped out now, the men would definitely give chase. This had been set up for her. She knew it. She’d managed to escape through the woods before, but she’d had a much more advantageous start earlier. Perhaps Margaret would convince the men she was a friend. Her vision narrowed, the fight or flight instinct fully engaged.

			She froze.

			As the Ford rolled to a stop next to the lead man, Margaret lowered the window fully. The man was easily over six feet tall, with a dark unbuttoned suit jacket and a fedora pulled low to his eyebrows. “Good evening ma’am,” he said, glancing at Margaret and then at her passenger. But his eyes stayed a fraction of a second too long on Eleanor.

			She yanked the handle and flung the door open, leaping out of the car and dropping her slip as she broke into a sprint for the woods.

			The men at the roadblock straightened up and focused on the fleeing woman, the leader pulling a sidearm from beneath his jacket. He took aim at Eleanor and pulled the trigger. She went down face first just feet from the trees. The light was weaker where she had fallen, but there was enough bleeding over from the checkpoint to partially illuminate the spot where she’d fallen. The men all converged on her, the back of her dirty blouse steeped in blood, pumping from a wound in the center of the shirt, a hole blown right through the fabric. She moved her head to the right and her fingers twitched.

			The lead man reached down and frisked her thoroughly. Then he wrenched her onto her back, her body limp, and he continued patting her down head to toe, without a thought for modesty. Eleanor’s eyes stared blankly at the sky, her lips parted. She was gurgling as much as breathing. There was no exit wound on her chest. The bullet was still inside her.

			The man straightened himself and looked down at her. “It’s not here,” he said.

			“What do you mean, ‘it’s not here?’” The voice was Margaret’s, who was standing by the car in the crook of the driver’s door. Her tenderness had disappeared. This was the voice of authority.

			The man didn’t pull his gaze from Eleanor. “I mean it’s not here.”

			

			Margaret stomped around the car, a tight gray skirt restricting her gait. She hooked around the passenger door and lifted Eleanor’s slip from the pavement. “Here,” she said, rifling through it before dropping it. “Goddammit!” She peered into the Deluxe’s passenger seat. Her hat had slipped down a little and she snatched it off her head and threw it into the car, her stiff locks barely shifting. “Goddammit!” Her hair was gray, high and tight, her suit conservative. She spun around. “Why the hell did you shoot her?”

			The man didn’t respond.

			Margaret stepped toward them, stopping inches away from Eleanor’s feet, and leered down at the bloody body beneath her. “Where is it?” she snarled.

			Eleanor’s eyes didn’t move.

			“I thought I shot her in the side,” said the man.

			Margaret grabbed Eleanor’s shoulder and pulled, exposing a back caked in dried leaves and a bullet hole directly in its center spurting out blood. Then she let go and the injured woman flopped back onto the ground. Margaret shot the man an angry scowl. “Well, you missed.”

			They glared at Eleanor. “Double check,” Margaret said.

			The man bent over Eleanor and ripped open her blouse, buttons popping off with the force. Enraged, he reached down to the bottom of her skirt and yanked it up. Eleanor let out moans of pain as he pulled her torso off the ground and continued jerking at the garment until it was bunched up around her waist. “Look for yourself!” he bawled.

			Margaret kicked Eleanor’s leg, which didn’t even get a reaction from the incapacitated woman. “What did you do with it?”

			Eleanor’s breathing was short; her eyes had begun to glaze over. Margaret hovered over her for a few seconds, then leaned over and slapped Eleanor’s face, knocking it to the side. It didn’t rouse her. “Where is it?” Margaret seethed.

			Nothing.

			Margaret stood up straight, eyes widening, and reached her arm out to take hold of the pistol the lead man had in his holster. The man relinquished the weapon without a word.

			

			Margaret placed her foot in the center of Eleanor’s bra and shifted her weight onto it, causing moans of pain and increased gurgling.

			Eleanor rolled her head toward Margaret. The added weight on her chest made it impossible to breathe.

			“Goddammit!” Margaret screamed, her eyes wild and piercing, dragging Eleanor out of her listlessness. The two women glared at each other. Margaret pointed the gun at Eleanor’s head, and put more of her weight on the dying woman’s chest. The pain was unbearable for Eleanor. Her eyes rolled up in her skull. And Margaret pulled the trigger. 

		

	
		
			

			II

			Present Day

			“What are you watching?”

			Hollis rolled his eyes. He’d hoped that by holing himself up in his room, his parents would leave him alone, but his father Graham had just broken the seal. Next he’d be telling the boy what a beautiful day it was outside and how there was a whole new neighborhood to explore.

			“It’s about the pyramids,” he answered, clinging to the hopes that an educational show would supersede the requirement to “get some fresh air.” He aimed the remote and turned up the volume, settling himself deeper into the pillow against his headboard. Maybe his father would accept that he was fully ensconced, and shouldn’t be disturbed.

			Hollis had bought several books on ancient Egypt and spent hours watching YouTube documentaries about it. Mummies and pyramids were of particular interest to him. His plan was to become an archaeologist when he grew up… or a comic book writer.

			“Well, Ramesses can wait,” his father said. “I thought your mother told you to clean up your room.”

			The fifth grader surveilled his new room. It was half the size of his old bedroom, a dull gray box that would be his home for the foreseeable future. The same tiny television sat atop the same bureau, which he watched from the same bed. There wasn’t even enough wall space to put up all of his posters.

			But he’d thrown his dirty clothes in the hamper and shoved a bunch of toys under his bed. Was he supposed to do a spit shine or something? It looked clean to him. “I did,” he said.

			

			“Okay, we’ll let your mother deal with that.” His father, a heavyset man, lay down on the bed next to Hollis, creating a sinkhole that threatened to pull the boy in. Hollis had never met anyone who managed to breath at such a monstrous volume as his father, like the natural act took effort. They watched the show for a few seconds, the scent of Graham’s aftershave still heavy despite the fact that it was the middle of the afternoon.

			Graham wore tan shorts and a blue Polo shirt, his weekend attire, year round.

			“Who’s that dude?” the old man asked. His father sometimes feigned interest in something before getting around to his true objective. It was a transparent tactic and the boy had no choice but to play along with it. In this case, his father wasn’t referring to the show, but the poster next to the TV.

			“That’s Kaos, King of the Orcs.”

			Kaos was an olive green beast covered in scars, whose muscles had their own muscles. The raging hulk had yellow eyes and strands of ashen hair wisping off his head. The Crag of Fire loomed behind Kaos, spewing forth magma and rock, an inferno that burst into the sky, fusing into ominous black clouds.

			“Kaos, huh? He looks like a tough hombre. Doesn’t that keep you up at night?”

			“No.”

			They watched another few seconds of programming and then his father finally got to the point. He grabbed the remote between them and shut off the TV. “What say we go enjoy a bit of the day?”

			“I was watching that,” said Hollis.

			“I know, but you can watch that anytime,” Graham countered. “The ancient Egyptians are always on, but you don’t get too many days like this, believe me.”

			Rolling his head back on the pillow, the ten-year-old released an extended groan.

			“Come on, sport. Do your mother a solid.”

			Hollis hated being called sport. He wasn’t any good at sports and, in fact, didn’t even like them. And he wondered if his father just threw the term at him to deflect from his weight problem. Hollis knew he had a few extra pounds, but he wasn’t fat like his old man, or like “Lumpy” Dobratz.

			He rolled himself over and dangled his legs over the edge of the bed, resigned to his fate. Go out and play. It will do you good. He wasn’t sure why it was so important. What was he going to do anyway? He didn’t even know anyone in the neighborhood yet. It was a matter of going outside for the sake of going outside.

			Then he thought back to Mike Trammel at his old school, who on several occasions had tried to convince Hollis that he’d been adopted. The first couple of times, Hollis didn’t pay the boy’s words any heed, but Mike had always spoken with such assuredness that Hollis began to wonder if he was right. He wasn’t doing it to tease Hollis. It was always mentioned in a matter-of-fact way. Plus, Mike’s parents had grown up with Hollis’ parents, so they would have known.

			Hollis cast a glance at his father. Other than being heavy, Hollis didn’t overly resemble him… nor his mother for that matter. He didn’t have any brothers or sisters. It just seemed impossible to know without his parents coming clean.

			On the other hand, his parents were all he’d ever known. They cared for him. That much was obvious. Should it matter, even if they weren’t his real parents?

			Graham patted him on the back, groaning as he raised himself up from the bed. “Thanks pal,” he said. “It might not be as terrible as you think.” He made his way out the bedroom door, assuredly to relay to Hollis’ mother that he’d roused the young boy.

			Hollis strapped on a pair of sneakers from under the bed and trudged downstairs to the kitchen, sliding the glass door to the back yard open, a gentle wind wafting past him. His mother, Lonnie, was seated on a stool at the granite-topped island, a Scrabble board, half-played, laid out before her. She was mid-game with a friend over the phone. The fifth grader had tried to explain that she could just use her phone to play, but for some reason she liked to have the cardboard in front of her. He was beginning to suspect she used the game as an excuse to gossip.

			His father, also loitering around the island, paid him no heed. The order had been given and the generals were in repose. From underneath the kitchen table, the family’s bulldog regarded Hollis with indifference. Even Risley didn’t want to go outside.

			Hollis peered at the back lawn in need of a good mow and the line of trees on the outskirts of the property. A few cotton ball clouds flecked the sky, an admittedly beautiful day with little humidity and a slight breeze, just as his father had promised. The boy’s eyes adjusted to the glare of a fully lit morning.

			He stepped out, closing the glass door behind him and sauntered to the center of the yard, pausing to take in the surroundings, the pleasant scent from the fir and pine trees and the wind tousling his thin chestnut hair.

			He cut around to the side of the house to the end of the wooden fence that separated their yard from their neighbor’s and peeked out into the neighborhood. They were located halfway through a circular cul-de-sac, a newly constructed prefabricated set of homes, each just different enough from the previous to make the homeowners feel a sense of uniqueness. To Hollis, they all looked the same.

			He liked their previous home. It was musty and creaky, and you could feel the wind blowing through the windows on blustery days, but it had character. An old wooden farmhouse with lots of land to explore.

			He waited for signs of other kids, but there were none. In the week since they’d moved in, he’d spied a few outside playing, but right now the street was empty. He’d never lived in a neighborhood with other families and he didn’t know if he’d fit in here.

			Hollis sized up his house. This was it, the place he’d grow up. His father had a new job and that’s the way it was. He and his best friend, Edgar used to stay up on weekends playing video games and eating Doritos. They still texted via their parents’ phones, but it wasn’t the same. No one else really liked the same games or TV shows as Hollis, or music or movies for that matter and chances were that none of the kids would.

			With no siblings and no friends, he had to make an afternoon for himself now. He plodded out back again, kicking the occasional pine cone as far as he could. In a burst of inspiration, he decided to see how quickly he could make it to the back of the yard and exploded into a full-on sprint, stopping just beside a pine tree as he tagged it.

			Due to a heart defect he’d been diagnosed with at birth, it took a few seconds to catch his breath. The doctors told him his heart pumped about 35-40 percent, which didn’t mean much to him, but apparently it was a little worse than average.

			He studied the distance he’d run. Pretty fast, he thought. “I’m a sprinter, not a marathoner.”

			Past the first few trees, the woods were dark, practically black, and he wondered what secrets they hid. Maybe there’d be a cave that no one had ever discovered or a Native American burial site. He set a sharp eye back toward his new house before marching into the great wooded unknown.

			The shade inside the canopy of trees delivered a cool bite to the breeze and the air, steeped in wild earth, permeated everything. High up in the branches, two crows were keeping an eye on him. This wasn’t human domain. It was the world of animals. One of the crows leapt from the branch, its wings cutting through the wind with a flutter.

			Hollis figured the other kids in the area were probably playing video games or checking out Snapchat or YouTube. A couple of them had waved to him when they’d seen each other, but it didn’t matter now. He’d just probed the neighborhood and there was no one else around. One thing at a time, he said to himself.

			He delved deeper in, every once in awhile looking back at his house fading farther into the distance. He noticed a mound a short jog up on the left, perhaps the carcass of a water buffalo or a secret entrance to a long forgotten lair. He hiked to it, hoping to discover something no one had seen in hundreds or thousands of years, but it was only a lump of earth, stiff and unyielding.

			He was making his own path, sometimes having to climb over fallen trees or duck beneath branches, forcing twigs out of his way with his hands and closing his eyes in case anything snapped back unexpectedly. Every step was met by the crunching of leaves underfoot. This was the heart of the woods with no hint of civilization.

			In the distance, a gently graded hill showed promise. He fixed on it, reaching its apex in good speed. Atop the mound he examined the earth around him, stooping over to grab what looked like an Indian arrowhead. It was black and one edge was quite sharp. Closer examination revealed it to be just a rock. He tossed it with the full might of his arm, but his aim was off and the rock hit a tree deflecting it off to the ground.

			The far side of the hill dropped off much more abruptly than the way he’d come, strewn over with rocks and sticks all the way to the valley floor below. There was something in it that reminded him of Kaos, reigning over his vast kingdom. He raised his arms in triumph and roared at the top of his lungs just like the Orc King. Then he listened for a reply without getting one.

			He knew he was nothing like the great Orc. Lucas Sherman, from his old school, used to call him Jonah after the Superbad actor and Hollis hated to admit that he could see the resemblance, especially in that they were both fat. The worst part of being teased was when there was truth to the digs. But he couldn’t bring himself to enjoy basketball or football, or anything physical other than riding his bike. Comics were more enjoyable than any of it, and so the weight was likely to be staying on.

			There was water up ahead, whispering through the rustle of the trees. It was faint, but unmistakable. His internal compass had rarely led him astray and he soldiered on toward the sound. In great strides, he leapt from rock to rock down the hillside, almost losing his footing at one point on some loose stones. The valley floor, covered in decaying leaves, was closer than it had seemed. He started the ascent of the next hill, which took a little more effort. Maybe he should work a little harder at dropping a few pounds; he was breathing more heavily than he wanted.

			In a few spots he needed to grab hold of large rocks to steady himself on the steep climb, his sneakers slipping off stones because of slimy moss. At the top of the second hill he glimpsed the water, coursing slowly across the forest floor. It was too small to be a river. More like a stream.

			When he reached it, he squatted along its edge among the entanglements of an enormous beech tree, whose trunk split five ways, each as large as another tree. It was easily the most massive tree in the forest, more like a dinosaur. His feet rested unevenly on its exposed roots, which had, over years or decades, worked their way inexorably to the stream. He studied the flowing water, as clear as glass, and underneath it, a mix of stones, slime and earth. It didn’t seem all that deep. Hollis lowered his fingers into the stream. It was liquid ice. “No swimming in that,” he said.

			He dropped onto his haunches and leaned his elbows on his knees, fixed on the sunlight wandering though the leaves, touching the water and splitting into thousands of shimmering paparazzi flashes. This would do. This spot. It would be his fortress of solitude, the kingdom he would rule, a place of his own. Shuffling his way back, he sat against the giant tree. He hugged his knees closer, resting his chin on them.

			There was something soothing about the sound of the water running, seeking its way across the countryside to a lake somewhere. Maybe he’d bring some supplies out here—a bug-out kit. If a meteorite came crashing to earth or Yellowstone Park erupted, he could be safe out here. Of course, he’d bring his parents out here too, but he’d need the basics to be able to survive: a canteen, a blanket, a knife, a compass, trail mix, a pot and utensils, a lighter.

			This was as good as watching a show about the Egyptians.

			An odd looking stone embedded in the upper reaches of the stream-bed caught his eye. It was just on the far side of the water, covered in muck. Was it metal? He stood up and made his way to the stream’s edge, leaping as far as he could and landing with one foot in the water on the other side.

			“Aww!” he cried, pulling his waterlogged foot out and squishing the sneaker down on the dirt edge lining the stream. He leaned into the crumbling bank and reached down toward the stone, except it wasn’t a stone; it looked man-made.

			He pried the item from the muddy bank and held it up to examine it, wiping away as much muck as he could before dipping it into the running water to clean it off better. It was heavy for its size, flat and circular like a medallion. The object resembled a rough stone, but glinted as if its raised edges were polished metal. It seemed to be a mix of silver and stone depending on how the light hit it. There were no etchings on it, just ridges, like it was cut directly from the earth. Along its rim, a thin metal band—rusted away to nearly nothing—clasped the object, and attached to the band was a ribbon of fabric that was almost completely rotted. It looked like an Olympic medal from another era.

			Hollis tried to think of a logical explanation: an Indian artifact, maybe some sort of commemorative award? It seemed old, but whatever it was, he liked it. He stuffed it in the back pocket of his shorts and bound back over the stream heading for home, his left shoe squishing as he tromped. 

		

	
		
			

			III

			The cinder block halls inside Jeremiah Wilson Elementary School were painted a shiny turquoise, reminiscent of the post World War II years when kids were taught just how protective a school desk could be against atomic bombs.

			The color on the walls wasn’t due to the school board’s aesthetic preferences, but because there were always leftover cans of semi-gloss at the end of a painting year that were preserved for the next time. The sock hop came and went, the Summer of Love, Disco, Reagan, Brangelina and as the definition of risqué intensified from Elvis’ gyrating hips to Lady Gaga’s meat suit, the school’s interior remained comfortably consistent. It never struck anyone to ask why they didn’t just try another color.

			Until recently, the philosophy fit the curriculum, too. It worked in 1950, so it ought to work now. Reneé Denoncourt made attempts to sway the school department toward a new educational ideology in her first few years at the school in the late 1990s, and several younger teachers had tried since, but the old guard put the brakes on reform each time, preferring the “sit down, shut up, and open your mouth, so we can shove it down your gob” method.

			Teachers fresh out of college rarely stuck around for more than a year or two, frustrated that mindless memorization wouldn’t sink in so readily on kids who were plugged in and entertained 24/7, and who were years beyond giving a second thought to a dress made of meat.

			But a chink in the armor showed the previous year when the school board passed new guidelines for fifth graders in an attempt to prepare them for middle school. “Team teaching” shifted the ten-year-olds from a solitary homeroom to a set of teachers specializing in subjects. Where they used to rely on one adult for all of their educational needs, they now visited different classrooms just like the big kids.

			Hollis was enrolled in the mid-sized facility, having started fresh with the new school year just a few weeks prior. JW Elementary wasn’t all that socially disparate from where he’d come in New York State. Kids in fifth grade already had their friends. No one needed another.

			His grades were already matching those he’d earned at his previous school, average or even a little below, his scholastic tendencies leaning toward indifference and distraction.

			Seated in the middle of the class, he creaked open the lid of his homeroom desk and removed science and math textbooks and a three-subject notebook, closed the desk and laid them on top. The tan notebook, spiral bound, was already well worn around the edges, with the words math, science and computers written in all caps across the top and underlined. The rest of the cover was crowded with doodles, including a centerpiece of a skull and crossbones, its jaw dripping blood.

			The bell ending class clanged, a piercing metal monstrosity bolted onto the upper wall in the hallway. It didn’t mean that the students were free to move.

			Standing behind her desk at the head of the fifth-grade classroom, Janelle Miller raised a piece of paper and flapped it back and forth. She had been teaching at JW Elementary for thirty-seven years, her first job out of college. A set of mom jeans fit loosely around her portly frame and her shoulder-length brunette locks covered the neck of a red V-necked shirt. Her flowery fragrance had permeated into her classroom walls over the decades and left a sustained and unambiguous scent that would, for the rest of the children’s lives, spring them back to fifth grade.

			The kids joked that she didn’t shower, bathing herself in perfume to cover the strong body odor she put off. The myth had a half-life of the rest of her career, as do all yarns spun about teachers in grade school. It stemmed from a day in 2004 when she had forgotten to wear deodorant.

			

			“If your parents haven’t gotten back to me about conference night, tell them to shoot me an email by tomorrow,” she said. “I’m looking at you Sarah, Zachary and Tyler. Got me?”

			The offending parties nodded their heads.

			“Okay,” Mrs. Miller said, taking a seat at the desk.

			The students filed out of the class, yammering and pairing up into their cliques. Hollis was among the silent stragglers at the end, head low, books clutched to his side.

			He made his way along the edge of the hallway to Mrs. Bennett’s room, just four doors away. A few teachers stood watch in an attempt to keep the chaos in between classes to a minimum and for the most part, it worked. Kids scurried around like a nest of ants, an Amazon jungle’s worth of racket, but at least it was orderly.

			A rail of a woman, Mrs. Bennett was seated at her desk, swiping away at her phone, a blank stare on her face and an occasional glance up to see how many of the children had come in. Sporting an oxford blue blouse, she was one of the well-liked teachers among the students.

			Posters and drawings lined the walls of the rectangular room, the chemical makeup of the sun, the parts of an atom and cells. A model of the solar system spanned the entire room, dangling by fishing line from the tiled drop ceiling. The sun, like a bright yellow beach ball, was in the corner near the room’s entrance while the planets ranged out toward the back window and the poor, demoted dwarf planet Pluto. A large, colorful replica of an atom dominated the left side of Mrs. Bennett’s desk with removable parts, a three-dimensional jigsaw puzzle, onto which additional protons, neutrons, and electrons could be placed.

			The bell rang at 11:02 and Mrs. Bennett gave a last intimate smile at her phone before laying it down on the desk. “Good morning,” she said as the conversations dwindled. “I asked you to read the chapter on atomic structures last night. Why don’t we open to page 47 in our texts.”

			She stepped to the doorway, shoes clomping on the terrazzo floor, as little hands pried open their outdated textbooks. Grabbing the handle, she pulled the door inward, only to have a single, straggling student slip in at the last moment. The boy, scrawny even by fifth grade standards, had a mane of wavy black hair, spilling down like a willow tree over the shoulders of a Grateful Dead concert t-shirt. He marched to an empty seat in the front row, textbooks in the clutch of his right hand.

			“It’s nice of you to join us Kirby,” Mrs. Bennett said to a chorus of classroom giggles.

			The boy laid his books down and shot her a thumbs up. “I’m ready.”

			“Oh good,” she replied. “You had me worried there for a bit.” She closed the door and moved to the blackboard, grabbing a piece of chalk. “Who wants to try drawing a hydrogen atom?”

			A few hands shot up, but Hollis’ wasn’t one of them. He hadn’t cracked a book the night before, having spent the time in pursuit of a magic sword on the family’s Xbox. He had no idea what a hydrogen atom looked like.

			“Alexus,” Mrs. Bennett said, holding out the chalk. A girl, with inky jet-black, straight-as-a-ruler hair, stepped up to the blackboard and drew a near-perfect circle with the letter P in it, then added a larger ring around that, on which she placed a small circle with the letter E above it. She looked at Mrs. Bennett, with a smile that indicated she was finished. “Very good. That’s exactly right,” Mrs. Bennett said, taking the chalk and patting her on the back as the girl returned to her seat.

			Gesturing toward the drawing, Mrs. Bennett began explaining. “So this is hydrogen. It’s the simplest atom with just one proton and one electron circling around it.”

			Hollis studied the illustration. He hadn’t done his homework, but Alexus’ drawing was scraping at his brain, like hearing two similar sounds phasing. He gazed down at the textbook, at the illustrations in its pages and the gnawing feeling of something not right bit at him.

			He clenched his eyes shut for a moment and then re-examined the drawings. This was the textbook and it was obviously right. Mrs. Bennett had agreed with Alexus’ drawing, and she was the science teacher. His safest move was to keep quiet, so he let it go and his mind conjured up memories of his sanctuary in the woods, far from school and teachers, his private kingdom. At his throne by the beech tree, he was the ruler of everything he saw.

			

			Reaching into his back pocket, Hollis pulled out the weighty medallion he had found two weeks earlier. It had become his good luck charm, stripped of its deteriorated ribbon and scrubbed clean. He held it in his hands, the ridges along its front and back seeming familiar now, like frozen ripples of water, smooth and wavy. The classroom’s fluorescent lighting reflected off the shiny parts, which were silky smooth, offering very little friction when he rubbed his hands over them. Mrs. Bennett’s voice faded into the nether region of his mind, just background noise with nothing to interest him, but his name was enough to snap him out of it.

			“Hollis,” Mrs. Bennett said. “What is that you have?”

			He stared at the teacher like he’d been caught committing a crime. “It’s just a thing I found in the woods.”

			“Well, put it away and join us in science.”

			He stuffed the artifact back in his pocket.

			“Could you come up and show us all what a helium atom looks like?” She held out the chalk for him to take.

			He let out a long breath and lowered his head. It was inevitable now. He would once again look like a lunkhead in science class. He stepped to the board, taking the piece of chalk, and inspected the large empty space on which he was expected to draw. The hydrogen atom scribbled out by Alexus was glaring at him from the side in all its imperfections.

			What was helium? It was the stuff they put into balloons to make them float. His best friend in New York, Edgar, once sucked in some helium from a balloon so his voice would shoot up a few octaves. It was like air. Hollis raised the chalk and without thinking started sketching. First he clumped together a series of dots, dozens of them, hitting the chalkboard like a machine gun. Then he repeated that clump three more times so there were four distinct, but complex spheres.

			A glance at Mrs. Bennett assured him that he was doing it wrong, but it just seemed right to him. He was struck by a sense that the blackboard wasn’t enough. Scanning its edges, he lowered his arm, looking back at the classroom walls and at the board again, then back at Mrs. Bennett. “I don’t think I have enough room.”

			Mrs. Bennett cleared her throat. “Okay. Well why don’t you just finish up the best you can.”

			Hitting his chin with the chalk several times, he shuffled to the far edge of the board—past Alexus’ sketch—and using the side of the chalk rather than its point, he began shading in a curved column several inches thick from the bottom up as far as he could extend. “I can’t reach any higher,” he said.

			Mrs. Bennett had her arms crossed. “That’s okay.” She held out her hand and he returned the chalk to her and slogged away from the front of the class.

			“That’s interesting Hollis, but not exactly what I’m looking for,” she said. Giggles erupted from the class.

			As Hollis reached his seat, Mrs. Bennett was finishing four tight circles on the blackboard. She placed a P inside two of them and an N into the other two, then drew a pair of orbits around that nucleus and placed two electrons on them, with corresponding Es. “This is a helium atom. There are two protons, two neutrons and two electrons,” she said as she pointed to each of the atom’s parts.

			He examined the corrected version of the helium atom, which seemed as wrong as Alexus’ hydrogen, and returned to something more enjoyable—doodling. It was a good way to keep his mind off of his humiliation. He never liked being called to the blackboard, but it was especially horrific when he hadn’t done the homework.

			His attention mostly on his notebook, he could feel the occasional set of eyes from his fellow classmates upon him. His only hope was that it would be forgotten and he wouldn’t become known as a dunce. History was a much better subject for the boy anyway. He didn’t have a head for science or math.

			Hollis glanced down at his absent-minded doodling. It was unlike anything he’d drawn before, a series of interconnected hexagons. They made for a cool design. There was no rhyme nor reason to his placing of each next hexagon, he just continued drawing them where they belonged.

			When the class ended, Hollis gathered up his books and clumped in with the rest of the kids leaving. Alexus
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