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	Weed (Biz’s wife)



	
	Scale (Biz’s wife)



	DEEPTHINK
	Bodacious



	LEECHLICKER
	Fancy (Jim Dandy’s wife)



	GARTOOTH
	Wishy (Stump’s wife)







[image: [Image]]




ONE

Falling

[image: [Image]]



 


My cousin Duke’s troubles on the river started the day he dangled me off the wagon wheel bridge. It’s an old stone bridge, abandoned now, except for bullies and the occasional river troll in need of a hideout.

“Take it back?” Duke shouted, holding me by the ankles.

He was shaking me so hard that my lucky penny slipped out of my pocket and plopped into the river. You can take that as a sign if you want to, but it was Duke’s luck, not mine, that went bad.

“Not in a million years,” I told him.

The river I was hanging over was the Mississippi, which was flooding, all muddy and solid-looking as a freight train, about twenty feet below my ponytail. It was early May. None of the trees had turned green yet, but you could smell it coming fast.

I’d been out in my front yard that Saturday morning, exercising my friend Lottie, a box turtle who had wintered in my closet. Enter Duke, who’d scooped Lottie up, claiming she’d make some troll a nice snack.

Since I wasn’t big enough to stop him, I pleaded with him all the way to the river, where he tossed her in. For good measure, he tried to push me in too. That was a mistake. He forgot how hard I can hold on to things—like his wrist. We landed side by side, flat on our faces in water that had been frozen ice but a short while back. Our yowls scared birds off trees.

By the time I’d struggled back to shore, floodwaters had carried Lottie away.

If I were braver, I’d have jumped in after her, but our stretch of river is a queer old chunk of water. Though nobody likes to talk about it much, the river around here is under a spell of some kind. Crippled people have been known to drive cross-country and plop down in it for a cure. And besides, I couldn’t very well go after Lottie while Duke was dragging me up the bridge.

As soon as he dangled me over the edge, I saw a crutch go bobbing by beneath me, headed for New Orleans, along with all sorts of other incredible fare: a crow perched atop a dollhouse, a muskrat holding an orange tennis shoe in its mouth, a log with a dozen turtles along its spine. Maybe Lottie would hook up with them. I hoped so. With the river suffering spring fever, everything was on the move.

“You better know how to swim,” Duke shouted.

It was one of his shouting days. Most were. Looking skyward, I could see up his nostrils, which seemed huge and dark as caverns.

“You know I can’t,” I said.

“Time you learned.”

“I’ll be the judge of that,” I informed him, knowing better than to sound the least bit fluttery, even though I was a goner if he let go. You don’t want to sound afraid of a bully, especially if he’s a relative.

Duke was tall for an eleven-year-old—at least a head taller than I was even though I was a year older—and sort of pillowy soft. (Don’t ever mention the pillows to him, though.) He was a fiery redhead and wore his hair short as fur, which is what it felt like if you sneaked a rub. Better not. Freckles? Lots. They were off-limits too. He was proud of his temper like peacocks are of their tails. His snub nose twitched every few seconds in case anything was cooking nearby, for if there was, he planned on being there first. He wore a black jacket with lots of zipper pockets that were full of treats and stuff confiscated from small fry.

At the moment we were disagreeing about my baseball cap, which he’d snatched while dragging me up the bridge. He was wearing it but claiming he wasn’t. I can’t even think why he’d want to wear a cap with a girl’s name on it, except to start an argument.

“Say your prayers, Claire!” Duke shouted.

But before he could think of how to threaten me next, a sweet old voice called up to us from below.

“Excuse me,” the old voice said, “have you seen a muskrat go by?”

Floating below us was a tall old lady in a red rowboat with yellow seats. She wore a blue flowery dress, a red checkered apron, and one orange tennis shoe, a high-top. Her other foot was bare. Her hands and apron had a dusting of white flour, and I caught a whiff of homemade bread.

“Beat it, you old bat!” yelled Duke.

“His name is Prince Leopold,” the old lady said, unperturbed, “and he was carrying one of my sneakers.”

“Can’t you see I’m busy?” Duke shouted.

“I think he went that way.” I pointed where the muskrat had been headed.

“You stay out of this,” Duke warned me.

“Is that a girl you’re holding?” the old lady politely asked. She held her hands above her eyes to shield against sun glare off the water.

“It’s a warthog,” Duke shouted.

“It doesn’t look like a warthog.” The old lady tilted her head sideways for a better view. “I’d say it looks like a girl.”

“Are you calling me a liar?”

The old lady thought that over. Reaching into an apron pocket, she pulled out a pinch of what looked like flour and blew it toward us. The flour glittered in the sun and dusted my face. I’m afraid I giggled.

“Sounds like a girl,” the old lady judged.

That scorched Duke’s cheeks and started a rumble shimmying up his throat. The last time I’d seen him this mad was when he’d salt-and-peppered a grasshopper but couldn’t make me eat it. Leaning over the edge of the bridge to aim me better, he shouted, “You asked for it!”

His grip tightened around my ankles as he positioned me for a direct hit. The old woman shook her head sadly at his efforts and called out, “You’re sort of a wimp, aren’t you, son?”

Squinting one eye, Duke lined me up perfectly with the rowboat and broadcast with a great deal of satisfaction, “Bombs away!”

A half-minute later nothing had happened. Between Duke’s sweaty palms and my dripping socks, I began to worry that I might slip out of his grasp before he could drop me.

“I’m waiting,” the old lady called out.

For ever after, Duke always claimed he might never have let go if she hadn’t driven him to it.

You might think it wouldn’t take long to fall twenty feet, but believe me, it can take up most of a day. My eyes were open all the way too. The wind fluttered my ponytail and tickled my one crooked tooth. I tried righting myself so that I wouldn’t hit headfirst, but I rolled too far and did a full somersault. Everything seemed stuck in turtle time.

Up on the bridge, Duke’s eyes were large as tennis balls.

Down below, the old lady had positioned a plump cushion on the seat where I was headed. She sat with her hands folded on her lap, as if waiting for someone invited to tea. Beside the boat, a muskrat head popped out of the water, holding an orange tennis shoe in its mouth. One look at me falling out of the sky made him dive elsewhere.

Now that I was closer to the old lady, I could see that reading glasses hung around her neck on a gold chain. Wisps of white hair poofed out around a straw hat. Her face was friendly as a daisy’s.

I had time to take all that in, and still I wasn’t done falling. In the name of science, I decided to try an experiment and counted to ten, real slow.

After that there wasn’t much doubt, but I counted to ten again, even slower, just to make sure. That made it official: something rivery was happening. At the moment, I was drifting downward with all the speed of dandelion fluff. Tucking my feet under me, I alighted on the boat cushion like a perfect lady.

“Hello,” the old lady greeted. “I’m so glad you could join me.”

She smiled as though we were old friends.

“Pleased to meet you,” I said. “Did you do that?”

I was gesturing toward the bridge above us, the one I’d just been dropped from.

“Do what?” she asked.

A commotion from atop the bridge cut off my answer.

“My nose! My nose!”

Glancing up, I saw Duke dancing around, holding his face as if he’d just been punched on the snout. As far as I could tell, he was all alone on the bridge.


TWO
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Duke staggered around atop the bridge, wailing and boo-hooing as if a man-eating lion had jumped him, not that I’ve ever heard of lions around here. Good thing the wagon wheel bridge was so old, it had been closed to traffic, or a car would have creamed him for sure. Glancing away from my cousin, I found that the old lady had put on reading glasses and was gazing into my eyes as if I were a crystal ball.

“Do you see something?” I asked.

“River, mostly,” she said, kind of distracted-like. “Some crickets.”

“Is that good?” I crossed my eyes for a look myself.

“Hard to say.”

The old lady gazed harder, leaning so far forward that it felt as though she might fall right inside me.

“There, there.” She patted my arm kindly. “Everyone around here has a little of the river in them. And crickets aren’t anything to worry about, you know. Unless they’re white, of course. Then you’d have to keep an eye on them. But that boy up there, the one who mistook you for a warthog, now he’s another matter. He requires a bit of worrying, I’d say. I can’t put my finger on it, but there’s something not quite straight about that one.”

Just then Duke cut loose with a whoop ten times worse than when I’d thought a lion had him. Looking up, I saw that now he was being dangled over the edge of the bridge. I did a double take, thinking maybe some river trolls had nabbed him. Of course I’d never seen a river troll, only heard of them, so I couldn’t be sure that I’d recognize one right away. But after a bit I could see that the pair holding Duke were only boys, about high school size. The way they were cackling, you could tell that hanging my cousin off the bridge was going to be the high point of their day.

“You big baby,” one of them said, sneering.

The one talking had small mean eyes and curly blond hair that poked out like thistles. His partner had large mean eyes and straight blond hair that sat on his head like a shingle. They had split Duke’s legs between them, one apiece, and were shaking him up and down while grinning like crocodiles. They’d unzipped his jacket pockets, so a steady stream of trinkets was raining on the river.

“Please, please, please,” Duke blubbered.

“Whose bridge is this?” the curly blond demanded.

“Yours,” Duke wailed. “Yours!”

“So who said you could use it?” the straight-haired blond asked.

“No one,” Duke whimpered.

“And another thing,” the curly blond went on, “we’re the only ones who hang kids off this bridge.”

“It won’t happen again,” Duke promised. “Never. I swear.”

“I don’t trust him,” the curly blond said.

“Look at the way he’s covering his face,” the straight-haired blond agreed.

“Something’s happened to my nose,” Duke whined.

“Like what?”

“A bee sting,” Duke said. “I think.”

“Is he sassing us?” the straight-haired blond wanted to know.

“I’m not,” Duke promised.

“Move your hands, then.”

“We’re not asking again either.”

Duke lifted his hands away.

Even from down below I could tell that something bad had happened to my cousin’s face. Something had squeezed his nose and darkened it and made it look like a coat hook.

“Ugh,” grunted the curly blond, “I can’t stand to hold him.”

“I’d hate to meet that bee.” The straight-haired blond snickered.

“Don’t drop me,” Duke begged. “I’ll do whatever you want. Anything at all. I’ll . . . I’ll . . . I’ll be your complete and ever-lasting toad.”

“You’re too ugly to be a toad.”

“Way too ugly.”

“But I can’t swim-m-m-m-m-m.”

They dropped him, then leaned over to see if he’d been lying about not being able to swim. Their pink mouths gaped like two baby crows who have just pushed a brother out of the nest.

A stone couldn’t have fallen any straighter than Duke did. Headfirst all the way. There wasn’t any dandelion fluff to his two-and-a-half-second fall. After splashdown, he disappeared under the old brown waters without a gurgle. At the most there were a few bubbles and a tiny whirlpool no bigger than a dinner plate. Up on the bridge, the two bullies gave each other a high five, sailed the cap Duke had been wearing—my cap—over the river, and took off. Unlike Duke, the cap landed in the rowboat, right at my feet. The old lady dusted its brim and handed it to me, saying, “Yours, I believe.”


THREE
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When Duke finally surfaced, I discovered I’d been holding my breath right along with him. We both sucked down huge lungfuls of air, though Duke gulped considerably louder. Right away he started beating the river with what seemed like six arms and legs. The brown water turned a frothy white, but he couldn’t persuade it to let him stay on top.

“Better than I expected,” the old lady said, impressed. “There may be some hope for him after all. Don’t get me wrong. I’m not promising anything big, but he didn’t give up without a fight. That usually counts for something.”

Rolling up her right sleeve, the old lady leaned over the side of the rowboat and plunged her arm into the water. After a moment she hauled a waterlogged Duke out of the river by his belt, draping him over the side of the boat.

He coughed, gagged, and retched up enough river water to float a toy boat inside the rowboat. But he was alive. Mostly.

“That’ll teach them,” Duke coughed.

“Your cousin’s a dilly,” the old lady commented.

“Quiet, you,” Duke threatened.

He lifted his head enough for me to see that his nose had grown a couple of inches. Its color and shape didn’t look quite right either. It was darker, more pointed.

“For the record,” I told Duke, “she just saved your life.”

“Don’t give me that,” he snapped.

He snatched at my cap but his hand never got above his shoulder. Without warning, his nose shot out another inch, making him yelp and grab for it instead. From up close I could see that his nose didn’t look like a coat hook at all. It looked like a horn, a baby rhinoceros horn, all gray-black and rough and curved upward.

“This is all your fault,” he swore through his fingers.

By then the boat had drifted up against the riverbank, so Duke slogged ashore. Water ran out of his pockets. River weed clung to his cuffs. The current was so swift near shore that he had to lean forward to make any headway. When almost out of the water, he slipped on the muddy bottom, falling flat on his face. That made him bellow.

“You’ll pay for this!” he cried as he crawled off through the brush. Coughing and sputtering, he added, “If it’s the last thing I ever do, I’ll get you. Don’t think I won’t. You’ll . . .”

When we couldn’t see him anymore and could hear him only occasionally, I asked the old lady, “Did you do that to his nose?”

“Wasn’t me.” She sounded envious of whoever had. “Most likely it was rock trolls. They’ve got a potion they sprinkle on the river around this time of the month, when the moon’s almost new and the nights are blackest. All thorns and mold, the potion is. They’re awfully proud of it.”

Well, Duke had been in the river, so that part fit. But I’d fallen in too and didn’t have anything growing on my nose, at least not that I could feel.

“Don’t worry.” The old lady chuckled as I patted my nose. “The potion only works on bullies.”

“I’ve never heard of it,” I said.

“You’re probably not old enough, but believe me, your cousin shouldn’t stick around to see if it’s true. Rock trolls do collect bullies. It’s a well-known fact.”

“What would they want with a bully?” I asked.

“Oh, they probably line them up on shelves to admire,” she said, turning kind of vague.

“Sounds like nonsense to me.”

“That’s because you’re not a rock troll.” She grew sterner. “If you were, you’d feel right at home with things like horns and hooves and what have you.”

“But Duke can’t go home with that thing on his face,” I pointed out. “His parents will have a fit.”

“That’s a pity. It’s certainly not safe for him around here.”

“Isn’t there anything he can do?” I was a little worried despite myself.

“Only one thing is tried and true. If he can manage one genuine act of kindness, the horn goes away. But it has to be a totally unselfish act. Nothing halfway.”

“I don’t think he’s got it in him. Isn’t there something easier?”

“Sorry.” The old lady tsked, shaking her head no. “It’s that or nothing.”

A ripple beside the boat signaled that the muskrat had rejoined us. The orange tennis shoe was still in its mouth.

“So there you are,” the old lady scolded.

Reaching down, she took the tennis shoe and pulled a folded paper from inside it. She unfolded the paper and read it with a frown.

“I’m afraid I’ll have to be going.” She tucked the paper into an apron pocket.

“So soon?”

“It’s a big river,” she said. “Awfully big. But you should be okay now.”

“It’s not me I’m worried about.”

“Your cousin? Well, just remember this: if he gives you any trouble, a good stomp on the toe usually works wonders with a bully. Aim for the big one.”

“That’s not exactly what I was worrying about.”

“Oh, well, fixing that nose is up to him.”

She shooed me away with a wave of her hand, and I stepped off the front of the boat without even getting my shoes wet. When I turned to ask how she knew Duke was my cousin, her rowboat was gliding across the side channel that the wagon wheel bridge spanned. She wasn’t using oars or a motor or anything I could see to make the boat move. She was going against the current too.

“Thank you,” I called out.

“Too early for that,” she answered with a wave.

“If you see a turtle named Lottie, would you please send her home?”

“I’ll keep an eye out,” she promised.
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I pushed through twenty feet of willow saplings before Duke jumped me, though for once he didn’t lay a finger on me. This time he went with words.

“It’s all your fault!” he thundered.

His face was pressed as close to mine as he could get without poking me with his horn. His eyes were steady, the way they got when he’d made up his mind to take something that didn’t belong to him.

“Maybe we should just head home,” I suggested, holding my ground, “before something else happens.”

“Are you crazy?” he half shouted. “I can’t go home like this! They’ll ground me for years.”

He might have been exaggerating, though not by miles. Lately, his parents were strict as ants. They’d tried everything else with him, until as a last resort they’d turned to discipline.

“It’s not that bad,” I said, hoping to calm him.

Lowering his voice, Duke whispered, “What does it look like?”

“Well,” I stalled, “a nose. A big nose.”

“That’s gray?” he exploded. “And pointed?”

“I’ve seen worse.”

“Where?”

“I forget,” I said. “So what do you want me to do?”

“Bring me a few supplies.”

“Like what?”

“Tent, sleeping bag, slingshot, canteen, bug spray, food, matches, rain poncho, ax, fishing pole, knife, extra food, sweets, and loan me a few bucks.”

He’d been doing some thinking while I’d said goodbye to the old lady.

“How many bucks?” I asked.

“Five.”

As usual, he had a pretty good feel for the weight of my piggy bank.

“Where am I supposed to get all that other stuff?”

“My garage. Use your little sister’s wagon to get it out here.”

With that, he hung his head helplessly. It was mostly an act, but he had a gift for it.

“Look,” I said, “the old lady told me how you can fix your nose.”

“How?” Right away he turned suspicious.

“All you have to do is one genuine act of kindness and it’s gone.”

That news straightened him up in a flash. I couldn’t have done it any faster by stomping on his big toe, which, in a way, I had. If pride had toes, I’d nailed Duke’s. He bragged about bad deeds, not kind ones.

“Don’t be so dumb,” Duke nagged. “That old bat doesn’t know anything.”

“Have it your way,” I sighed.

“So you’ll get the supplies?”

“I guess. This once.”

The instant I agreed to help, his face lit up with such rare thankfulness and gratitude that I nearly staggered backwards. The makeover didn’t last long, though.

“Don’t mess up,” he threatened.

He started to reach for my cap, having forgotten all about his new nose and how it shot out farther every time he bullied. To protect him from himself, I stomped on his right big toe—his flesh-and-blood one—and left him hopping around on one foot.

“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” I said.

“And bring a mirror,” Duke ordered, losing his balance and falling sideways into some bushes.
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The old lady had set us off on the big island across from Blue Wing, the town where we lived. To get home all I had to do was find the sandy lane leading to the steel girder bridge that spanned the river’s main channel and connected the island to town.

From up on the big bridge, you can get a pretty good view of Blue Wing, which is built on a flat old sandbar that sits in the shadows of the bluffs crowding the river. It’s the kind of place that shines up good in the moonlight, with lots of crooked old buildings built over a forgotten Indian village. The only hill in town is a dike built to keep out the floods.

I hustled home to get my sister Tessa’s red wagon, plus a few cookies from the kitchen, a couple of apples for vitamins, some cans of tomato soup that nobody liked, and a bag of pretzels for starch. I shook my piggy bank dry, then put a dollar back. Where was Duke going to spend money on a sandbar?

From my place to Duke’s was only a couple of blocks. He lived in a tidy white house with potted petunias out front and a picket fence that kept their springer spaniel, Duff, from wandering off. Duke’s dad, Norm, ran the No Leash Dog Obedience College, and Duff never barked unless ordered to. That was good—I didn’t want a dog sounding the alarm while I loaded up on supplies. All I had to do was make sure Duke’s parents weren’t home, which was a cinch. Both their cars were gone.

Since the neighbors knew me, I went directly to the garage without pretending to knock on any doors. I was climbing up a stepladder to reach a sleeping bag tucked in the rafters when the door opened and in stepped Duke’s mom. She didn’t bother asking why I was filling a red wagon with stuff from her garage.

“What’s he done now?” she whispered with a trembly voice.

Duke’s mom, Phyllis, was a school nurse who spent her days handing out hugs and Band-Aids. She was small, what my mom called petite, and liked to wear jeans and T-shirts with pictures of things like the three basic food groups on them. Duke’s dad, Norm, was an even softer touch. They were the kind of parents you long for when your own are acting up. Where they’d gone wrong with Duke weighed on them night and day, stooping their shoulders, stealing their sleep, and making them decide that one child was their limit.

“He’s thinking about doing some camping,” I reported, “and needed a few things.”

Unless you were Duke, Aunt Phyllis wasn’t someone you ever thought about lying to.

“Why’d he send you?”

“Well”—I hesitated—“he’s sort of busy getting his campsite ready.”

“What else?” Aunt Phyllis asked bravely.

“I guess there was a little accident,” I admitted.

Her shoulders stiffened.

“Nothing catastrophic,” I assured her. “He just didn’t want to bother you, that’s all.”

“He’d rather have us worry all night about whether he’s alive and have the police looking for him and maybe even the National Guard. Is that it?”

Her voice was rising.

“Well,” I fudged, “something’s, ah, happened to his nose.”

“Fighting again?” Aunt Phyllis guessed, biting her lip to stop tears.

“Not that I know of.”

Which was mostly true. He hadn’t put up much of a fight with the two older bullies.

“Worse?” Aunt Phyllis’s eyes widened.

“It’s growing kind of funny.”

When I held a finger three or four inches in front of my face to show her how funny, she covered her mouth with a hand and started blinking real hard. Her shock lasted only a minute, though. She was a school nurse, after all, and had seen a lot. Turning professional, she grabbed my arm, saying, “Take me to him.”

And that’s how I ended up in the back of Aunt Phyllis’s minivan with Duke’s eyes shooting lightning and hailstones at me as we drove straight to the hospital.
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