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1

A DRAGONFLY SETTLED ON THE back of Sam’s hand. Pa would have called it good luck. Sam? Not so much. Not anymore. Luck was for other people. People who weren’t getting snatched away by some stranger and dragged halfway across the country.

Luck was for people who still had a pa.

Even so, part of him wanted to keep that dragonfly there as long as he could, on the off chance that some of that good luck might rub off. The dragonfly motored its wings, and Sam didn’t move an inch, not a muscle. He pretended he was a gator stalking his prey, so still you’d think he was a statue. So still you’d wonder if maybe his scales really had turned to stone.

He looked straight into that dragonfly’s shiny, plasticky eyes, daring him to fly away. His legs twitched and his wings gave a flutter.

Sam stopped breathing. This was it. Farewell to his last chance at good luck.

Then the dragonfly’s wings settled down, the motor in his belly slowing to a quiet purr, and Sam could breathe again.

Maybe his luck really was changing for the better.

After all . . .

Pa used to tell a story about how a dragonfly saved him from drowning back in the summer of the big flood. Now that was lucky. Pa loved telling stories, even more than fishing or hunting down the Colonel, even more than a warm can of Orange Crush. Although Sam couldn’t always tell which stories were true and which were made up.

That year, the Mississippi ran wild, washing away cars and trucks and even entire towns, at least according to Pa. The swamp that wound past the tiny white house on stilts, Sam’s swamp, filled up so fast that water spilled in through the doorways and burst out each and every window. Pa had been busy patching up holes when that ornery gator wiggled his way inside.

Sam was a baby back then, but he recalled the story just like he’d really been there. Pa’s eyes always got wide when he told the part about fending off that monster gator with nothing but a spatula, his bare hands, and half a roll of duct tape. And all the while, there was baby Sam, snuggled up in an ice cooler on top of the fridge, giggling and clapping his hands.

Pa painted every jaw snap and spatula swipe with words that bloomed in Sam’s brain like cherry-red hibiscus flowers unfolding at the first signs of light. Maybe it happened and maybe it didn’t, but either way, Sam wanted to believe.

And the story hadn’t stopped there. According to Pa, once he had that gator subdued and his jaws taped shut, a wave of water rushed in through an open window, sweeping him off his feet, just like his own personal tsunami. Now, Pa had been a fair swimmer, but he couldn’t have counted on falling and conking his head on the corner of his tackle box. That blow knocked him out clean, and he would have drowned for sure if a dragonfly hadn’t come along at that exact moment to revive him. To hear Pa tell it, that dragonfly landed square between his eyes, buzzing and twitching and running his motor, and not stopping until Pa woke up sputtering. Pa was so relieved to be alive that he gave that dragonfly a wet kiss on the lips before grabbing baby Sam and retreating to the roof to keep from drowning.

That dragonfly had been a miracle. A godsend. A big fat megadose of good luck.

Sam didn’t believe that Pa had actually kissed the dragonfly on the lips, not really, but he believed the rest of it. Maybe even the part about dragonflies being good luck. A little bit. Sort of.

Okay, not so much.

He let out his breath nice and slow so as not to startle the dragonfly and then drew in a bellyful of fresh air. The dragonfly shifted again and twittered its wings, but didn’t fly away.

He looked out at the misty swamp that snaked around the tiny white house on stilts like a cottonmouth squeezing its prey. Shimmery blue-and-green dragonflies danced on the still water, touching down just long enough to wet their toes. Pa always said they reminded him of tiny helicopters dropping in to deliver supplies, but Sam thought they looked more like ghosts. Especially when the light was just right and their wings glowed like clear sheets of paper ringed with spidery bones.

He listened to the water lapping at the wooden poles that held up the dock. Once in a while, it reached so high that it tickled the tips of his sneakers, which were currently dangling off the edge. He imagined Pa beside him, holding his fishing rod, just like this was any other day and not Sam’s last. He touched the can of Orange Crush sitting next to him, in honor of Pa, but didn’t take a drink. He hadn’t even opened it.

After a while, he closed his eyes. Behind his eyelids, he saw swamp monsters licking the poles clean with their long, slimy tongues. He saw the ghost of Saint George himself—as in Bayou St. George, the name of his hometown—battling a dragon with three heads and rusty nails for teeth. He saw all the larger-than-life moments from Pa’s stories swirling in the murky water, sinking deeper and deeper into the shadows, and he saw Pa holding a flashlight to his face, eyes sparkling with mischief.

Would he still see Pa when his grape-soda aunt drove him to a grape-soda city in a whole other grape-soda state? (Grape soda was the word Pa always used when Sam was around and he was trying not to cuss, since grape soda was the Voldemort of the soda world and the archnemesis of his favorite soda, Orange Crush.)

Would he still remember Pa’s stories? Would he close his eyes and see his face?

He thought back to all those nights sitting on the dock with Pa, watching the lightning bugs twinkle over the green, glassy water. Sam fishing or doing his homework, Pa scribbling down stories in one of his beat-up notebooks. Sam wished he could go back and make those nights stretch on forever. Just him and Pa and an entire case of Orange Crush. Pa liked it warm, because he said it tasted like syrup, and Sam liked listening to Pa’s stories that continued on long into the night, and he liked the chorus of bullfrogs and cicadas that served as accompaniment, and he even liked a warm Orange Crush from time to time, even though to him tasting like syrup wasn’t all that great.

Every once in a while, when Pa was regaling Sam with yet another tale, he’d pass the flashlight over and say, “Go on. You finish it.” And he’d offer up his famous gator smile. He called it his gator smile because he’d gotten his two front teeth knocked out by a baby gator back when he used to run boat tours up and down the swamp. Those were different from his other missing teeth, which were down to Bobby Joe’s pet raccoon.

“You can do it. Use your imagination,” Pa would say, and so Sam would take the flashlight and shine it on his face, but no matter how hard he tried he could never find the words to make a good story. He was better at sitting back and listening than coming up with the words himself.

He let out another breath and the dragonfly shivered on his arm but, believe it or not, it still didn’t let go. He wondered how long it would hang on before it got an itch and decided to fly away back home.

Was it really passing on some much-needed good luck?

Maybe.

About time.

Probably not.

But Pa would say it was, otherwise why would it stay on his arm so long? Sam wanted to believe, but another part of him, the bigger part, thought that his luck had died right along with Pa. Pa was the one who could weave magic out of thin air, with nothing in his belly but cheese curls and orange soda. He was the one who’d survived a flood, a bear attack, and a whole slew of hungry gators, not to mention the time he’d wrestled an escaped warthog and lived to tell the tale.

So many adventures, but in the end, none of it mattered. Luck wasn’t magic after all. It was made up, just like Pa’s stories.

That’s the truth that everybody was afraid to tell him: Bobby Joe from the tackle shop, Miss Sara Reed from the feed store, their closest neighbors, even mean old Aunt Jo who’d come down from Nowhere, Oklahoma, to take him away. Pa was gone and that was that. He wasn’t in a better place, sitting on clouds singing with some grape-soda angels. He wasn’t battling gators forever in his own private heaven or tumbling through a mystical forest, grabbing a giant warthog by the horns. He was gone. It didn’t matter how you said it.

Real life was 99.9 percent grape-flavored and only the tiniest bit orange. Luck wasn’t real, and neither was heaven or any of it.

Pa was dead and buried.

Story over.

The end.

Just then, the April sun peeked through the treetops and hit Sam straight in the face. He blinked away the burn, and when his vision came back, the world appeared in slices, each one bathed in that grape-soda light: the cascades of Spanish moss spilling from the tupelo branches, weighing them down like crooked old men. The patched-up rowboat that Pa had made himself and the sign that Aunt Jo had just taped to the prow: Free to good home. The trail of a gator cutting a winding path through the water, Pa’s beer-can wind chimes clanking angrily in the breeze, the model plane Pa had ordered from a catalog that they’d built together, sitting by Sam’s side, the propeller spinning listlessly round and round.

He saw all of it, but in a way he didn’t see any of it. Just looking at it stung his eyes, even after the glare of the sun faded. How could you look at something that you’d always known, that you thought would be there even when you got old and wrinkled and had to use a stick just to stay upright? How could you look out at all that knowing it would be the very last time?

“Ouch!”

The dragonfly dug its front toes into Sam’s skin, wings buzzing to life.

“Wait!” Sam said, but the dragonfly didn’t listen. With another pinch, it launched skyward, hovering higher and higher before swooping down after some unsuspecting mosquito.

That’s luck for you. Just some bug that leaves the second it gets bored. Sam watched its shimmering body dance along the surface of the water with the others, searching for food. Soon he couldn’t tell one dragonfly from another.
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WITH THAT UGLY OLD INSECT gone, Sam couldn’t stand to look out at Ol’ Tired Eyes for one more second. That was Pa’s name for the swamp, since he said the pool of green glass reminded him of a misty-eyed giant who got buried in an earthquake and spent his days staring up at the sun. Everything about the swamp and the tiny white house on stilts and even the hot, muggy air made Sam feel like he needed to escape. It was like how Pa didn’t keep any pictures of Mama in his room, since looking at them made his heart ache.

Sam thought about leaving the De Havilland Mosquito bomber to the rain and the gators. That was the name of the model plane he and Pa had built together. It was a two-seater flown by British pilots during World War II, and it was unusual since it had been made almost entirely of wood.

Grape-soda plane.

Pointless piece of wood.

Might as well let it rot away like the rest of Pa’s stuff.

His knees cracked as he got up, leaving the plane sitting there on the edge of the dock, next to the untouched can of Orange Crush. He opened the screen door and held it there, sweat dripping down his back. What use was a toy plane now that he didn’t have anyone to fly it with? He opened the main door, feeling the whoosh of air-conditioning on his face. But then he let both doors swing shut again. He couldn’t leave it.

True, the plane reminded him of Pa in the worst possible way. It even smelled like him, tool grease and chewing tobacco, but then he thought about how Pa had saved up for two months to buy it, working extra shifts at the feed store when Sam thought he was up at the Gator Shack watching the game. He walked back and picked up the De Havilland, careful not to get a dirt smudge on her metallic silver paint, and then he hurried inside without another look behind him. He slammed the screen door and then the regular door, turning the rusty dead bolt.

He left the can of Orange Crush behind. For Pa. Though it wasn’t like he could ever drink it.

Whatever.

Oh well.

What did he care?

He was almost grateful when Aunt Jo came huffing up the basement steps carrying two boxes, one balanced on top of the other, because it meant he didn’t have to think about the grape-soda swamp and how he’d just looked out at Ol’ Tired Eyes for the last time.

“This is all that’s left,” she said, dropping the boxes unceremoniously on the empty living room floor and adjusting her artificial leg. He heard glass Christmas ornaments crunching, but told himself it didn’t bother him. It was better this way. “You wanna look through these boxes before I load ’em up?”

Sam took a quick look at Pa’s handwriting on the side of the box, sloppy as usual but with big, swirly tails for the Y and the S: Our Fancy Christmas.

“No,” Sam said. He looked away, blinking his grape-soda eyes, and he decided to wait out on the porch where nobody was staring at him like he was some pathetic lost puppy with a smashed paw. Aunt Jo wasn’t good at much as far as he could tell, except for staring and breaking things, and he didn’t care to stick around to witness either.

He sat there on the porch like a Christmas statue, like the ugly figurine of Joseph dressed in fishing gear that Pa had bought one year at the feed store, only that was probably broken now too. He watched as Aunt Jo stomped across the dirt, heaving the Christmas boxes into the giant gray dumpster like it was nothing. When the boxes hit the bottom they must have activated Pa’s Big Mouth Bass, because Sam heard grainy music and a croaky voice belting out “Foggy Bottom Blues.” He closed his eyes, wishing he had his earbuds and some dark glasses to block out all the sun.

But he didn’t have his earbuds, and so he listened as Aunt Jo loaded up the rest of their things, her old lady shoes crunching on the gravel.

“Need to make a pit stop before we go?” she said. Sam could feel her shadow stretching over him, just like one of Pa’s swamp monsters, only worse because she smelled like chewing gum and Aspercreme, which was a grape-soda way to smell for a monster. He didn’t answer. “Suit yourself. Next stop’s not for sixty miles. Hope you know how to pee in a bottle.”

Sam said nothing, and he didn’t open his eyes until he heard Aunt Jo turn the key in the front door for the very last time.

“I guess that’s that,” she said, staring at the dirty white door that still had Sam’s faded Halloween decorations stuck on with strips of duct tape, even all these months later. Aunt Jo gave the door a rough pat, her square jaws pinched. She held her hand there for a while, like it was Pa she was touching, not a slab of wood with peeling paint, and then she spun on her heels and pummeled the gravel all the way to the car. She stopped once, grimacing like she’d just stepped on a nail, then she shook it off and kept right on going.

The car was a 1962 VW Bug with the words Baby Girl painted on the side in sparkly green paint. It was nothing compared to Pa’s ’68 Sunbird, but Aunt Jo talked like it was something special. She liked to say that she won Baby Girl in a snake-rustling contest as a girl.

But that was before.

When she was still the other Aunt Jo and not some stranger.

“What’s snake rustling?” Sam had said one Thanksgiving back when he was seven or eight and Aunt Jo was still Aunt Jo. He remembered sitting on a stool in the kitchen back in the day, watching Aunt Jo clean gizzards out of the Thanksgiving turkey, her strong hands slick with innards.

She raised one burly eyebrow and sucked her lips at him. “What’s that brother of mine been teaching you? Next you’ll be telling me you don’t know a croc from a gator.”

“I do so!” Sam had said, his hackles rising at the insult.

“Then you ought to know about snake rustling.” She shook her finger at him and a bit of turkey gut flew off and landed on the kitchen counter. “It’s a hunt. Every year, people from all around Oklahoma come to hunt snakes and toss ’em in this big pit just off the highway. There’s a trophy in it for the one who catches the most, and Pops, that’s your granddad, bet me Ma’s old car I couldn’t catch a single one. Ends up, I caught more than the three biggest men combined, and I got a car that day to boot.”

Sam had been impressed, though he hadn’t shown it. Now he looked at the green, slithery letters that spelled out Baby Girl and he wished that Aunt Jo had stayed away, just like she had the past four Thanksgivings. Not a single phone call. Not even a card.

Without another word, she got in the driver’s seat and started up the car, the engine growling like an angry gator. Sam’s stuff was already in the trunk—a backpack and a beat-up suitcase that used to belong to Pa. He wondered what would happen if he just sat there on the porch steps and refused to get up. Aunt Jo might be strong—even though she was the baby sister, she looked like a linebacker compared to his scrawny Pa—but that didn’t mean she was prepared to carry him. And she sure couldn’t catch him.

He could see her watching him through the dusty windshield. The sun glared off her glasses and sparkled in her gray, cropped hair. Why couldn’t she have just stayed away? Who was she to throw all of Pa’s stuff in a dumpster like it was garbage? Like his whole life was something you could just get rid of, same as the broken TVs and microwaves people were always leaving on the side of the road?

And who was she to come back after all these years telling him what to do and where to go and saying that Pa was in a better place now and that this is what he would have wanted? What the heck did she know about what he wanted? Just because he wrote it down on some grape-soda piece of paper saying that Aunt Jo was in charge didn’t make it true. She didn’t belong here. She was nobody to Pa. A stranger.

Aunt Jo revved the engine. The Big Mouth Bass started singing again, its death rattle echoing against the walls of the dumpster. Sam watched Baby Girl rumbling in the same patch of grass where Pa always parked, and he couldn’t help thinking of the Sunbird sitting in a junkyard somewhere, the front end a tangle of ugly, twisted metal.

Something inside Sam snapped.

He shot up, the De Havilland bomber tumbling from his lap, and made a beeline for the gray dumpster taking up half the yard. It looked like the back of a semitruck, only the top was open and it didn’t have any wheels. He started kicking it first, his sneakers clanging and vibrating against the metal. Then kicking wasn’t enough and he started punching, and then, when his knuckles hurt too bad to keep it up, he slapped it over and over with his open palm. Then with both palms.

The whole time, Aunt Jo waited in the car, the engine idling and pumping out smoke. Sam’s toes and hands and arms ached, but it was like the feeling you got after staying out too long in the cold. They hurt deep down, but on the surface he didn’t feel anything, despite the blood trickling over his torn-up knuckles. He stood there for a long while, thinking how he should run away and where he would hide and how he’d come back out of the woods when the garbage men came to protect all of Pa’s things.

But he didn’t run away.

The car grumbled and popped, and inside Aunt Jo stayed quiet. The muggy breeze dried his bloody hands, and he could hear Pa’s beer-can wind chimes clinking all the way from the back deck. He didn’t know why he did it, not exactly, but he went back to the porch and picked up his plane. Two of the propeller blades had snapped, and a crack ran up the left wing. He slid the broken blades into his pocket and climbed into the car.

It smelled like pine air freshener and Aspercreme and old Kleenexes. It smelled like a coffin filled with old bones and dead air. He settled the plane on his lap. The hinges squeaked as he slammed the car door with a hollow thud. He didn’t look at Aunt Jo, and she didn’t say a word as she put the car in reverse and then started the slow grind down the long, narrow driveway.

Once they reached the smooth asphalt of Route 4, Aunt Jo switched on the radio. Instead of normal music, an airy voice crackled from the ancient speakers.

“You are enough. Spread out your arms and embrace the universe. You are worth rooting for.” Behind the airy voice, ocean waves crashed.

“Hope you don’t mind,” Aunt Jo said, tapping the stereo that, seriously, had an actual cassette player. “It’s my positive-affirmations tape. Thought it might be good for the drive.”

Great. Sam rolled down his window using the rusty crank, but it would only go halfway. Whatever. At least it let in the humid air and drowned out the annoying positive affirmations, whatever the heck those were.

They drove for hours on a two-lane road surrounded by wild, stooped-over trees. His cheeks grew red and raw from the wind and his eyes stung like sandpaper, but he refused to roll up the window. At least this way he didn’t feel so trapped. At least this way he didn’t have to think about Pa and the Sunbird and the way he must have felt on his last ride.

“Your pa grew up in Holler,” Aunt Jo said, turning down the tape and speaking loud so her voice carried over the wind. “He ever tell you that? Back then it was me and your pa against the world. People couldn’t believe we weren’t twins, even though I was a year younger and a foot taller. That’s ’cause we were both what people called wayward souls. When we weren’t getting into trouble, you could be sure we were plotting and planning.”

Sam looked over just long enough to see Aunt Jo studying him out of the side of her eye. He turned back to face the window.

“We were supposed to head out together, the day after my graduation. Our next big adventure. Save up enough to buy a car and then drive out to LA or New York City and see where the road took us. Then I won Baby Girl, and all that changed. Your pa never had been any good at waiting.”

Sam sat there wishing she’d hurry up and finish her story, get it over with already, but she drove on in silence. Probably this was part of some secret plan to get him talking, but he didn’t care. So what if he talked? That didn’t mean she won. Besides, where did she get off accusing his pa of being impatient?

“So what happened?”

Aunt Jo sucked in a deep breath and let it out again, giving Baby Girl’s dashboard a pat. “Your pa took off in Baby Girl first chance he got. I woke up one morning and found a note taped to the garage. ‘Sorry, Jojo. Got itchy feet. See you at Thanksgiving.’ And he was true to his word. Three months later he showed up on the doorstep like nothing ever happened. Got this paint job done up and everything, as a way to make it up to me, but Pops was spitting fire.”

“Where’d he go?” Sam said. He had more questions, too, but each word was like a rock scraping its way up his throat.

“How should I know? But that’s your pa for you. Always chasing after something. Same happened the summer he had you. Quit a perfectly good job at the gator farm to go off wandering around the mountains. How he came back with a baby in three months’ time, God only knows, but there you were.”

“And Ma?”

Aunt Jo got quiet. The car slowed and then sped up again as she shifted in her seat. Sam already knew part of the story. That Pa had fallen in love up on that mountain, and that he wasn’t Sam’s real dad, at least not in the biological sense, but that had never mattered a lick to either of them. Sam also knew that Mama had died when Sam was young, too young to remember her, except for what he’d seen in pictures. And whenever he asked how Mama died, Pa would clam right up, like someone had sealed his lips with a strip of duct tape.

“What’d he tell you about her?”

Sam watched Aunt Jo with her bulky, awkward shoulders, her droopy elbows and thin, chapped lips. True, they were family, but she was a stranger to him too. A face he hadn’t seen in so long he’d just about forgotten it, not all that different from Mama.

“I want you to tell me.”

He could see her thinking it over, her jaw bones working back and forth beneath her skin. They passed a billboard for Big Al’s BBQ Shack and Gator Farm, and Aunt Jo yawned. “Pit stop up ahead. Don’t know about you, but I could use a snack.”

Sam just stared at her, but Aunt Jo kept on driving like she didn’t even see him. Like she could erase his words with a yawn and an offer of snacks. Well, two could play at that game.

They ate in silence at Al’s BBQ Shack, sitting in a sticky vinyl booth by the window. Every time Sam went to swallow, it felt like he was forcing down a mouthful of rocks. He left most of his ribs on his plate and then went out to the car while Aunt Jo waited for a to-go box.

Neither of them spoke at all after that, except Aunt Jo, who said, “Go buggy,” and punched the roof of the car every time they passed another VW Bug. Most of the time, when he looked over, she had one hand on the steering wheel and the other on this ugly poker chip she wore on a chain around her neck. As they headed out of Louisiana into Texas, Aunt Jo finally switched to talk radio for a while, until the voices got all choppy and turned to static. Aunt Jo didn’t seem to notice.

About eight hours into their drive, they crossed the Red River into Oklahoma. As soon as they did, the wind picked up and rattled the half-open window like an invisible tornado. Sam stuck his head into the wind tunnel and let the drone fill up his ears and shake loose his dark thoughts.

Something about that wind shook loose more than his thoughts too. The back of his throat got tight, and heat surged into his cheeks. The next thing he knew his face was throbbing and wet, just like some little crybaby.

Aunt Jo turned off the radio, but he couldn’t stop the tears from coming—like one grape-soda earthquake after another, they shook his entire body in waves. He felt the car slow down and then bump its way onto the shoulder. Aunt Jo put the car in park. He wished she’d turn the radio back on or say something, but she just sat there.

After a while she rested a heavy hand on his shoulder. The weight of it helped to steady his breathing, and the waves smoothed out and his body went quiet. He sat there feeling like an old rag left out in the rain and wondering how his cheeks could ache so bad after only one round of tears. Once again, he was glad for the open window and the dry, hot gusts whipping past his face.

“Your pa loved you, more than you could know.” Aunt Jo gave his shoulder a squeeze and let go. “And he was proud of you. I know I haven’t been around, not like I should.” Her voice grew tight, like maybe she was a big crybaby just like Sam. “But I can tell you that much.”

Sam didn’t know what to say to that since they were just words and didn’t change anything, but some of the anger in his heart had drained away, and when Aunt Jo pulled back onto the highway, she switched the radio on and turned it to some real music. Twangy bluegrass, just like Pa would have liked.

It turned out that Oklahoma looked a lot like Louisiana, only if you emptied out all the trees and flattened out the hills until all you had were wide-open fields and dead grass. Sam wondered if they had any gators, or for that matter, any swamps.

“Not long now,” Aunt Jo said as they bumped over a set of railroad tracks.

Sam watched out the window as fields of wheat and corn flitted past, broken up by the occasional electrical-power plant.

“Sign’s up ahead.” Aunt Jo slowed down as they passed a hand-painted sign: Welcome to Holler, Oklahoma, only the letters were so worn and faded that all he could see were gray ghosts where the words should have been. The road turned from asphalt to gravel and the vibration made Sam’s teeth clack. Off to his right, he saw what looked like a Greek ruin complete with ivory columns sitting alone in a sea of overgrown grass.

“That used to be the train depot,” Aunt Jo said, her face splitting into a smile. “Your pa and I would play invaders out there. He was the Trojan army and I was Odysseus, leader of the Greeks.” When she smiled, she almost looked like the Aunt Jo he remembered. Almost.

Sam tried to imagine his pa running through the overgrown fields as a boy or climbing up the crumbling columns, but he couldn’t.

“School’s not far,” Aunt Jo said as they drove up a hill and came upon the first trees he’d seen in just about forever. The dusty clock on the dash read 3:45 p.m. Aunt Jo kept on talking, but Sam was no longer listening. According to the article in the paper the next day, that had been the time of Pa’s accident. Aunt Jo’s words turned to an angry buzzing in his head. What were the chances they’d arrive at the same time Pa died? The heat wrapped around him, squeezing his chest, like he was a mummy in a coffin, only they’d accidentally buried him alive. He had to get out of the car. He had to—

A loud pop interrupted his panic. Next thing he knew, the front tire was sending up smoke that streamed in through the open window and worked its way down Sam’s throat.

Aunt Jo pulled over and they both stumbled from the car, choking.

“Mother, Mary, and Joseph,” Aunt Jo said, bending down to look at the flat tire. Half a broken bottle had sliced into the rubber, tearing a hole the size of a fist. Aunt Jo had some choice words for that bottle, a few Sam hadn’t heard before, but Sam was almost happy. As Aunt Jo dug the spare tire out of the trunk and set to prying off the old one, all he could think was that he was glad to be out of that grape-soda car, where he could breathe again.

“Your pa ever teach you how to change a spare?” Aunt Jo said, her butt waving in the air as she worked to loosen the rusty lug nut. “’Course, he was always more interested in fishing than helping Pops and me out in the shop. Did he ever tell you about that time he left the cap off a leaky radiator and . . .”

Sam walked away and let the whipping wind eat up Aunt Jo’s words. Pa was a better mechanic than she’d ever be, even if he did prefer fishing. He’d fixed up his ’68 Pontiac Sunbird all by himself, hadn’t he? Well, with Sam’s help, and it had been good as new before . . . Dang! Why did his brain have to keep going back to the accident? And where did Aunt Jo get off calling his pa lazy and ignorant? Especially right now. 3:45 p.m. Hadn’t anyone ever taught her about respecting the dead?

He headed up the road a bit, the school a collection of gray, squat buildings in the distance, until he came to a single scraggly tree. Unlike the other trees closer to the car, this one looked half-dead and rotten. He didn’t usually get carsick but something about being trapped inside Baby Girl and the dry, whipping wind and the field of dead grass that didn’t look anything like Ol’ Tired Eyes made his stomach churn. He felt like he was all dried out inside and no matter how much water he poured down his gullet he’d never get back to normal again.

It was one thing driving away from the swamp and the tiny house in Bayou St. George; it was another standing here in grape-soda Holler, Oklahoma, while the wind kicked up a cloud of white dust. Maybe it was just that all the moisture had been sucked out of the air, or maybe it was the sea of tangled grass grabbing at his legs or the rattling of dead branches, but either way, he couldn’t stand to look at Aunt Jo or listen to her stories or ride in her coffin of a car for one more second.

Truth was, he didn’t want to hear another word about Pa just now. He was here and Pa was there, dead and buried. And even if his spirit stuck around like some people thought, then how could it find him all the way out here in a town so small no one even bothered to paint the sign?

Besides, Sam didn’t believe in ghosts. That was Pa’s thing, ghosts and will-o’-the-wisps and dragonflies that brought seven
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