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The guy with the dreadlocks comes around a corner and points a gun at the kid’s head. He tells the kid to get on his knees.

 “Now!” the dreadlock guy shouts.

The sun is out. They stand a few feet apart, the dreadlock guy and the teen-aged kid, both near the end of an alley that separates two lines of houses, the kinds of houses where families gather whenever they can find time in the never-ending routine of the big city. The kid kneels down obediently and tries not to look into the barrel of the gun. He tries not to look in the dreadlock guy’s eyes. The kid is shaking, and his mouth is dry.

“You’ve got the wrong guy,” the kid says weakly. He swallows hard. “My name’s not Ward-o; it’s, uh, Rick. Rick …. uh, Forester.”

The dreadlock guy is breathing hard. He continues to hold the gun, its barrel aimed at the kid’s head. The kid had never seen a gun back in Charles Landing. Not once.
“Drop it, Ward-o,” the guy with the dreads says. “Drop the B.S.” 
The kid feels a bead of sweat roll down his face. He rubs a hand across the stubble of his newly-shaven head. No, really, he thinks. You got the wrong guy.
He glances toward the gun and sees the guy’s finger trembling on the trigger.
Dude. You got the wrong guy.

CHAPTER 1


from where he stood, up on that hill overlooking the lights below and the miles and miles of water beyond that, whatever world was out there appeared small. At night, the island that he’d called home for all of his seventeen years could do that, could create the illusion that the ends of the earth were but a short swim away, and that everything in between had already been discovered – that nothing was worth exploring, that there was nothing left to see.

A gentle, spring breeze shook the blond curls of his hair, and through the darkness he brushed the bangs from his eyes. In the distance, a traffic light turned from yellow to red on a desolate street. Beyond that, the water; and beyond that, the great unknown. The night spoke in a whisper, the only sound coming from the trembling leaves of a nearby tree. Here, in The Landing, there were no crickets, no jets flying overhead, and the shouts of Friday night revelers were about as rare as bald eagle sightings – no, they were much more rare than that. 

He stood above it all, looking down, drinking in the view of lights at night. Above him, a three-quarter moon shone brightly, so large that he felt as if he could reach out and touch it. From here, even the stars felt within reach.
He crouched and rubbed a palm across the soft grass, then crouched down and extended his limbs along the fresh-cut blades of grass, bending his arms and interlocking his fingers behind his head as he stared up at the night sky. He was trying to find the Ursa Minor, which he learned from his astrology teacher was a six-star formation that looked like a ladle. He lied there, wondering why the sky was so expansive, why it seemed to wrap around the world for all to see. He thought about how many people around the world might be looking at that very sky, at that very moment, and wondered just how big the world really was. The world outside of Charles Landing was a topic that rarely came up there – not at home, not at school, not even in social circles. Whenever he raised the subject in conversation with his girlfriend, she would run her fingers through the curls of his hair and tell him: “You’re always such a dreamer.”


Lying in the grass, under the stars that glowed like possibility, he closed his eyes and allowed himself to begin floating away.
Off he went, higher and higher, above The Landing and through the clouds and off into the starry sky. Up, up, up, wondering where he would come down, knowing it would be a new place, one where he could begin discovering again. Discovery was God’s greatest gift, no matter what anyone in The Landing said; in 17 years, this was the only thing he felt like he knew.

He floated off, something pulling him away from the only place he knew, and he did not resist. He let himself go …


The sound of a cracking tree branch underfoot brought him back, falling now, falling from the stars, dropping back through the clouds and through the sky and toward The Landing. Back toward Charles Landing, the place where all of his journeys ended.

He heard someone say his name.

###

From the beginning, The Hunter had been searching. It had always been that way, for as far back as he could remember. Something inside him knew there was something more -- to every answer, to every problem, to every town. There was always more knowledge out there, waiting to be discovered.


“The, you ask too many questions,” his mother had said to him one day, when he was six years old. That was 11 years before the day he finally decided to leave Charles Landing. The, she called him – not thuh or thee, but The, with a soft th. His name sounded like the word thief; it was a name unlike any others. From the beginning, Theodore “The” Hunter wasn’t like the others. “A curious cat,” she told him on that day 11 years before he planned his escape, “it might get its whiskers caught in a mousetrap. It may find out more than it wants to know.”


He had looked at her then, The Hunter did. He cocked his head, closed one eye in the dimming light of a summer day in Charles Landing, and he asked her in his usual way: “Like what?” He held an ice cream cone in one hand – vanilla, without any nuts or chocolate chips or any of what his mother called that frivolous stuff that took away from the wondrous taste of vanilla – and he unknowingly allowed two yellowish drops to fall to the sidewalk below. His mother reached down with a napkin and wiped his cheek. She straightened up and looked down at him through those large, dark sunglasses she had worn back then. She seemed so much bigger then – larger than life; larger than even The’s image of God. 

She, not God, had all the answers. When The was young, that was all he thought to know.
“Like what?” he said again. “You said the curious cat might find out more than it wants to know. Like what kind of stuff would he find out?” And even through the darkened glass of those large sunglasses, he could see his mother roll her eyes.

“I rest my case,” she said and rubbed her hand across his shaggy blond hair before giving him a gentle tug of the hand. They moved through the crowd, past all the two-parent families that surrounded them as they sauntered through the Founders Day parade – an event as big as they come in Charles Landing, where nothing much of anything happened at all. That was just the way the Landingers liked it. “C’mon, The,” she said – The, like a thief, or like Thelonious Monk, a name he liked more than his own. “Let’s go get a good spot. The parade’s about to begin.”

Six years later, when The was 12 years old and beginning his first year at the secondary school, his teacher Miss Evans made a similar observation about his quest for the unknown. She was the one who took to his name most slowly – Thuh, she called him for the first week of school, and after he corrected her twice a day, every day, she finally settled on pronouncing it Thee. Like his name was an article of speech, not a name.

“The,” she said, after all the other kids had left the room and she’d told Thee Hunter to stay back. “Tell me why you ask so many questions.”

He’d tugged at his school-issued shirt. The one with the stripe across the heart and the blue collar. The one that always felt too snug around his neck and armpits.

“You think I ask too many questions?” he asked.

Miss Evans smiled. “That’s one in itself, now isn’t it?” she said. “No, I didn’t say you ask too many. I don’t think one could ever ask too many questions. It’s just that …”

Theodore watched her in that same way he had watched his mother six years earlier, with head cocked to one side, as Miss Evans glanced toward the closed door of the classroom to make sure no one was listening.

“It’s just that … what?” he said.

“That’s two,” Miss Evans said, almost to herself. She smiled and stood from behind the desk, walked over to the door and locked it, then she turned to face him with her hands folded across her ample midsection. The look on her face was soft; everything about Miss Evans was soft: her loose curls, her milky skin, her thick waist. “The, I love your curious mind,” she said, her feet beneath her pointed out at 45-degree angles and the thumbs of her prayer-like hands tapping together. “I really do. It shows a thirst for knowledge, and that will take you places.”

“Like where?” he said, and this time she ignored the question.

“The, some people,” she said – Thee, and he’d long since stopped correcting her. “Some people might see your unending questions as a sign of … you know, unknowledge.”

“Like, they think I’m dumb?”

“Not at all,” she said. “They’ll just think you, well, they’ll think you know less than you do.”

“Why?”

She closed her eyes for a moment, then took a step forward. She paused, as if catching a glimpse of something outside the window, and walked over to a desk a few feet from his. She sat down. Her large, unflinching eyes watched him. She leaned in and spoke in hushed tones.

“There’s no use beating around the bush,” she said softly. “You’re different than the others, The. That’s obvious. Others might already be looking at you, thinking you’re not like them.”

“Why?”

“You know,” she said quickly. “You know.”

Behind them, the room was filled with empty desks, arranged in three rows of five. Light spilled in through the windows, creating a shadow in the late afternoon. Next door, the room was laid out exactly the same. Three other rooms, down the hall, were so similar that it was nearly impossible to discern one from the others.

“The,” she said, “people who already stand out in the world are always being watched. Sometimes they’re better off trying to fade into the crowd.”

“How?”

She chuckled now, warm and welcoming. She sat back in her chair, her eyes glimmering.
“I certainly wonder what your father was like,” she said. “I bet he was a curious one, too.”

Theodore Hunter looked at her strangely, watching her face. He gritted his teeth, so forcefully that he felt a chalky dust on his tongue. Just that simple word grated his ears, every time he heard it.
Father.
“Are we done?” he asked. The stood up, staring at the floor. Miss Evans opened her mouth, as if to apologize, but he left before the words came out.




###

And so it was that Theodore Hunter was lying on a hill, seventeen years old, staring up at the stars of the night sky above Charles Landing, wondering what was out there, realizing that he knew as little about his own world as he knew about others. Above him, a small cloud passed over the stars. He heard a cracking sound, the rustling of leaves nearby. He turned to see Jamie, his girlfriend of eighteen months, coming toward him in the dark. Her long, brown hair hung over one shoulder, with a small braid that was held together by a flower-patterned clip and draped over her left ear.
“There you are,” she said. His eyes met hers in the light of the three-quarter moon.
“And you.” He smiled and returned to his star-gazing. “Fashionably late,” he added with a grin, “as usual.”

Smiling, she tenderly sat on the grass beside him and let her head fall into the crook of his bicep.
“Nice night,” she said, reaching her hand up behind his head and interlocking her fingers with his. Smelling her hair, The stared out at the night, toward the stars and invisible planets. What in the world is out there?
The breeze picked up, carrying with it cherry blossoms that floated and fell all around them.

He sat up and looked out at the familiar view, at the lights of Charles Landing below. Theodore could name every one of them – anyone in town could. The bright one was the Methodist church. To the left of that, across from a flashing red traffic light, was McLellan’s One Stop. The long row of lights was Condon’s Garden Center, next door to CL Market and a row of restaurants that included the one where his mother spent her evenings and weekends. Up a small hill was the Master School. A half-mile past that shone the lights of the town’s only college, where everyone from the Master School would end up. At night, the college’s beautiful lawns and rows of manicured trees were invisible; there were only long stretches of lights in the darkness. Beyond that, there were miles of water – also invisible in the night.

“What would you do if I didn’t end up going to University?” Theodore said suddenly.

Jamie looked at him, then sat up and stared out at the lights of the town.

“Everyone goes to University, The,” she said, running her fingers along his spine and up into the thickness of his blond curls. “What else are you going to do – stack books at Mr. Bradford’s bookstore all your life?”

He looked at her with his piercing blue eyes. His blond hair, shiny from the years of swimming in the chlorine of the two, fish-bowl-like pools of Charles Landing, glowed in the moonlight.

“There are other colleges,” he said. “Better ones. I’ve read about them.”
“I bet you have, The,” Jamie said with a patient smile. “You ever read about how much they cost?” He turned his head and looked out at the lights of Charles Landing. “University is free,” she continued, “at least if you live in Charles –“
“I know, James. I know, I know. My mom keeps telling me.”
Her fingers continued to play witth his curls. “So why on earth would you want to go?”

As Theodore stood up, her fingers fell from his hair. He wiped off his pants. Above him, the stars and three-quarter moon sparkled in the night.
“Why should I stay?” he said. “There’s nothing to do in C.L. There’s no place to go. No place we haven’t already been.” Theodore looked out toward the darkness of water, unable to see the tears that were beginning to well up in Jamie’s eyes. “There’s a whole world out there,” he said.
Jamie stood and closed in on him from behind so that her tiny breasts were touching his shoulder blades. She wrapped her arms around his waist.

“You are my world,” she whispered into his ear. He turned and met her gaze. She said: “You know that, right? I don’t need anything else.”
He stared into her eyes, then closed them and placed his hands on her cheeks, kissing her lips. When their lips parted, his eyes opened and stared into her dark eyes.
“That’s why I’m not scared to go,” he said, “because I know you’ll be here. I know you’ll be here waiting for me. That scares me more than anything else. That you’ll always be waiting.”

“And if I’m not?” She said this so suddenly that The did not know how to take it. At first, he smiled as if she had been joking. But then he noticed the tears in her eyes, and he moved in to kiss her again. Jamie pulled away.
“No one leaves Charles Landing,” she said, turning from him. “Why, The?” she said. “Why would anyone want to?”

It was a familiar theme in The’s hometown, the only town Theodore Hunter and Jamie Garza ever inhabited. The sign at the city’s only boat dock, said as much: “Charles Landing: Why Go Anywhere Else?”
Jamie turned around and folded her arms across her chest.
“Don’t you ever listen in class?” she said. “There’s no place else out there like C.L. There’s no reason to search. Haven’t you heard my dad’s story about the time he thought about –?“
“I’ve heard all your dad’s stories,” The said abruptly. “I’m not your dad.”

They stood like that, facing each other under the stars that could be seen by who-knows-how-many-other people in who-knows-how-many-other places, and soaked up the silence. The skies were quiet – no airplanes, no loud noises echoing from the town below. All one could hear was the gentle breeze and the soft purr of the ocean in the distance. All one could smell were pine needles and the campfires that burned out there somewhere behind the trees. Why go anywhere else?
“You know, you’re really just being silly,” she said. “How would you leave, anyway? Everyone knows you have to be 18 to take the Monday morning ferry, and that’s the only way out of town. And even then, you have to do all the paperwork. And some people say it can take up to a year to get it cleared. And you have to apply for other colleges, and that could take -”
 “I know that,” he said curtly.
“But –“

“Just trust me,” he said.

“But, The. How could you possibly …?”

He held up his hand.

“Don’t ask me any more,” The said. The pot had just one request for his kettle girlfriend: “Don’t ask any more questions,” he said.




###

The seed was planted when he was nine years old. Theodore Randall Hunter was searching even then. He was digging through some boxes in the garage, looking for his backup set of swim goggles, when he found a large, manila envelope with HUNTER printed across the front. He could hear his mother doing dishes in the kitchen on the other side of the wall.
Theodore ducked down between a wagon and a tricycle and held the envelope between his fingers. He tried to bend it but felt something stiff inside. He turned it over and saw a seal from Charles Landing Hospital.
With a quick glance toward the open garage door, he sunk down into a seated position and ripped open the seal, dumping the contents between his legs. There was a piece of paper, with the hospital crest at the top, but The couldn’t make much sense of the numeric readings on it. He reached down to what looked to be a photograph, with two alien-like forms curled up alongside one another. He turned it over, then back to the front. Turning it sideways, he saw the name printed again: HUNTER. He stared at the aliens, pushed together in some kind of cocoon, and wondered what it could possibly have to do with his family.
“There you are!”

His mother’s voice came so quickly that he fell backward, knocking the tricycle into a box filled with Christmas decorations. She was wiping a dish with a towel. “What are you doing out -?”

At that moment, she seemed to notice the photograph for the first time and dropped the dish onto the cement floor with a crash. The sound of it caused Theodore to loosen his grip on the photograph, which gently fell among the ceramic pieces.
“The,” she said. Her eyes displayed fear, although he couldn’t figure out why. “The, where did you get that?”

He shook his head and looked down at the photograph on the floor. His fingers were trembling.

“What are you doing out here snooping around?” she said, stepping toward him and snatching up the photograph from between her feet. Theodore glanced at the two alien-like beings, blurry and faded, then quickly looked away. Her eyes took in the photo, then darted back toward him, cowering behind a wagon. Perhaps seeing the fear in his eyes, she crouched down and tried a softer tone. “The,” she said, “you shouldn’t be getting into stuff without asking first.” She held the photograph behind her back like a secret.
“What is it?” he said, the fear still reverberating within him.
His mother stood, then held up the photograph and looked at it. She turned to Theodore and measured his face. “It’s just an old fuddy-duddy that I … I shouldn’t have left it lying around,” she said, reaching for the empty manila folder.
“What are those?” he asked again, pointing to the aliens. “They’re … They’re scary.” His mother looked at the photograph again, sighing, then held it out in front of him. The two beings looked caught in some kind of a chamber, and Theodore felt sick to his stomach. She chuckled pleasantly and rubbed his hair. Her eyes softened. She shrugged.
“That’s you,” she said, pointing at one of the alien beings. “When you were inside me. Before you were born.” She smiled, her face looking lost in time. “This is called a sonogram,” she said. “It’s a picture they take inside my tummy during pregnancy.” She turned the photograph around, looked at it with sadness in her eyes, and put it inside the folder.
“Why are there two of them?” Theodore asked.

She sealed the folder and sighed. “The questions,” The’s mother said, using her old stand-by. “Always so many questions.”
His sad eyes showed dissatisfaction. She touched his shoulder.

“The,” she said, “there is a time and a place for everything. When it’s time to know, you’ll know.”

That wasn’t good enough for The Hunter. “When will that be?”

She reached out for his hand and helped him to his feet. Carrying the manila folder under her arm, The’s mom led him out of the garage and into the house.

An hour later, as he sat alone in his bedroom, she knocked on the door. She was carrying the manila envelope in her hands. She sat down on his bed.

“I guess there’s no harm in telling you this,” she said matter-of-factly, her voice revealing reluctance. She stood up and closed his bedroom door, even though they were the only ones in the house. “There was another boy in my belly, The,” she said, returning to her spot beside him on the bed. She was whispering, although Theodore could not ascertain why. “At one time, there was another boy with you. He would’ve been your brother.” She shifted her weight on the bed as he stared up at her with wide-eyed wonder. “He didn’t make it,” she said, then quickly added: “Thank God we got you, though.” She hugged Theodore, her only child.
“He didn’t make what?” he said.
Her eyes, big and brown and soft, stared at him.

“He was never born, The. We thought we were going to have two babies, but Mommy had something called a miscarriage, and we only had one.” She rubbed his arm. “And we were very, very thankful for the one we got.” She looked out the window of his bedroom. The sun had begun its descent, and the sky above the rolling green hills of Charles Landing was turning a pinkish-orange. “He didn’t make it,” his mother said again, still staring out the window.
“He … died?”

The’s mother looked at him. She nodded her head.

“Yes,” she said. “He died, Sweetie.” Theodore searched her face for meaning but found nothing. “We were going to name him Edward,” she said, smiling again. “Your father and I were going to name you Theodore and Edward – Teddy and Eddy.” Her eyes looked lost for just a moment, although she maintained the smile. “Theodore and Edward,” she said softly, looking down. 
Theodore stared at his mother. Above his bed, his own name was spelled out in block letters on a shelf, where they had been for as long as he could remember. His mother stood and walked over toward the window, staring out at the emerald fir trees that surrounded the neighborhood.
“Is that why he left?” The asked.

His mother seemed lost in a dream world. “Who?” she said softly, still staring out the window as if she were looking for something.

“Dad. My dad. Is that why he left?”

The’s mother snapped out of her haze and gritted her teeth. He didn’t think she was going to say anything, but then she forced another smile.
“Of course not,” she said, sitting on his bed and touching his shoulder. “He felt very blessed to have you. Just like I did.” She squeezed Theodore’s thigh. “Your father loved you very much.”
He smiled at that. “What was he like?” Theodore said softly. He’d asked himself this question many times, often in this very spot, but usually Theodore was alone and picturing a lumberjack or an astronaut or maybe just a regular father, like all the other kids had, one who worked at the hospital or at University or at one of the shots along Main Street, one who came home from work every day and sat down with the two of them, telling them stories and making them laugh, who looked forward to his weekends so that he could take his only son fishing or teach him how to catch a ball or come to all his swim meets and stick his chest out whenever Theodore won a blue ribbon.
“Your father was an easy man to love,” his mother said, “but a hard man to love. I know that doesn’t make sense, but if you knew him, you’d understand.”

“Do you still? Love him, I mean?”

“The, The, The. My little inquisitor. So many questions.”

“Do you?”

His mother stood up and looked down at him. The smile had faded.

“The,” she said, “your father was a very complex man. He was …not nice. He could be very, very nice, when he wanted to, but he was not a nice man.”
“Why not?”
“Enough questions, kiddo,” she said, tapping his knee. “All you need to know is that he loved you. He was so proud when you were born. And he’d be even prouder to see you now.”

Theodore wanted to ask another question, but he held back. He wanted to ask why a man who loved him so much had disappeared for most of his life.

Theodore didn’t ask. He watched as his mother turned out the light, then he closed his eyes and snuggled up to his Spiderman pillow. He dreamt of his faceless father returning to Charles Landing on the stern of a ferry, with flowers for The’s mother in one hand and a stuffed bear for his only son in the other.
###

In Charles Landing, everyone Theodore knew had two parents. He was the only one at the Master school with a single mother, and everyone seemed to know it.
Some of the teachers treated him differently, like he had some kind of disease. Others tried to pretend they didn’t know, but when their lessons included anything about a father figure, they would unknowingly glance toward Theodore with a look of pity.

It was Peter Porter, The’s best friend since as far back as he could remember, who first asked him what it was like. They were in the first grade then, and Peter was too young to know not to ask.
“How come you just have a mom?” Peter had asked on Parent Day at the Primary school. “Doesn’t everybody have a dad?”
“I have a dad,” Theodore had said in reply. “I’ve seen pictures.” This was a lie, for The’s mother seemed to have conveniently lost all photographs that included his father.

“Where’d he go?” Peter had asked.
“He went someplace else.”

Peter had seemed perplexed by this. “My dad says nobody leaves Charles Landing,” he had said, “ever.”

“Oh.”

“Ever.”

“Well,” Theodore had said, “looks like your dad’s wrong.”

Nine years later, when they started their time at the Master school, Peter Porter was the only one who seemed to understand. Whenever the subject would come up in social circles, he was the one who would deflect the conversation toward another topic or would make a joke by telling the inquisitor: “Maybe if your mom and dad had half a brain, they’d both have left after looking at your ugly face.”
Theodore never took it personally. He’d laugh at Peter’s jokes; Peter Porter was the funniest guy he knew. Besides, Theodore knew his father loved him. His mother had promised as much that day in the garage. Your father loved you very much, she had said then, and he could tell by the way she said it that this was true.
Theodore’s father was such a taboo topic around town that even Jamie knew not to bring it up. She understood as well as anyone that he probably didn’t have any answers when it came to his father, and so Jamie didn’t feel the need to ask any questions. She told him – often – how lucky he was to have a mother who loved him so much, and Theodore knew she was right.
He loved Jamie for this and many other things. He loved her so much that he knew he could spend the rest of his life with her; he didn’t need to see the world to know this.
He also loved her enough not to tell her, during that final year at the Master school, his real reason for wanting to leave Charles Landing when he turned 18.

He was leaving so he could find his father.

CHAPTER 2
Charles Landing: Why Go Anywhere Else?
The sign at city limits, between the ferry dock and the two-block stretch of empty shops where weekend tourists once wandered, represented more than just a slogan. In the time since Theodore and the Class of 1990 had started at the Primary, all the way up until final year at the Master, they could not remember a single person coming or going from the small island town just off the coast of Washington state.

The cozy, two-story shops along Main were immaculate, with their stucco frames and ash porches out front. The streets were paved, free of clutter except for the occasional seagull droppings and the green and brown needles that fluttered down from evergreen fir trees in the fall. The lawns were all manicured with labyrinth patterns from twice-a-week maintenance, provided by the city, and garbage was picked up three times weekly. Charles Landing had twice as many fruit stands – four – as it had bars.
If there was a drawback in Charles Landing, it was the climate. The Pacific Northwest gloom was even more pronounced there in the winter months, but the locals were quick to point out that that was precisely what kept the landscape so green. Pine trees and evergreen firs lined the neighborhoods, while Pacific Madrones cloaked the town and kept much of it virtually invisible to passing seaplanes going to and from Seattle and the San Juan Islands.
On a clear day, when standing on one of the many hills that crested and fell through the shamrock-colored land, it was common to see humpbacks in the distance, rising and cascading into the Puget Sound water like musical scales. Boats came and went from the harbor, many of them returning with salmon or clams or halibut to be sold to the seven five-star restaurants in town. Theodore’s mother waited tables at one of them, The Royal Mark, which sat quietly in the center of The Landing with just a half-dozen tables and often had a reservation list well into the night.
Not that Charles Landing was without its deserters. Everyone in town knew the story of Dewey Rathburn, whose decision to leave twenty or so years earlier had been well-chronicled through the mouth-to-ear communication of time.
Dewey Rathburn, the story went, celebrated his 18th birthday by taking the ferry into Seattle. (Back then, one needed only to be eighteen to take the ferry, and the revised county law requiring one to file paperwork on or after his 18th birthday came to be known in some corners as the Dewey Law.) As the story goes, Dewey got off the ferry and fell into an exuberant group of teenagers headed for a Concert at the Pier on the Seattle waterfront. Upon finding out that Dewey was celebrating his birthday, they took him in and gave him a few hits off their marijuana pipe and a dozen or so sips of the hard alcohol they had hidden in a liter bottle of Mountain Dew. One of the teens wound up carrying a passed-out Dewey to the teen’s parents’ house in an affluent part of Seattle known as Queen Anne. Dewey evidently decided that his new life was just what he’d been missing, so he set out to find a job in Seattle. He ended up waiting tables at a Mexican restaurant in lower Queen Anne, where he met an older lady who was eating alone and soon began courting him. They struck up a romance, the woman’s husband found out, and Dewey hitchhiked to Portland in a desperate attempt to get away. Once there, he started taking in the races at a track called Portland Meadows, winning $142 on his first $5 bet and immediately being bitten by the gambling bug. He found a job sweeping up after college kids at a small junior college in the Rose District but was spending the money faster than he could bring it in.
Dewey Rathburn was at the track one day when he met a couple from Los Angeles who said he had a face for movies. He moved south to Hollywood, partly to escape the gambling debts he’d accrued in Portland, and spent whatever money he had left on first month’s rent at an apartment in Culver City. He ended up homeless and penniless in the streets of North Hollywood, where it was assumed that he did unspeakable things just to survive.
Whenever someone in Charles Landing asked what became of Dewey Rathburn after that, they tended to close their eyes, cup a hand around the corner of their mouth, and whisper: “Ohhhh, you don’t want to know.”

As far as anyone could tell, only one other person ever left Charles Landing for an extended period of time.

That person was Theodore Hunter’s father.

CHAPTER 3
The and Jamie were holding hands, walking to the movie theater where they spent so many of their Thursday nights. Peter Porter and Chris Madigan were waiting inside the theater, a few blocks ahead, along with a girl named Tisha Pless, who was one of only three black people at the Master school. Tisha was Chris’s date for the evening, having been set up by The.

As they walked along Main to the soundtrack of the gentle purr of the wind running its fingers through the evergreen firs, Jamie rested her head on The’s shoulder and squeezed his hand.

“How are you going to do it?” she asked while looking up at him with her dark, sparkling eyes, her brown hair pulled up in a stylish bun.

“Do what, James?”

“You know,” Jamie said. “Your escape.” She lifted her head and flashed a smile.
The stopped suddenly and took her by the bare shoulders. He was squeezing harder than he’d intended to, and so he quickly loosened his grip.

“Never,” he said, “bring that up again. Especially in public. Do you hear me?”
A shocked look on her face, Jamie said nothing in response.
“Do you hear me?” he asked again.

She nodded but had fear in her eyes, a look he had never seen before. Gently, he began rubbing her bare arms.

“Baby,” he whispered, soothingly, “promise. Promise me you won’t ask me again. No one can know about that. No one. Not even you. I could never tell you how I’m going to do it – just in case.”

He wrapped his arms around her back. She was cold like a fish. He could already feel her slipping away.

“It’s going to be okay, James,” he whispered. “It’s just something …” A couple walked by, two people The recognized but did not necessarily know. He waited for them to pass. And then: “Let’s enjoy our time together, James. Give me that. Just know, while I’m gone, that I’ll be back to see you again soon.”

Her eyes told him that she wanted to ask another question, but Jamie simply nodded and said nothing. She squeezed his hand as they continued on toward the theater, as if she was hanging on to him with all the strength she could find.

The paid for the tickets with money he’d made working part-time at Mr. Bradford’s small bookstore on Main. Once inside the theater lobby, they saw Peter, Chris and Tisha waiting for them. Chris was overdressed, for once, except he was still wearing the dopey baseball hat that had seemed soldered to his scalp since first year in the Secondary school. He had on a sweater-vest, khaki pants and shiny black shoes. White socks, of course. As The looked him up and down, Chris shrugged, as if to say: This is me, buddy, what can I say? To his left, Peter stood out like the fifth wheel that he was on that particular night. The jumbo-sized Peter wore a massive T-shirt in an effort to mask his hefty stomach, along with a pair of baggy blue jeans. His shoes were unlaced, with tongues sticking out, the way he’d seen some of the rappers on television wear theirs.
“Petey,” The said, nodding. “I see you dressed up for the occasion.”

Peter nodded and flashed a friendly go-screw-yourself smile before looking at Jamie.

“And I see Jamie is dating down again,” he said. “Must be the contact lenses. She can’t see squat.”
Jamies giggled as The gave Chris a high-five then reached out and took Tisha’s hand. He pulled her in and gave her a gentle peck on the cheek, calling her by the first letter of her name.

“T.” 

“The.”

The and Tisha were as close as anyone in their social group, even though she was two years younger. He’d felt a kinship to her from the start, probably because they were both outsiders in their own way. As a part of only two African-American families in town, Tisha knew very few people who looked like her. As a boy without a father, The had his own insecurities in an otherwise perfect community.

Upon appearance, they couldn’t look more different. The was lanky, with the build of a swimmer, and had blond hair that carried the shine of hours upon hours of chlorine at the public pool. Tisha was small and flat-chested, but with striking features and black hair that shone like velvet.

“Don’t listen to Peter, The,” she said. “You and Jamie make a beautiful couple, as always.”

The looked at Jamie, who forced a smile but seemed otherwise distracted. He could tell that their earlier conversation was still bothering her. He had struggled for weeks with whether to even tell her about his plans, eventually reasoning that there was no way he could just disappear without telling the girl he loved. There had been a brief deliberation in his own head about taking her with him, but The knew there was too much danger involved to seriously entertain the thought. By his estimation, it would take only a matter of days to find his father, see what kind of a man he was, and get back to Charles Landing before graduation. The elders couldn’t really be mad at him for long, once he explained himself, could they?
Peter held out a bag of sour candies as an offer, but The declined. Jamie sheepishly reached for one and popped it in her mouth without looking at The. He was beginning to wonder whether he should even go, whether leaving her would change their relationship forever.
“The tells me you’re quite the piano player,” Chris said awkwardly to Tisha. The could tell that they were both nervous.

“I dabble,” Tisha said, holding out her fingers and tapping them in the air.

“She’ll be dabbling all the way to Radio City Music Hall,” The said. When none of the other four gave any hint of recognition, he said: “It’s in New York. City. And in New York state.”

Jamie stifled a chuckle.

“We’ve heard of New York,” Peter said. “C.L.F.L. doesn’t mean you’re dumb.”

“C.L.F.L.,” Tisha repeatedly softly, with a smirk on her face. “Can’t Learn … Forever Lost.” They all laughed at that. Everyone in Charles Landing knew that C.L.F.L. stood for Charles Landing For Life, a common vernacular that seemed to be the motto of everyone who went through Master School. One of The’s classmates even had it tattooed on his bicep.

Chris laughed the longest, perhaps trying a bit too hard to impress his date. Then he turned to her and asked: “Tisha, why would you want to go to New York?”

“Who says I do?” Tisha said with a shrug. “Dirt, crime, murder. Sounds like a real picnic.”

“I hear that,” Peter Porter said.

“C’mon,” The said, rolling his eyes. “Let’s go inside. The movie’s about to start.”

They watched a movie about a young couple in love. In New York City. He held Jamie’s hand, cold and limp, as they stared up at the screen. At one moment, he turned to drink in the beauty of her face, at the soft skin glowing in the dim light, staring as if for the last time. She wouldn’t look back at him. Two seats away, Chris stared up at the screen and occasionally touched Tisha’s hand. Peter Porter sat between the two couples, his massive body spread out in a seat while he stuffed popcorn in his mouth.
Later that night, The would slip out of their lives.

CHAPTER 4
Miranda Hunter had been a dreamer once, too. Theodore’s mother had spent part of his youth sketching and painting, and she became so proficient that she once decided to enter a drawing contest by mail. The grand prize was a six-week course in Minneapolis, which may as well have been on the moon as far as anyone living in Charles Landing was concerned. The return letter telling her how she did, if there was one, never made it to her. She spent her adult life sketching friends and Royal Mark customers, often wondering just how far she really could have gone with her art if given the opportunity.
When Theodore was nine, not long after finding the strange, alien-like pregnancy photograph in the garage, he asked his mother if she had any pictures of his father.

“The,” she had said, “honey. It’s better if we just forget him.”

Theodore pulled out a piece of his mother’s blank drawing parchment from behind his back.

“Then draw him,” he had said. His mother looked at him incredulously. Theodore did not back down. “Draw him.”
“The, really. You have to get over this.”

He pushed the parchment up toward her chin.

“I want to know what he looks like,” The had said. “Then I won’t ask you again. I promise.”

She stared at him. “You’ll never ask about your father again,” she said.
The nodded his head. “Promise. I just want to see what he looked like.”
Seeing no harm in this, Miranda Hunter took the paper from his fingers, dug out her sketch pencils, and went to work. The waited impatiently, only to be overcome with disappointment when the sketch showed a face that brought no recognition at all.
He kept the drawing in the top drawer of his desk, next to his swimming medals and coin collection, looking at it whenever he needed inspiration. He would look at the man’s light-colored hair, his thick eyebrows and deep-set eyes, his bushy mustache and pencil-thin lips. The wondered if that’s what he would look like when he got older.

And every time he stared at the sketch, The couldn’t help but to wonder what it was that made his daddy leave.





###

Nine years later, armed only with the sketch and about $600 he’d saved up from the bookstore, The Hunter set out on his journey. It was late at night, after the movie, after he’d walked Jamie home and made sure not to say anything that would give any hint he was leaving.
He wrote his mother a short note, making no mention of his father, saying he’d probably be back in a week. 
The moved in the night, setting out on his bike. He parked it in a wooded area near the house of Dean Lomax from the University. He’d been tracking Lomax’s comings and goings for months, ever since discovering that the dean made monthly trips to Seattle Pacific University for education conferences. The had come to learn that Lomax left precisely at 5 a.m. on the first Friday of every month. And, just as important, the dean drove a new Ferrari, which The learned from one of the Road & Track magazines at the bookstore was one of the few cars to feature a safety latch inside the trunk.

After parking his bike, The stood behind a tree about fifty yards from Dean Lomax’s driveway, with only a backpack and the $600, and watched as the outside light flickered on. It was 4:45 a.m.

After 10 minutes, Lomax brought a suit-coat cover out the front door, opened the trunk, and returned inside the house. This is it, The thought, scurrying from his hiding place and tossing his bag into the open trunk. He crawled in behind it, pulled the coat bag on top of his body, and hugged his backpack.
He heard footsteps. He pressed his eyes together, as if that would make a difference. The footsteps closed in, and he could hear Lomax breathing. The smelled coffee.

With a dull thud, a large suitcase landed on The’s spine and kidney. He bit down, trying not to squeal, and tasted blood on his lip.

A loud crash followed, and The knew he was now inside a closed trunk. He opened his eyes to total darkness. The didn’t know how much air he would need, and he had to talk himself out of hyperventilating.
Lomax was silent for what seemed like hours. The could smell the man’s shaving kit from inside the suitcase. He could hear the ticking of a portable alarm clock. His head began to swell. He wondered what if felt like to suffocate, and whether one would even know it was happening.

Just when The was ready to give up and find the safety lock of the trunk, he heard a door close in the distance. A few seconds later, he felt Lomax’s weight sit down in the car. He heard the engine start.

The allowed himself to breathe freely. He felt the car back up and maneuver on the roads beneath him. He opened his eyes in the darkness.

Only then did The finally feel regret. He thought of his mother, how her husband had left her and about what she’d said that one time about losing The’s twin to a miscarriage. And now, he was leaving her too; even though he promised to return, he was leaving her alone in that big house without warning. 

He thought of Jamie, how she’d always been devoted to him – even now, as he left her behind. He knew she wouldn’t tell anyone – not a soul – where he was going. The could count on Jamie, always.
And he thought of his friends and classmates, even the one with C.L.F.L. tattooed on his bicep. Charles Landing For Life. 

The would be back. That was a promise: he would be back.
As the minutes passed, The could feel the smooth road and occasional bumps. Many of these roads he undoubtedly knew, but as Dean Lomax’s car drove on, The knew there were others in this small town onto which he had never ventured.

He thought of Seattle, of the world out there that waited for him. Theodore Hunter couldn’t get there fast enough.

Even through the trunk, he could smell sea air. He knew they were close. He could hear Dean Lomax humming along to a classical piece, occasionally pausing to mumble some incomprehensive thought toward the emptiness of the car.

When they finally came to a stop, The felt his chest bursting with excitement. He could hear voices. A security man greeted the dean and joked with him about not trying to smuggle any coeds onto the mainland. Lomax laughed, while The only felt his chest tighten.
A few seconds later, the car went up a ramp, slowly easing to a stop. The could hear Lomax shut off the engine. He waited for the dean to get out. He heard nothing. The pressed his ear against the back seat. He heard the ruffle of a newspaper.
“Crap,” The whispered to himself. He knew they were on the ferry now, and yet The had planned on Lomax getting out of the car, going up on deck and maybe catching some fresh air while watching the Puget Sound move alongside him. This was supposed to be his escape time, when he’d slip the safety lock, sneak out, and blend in with the crowd. Now, with Lomax sitting in his car flipping newspaper pages as the sun began to peek above the horizon somewhere out past the water, The had to turn to Plan B. And he had no Plan B.
The could feel the ferry moving. With a loud, long, screeching sound, it pulled away from the dock. He could feel himself floating.

Lomax flipped the radio station and turned up the volume, and now The could clearly hear it through the trunk. A soft buzz of news from the city purred. The heard something about a shooting in the Central District. A protest in Pioneer Square. A crime spree in the Greenwood area.

He knew he wasn’t in Charles Landing anymore.
The tried to plan his next move. He could wait until the ferry got to Seattle, where he would spring out of the trunk and run off. He could wait patiently until Lomax got to UW, then get out as he unloaded his luggage. Or he could try to make a move now.
As The mulled his options and tried to dig up some courage, the ferry slowed and whirred to a stop. He was stuck. He heard a horn and waited for Lomax to start the engine. The fumbled for the safety lock but couldn’t find it. His fingers poked, pressed, pulled, but nothing was happening. He could hear cars moving above him. Still, Lomax wasn’t starting the car.
Only after the ferry started up again and pulled away from the pier did it dawn on The that it had only been one stop of Lord-knows-how-many on the route to Seattle. That would buy him time, but The still had no Plan B. Or C. Or D. He fumbled for the lock again, but no luck. He could feel his lungs losing air. He tried not to panic.

Then he thought of Dewey Rathburn. A name everyone in Charles Landing knew, but a face no one had ever captured and presented to others. The Hunter was going to be the next Dewey Rathburn. Hopeless, faceless – remembered only as a symbol of what can happen if someone lets curiosity get the best of him.
The ferry slowed again, and he wondered whether this was the final stop. He tensed up and listened for the sound of Lomax’s engine. Instead, he felt a shift, then heard the slamming of a car door. The dean was getting out! This would be his chance, if The could only figure out how to get the lock to work.

Then a beeping sound startled him, and suddenly the trunk was opening. The scrambled to hide under the suit cover. He heard the jangling of keys and Lomax’s thick hands rooting around in his suitcase inches from The’s head. In his mind, The began to take inventory of the things he’d carefully selected to bring along in his backpack: the lighter, the rope, the jackknife, the map, the paper clips, gloves, rubber raincoat and carabiners and swim goggles and ziplock baggies and sleeping mat. None of it would help him now.
Lomax’s hand scurried around, forcing The back into the depths of the trunk. He moved so quickly that he jarred the backseat. He felt it come loose. A glimmer of hope sparked inside him.

Just then, The felt a hand on his foot. Lomax squeezed, and The felt his whole body tighten. He held his backpack close. Lomax was a huge man, and The knew he could out-run him – if it came to that. But in a sheer battle of power, all the dean would have to do was apply a bear hug and wait for help to arrive. And then the dean’s grip loosened, settled onto a windbreaker beneath The’s leg, and Lomax pulled it free. He closed the trunk with a slam.

Eyes closed and holding his breath, The counted to twenty. And only when he was satisfied that the dean had gone up to the deck and left the car behind did The back into the seat, gently at first, and then hard enough to jar it free. Just like that, he was in the backseat, backpack in hand. Through the car window, out past the rows of cars and the side deck, he could see a sparkle of water. That had always been his first love, even before he fell for Jamie. Anyone who’d spent his whole life in Charles Landing, where water surrounds the land on almost every side, would find it hard to ignore. He’d been competitively swimming for 12 of his 18 years, taking laps at the city’s indoor pool almost every winter morning and afternoon, winning a few trophies along the way while always wondering whether he was good enough to compete against kids from other parts of the country.
He pressed his face against the window. He could see the shore, maybe a quarter mile away, moving alongside the ferry boat as it closed in on Seattle. Slipping his arms into the backpack, The reached for the door handle. When he pulled, he heard a honk, followed by the car alarm. All at once, it was ringing and chiming and announcing to the world that something amiss was happening. The threw the back door open and spilled onto the grated surface of the ferry boat, fitting into a 5-foot-wide space between parked cars. When he stood up, he could see people looking at him from through their car windows, many of them holding newspapers below their gazing eyes. Behind the cars, the water retreated, and beyond that somewhere was The’s home. He scanned the area looking for an escape, trying desperately to find a place to fall into the crowd, when he heard someone shout from behind him.
“Hey there!”

The turned to see Dean Lomax, with a folded newspaper in one hand, and the other pointing in his direction. The ran away, not knowing how or to where to escape.
He weaved between cars, ducking and spinning, changing directions in an effort to throw Lomax off his path. But as he ran through the gaping stares of drivers sitting in their idle cars, out toward the front of a ferry that had no escape route, The knew he was cooked.

Above him, an air horn signaled the approach into the dock of downtown Seattle. The found a stairway, ran to the upper deck and out to the stern. Only a handful of people were out front – significantly fewer than he’d expected to find. Beyond that, for the first time, The could see the towering buildings and colored architecture of downtown Seattle. He could see the Space Needle and a football stadium and a rotating globe that featured the message: “It’s in the P-I.” He had stopped running and just stared, mesmerized by the beauty of it. Inside him, The could feel the possibilities of the big city. He knew then that leaving Charles Landing was not entirely about finding his father; Theodore wanted – needed – to see the world.
“Hey, kid! Stop right there!”

This time, the voice came from a security guard who ran alongside Lomax. The looked at the duo, then retreated up the side of the boat. He loosened one strap of his backpack, unzipped it as he ran, and dug around before his fingers found a ziplock bag, the lighter, a pair of underwear, and the parchment with his mother’s drawing of his father’s face. The pulled them out, looked at the drawing, then threw the objects into the ziplock bag and sealed it. He stopped running, stuffed the items back into the pack, and waited until Lomax and the security guard came into view. Before they could get a good look at his face, he glanced at the passing shore 500 yards away, scaled the railing and heaved himself over the side, down into the water. He hit the water with such a crash that the surface felt like a brick. His feet and tailbone and armpits burned with pain, and he was so far under that he couldn’t swim fast enough to find air. The muscles he’d built in his arms and legs and shoulders and back seemed useless at this depth. He felt himself losing breath in his lungs, felt himself starting to panic again, and all at once his head was out of the water and he was gasping for breath. He still had the backpack. Most important, he still had his own life.
Treading water, he watched as the ferry continued on toward a beautiful skyline, its buildings orange from the reflection of the rising sun. Something like shock started to take over his body, which went numb beneath the waves.
The found his composure, caught his breath and told himself this was just another morning swim, like any other morning swim that he’d taken every day for the past six years. The water tasted like oil and seaweed, and the waves fought against his frail body. But he cupped his hands, reached out his arms, kicked his legs against the current and kept fighting. He could feel the cold water splash against his face and could smell sea life and boat oil all around him. 
With each stroke, he could sense the shore closing in on him, little by little, until finally he could see the shadows of fishing boats surrounding him, docked for the spring. He slowed and began treading water, his head taking in the spring air. He could see a sign on the shore ahead: BALLARD LOCKS. Beneath it, a small man with a stocking cap and a grin that was missing at least one tooth on the bottom row. He wore a flannel shirt and waders. The man was grinning.
“Ah, quite a morn for a swim!” the man called out. The couldn’t place the accent.

CHAPTER 5
On his final night in Charles Landing, during those moonlit hours that came after the movie had let out, they had all gathered at Picadilly Burger. They were all there, just like Theodore had planned. Chris and Tisha seemed to be hitting it off. Peter Porter was mucking it up with Duncan and Blazer, who had been working on Duncan’s car and came over to meet them after the movie let out. Three guys from The’s swim club came over from another table and playfully plucked some French fries off The’s plate. And, of course, there was Jamie. A part of The wanted to be alone with her on that final night, but he made certain not to spend it that way. To have been lying on the hill and staring into her dark eyes, to have been feeling her thin fingers rubbing his forearm and been gazing up at the stars as if they were the only two people left in the world, it would have been impossible for him to tell her good-bye.
They sat around a large, circular table in the corner, separated by soda glasses and baskets and half-eaten cheeseburgers and napkins. Jamie sipped on what was left of her milkshake. Duncan, egged on by Peter, lifted his leg and proudly showed off the flatulence that had been his unfortunate trademark since the third grade. The others laughed, Tisha blushed, and Chris feigned indifference. The smell made Jamie set down what was left of her milkshake and push the glass away.
“You’ve got a problem, brother,” Chris said as Duncan proudly stood and took a bow.

“Hey, I gotta release.” Duncan, a portly kid whose parents both stood no taller than 5 ½ feet, shrugged. “You all might have all this pent-up aggression going on inside, but I get it all out.”
Blazer stuffed a napkin in a glass of water, pulled it out and chucked it at Duncan’s cheek. The others guffawed. Even Jamie, for all of her worldly maturity – the very thing The loved most about her -- giggled at the antics. The watched her eyes but quickly looked away when she caught him staring.
“Okay, okay,” Peter said, standing up. He, too, was a thick man, more girth than fat, with large hands and thick calves and a watermelon head. “Before this gets too outta hand, I do have to make an announcement.” The giggling subsided as they looked up at his 6-foot-6 frame. In another town, one where there were opportunities to compete against nearby schools in team sports, Peter Porter may have been a star on the football field, on the basketball court and maybe even as a cleanup hitter at the heart of a batting order. “As of today,” he continued, “I’ve been accepted to the pre-med division of University.”
The others cheered and raised glasses.

“To Doctor Porter,” Chris shouted. His arm was around Tisha now.
The watched the scene wordlessly as Jamie scooted in close and whispered into his ear.

“You’re so quiet tonight,” she said, squeezing his hand. “Cat got your tongue?”

He smiled at her, brushed the brown braid from her face and kissed her cheek.
“Just taking it all in,” he said, rubbing his nose against hers.

“PDA alert!” Blazer shouted from across the table, and he whizzed another wet napkin, just above the heads of The and Jamie.

The looked toward him with humor in his eyes.

“You know why you hate public displays of affection?” he said. “Because the only time you’re allowed to show off your significant other, you’ve got to put a dress on your hand!”

This brought another roar of laughter, as well as a well-placed napkin that Tisha splattered onto Blazer’s temple.





###

This is the scene that swam through The’s mind as he slowly awoke to consciousness. He didn’t want to open his eyes, didn’t want to lose sight of Blazer and Tisha and Peter Porter and most of all his beautiful Jamie, and immediately he’d wished he was back in Charles Landing.
Suddenly, The realized that he was naked. He felt only a thin blanket against his skin, and he sat up with a start on an unfamiliar couch. The blanket fell from his bare chest.

“Whoa,” a voice said, wrought with the hint of a foreign accent. “Somebody put the ‘rise’ in rise n’ shine!”
The looked to his left and saw the stocking cap, the worn face, the flannel shirt and the smile that was missing one tooth. He remembered him as the man from the pier.

“You sleep like frozen herring,” the man said, pulling The’s dried jeans from a laundry basket. “Snore like an avalanche, eh? Like you haven’t laid your head down in years.” He folded The’s jeans and placed them atop a pile on the kitchen table. The sat up and looked around. The man’s house was cluttered, its walls covered in photographs of ships and fishing boats. It smelled like rotting fish.
“Fortunate you didn’t get hypothermia,” the man said, picking up the stack of dried clothes. He set them on The’s covered legs. “Swimming on a day like this. You ought be crazy.”
The nodded, reached for his dry underwear and self-consciously pulled them on beneath the thin blanket. The man picked up The’s backpack, which was now empty, and held it out.

“Hope it don’t rankle you none,” the man said, “but I dried everything in here, too.” As Theodore felt his heart sink, the man pulled out the ziplock bag. “’Cept all this,” he said.
The drawing of The’s father was on top. He could see it through the transparent bag, untainted. He felt a rush of hope return inside of his body.
“Who’s the man?” the stocking cap guy said, looking at the drawing.

“None of your business.” The pulled a T-shirt over his head, then tucked his arms into a zip-up sweatshirt. “Who are you anyway?”

“Name’s Swede,” the man said, standing there holding The’s father’s rendition under the transparent bag. “S’pose you don’t remember that, eh? You looked as beat as a toothbrush in a homeless shelter.”

The pulled on his jeans and stood up. He was a good four inches taller than Swede. “What time is it?” he asked.
“On about night time,” Swede responded with a grin. “You got someplace to be off to?” The reached over and took the baggie from Swede’s fingers. He looked into his father’s eyes.
“It’s night time?” he said. He looked around the cluttered house. “How’d I get here? Where am I? Why was I naked?”
“Son, you ask a lot o’ questions.” Swede rubbed his stocking cap and sat down. “I’ll answer the last one – and the next one. You were naked because I don’t think it would be right to put a young man in the dryer. And, no, I didn’t try anything untoward.” He let out a hearty, friendly laugh. The began rolling up the blanket. “No bother,” Swede said. “Stay as long as you need.” He smiled. “I got a gift for intuition, and I can tell you got a good heart.”
“Thanks,” The whispered. “But I really ought to …” He stood there, holding the blanket and baggie, uncertain of what to say, what to do. The room felt hot, all of a sudden.
“One thing I can’t figure out,” Swede said. “What a kid like you’s doin’ swimmin’ laps in the Shilshole Bay. Darn lucky you didn’t get hauled up in a fishing net.”

The dropped the blanket and sat on the couch. He felt like he could sleep another 12 hours. He looked up at one of the photographs of the fishing boats.

“You fish?” The asked.

“Is water wet?”
The chuckled and leaned back. There was something about Swede he liked, something he trusted. Maybe it was because he trusted everyone he’d ever met in Charles Landing – he’d had no reason not to. Or maybe it was because The had to trust someone out here.

Swede nodded toward the drawing, covered in the transparent plastic of the baggie.

“That your daddy?” he asked.

The looked down at the picture. The wavy blond hair. The thick mustache. The hard jaw line and soft, blue eyes. Then he looked up at Swede, the stumpy man with sun-soaked skin, whiskers and doughy cheeks.

“You ask a lot of questions, too,” The said, resisting the urge to wink.





###

Swede boiled potatoes, slathered them in butter and fried some herring with pickle and dill sauce. The had never tasted anything like it, and he ate like he’d spent the past six weeks on a fast.
“Whoa, there. Slow down, son,” Swede said with a laugh. “God can’t make fish as fast as you put ‘em away.”

The took a break from the cuisine and sipped from a big glass of milk. Swede drank ale from a stein.

“It’s delicious,” The said, “really. You make that in Sweden?”
Swede chuckled and took a bite. He washed it down with ale.

“Never been,” he said. He had small eyes, with friendly creases around the edges and long eyelashes. The guessed he was in his 40s or 50s. “I’m from Helsinki,” Swede said. “Suomo. That’s Finland.” He winked. The took another bite of potatoes. He’d seen men with accents in movies but never before met one. All the ones on the big screen seemed to be bad guys, but there was something about Swede that The couldn’t help but trust. “My mommy was from Sweden,” Swede continued, “but she moved when she was pregnant.” He shrugged. “Friends found out I was birthed by a Swede, and that became who I am.” He took another swig and leaned back. “Besides,” he said, “everybody in Ballard’s nicknamed Swede.” He laughed, but The didn’t get the joke.
“Ballard,” The said flatly.

Swede leaned forward. “You’re not from here. Are you?”

The shook his head.

“Y’know,” Swede said, “you got the innocence of a guy from another planet.” He picked up The’s empty plate, stood, and filled it with a second helping. “And the appetite of a man done swum from New Zealand.” He set the food in front of The, flipped his chair around and straddled it. “Where you from, son?”
The stared at him sheepishly. “I’d rather not say.”
Swede nodded slowly. “Understandable,” he said. “Especially for a Swede who’s never been to Sweden.” He laughed and sipped from a beer. “You in some kind of trouble?” Swede asked.
“Maybe.”

“Am I gonna be in some kind of trouble? If they find you here, I mean?”

“Who?”

“You tell me,” Swede said, folding his arms across his chest. The sleeves of his flannel shirt were rolled up, and he had the letters A.C.M. tattooed across his forearm.

“What’s that?” The asked, pointing.

Swede looked at it and nodded. “My mama’s initials,” he said. “God rest her soul.”

The pulled his plate closer and watched Swede’s face.
“Most beautiful person you could ever meet,” Swede said, his small eyes wincing. His face looked lost in thought. “She didn’t want me to go. Wanted me to stay in Helsinki forever, but I chased a woman out here. Can’t barely remember the woman’s name now.” He let out a humorless laugh. “Anyway, I wasn’t there when Mama passed. Don’t figure I’ll ever forgive myself.”
The had stopped eating. He could feel the food moving through his body, giving him strength.

“I’m sorry,” The said softly.

“Not your fault.”
The looked at the man, noticing sadness in his eyes for the first time.

“Not yours, either,” The said.

Swede smiled, reached across the table and patted his hand.
“I don’t mean to throw my life’s weight on you, son,” Swede said softly. “It’s just that … I don’t get much company.” He smiled. His face completely changed when he did. “Don’t talk ‘bout much else but fish, usually.”

The stood and began clearing the table with a grin.

“Don’t do that,” Swede said.

“The least I could do. For the couch and laundry services.”
While The washed the dishes, Swede slipped out onto the porch for a hand-rolled cigarette. His porch looked out on the water, where fishing boats were docked for the night. The stars sparkled overhead.

After The was finished cleaning up, he joined Swede out on the porch. The held his father’s likeness between his fingers as he sat down.

“You were right,” he told Swede. “This is my father. I’m trying to find him.” He handed the drawing to Swede.

“Can see the likeness,” Swede said. He stared then handed it back to The. “Where’s he at?”

The shrugged. “I’m trying to find him.” He stared at Swede with hope in his eyes.
“Wish I could say I recognized the face,” Swede offered. “But no familiarity, sorry.” He put out what was left of his cigarette. “You reckon he’s in Seattle?”

The shrugged again. Swede rubbed his forearm where the tattoo covered skin. “Never knew my daddy,” Swede said. He looked into The’s eyes and nodded. His face showed some form of understanding. “Every boy should know his daddy,” he said softly. The nodded and looked away.
“What’s Finland like?” The said, an obvious attempt to change the subject.
“Se on kaunis.” Swede smiled. “Very beautiful,” he said in English. He stood up and stretched his arms. “I could talk into the night and onto morn,” he said, “but I’ve got to turn in. Fish don’t have a snooze button, y’know? You need another blanket for the couch?”
The shook his head. Swede patted him on the shoulder and headed toward the open screen door that led into the house. “Lock up when you’re ready to turn in, huh?”

“Will do,” said The. Then he turned his body around in the chair. “Hey,” he said. Swede stopped and looked at him through the opening. “I’ve never met anyone who didn’t know his father,” The said. “Anyone else, I mean.”
Swede smiled at him, removed his stocking cap to expose a balding head before going into the bedroom. The turned around and looked up at the stars. He couldn’t help but to think that Jamie was doing the same, right at that moment, and he wished he could send up some kind of message that he was okay.
Then The picked up the drawing, stared into his father’s eyes and wondered what the man was doing at that very moment. The stars were out there for everyone to see, he thought. And the vision of his dad looking up at the same night sky somewhere made him shudder with chills.

CHAPTER 6
Swede was gone when he woke up early the next morning. The had already surmised that it was best to move on, just in case someone from the ferry incident was out tracking him. And he didn’t want to drag Swede into it, not after all the guy had done for him.
The smelled fresh pancakes and lingonberry jam as he rose from his bed and started to pack his things. He glanced into a small office, where Swede had a computer and copy machine and file cabinet, and then he gobbled up a plate of pancakes and chugged a tall glass of orange juice. Swede was gone somewhere, most likely out on some fishing boat. It was still dark outside, barely past 6 a.m. The tossed the pack onto his back, folded up the blanket, scribbled off a quick thank-you note that he signed “The Wet Traveler,” and then he slipped out the door and into the pale light of morning. He began walking along the water, in the direction of the skyscrapers he’d seen from the ferry deck the previous morning, and then he realized it might be better to move inland for fear of running into someone looking for a ferry jumper.

He found himself in a small shopping area, surrounded by coffee houses and restaurants and a record store that didn’t open until 10 a.m. In the orange light of sunrise, he continued along a diagonal street that ran southeast, toward the heart of the city. He looked at a map, then up at a street sign that said Leary Way. Below the sign, on a post, was a piece of paper that made his body go numb.
There, on a white piece of paper tacked to the post, was the image of his father’s face. It stared back at him with the same soft smile that had been imprinted in The since his mother drew the image a few years earlier. There had been nights when he’d taken it to bed with him, when he’d taken it outside and pinned it to a tree so his father could watch him throw a baseball. And now, here was that face staring back at him.
The took a step closer and realized that it was the exact same image from the parchment drawing. He reached into his backpack and pulled out his mother’s artwork for verification. Sure enough, it was a match.

He took another step and saw words beneath the face.

IF YOU SEE THIS MAN, PLEASE CALL 206-546-1981

ASK FOR SWEDE
The stared at the flier and smiled. Swede had been good to his word. He was trying to help any way he could.
The continued on, finding another flier on the corner across the street. He passed two more along Market Street, another three out on Leary Way.
He grinned all the way into the city.





###

The last stretch was a steep uphill climb that left his calves burning and his hair matted with sweat. For the last six miles, as he followed along the route of a map he’d bought at a gas station in Magnolia, cars blew past him in packs, rows and rows of them going faster than he’d ever seen cars go. They coughed up clouds of exhaust and occasionally let out loud honks that caused The to recoil in surprise.
Cars continued up the hill in single file as he ascended Mercer Place, into a well-to-do neighborhood that was the closest thing to Charles Landing he’d seen since hitting the mainland. The road flattened out, and up ahead he could see a BLOCKBUSTER video sign, a row of restaurants and a record store. People were moving all around him now, more people than he’d ever seen in one place. Not even Founders Day had this much foot traffic. Bikes filed in front of him as he stood at a red light on Queen Anne Avenue. He looked to his right and saw a movie theater, across from a place called Dick’s Drive In. To his left, another steep hill, only this one looked like it ascended to heaven.
Only when The looked up into the gray mid-morning sky did he realize that he was standing in the shadow of the Space Needle. He’d seen it only in pictures, and now that it was in front of him, he was mesmerized by the sight. If only they could see me now, he thought, his mind glancing off the faces of Peter Porter and Duncan and Chris and Blazer and Tisha and Jamie. Then he thought of his mother, and The couldn’t help but to wonder what she was doing right then. There had undoubtedly been tears, and almost certainly a sleepless night. He could almost see her standing out on the back patio, staring out at the water and asking herself: Theodore Hunter, where are you?
There was another part of him that thought she knew exactly where he’d gone, that she’d dreaded it since the first time one of his classmates asked him why he didn’t have a father. The subject rarely seemed to come up in the Hunter house, and yet whenever The did ask about it, his mother appeared genuine in her answers. She never had been much of a liar, and so when The asked her why his father left, she said simply: “We stopped getting along – that’s all.” She’d even told The his name once: Orville. It was a name The would never forget, even though he took it from her with an air of nonchalance.
As he stood and stared up at the Space Needle, he wondered if his mother had seen this all along – if a part of her had known that he would take whatever information he could get and set out to find his father. She had to know it would come to this. In a town where only one poor bastard is without a father, who wouldn’t expect him to go searching?
And yet she’d warned him. She’d told The that one time that his father was “an evil man.” She’d said many other times that Charles Landing never would have worked for someone like The’s father, that she should have known that from the start.

The genuinely hoped that his mother understood his quest and that she knew he’d be back home soon.

And then his gaze went from the Space Needle to the faces that surrounded him – some coming, some going, others just trapped in their busy lives.

So many stories in such a big city, and all The could ask himself was this: Where is he? Where on earth could he be?
CHAPTER 7
The presented the drawing at any public gathering he could find. He flashed it at the Quality Food Center by the Needle. He showed it to the guy who took tickets at the Experience Music Project. He bothered every vendor inside the Center House, often throwing around the name Orville Hunter. The Seattle Times office offered little help, nor did the construction site on Denny Way. He cut through shops and delicatessens along Third Avenue, up and down Westlake Center and Pacific Place, and ended up at the Seattle Central Library. His feet were worn and blistered. He’d passed so many faces that they were all jumbling together inside his head. He’d grown so weary that he’d bumped into a girl on Pine that he’d sworn was in three of his classes at the Master School – only to realize the impossibility of that as he stumbled up toward the hill.
No one at the front desk of the library had ever seen the face in the drawing or heard of anyone named Orville Hunter, but one of them pointed him in the direction of a row of computers and asked: “Have you tried the internet?”

“You mean the intranet,” The said, referring to the small, limited chain of computer-based links that were tied to each other in Charles Landing.
“Internet,” said the woman, who did not appear to be much older than The. She had a pierced ring in one nostril and a short haircut that exposed the tattoo just above her left ear. “Like, you know, Google.” The must have looked at her with confusion, because the woman had to stifle a giggle. “You just in from Mars?” she said, crossing through a rotating half-door and leading him to the island of computer terminals. She called up a website that wasn’t available in Charles Landing and asked: “Name again?”

“Orville,” The said. “Orville Hunter.”
The woman typed quickly, perused the screen, then said: “One just died in Tallahassee. He was ninety-six.”
The shook his head. “Try again,” he said. His heart was beating fast now, practically pounding through his chest. He wondered if the search was almost over, as easy as a few keystrokes from a homely employee of the city.
“Here’s another one,” the woman said, “an Orville Francis Hunter. He was some kind of war hero. War of 1812. Died in 1836.”

The exhaled in frustration.

“There’s another site,” the woman said, typing furiously again, “that has the White Pages online. Every phone number in the city, all the way up to Skagit Valley and down to Olympia.”

“Try it,” The said nervously. “I really appreciate this. I can’t tell you –“

“Here you go,” the woman said, pulling a small piece of scratch paper from a wooden box next to the terminal. “Orville Hunter. Lives in Woodinville. Here’s his phone number and address.” She scribbled down some numbers, handed the paper to The and looked at the screen. “The only Orville Hunter in this part of the state, far as I can tell,” she said. Then she looked at The with a smirk. “Unless you think he lives somewhere else,” she said. “Like Hong Kong. Or Mars.” She turned up one corner of her mouth in a half-smile.
The looked down at the paper with the written address and phone number. “He could be anywhere,” he mumbled.
“Well,” the woman said, standing up. “I’d start with Woodinville then.”

He thanked her and stared at the address. As she swept past him and back toward the front desk, he called out. “Where’s Woodinville?”

Without looking back, she quipped: “Mapquest. Even a Martian could find his way around with that.”
The watched her walk away, folded up the paper and walked out into a sunny afternoon. People passed on all sides, hurrying and barely even noticing each other. The thought about asking them how to get to Woodinville, but everyone seemed too rushed to want to stop.

He pulled out his wallet and put the scratch paper with the address inside, right next to one of Swede’s folded-up fliers that The kept so he’d have at least one familiar man’s phone number outside of Charles Landing.
CHAPTER 8
The was sitting down for a bite to eat in the food court of Westlake Center when everything changed. He’d just set down his tray of Thai food, was putting his change back into his wallet, and he looked up to see the most beautiful face he’d ever seen walking toward him.
It was Jamie’s face. The could see that right away, only she had a shorter haircut, her hair dyed black, she had heavily pierced ears and a thick coat of makeup. She wasn’t looking at him. If she’d noticed him at all, she wasn’t letting on.
He stared at her, waiting for eye contact, as she moved toward him and then passed. She looked like she’d lost weight – looked emaciated, even – and if she was trying to disguise herself so that he might not notice her, she’d made a pretty epic effort.

Except he couldn’t miss that face. He’d stared into those eyes too many times, run his finger across those lips, kissed those cheeks and that forehead. He turned and followed her, temporarily leaving his Pad Thai behind.

“James,” he said in a soft whisper, separated from her by only a few feet. “James, stop.”

She didn’t even turn around. She glided past a piercing stand, barely avoided a skateboarder and slipped into the ladies’ room. The waited outside, uncomfortable and somewhat furious because he couldn’t believe she had followed him from Charles Landing. He thought about how he’d almost suffocated in the dean’s trunk, how he had leapt off the ferry deck, how he swam in the cold water and got pulled out by some old fisherman. He wondered what Jamie might have had to endure to get here, and the thought of it infuriated him.
He was so lost in thought that he almost missed her when she threw the door to the restroom open and marched toward the Monorail stop about 50 yards away. The said her name again – “James,” only this time, he didn’t whisper – and she kept on moving.

He reached out and grabbed her arm.

“James,” he said. “Please, stop.”

She flipped around and looked at him, and for the first time The realized that he had the wrong person. She showed no recognition at all. Her face was identical, yes, but he could see now that she had a totally different demeanor, a different vibe to her, as if she’d been born with the same face but had lived an entirely different life.

“Who’s James, crackhead?” the girl spewed. “You think I’m a dude or somethin’?” She looked him up and down. “If you’re waitin’ for me to scream, don’t. I’ll bust your face open myself.”

He released her arm and took a step back. There she was, all frail and pretty, talking like she was a 6-foot-5 thug.

“I meant Jamie,” he stammered. “I thought you were Jamie, a friend. A friend who’s a girl, from back home. Who looks like you. God, I’m sorry, I’m really –“

“Nobody looks like me,” the girl said, all full of bravado and confidence. Up close, he could see that she had the same eye color, the same dark eyebrows, even the same dimples, as the girl he loved. “They broke the mold with Amanda. So keep your meathooks off, perv!”
With that, she gave him a good shove to the chest. She turned away, into a waiting crowd of three girls The didn’t recognize.
“Who was that?” The heard one of the girls ask the girl who called herself Amanda.

“Another scrub with another bad pickup line,” Amanda said, without glancing back. “Man, sometimes they get pretty creepy.”

The monorail pulled up to the stop, opened its doors, and the four girls got on together. The watched through the clear glass as the train-like pod pulled away, and the only time the girl who called herself Amanda looked back at him was as she flashed a middle finger before the monorail disappeared around a corner.
The returned to his Pad Thai, which was cold and tasteless. Only after taking three uninspiring bites did The realize that he had left his wallet on the tray. He looked down. It was gone. Almost six hundred dollars – all the money he had in the world. The address to Orville Hunter’s house in Woodinville.
And the phone number of the only man he trusted in Seattle – an old, Finnish fisherman.

Gone.

CHAPTER 9
Under the shadows of the skyscrapers that seemed to hold him in like prison walls, The stood outside Pacific Place and stared up at the hazy sky. He wondered what the weather was like in Charles Landing, whether Blazer and Duncan were working on the car, if Peter had commandeered a search party, and what Jamie was doing right at that moment. If he could close his eyes and snap his fingers, The would be back with them. This all had been a mistake, and he knew that as suddenly as an earthquake.
Except he could not snap his fingers, and so The was standing on a corner, homeless and penniless, surrounded by tens of thousands of suspects who may or may not have snapped up his wallet. Finding his father seemed secondary now; surviving was his most important goal.
He jammed his hands into empty pockets. He considered finding his way back to Swede, but the truth was that he probably wouldn’t recognize the house. The fliers were probably still up all around Ballard, but something told The that back-tracking was not the answer – especially after he had jumped off the ferry and made himself a target before he even set foot on the mainland. He had to move forward.
He looked around at the faces again, hoping something would tip him off as to who had taken his wallet – a knowing look, a nervous tic, a sudden retreat. But everyone moved in synchronized harmony, as he assumed they did on every other weekday in the city. The only thing that stood out as odd here, he reasoned, was the lost kid from Charles Landing with nowhere to go.
And then he caught the gaze of a middle-aged man standing across the street. Nothing about the man seemed outwardly untoward about the man, except for the brand-new Seattle Mariners baseball cap that sat uncomfortably atop his head and the fact that the man looked away as soon as The’s eyes met his. Something about the man was out of place, even in a city filled with tourists. The man tried to steal another glance but quickly looked away again. The was certain he had his man.
Except when The turned to his right and made way for the crosswalk, the man mirrored him from across the street. When The stood at the street corner, waiting for the WALK signal, the man lingered across from him while trying too hard to appear disinterested. And when the light turned from red to green, the man stared right at The and came toward him.
Right then The realized that this was no wallet thief. And this man was not trying to avoid The; he’d been following him. Suddenly the man was coming at him aggressively.
The thought about the ferry jump as he turned and ran, falling into the sea of people. He should have known that jumping off a public ferry within view of the downtown skyline would bring some kind of penance, and yet he was surprised by how quickly they had found him. For a brief second, the thought occurred to him that maybe Swede had turned him in. And then he remembered their last conversation, how they had shared a kinship in having never known their fathers. Anyone who’s been betrayed could never do it to another.
When The looked back, he could see the man giving chase, trying to fight through the crowd. The man had pulled on dark sunglasses that accentuated the well-maintained sideburns that hung down from his awkward blue baseball cap. The wished at that moment that he’d been a few inches shorter, so that he could have blended in to the crowd better. He had been blessed with a swimmer’s frame: tall, lean, with a wide chest and thin hips. He knew that his height, and his striking blond hair that glowed with the shine from mornings upon mornings in chlorine, would make him stuck out in the crowd, even here in the city. He could see the man watching him above heads and hats, trying desperately not to lose him. The cut through a diagonal street, into an alley, but couldn’t shake the man. The man was still trailing him as The turned and ran through a parking lot, already out of breath. He cut back and headed to the west, down a hill and toward the water, unable to shake the man from his trail. The rain came harder, the wealth of bodies thickened, and suddenly The got swept up in a crowd of people surrounding Pike Place Market. Umbrellas started to open, and when The looked back, he couldn’t see the man with the sideburns and the baseball cap anymore. And just as important, the man could not see him.
Using his lithe frame, The squeezed between the bodies and made his way into the Market, down a back stairway, past the restrooms and a poster shop, down another set of stairs and out into a quiet alleyway. The pursuing man was nowhere to be found, but The kept on just in case. He sprinted downward, toward the water, and took a left on Alaska Way.
He could smell the delectable aroma of Fish N Chips, waffle cones and clam chowder. It only reminded him that he had no money and no food. And no place to go. The rain attacked him and made his teeth chatter.
The turned up a back street, walked up a hill and found himself in Pioneer Square. He came upon a line of disheveled men waiting outside a mission. The watched them, wondering how they’d gotten to be this way and whether that’s where his life would take him if he didn’t ever get back to Charles Landing.

He saw a store called Elliott Bay Books and slipped inside to get a reprieve from the rain. They asked him to check his backpack at the front counter, and at first The felt the urge to turn and run. But his shoulders and feet hurt, and his lungs were burning from the chase, and so he handed it over. Now he felt completely naked.
Around him, books stared like abandoned pets. He’d always been a voracious reader, even more so when he got the job at the small bookstore in Charles Landing, and yet he had never realized that so many different kinds of books existed. He saw books about gardening, books about pets. Books about sports and horses and forgettable childhoods. War and music and art. He flipped through pages, looking at pictures and words. He read a chapter about the Rwandan genocide and another about terrorist camps in the Middle East. He found a memoir about the guy who wrote the “Peanuts” comic strip and one about a woman’s relationship with her drug-addicted son. The didn’t know anyone who used drugs – in Charles Landing, there didn’t seem to be any reason.
Then he turned and saw a book from a man who wrote about all that he’d learned from his dying father. The stared at the two faces on the cover, at the father and son, and remembered why he had come.

He looked up and saw a sign for the restroom, went down the stairs into a café area and slipped into the men’s room. He pulled off his sweatshirt, tied it around his waist and used some sink water to slick back his hair. It was the best disguise he could find under the circumstances.
The made his way back up the stairs, to the front counter, where he waited tensely as they searched for the backpack he’d been forced to pass to them upon entry. He watched the front door to make certain the man with the sideburns and the Mariners hat didn’t barge in. He felt a tap on the shoulder and whirled around, only to see the woman behind the counter holding his backpack out for him with a kind smile. 
Back out on the streets, he tried to come up with a plan for finding his father. The city had way more faces than he ever could have imagined, and he was beginning to realize that simply running into his father on the streets might not be as easy as he had thought. The sky was beginning to darken, and The was running out of options. He found a pawn shop, where he sold his watch and a pair of designer sunglasses for fifty bucks. He bought a worn T-shirt and pair of shorts for five dollars and pocketed the rest.
Out in the fading light of the sidewalk, he tried to stay in the shadows. He’d decided the guy who had chased him was an undercover cop, and now instead of being solely focused on finding someone, The was also trying to avoid one. Every time he saw a trolling police car pass, The tried to duck into a doorway or slump his body. When he would see groups of people, he would try to walk one pace behind them in hopes of looking like just another part of the masses. Being alone at night, he realized, was almost as noticeable as wearing a blinking sign on your chest.
The began to feel desperation building inside himself. He did not know where he would sleep at night, and the thought of carrying whatever cash he had left from the pawnshop at night made him as vulnerable as ever.
He turned a corner and came upon a leashed dog that barked and lunged at him. The recoiled in terror, which only made the dog’s owner laugh. Up the street, two different men asked The for money – one politely, and one as a sort of demand, which made The briefly think he was being held up.

Wherever The turned, he saw people – almost always men – who appeared down on their luck and without any place to go. The found it unlikely and somehow enlightening that he felt a kinship to them in this moment, when he was in a similar predicament. The difference, of course, was that he had hope – the glimmering speck of light that he might find his father, and the more likely possibility that he would one day find his way back to the comfort of Charles Landing.
He came upon another mission, only this time he felt a sense of relief. He went inside and asked how much it would cost to get a bed for the night. The woman behind the counter, a large woman with thinning, badly-dyed hair and the hands of a man, looked him up at down and sneered.
“This isn’t a hotel, sweetheart,” she said.
“Well, I need a bed,” he said sheepishly. He’d never had to say such a thing, and it actually made him feel somewhat empowered.

“You look more like you could use a manicure,” the woman said jovially. She leaned forward. “Listen, hon, you’re obviously in the wrong part of town here. If it’s a bed you need, there’s a twenty-dollar hostel up Second Street. But you’re better off heading to the Best Western up the hill.”
“I don’t have twenty bucks,” The said, lying because he didn’t want to spend half his money for one night’s sleep. “I saw a sign that said you’ve got beds available.”
“We got beds, sweetheart,” she said, “just not available. Used to be a line outside. Started at three. Best I can do is tell you to be back here about that time tomorrow.”
“But tonight?” The asked, feeling as helpless as ever. A part of him was actually mildly curious about the thought of sleeping on the streets – something no one did in Charles Landing.

“I’m truly sorry,” the woman said, leaning forward. She offered a smile. “It’s really not fair. To have so few beds and so many people in need. It’s one of God’s tests that I question every day. But it’s how this cruel world spins.” She touched the back of his hand and added: “Try tomorrow. That’s all I can say. God bless.”
When The walked out and heard the door close behind him, he looked out between two buildings and saw the Space Needle in the distance. It seemed so far away, and even farther to get to Ballard and Swede’s home, and beyond that the water that would take him back to Charles Landing.

Looking around, the city looked impossibly massive. And the country beyond that, even bigger. There were thousands of miles of untraveled land that seemed to welcome him and dare him all the same.
Somewhere, his father was out there. And just maybe he’d been waiting for The all along.
CHAPTER 10
The awoke to the sound of panting. He’d fallen asleep under a viaduct a mile or two west of the mission, with his backpack still on both shoulders and the $45 tucked into the front of his underwear. 

He opened his eyes to find a spindly old man, barely five feet tall, standing over him with pants pulled down to his knees. The man was staring at The, his face contorted. He held a tiny erect penis between his thumb and forefinger, jerking back and forth.
“You’re real pretty,” the man said between breaths. “Pretty like a girl.” He jerked at his member. “Don’t move. Just stay like that.”
The held still, not knowing what to do.

“Oh, yeah, kid. Real pretty. That’s right. I like your hair. And your eyes sparkle. Almost there. Don’t you move now.”

His mind shook off the fog of sleep, and The sat up.
“No, not now,” the man stammered, then he let out a long grunt, and something dripped on The’s bare leg.

“Dangit!” The screamed, kicking his legs. “You perv!”
The man let out a sigh and closed his eyes. When The began to stand, the man opened his eyes and scowled. “Don’t you tell no one, hear?” he said. “I know where you sleep. I’ll cut off your balls.”

He yanked his pants up and ran off. The took of his cheap T-shirt, used it to wipe the gunk off his legs, and tossed it aside. A wave of nausea passed over him. His face felt hot, and what little there was in his stomach came up and dribbled down his chin, onto his bare chest. He hurriedly got to his feet, turned away from the direction the little man had retreated, and went off to find a bathroom. Bare-chested, he ended up at a McDonald’s on the waterfront. A kid about his age called out from behind the counter that he wasn’t allowed in there without a shirt. The ignored him, went into the bathroom and locked the door. He wet a brown paper towel, washed off his face and chest, then wet another paper towel with a squirt of soap and rubbed the part of his leg that had been violated. A violent knocking came at the door. “Come out of there! For customers only!” It was the voice of the kid from the counter. “No bathing! For customers only! I’ll call the cops!”
The dried himself with a handful of paper towels, pulled a shirt from his backpack, put it on and opened the door. The pimply-faced kid in a silly blue uniform stood in his path.

“That’s not allowed,” the kid said firmly. A family sat in a nearby booth. “Restrooms are for customers only.”

“I apologize,” The said. “I had to go. It couldn’t wait.”

“You have to buy something.”

The put up his hands in surrender. “I’m all done,” he said. “I’ll go now.” He tried to pass the kid, who moved in front of him and poked his chest.
“Rules are rules,” the kid said. “I can get a cop here in thirty seconds.”

The, who had never struck anyone in anger in his entire life, wanted to punch the kid in the face. Instead, he slumped his shoulders. He could use some food anyway.

“Give me an order of fries, then,” he said. “And a water.”
The kid stepped out of The’s way and followed him toward the counter.

“Breakfast menu,” he said as The walked slowly. “We don’t even drop our first basket of French fries for three more hours.” He was standing across from The, behind the cash register.
“An egg sandwich then,” The said. “Whatever.” There was only one McDonald’s  in Charles Landing, just off the north entrance of the University, and it was much cleaner than the one where The stood at the moment.
“Can I get you a side with that? Maybe a hash brown or a nice yogurt?”  the kid said in full cashier mode, as if he were seeing The for the first time.

“No,” The said flatly, clearly annoyed.

The kid punched a few buttons and said: “Three seventy-nine, with tax.”
The looked at him, reached into the front of his pants without breaking his stare, and pulled a five-dollar bill out of his underwear. It was crumpled and damp.
Glaring back at him, the cashier kid said: “I’m calling the cops.”

With that, The took off running. As soon as he ran out the door, he had to go to the bathroom. Nature could be a real wise-guy like that. He knew he’d have to hold it, so he kept running until he fell into a crowd of business types coming out of the bus tunnel on Yesler. The cut into the tunnel, went down a set of stairs and jumped on the first bus he saw.

He took off his backpack and sat down next to a sleeping old Asian woman. She snored and smelled of cigarette smoke. Glancing around the bus, he saw at least a half-dozen people with their hoods pulled up, all of them trying transparently hard to look mysterious.

Since arriving in the big city, The had been struck with how everyone seemed to try so hard to fit into a certain group. The men in ties. The teens in hoodies. The beards and thick-rimmed glasses. As if living in Seattle came with some sort of fashion manual.

The leaned forward and asked a girl who looked to be a year or two older than him: “Where’s this bus going?”

“U-District. Then on to Northgate.”

“Woodinville?” The asked. She looked at him crossways. “Does it go to Woodinville?” he asked.
“On the east side?” she asked with shock in her voice. He didn’t answer. “You’re not from here,” she said. The shook his head. “Woodinville’s across the water,” the girl said, pointing out the window. The couldn’t see any water, even as the bus emerged from the tunnel and drove between office buildings and apartment complexes.

The leaned back in his seat and stared out the window.

“Where you from?” the girl asked. She had dirty blond hair and a thick purple sweatshirt, with a hood that she hadn’t yet pulled up.
“Up north.”

“Like, Canada or something?”

“Something like that,” he said, still looking out the window. “What’s the U-District, anyway?”

She pointed to her sweatshirt, which said UW in big yellow letters. “U-Dub,” the girl said, smiling. “University of Washington.”

The nodded and stared out the window. A college campus sounded nice. Maybe he wouldn’t find his father there, but at least he’d get off the radar of all the downtown cops and undercover guys and maybe find himself a warm place to sleep.

The bus passed a small bay. The boats made The think of Charles Landing again, of how the town had a sign asking why anyone would leave. He thought of the Dewey Rathburn story, the one about the only guy who ever left Charles Landing for good. The couldn’t help wondering whether Dewey Rathburn ever had anyone ejaculate on his leg.

The had been in Seattle for barely over twenty-four hours, and already he’d been robbed, been flipped off, been chased by cops numerous times and found himself violated in a way he never could have imagined.
The bus went up a hill, through a strip of restaurants and small houses, past a grade school, over a bridge and into the University District; The could tell right away by  the foot traffic and explosion of purple sweatshirts on the sidewalks below. A group of people close to his age stood up as the bus slowed, so he decided to get off at their stop. They all flashed cards upon exiting, and The didn’t know what to do. He stared at the bus driver.

“One seventy-five,” the driver said.

The looked down, turned away and sheepishly fished the five from his underwear. An older woman sitting behind the driver gasped.

“Exact change only,” the driver said, glaring at the bill.

The looked out the front window, out at the sidewalks filled with students in backpacks and hooded sweatshirts. Up the way, academic buildings stared at him, giving off the promise of another life.
“One seventy-five,” the driver said again.

The thought about running, but he didn’t have the strength. He was tired of running. He held out the five again. From behind him, someone reached around and handed the driver a bill and three quarters, saying: “I’ve got him.”
The turned to see the girl with the purple UW sweatshirt, smiling and pulling up her hood. She got off the bus and fell into the crowd with the other students.
“Thank you!”  The called out through the open door. As he stepped off the bus, he whispered: “Whoever you are.”

He moved among the other young people, feeling for the first time like he fit in. If only his mother could see him now, here with all these college kids on their way to wonderful lives. He imagined them coming from all over the state, then noticed that more than half of them were Asian. This was nothing like the University near Charles Landing, which was made up of graduates from the Master school and a regulation high school on the other side of the campus, across the way from Charles Landing. There were more people surrounding The at that moment than there were enrolled at the entire University near his home.
He felt the rush of the crowd, picking him up and carrying him toward the expansive University of Washington campus. The unfolding green lawns. The rising pillars and cascading gardens. And, most of all, the people. So many different kinds of people, so many ways to learn and people from whom to learn.

The others peeled off into academic buildings and classrooms and lecture halls, until The was walking alone. He turned left and continued out past the gates where security guards checked in visiting cars, took a left on 45th and headed toward the heart of the U-District. He walked up and down University Way, a street he overheard one kid call “The Av,” venturing past ethnic restaurants and import shops and ice cream parlors and coffee shops. He passed stores selling athletic equipment and flowers and books. He came upon a post office, much bigger than the one in Charles Landing, and went inside. There was a long line, longer than any he’d ever seen. He waited for thirty minutes, enough time to devise his plan.
“May I help you?” an Asian man with graying hair asked when The finally got to the front of the line. The tried to stand up straight and look confident.
“My name is Orville Hunter,” The said. “I haven’t been getting my mail. I need to verify my address.”

The postal worker pulled a keyboard over.
“What’s your address?” he asked.

The was ready for this. He made one up. “Thirty-four nineteen University Way,” he said.

The postal worker tilted his head. “University Way doesn’t go down that far,” he said.

“I mean, forty-four nineteen.”

The postal worker watched his face, then punched the number into his system. “That’s a burger joint,” he said, reading the screen. “Burgers and Shakes. Went there on lunch break last week.”

The nodded. “Hmm,” he said. “Well, what address do you have for me?”

“What was the name again?”

“Orville. Orville Hunter.”

The worker typed it in. “No match,” he said.

“Excuse me?”

“You’re not in the system. No Orville Hunters in Seattle.”

The waved his hand in the air. “Oh, yes,” he said, “my bad. I used to live in Woodindale. Can you check there?”

“Woodindale?”

The nodded.
“You mean Woodinville?”
“Yes, yes, yes.” The was nodding, too quickly now – even he could tell. He felt a bead of sweat on his forehead.

The postal worker stared at him. “Mr. Hunter,” he said, looking over a small set of bifocals, “can I see some identification? Just to verify … you know.”
“I lost my wallet.”

“Of course.”

“I swear, I lost it.” About this, The was not lying.

The postal worker pointed to his right. “Up the street, about three blocks,” he said, “there’s a DMV center. You go get a validated Washington driver’s license there, and I’ll be happy to help you.” He looked past The. “Next.”
The, feeling invisible in this ever-growing world, returned to the street and the crowd. He started up the way, up The Av. He walked half a block when a sandy-haired guy with a GO HUSKIES! Sweatshirt stopped dead in his tracks and stared. The cringed. Another cop, he thought. There was no time to turn and run.
“Ward-o?” the sandy-haired guy called out, grinning and looking directly at The. “Ward-o! What’s up, man?” He clapped The on the shoulder. “Holy crap,” the guy said. “What happened to you?”

The looked down at his worn shoes, his cheap shorts and unmatching shirt. Then he stared at the guy blankly.

“Tucker,” the guy said, pointing to his own chest. “Tucker Moss. From Roosevelt High. You know my sister, Tara. Tara Moss?” The guy was grinning. His eyes sparkled. “Oh, man. Been awhile. Hey, why aren’t you in school today?”
“I …” The stammered. “I’m sorry, I’m not …”
The guy squinted his eyes. He tilted his head.

“You’re not Ward-o?” he said. “Oh, my God. My fault, dude. Crap, you look just like him. You could be twins, dude. My bad.” He clapped The on the shoulder again and walked off. The watched him disappear into the crowd, pretty certain he’d just run into his first con man. Or, just as likely, another undercover cop. He couldn’t figure out why this one didn’t just arrest him when he had the chance. And why the ruse?
The shook his head and continued on up the sidewalk, with hands in pockets and trying to keep his face pointed to the ground. He couldn’t decide whether he’d be better off in crowded places or alone out in the open, where he could see whatever was about to come at him.
He walked past a poster shop, an organic bakery, a quick mart and a record store. Inside a small copy shop window, there was a sign advertising “DMV Services in back.” He  entered and made his way down a hallway, into a small room with six chairs, a counter with a computer and a mounted camera. A young man close to The’s age sat in one of the chairs filling out a questionnaire. Behind the counter, a tall black woman with her hair pulled up in a bun and a bored look on her face looked in his direction.
“Can I help you?” she said.
The nodded and approached the counter.

“Lost my drivers license,” he said.

“Ooh, that sucks,” she said, taking her place behind the computer screen. “I can help. What’s your last name?”

“Hunter,” he said. “Theward Hunter.” He glanced over at the kid filling out the questionnaire, who wasn’t paying any attention. “Actually, try it under my birth name. Orville Hunter.”

“Orville?”

“Yes. Do you have every city in the state in there?”

She nodded and began typing.

“Even Woodinville?”

“Even Woodinville.” She continued typing. She looked at the screen, then at The. “You’re  not 101 years old, are you?”

He smiled. “No, Ma’am.”

“Didn’t think so. That’s the only Orville Hunter we’ve got in Woodinville.”

The could feel his shoulders sag. He took in a deep breath. “Okay, then,” he said. “Can you try Theward?”

 “What’s the name?”

He spelled it out for her. “Theward Hunter,” he said. She typed it into the computer. “You live in Seattle?” she asked.

The shook his head. “Charles Landing,” he said. 

She typed that in. “Nah,” she said. “Where’s that at?” She kept typing. “We don’t even have a Charles Landing in here. That’s in Washington, right?”

He nodded. “It’s in Washington.”

The woman held up one finger, then turned and went to a telephone in the corner. With her back to him, she talked for about five minutes, nodding and waving one hand in the air before hanging up and coming back.

“The only Charles Landing,” she said, “is a medical facility. That’s all we’ve got on record. You spell that the normal way, right?”

“C-h-a-r-l-e-s Landing, yes.”

“Hmm.” She tapped her finger on her lips. “The main branch has every city, and every registered driver, on record. And there’s no Thewalt, or whatever you say your name is, and there’s no Charles Landing. That’s what they tell me. Only Charles Landing they have, like I said, is some medical community. Up the coast.”

“That’s it,” The said. “But it’s not a medical community.”

“Up by the Lopez Islands, that’s what they tell me,” she said. 
“Yeah,” The said. “That’s where I live.”

She leaned across the counter. “I’m sorry, hon,” she said. “Unless you can give me a real city, I can’t help you.”

“Your records are messed up, lady,” he said suddenly.
The woman gave only a patient smile. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be of any help,” she said, “but I’ve got work to do.”

The glared at her as he walked away, tossing the backpack over his shoulders, and headed back out to the street. A stranger bumped into him as he came through the door. The turned right, past the record store and ducked inside a small sandwich shop. He bought a plain bagel, a banana and a bag of pretzels. He scarfed the bagel, drank a paper cup of complimentary water, and peeled his banana as he walked out the door and back out onto The Av.
The found himself wondering, again, what his mother was doing at that moment. All he had to do was find a pay phone and call her to tell her he was okay and that he’d be home soon. He could probably take a bus to the ferry terminal and be home by early evening. He knew his mom well enough to think she wouldn’t even ask any questions; as long as she had her baby home safe and sound, that would be all that mattered.
He saw a bus stop across the street. He walked to the crosswalk and waited for traffic to pass. He was going home. Just getting back on the bus, heading back downtown and to the ferry terminal, and making his way back to C.L.
And then he saw the sandy-haired kid again, the one who had called him “Ward-o.” The was sure now that this was another undercover cop, one of God-knew-how-many who were out trolling the streets trying to find the ferry jumper. The ferry, The thought. He realized simply going back to the terminal and buying a one-way ticket home wouldn’t be as easy as it sounded. He couldn’t wander the downtown streets with this bulky backpack without being noticed. And besides, he was beginning to think that Charles Landing wasn’t really a place at all. A medical community, the woman at the DMV had called it – whatever that meant. Was he some sort of medical miracle? Was he a person at all? Did he really even have a father?

Everything The knew was beginning to feel distant, as if it had been a dream that slowly faded from consciousness.

The guy with the sandy hair pretended not to notice him. The decided not to take any chances; he headed north, on foot, along University Way and continued to walk briskly up past a tattoo parlor, a barber shop and an elementary school. There were fewer people now, and The picked up his pace into a  light jog, looking back to make sure he wasn’t being followed. He jogged past a pizza joint, a tavern and a yellow building that said UNIVERSITY THEATER across the front. Past two houses, a Brazilian restaurant and an apartment complex, he saw a park across the street. It had hedges and trees and a playground – hiding spots all around.

A raindrop landed on his nose. He found a comfortable spot under a willow tree, pulled out a blanket and small raincoat and sat down. The quiet calmed him. The put on his rain jacket, laid back and let the silence take over. The gentle sound of raindrops tapping against leaves felt like home. He closed his eyes and pictured his mother’s face, coming toward him. She was carrying a homemade raspberry pie. Her smile warmed his skin. She touched his cheek. She set the pie on the kitchen table and cut out a slice. Steam billowed up, into the morning sunlight. She left him alone, and then Jamie walked in, wearing a short, denim skirt and red-and-white checkered blouse, knotted above her belly button. Her brown hair was in a ponytail, and she wore no shoes. “I’m ready,” she said. “I’m ready.” She untied and unbuttoned the blouse, letting it fall on the floor, and stood in front of him wearing a lace bra. She reached back and began to unclip it.
He heard a soft voice, unfamiliar. “You can’t,” it said. Jamie began to disappear. “You can’t.”

The opened his eyes. In the dimming light of dusk, a hooded stranger stood over him. He could barely make out a face – neither male nor female, and yet a little of both.
“You can’t stay here,” the person said in a monotone voice. It stared down at him. The stranger wore a dark, hooded sweatshirt and baggy pants covered in dirt. A steady, light rain fell in the distance as they stared at each other under cover of the pine tree. “They’ll get you.”
The sat up and rubbed his eyes. The stranger was small and had wide, innocent eyes. “Who?” The said.
The stranger turned and looked at something The could not see. Turning back toward The, the stranger said: “Back there. The kids. They’re not right.” The heard a dog barking. “You should get out of here.”
The grabbed his backpack, which he’d been using as a pillow.

“They’re not nice,” the stranger said as The stood and zipped up his pack. The stranger led him past the playground, down a hill and under a bridge. “They won’t come down here.” The stranger pulled back the hood, exposing shoulder-length hair, unkempt and in need of a wash. “You can stay here.” The stranger turned away.
“What’s your name?” The asked.

“Cynthia,” the stranger said without looking at him. “Some people call me Iris. Like the flower.”

“Thank you,” The said, “Cynthia.” She turned to the side and smiled, then pulled up her hood.

“They won’t find you here,” she said again, and then she wandered off.

The rain picked up around him. The pulled his legs in close and huddled under the bridge. He wasn’t tired anymore, but he didn’t have anywhere to go. He listened to the rain, also hearing an occasional bark from the dog; it came from the direction where Cynthia had glanced toward the kids. He shivered as the wind picked up. His stomach growled. He opened the bag of pretzels and tried to savor each one. With less than forty dollars left, he didn’t know how many meals were left in his future.
When the rain let up a bit, he stood up, turned and took a leak. He sat back down, and a middle-aged couple wearing raincoats and following a small, leashed dog passed on a path twenty yards down the hill on a path. The watched them walk away, envying the warm house and dry bed that awaited them. He could hear the kids laughing, the ones Cynthia/Iris had warned him about. He fished the jackknife out of his backpack. Night had set in, and even the trees were beginning to disappear around him. The spread out his thin blanket, curled up in a ball and set the backpack beneath his head. He opened the jackknife and clutched it between his hands, shivering and listening for the sound of laughter and barking dogs.
Sleep would not come, and so The forced himself to get lost in pleasant thoughts. He went back to the time he’d first fallen for Jamie Garza, on a cold, brisk winter afternoon when class got out at Secondary school. He had known her for as far back as he could remember, just like all the other kids in his year, and yet until that day, just a week after his thirteenth birthday, The had not seen her in that way. School had let out, and a group of kids were standing around kicking puddles at each other in their white shirts and navy-blue pants, when Jamie fell backward and bumped The. Her brown hair was wet, covering her face, and when she pushed her bangs away and apologized, her dark eyes sparkled. The felt his heart flutter, the way it only did in books and movies. She bit her bottom lip. Her cheeks and nose were red with cold, but otherwise Jamie’s skin was olive from the months of sunless weather that had become so much a part of their lives in the Pacific Northwest. The reached out and touched her hand; he hadn’t known he would do it, and the gesture was really intended to make sure she’d regained her balance. Her touch made his whole body go warm. Their eyes seemed to meet for the first time. Had she always had such shapely eyebrows, such long eyelashes, such a cute nose and full lips? Was this the same Jamie Garza that had told him once, back in Primary, that he threw like a girl? The one that saw the top of his underwear sticking out of the back of his pants once and got all the other girls to call him Fruit-of-the-Loom? Seeing her suddenly, in new light, The felt a strange guilt pass over him, like he was looking at his own sister in a different way. Living in Charles Landing had always been a little bit like being part of a large family, and yet at that moment The felt something strange for one of his own.
Perhaps it was because of that nepotistic nature of Charles Landing, but Jamie certainly resisted the pull for longer than The would have preferred. It took him a full year to get up the courage to ask her out on a date. She politely told him that her parents wouldn’t allow her to go out with boys until she was 16. He asked her again on her 16th birthday, after her brown hair had grown past her shoulder blades and her breasts had begun to press against her sweaters and she fell in love with painting and Edie Brickell albums and she started singing confidently in church on Sundays. He asked her out for a hamburger, and she told him she was a vegetarian. He invited her to Second Year Ball and she told him she hated to dance. These were lies, of course, as he would later find out that her parents really didn’t want her cavorting with the only kid in Charles Landing who came from a broken home.
The didn’t even realize he’d drifted off there, curled up in a ball under a bridge in a park just north of the University of Washington, until the sound of a dog barking in the distance jarred him from sleep. He awoke to find that the rain had stopped and someone had covered him in a thick, warm blanket. He ran his finger across the edge, taking in its warmth. His fingers stopped on a small patch, stitched across one seam. After fishing his lighter out of the backpack, he illuminated the patch.
IRIS.

He clicked off the light and smiled. There was some kindness out here in this cold, dark world after all.

In the distance, he could hear someone shouting. A fight had broken out not far away. The kids Iris had warned him about were crashing through the silence of night.

Sleep evaded him again for what must have been hours, until The Hunter found himself standing in a large auditorium, watching a blond man of about 50, a man who looked just like The himself, coming toward him. Their eyes met, and they embraced with a warmth that felt so familiar The didn’t ever want to let go.

CHAPTER 11
He awoke to the daylight, groggy and with only a faint recollection of the dream he’d had about finding his father. In truth, The had no idea what to expect if he ever did find him. Survival had become such a big part of his time in the city that The had almost lost touch with the possibility that he might actually meet the man for whom he’d so long pined.

The dream gave The a renewed sense of purpose; he’d come this far, and turning back would only make everything he’d already endured be a waste. As he packed his things, his face to the bridge, he heard a branch crack behind him. He whirled around, hands ready for battle, to find Cynthia/Iris standing there looking at the ground with hood pulled up and hands jammed into the pockets of her hooded sweatshirt.
“Sorry,” she said, soft and monotone. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”
The smiled, then began rolling up the blanket she had loaned him.

“Thanks,” he said, “for this.” He handed it back to her.

“You looked cold,” she said. The watched her as she took the rolled-up blanket between her arms and clutched it to her chest. She continued to stare at the ground.
“How old are you?” he asked, zipping up his backpack and heaving it onto his back.
Cynthia/Iris shrugged. “What month is it?” she asked.
“April.”

She smiled. “Then I just turned fifteen.”

“Fifteen,” he said. She looked at him and nodded dutifully. “How long have you been out here?” he asked.
“Out where?”

The looked out at the trees and bushes and footpaths that surrounded them. “Living outside.”

“Sometimes I go inside. Walk around the bookstore. The mall.”
“What happened to your parents?”

She shrugged. She looked uncomfortable. The reached into his pocket and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill, peeling it from the stack of fives and ones. She took it between her dirty fingers but still did not look at him.
“You got any more?” she said.

“What?”

“I saw a bunch. Of money. Got any more?”

He shoved what was left – about eighteen dollars – into his pocket. “I just gave you money,” he said, “and all you’ve got to say is, ‘More?’”

“Sorry,” she said, folding the twenty and putting it in the front pocket of her sweatshirt. “I guess I meant, thank you.”
The smiled and patted her on the shoulder.

“You’re leaving,” she said.
Now he was the one looking at the ground, feeling uncomfortable.

“Yeah, well, I might be back,” he said, “depending on what I find.”

“It’s okay,” Cynthia/Iris said softly. “Everybody leaves.”
He stared at her. She still refused to look at him.

“Well, thank you,” he said softly. “Maybe …”

She shook her head. “I hope you find what you’re looking for,” she said, forcing a smile, her voice without emotion.

What The wanted to say was I hope you do too, but that didn’t seem appropriate. Something told him she wasn’t looking for anything at all.

They turned and went their separate ways – he, up a hill, toward the playground and the street; she, retreating back into the trees and the hidden shadows of the park.

Up ahead, he could see someone digging through a trash can. The tried to change direction, but it was too late – he’d been spotted. A ratty kid, about his age, with tattered clothes and a dirty face and a floppy Mohawk haircut, looked up and stared at him. The kid had piercing blue eyes that immediately sized up The while also daring him to try and run.
“What choo lookin’ at?” the kid seethed. The felt his legs go weak.
“Nothin’,” he said weakly.

The kid straightened up and turned to face him.
“What you got in the backpack, Pole Cat?”

The shrugged. “Just some clothes. And stuff.”
Folding his arms across his chest, the kid nodded toward the bridge and said: “You sleep down there? Last night?”

“Why’s it matter to you?”

The kid sneered. “This ain’t your park, Pole Cat.”

“It’s  not yours, either. And stop calling me that.”
The kid laughed out loud. “Stop calling me that,” he mimicked. “Or what? You gonna shoot me? You got a gun in that backpack … that and all them clothes?”

“Maybe I do.”

The kid stopped smiling. He took a step forward, uncrossed his arms and let them fall from his chest. Standing no more than ten feet away from The, the kid tilted his head back, opened his mouth and cawed – like a bird --- into the sky. The didn’t know how to react. The guy just stared at him with a smirk, his Mohawk drooping over to one side of his head, covering part of his forehead.
The heard rustling in the woods. Another kid, dressed similar to the first one but with an army-green bandana over his chin and chains hanging from his baggy pants, emerged from a cluster of trees. Two others followed – a boy and a girl, both of whom had piercings all over their noses, ears and lips. The first kid, the one with the Mohawk, folded his arms again.

“’Sup, Meek?” the second guy, the one with the scarf, asked the Mohawk kid while staring at The.

Without taking his eyes off The, the Mohawk guy named Meek said: “Pole Cat here says he’s gonna shoot me.” The three others gathered around Meek.
“I didn’t say that,” The offered weakly.

“Said he’s got a gun in his backpack, B-Rad,” Meek said to the guy with the scarf. “You believe that?”

B-Rad, who was slightly taller than the others and had the look of a cult leader, pursed his lips. “You look like a rich kid,” he said to The. “The hell you doin’ ‘round here, lookin’ like you’re campin’ for the weekend?”
“I needed a place to sleep,” The said. “That’s it. Just for the night. I’m on my way now.”

“On your way?” Meek asked with a sneer.

“Where you goin’, mutt?” the girl chimed in from the back. A fifth guy came around the corner with a dog on a leash. It was a big, muscular dog with short fur, a squashed face and big teeth.

“I’m just moving on,” The said weakly.
The dog lunged at him, making The recoil. The leash coiled, and the kid holding it tightened his grip. The others laughed.

“Where you from, mutt?” the one named B-Rad asked. “Like, Bellevue or some crap?” The others laughed again.

When The said nothing, the girl snapped: “Where you from?”

“You’ve never heard of it,” The said, thinking of what the DMV worked had said about a medical community. “Besides, this is a public park. I’m just passing through. No law against that.”
“Yeah?” one of the kids snapped. “You, like, a lawyer or somethin’?”

“That’s why he sleeps in a park,” quipped another.

The kid that had arrived with the girl said: “This is boring. Let’s go find some weed.”

B-Rad ignored him. “What’s in the pack?” he said.

The stared back at him, silent. A light rain had started. The dog let out a bark. The others began closing in on The, surrounding him. He held his pack tight. The one thing he couldn’t give up, under any circumstances, was the picture of his father.
Right then, two female joggers started up the path a short distance away. A father and his small son came around the corner at the same time, on the way to the playground. The kids meandered around, trying to look inauspicious.

“Nice meeting you,” The said, starting past them. Meek stepped in his way. “Is there a problem here?” The shouted, loud enough that the dad turned to look their way. He was holding a cell phone in one hand, and his son’s small hand in the other.
“Better hope we never see your ugly face again,” Meek whispered into The’s ear.

“No, I don’t want to buy any weed!” The shouted, then grinned as the others spread out and let him through. The headed up the pathway, out onto the sidewalk. As the rain picked up, he began to jog, then sprinted across the street and off into a neighborhood. A cop car passed, and briefly The considered stopping it before remembering that he was a wanted man. His heart was pounding so hard that he could feel it in his head. The houses around him were bigger now, and if they weren’t so close together he might think he was back in Charles Landing. His lungs were burning, and so after several glances back he decided to slow and fall into a comfortable walk. The rain had let up. He hurried past sprawling houses that reminded him of pictures he’d seen of New Orleans – before the hurricane.
Two attractive women passed – a blonde and a brunette, each wearing sweatshirts with the same Greek letters. They snickered after they were out of view, and The realized the last thing he wanted to see right then was a mirror. He could see a lot of foot traffic ahead and knew he was close to the university again.
“Ward-o!”

The word made him freeze. He felt like a wounded duck in an open field during hunting season.

“Ward-o! Hey!”

He considered running again, but his legs and chest were sore. He looked to his right and saw a group of college guys with plastic cups sitting outside a huge house. One of them The recognized as the sandy-haired kid from The Av, the one who had stopped him and called him Ward-o. He was walking toward The, wearing a baggy sweatshirt and a baseball cap that had Greek letters across the front.
“You again!” he said cheerfully. “Come here!” The thought it might be a trick, then he realized a real cop probably wouldn’t be hanging out drinking beers in front of a house like this. The stood and faced the sandy-haired guy, then walked toward him. “Check it out, guys,” the guy said. “This is so weird. This dude looks exactly like a kid from my high school.”

The others displayed only mild interest. The sandy-haired guy threw his arms around The’s backpack. The flinched.
“Ward-o, my man,” the guy said, reeking of alcohol. “Ward-o’s twin.”

“Hey,” The said awkwardly. “Good to, uh, see you again.”

“Need a beer?”

“Don’t drink. I’m not old enough.”

Tucker laughed and whispered: “Who is, right?” He drank what was left in his cup and burped. “You go to school here?” he asked.

The shook his head.

“Where you live?”

“Long way away.” The squirmed. The guy still had an arm around him.

“You smell like you’ve been camping, bro,” Tucker said, laughing. The forced a smile. A tall, lanky kid with close-cropped hair came over.

“Tucker, man,” he said, “your roommate just yakked all over the common room. Dude needs to learn how to handle his beverages.”

“Be right back,” Tucker said, nodding.

The tall guy looked at The sideways. A couple other guys came out front with cups in hand but passed without a word.
“Dave Winston,” he said, holding out one hand as an offering.

“Hey.” The shook his hand.

“Who are you, and why are you standing in our yard?” Dave Winston looked around self-consciously, as if to make certain that no girls were around. “Are you, like, a legacy or something?”

The looked down at his feet, then held up both hands in surrender.

“I just came over because …” He jammed a thumb toward the door.
“Tucker,” Dave Winston said, smiling.

“Tucker there invited me.”

Dave nodded. “You know him?”

“Not at all. He thinks I look like someone.”

Dave Winston laughed. “He thinks everyone looks like someone,” he said, then leaned in close. “Tucker’s a bit of a nimwit,” he said to The. He had a friendly smile and drank something out of a tall glass. “You go to U-Dub?”

“You mean the Washington University?”
Dave Winston laughed. “That’s a no,” he said. “You in college?”

“Next year.”

“Where you going?”

The started to say The University, then he realized that probably wouldn’t mean anything out here. He could hear the DMV lady’s voice: A medical community.
“Haven’t decided,” The said. The words came out comfortably, for that wasn’t a lie.

“U-Dub’s a great school,” Dave Winston said with a smile. “If you’ve got the grades, there’s no reason to go anywhere else.” He nodded toward a house across the street. Three pretty girls were coming out the door and heading down the walkway. “Best babes north of Brazil,” Dave Winston said with a wink. “And us Sigs get plenty of the top-shelf selection.” He looked The up and down. “Take off the backpack, will ya?” he said. “We’re just chillin’ here. Stick around, meet some of the guys.”
The looked around at the group standing out front. Dave was the only one not wearing a baseball cap. He had on jeans and a dress shirt, with the sleeves rolled up.
“Can I ask you something?” The said.

“Shoot.”

“They got a library here?”

Dave Winston laughed. “You’re asking the wrong guy,” he said. “I do all right – three-point six last term – but I just do enough to get by.” He flashed his smile, a friendly smile, then pointed to his right. “It’s in the center of campus, past that intersection and about a quarter-mile down the road. Why?”

“They have phone books there?”

Dave Winston tilted his head.

“Phone books,” The said. “From other cities.”

Dave shrugged. “Here’s what I know,” he said, pointing past the house behind him. “There’s a pub right over here that has dollar pitchers on Tuesday nights, and a pizza joint over there that sells PBR in the can for fifty cents on Thursdays. I know the Pi Phi’s have the best-looking chicks, and the Gamma Phi’s are the easiest. That I know. As far as what the library offers?” He held his hands out in the air. “No clue, dude.”
The continued to stare out toward campus.

“Tell you what,” Dave Winston said. “Go take care of business at the library, if that’s your thing. Then come back over here later if you want to hang out with some of the guys. It’s pretty chill. We’ll just be pre-gaming for the bar scene. I’ll be around – come find me.”

“Sure,” The said. “Thanks.”

“Hey, what’s your name?”

The smiled. “Call me Ward-o.”

CHAPTER 12
Sitting at an oversized table on the third floor of the University of Washington library, The tossed another phone book onto the stack of books he’d already perused. Sixty metropolitan areas down, and he had three to go.

So far, The had found phone numbers for thirty-four Orville Hunters. He had a phone card in his wallet, and all he needed was a quiet place to make his calls. He was certain one of them would be his father.
After working his way through the final stack, The closed his notebook with thirty-six phone numbers, including two in Idaho and a third outside of Portland, Oregon. He stuffed the notebook into his backpack, pulled out the drawing of his father, and stared into the man’s eyes. “I’m going to find you,” he whispered in the quiet of the UW library. “If you’re out there, I’ll find you.”

He folded the drawing, put it back in the pack, and took the elevator to the first floor. Upon leaving the building, he saw mostly students mingling in the quad area outside. But standing among them, in dark sunglasses and a brand new Washington Huskies sweatshirt that looked all too awkward on his beefy build, stood a thirty-something guy who appeared to be staring right at The. He looked as out of place as the guy with the sideburns had looked downtown, only this guy was obviously not the same person.
The descended the stone steps in front of the library, turned and went into a grassy area where only a handful of students were milling about. He turned to see that the sunglasses guy had followed him, keeping a safe distance. The went around a fountain twice, just to make sure. The guy was still trailing him. The assumed it was another cop investigating the ferry incident. He broke into a jog, then headed toward one of the academic buildings. He ran into an empty classroom, shut the door and locked it and hid under a desk. He could hear footsteps in the hallway. And then: “Theward.”
The sound of his own name made The weak. It was as if he had been living a separate life out here, and now his worlds were coming together.

“Theward,” the man said again, his voice getting closer. The swallowed hard when the man grabbed the doorknob of the room where he was hiding. There were several seconds of silence, then he jiggled it again. The waited. Part of  him expected the door to be kicked open.

“Theward Hunter,” the man said through the door after several more seconds of silence. “If you’re in there, I just need you to know. You’re not in any trouble – not yet. No one wants to hurt you. You just need to get back to Charles Landing.” There was another lull of silence, during which the name of his hometown sunk in like a bag of firecrackers, then the voice added: “Right away. You never should have left. No one leaves Charles Landing.”
After that, The heard footsteps, then the opening of a few more doors down the hall. The could still  hear the sound of his name, and that of his hometown, reverberating through his head. He waited until he was certain that the sunglasses guy was gone, then he lifted a window, dropped his backpack into the bush outside, and hoisted himself into the daylight. His stomach grumbled, but The didn’t have time to eat. He threw his backpack on and started running again.
Charles Landing. They had come all this way to find him. They weren’t going to give up anytime soon. If he didn’t feel that much closer to finding his father, The might have decided right then and there to give up and go home. But he had thirty-six phone numbers now. And one of them would connect him with his father. He was sure that one of them would connect him with his father.
The pulled a pair of cheap sunglasses out of his backpack, changed shirts and headed back toward Fraternity Row while trying to stay in the shadows of buildings and trees. The sunglasses guy was nowhere to be found, and after about fifteen minutes The found himself standing on the lawn where he’d met Dave Winston.

“Who are you?” a curly-haired kid with spearmint gum asked him outside of the fraternity house.
“I’m a friend of Dave’s,” The said, “sort of. He told me to come by.”

The curly-haired guy looked at The’s backpack. “You taking him hiking?” he said with a laugh.

Right then, The heard a voice from above.

“Hey, man!” It was Dave Winston, sticking his head out of a second-floor window. “You came back.” Then, to the curly-haired kid, Dave called out: “He’s cool. He’s with me. Send him up.”

The inside of the fraternity house smelled like cleaning supplies. The immaculate walls were lined with class photographs as The made his way up the spiral staircase and into the common area of the second floor. A group of guys was gathered around a foosball table, one of them glaring at The as if he was a spy. He heard Dave call out from one of the side rooms, and The followed the sound to a door that was barely cracked open. The pushed it gently and was overcome by a smell he did not recognize. Inside the small room, with raised beds mounted above two worn couches, Dave sat with his arms spread out. Two other guys were lounging on the floor.
“Hey,” Dave said. “Come on in. This is Matt. And this is Cook.”

The nodded. “Hey.”

Dave Winston opened a half-sized refrigerator next to the couch and asked: “Miller Lite? Or Heineken?”
“Oh, no, I …”
“C’mon, man,” Dave said. “One beer.” The had never drank alcohol before – in Charles Landing, only adults felt the need to partake in spirits, and even them in moderation – and he’d never really considered when he might start. Here was his first offer, and The didn’t know how to say no. He didn’t fit in anywhere outside of Charles Landing, and maybe this was his avenue.
“Heineken sounds cool,” he said, trying to sound older than he was.
Dave tossed him a green can, which The caught with one hand.
“Nice,” one of the other guys said.
“Could use him on the intramural team,” said the other.

The cracked open the can, which fizzed over, and tried to catch the foam in his mouth. He took as big a sip as his mouth would allow, and it tasted bitter and burned his throat.
“Fridays are the best,” Dave Winston said, holding up his glass. “Took me four years to figure out that if you schedule all morning classes, your weekend begins at noon.”

“Or you just skip,” the one named Matt said, “like me.”  He pulled a small pipe to his mouth, ignited it with a lighter and inhaled. He held the smoke in his lungs for several seconds before letting it out.
The took another sip of his beer. The smoke that hovered in the room smelled funny.
“What’s your name, kid?” Matt asked The.
“Ward-o.”

“Funny name,” Cook said, giggling. To himself, The thought: Oh, yeah? Try living with Theward. Cook took the pipe and lighter from Matt. “Ward. O.” He laughed again. The squirmed and pretended to take another sip.
“How old are you?” Matt asked. Dave Winston sat confidently on the couch, watching The with a proud grin.

“Seventeen,” The said.

Dave cringed. “Anybody asks,” he said, nodding, “you told us you were twenty-one.”

The nodded.

“Goin’ to U-Dub?” Matt asked, stretching out on the floor.

“He’s thinkin’ about it,” Dave said. The set down his beer and looked at Dave.
“Can I talk to you?” he asked.

Dave leaned forward. He nodded toward Matt and Cook. They stood up, Cook exhaling smoke as he did.

“We’ll be down in a minute,” Dave told them as they stepped around a small table and exited the room. Dave stood and closed the door behind them.
“What’s up?” he said, using his hand to offer The a seat on the couch. The sat and reached for his beer. He wanted desperately to fit in, even though the Heineken was already starting to make his stomach feel soft.
“I need a favor,” The said. Dave sat next to him, picked up the pipe and lit it. He inhaled, then handed the pipe to The. “No, thanks,” The said.

“My treat.”

Sheepishly, The took the pipe.
“What you need?” Dave asked, leaning back.

The fumbled with the pipe and the lighter. He sparked the lighter and pretended to inhale. Before  he even pulled the pipe away, he blew out. “What was that?” Dave said. “Here, I’ll show you.” He held the pipe to The’s lips, lit it and said: “Inhale, slowly, good. Breathe. Keep going. Good, good.”
The coughed. Smoke came out of his nose. His throat burned, so he reached for the beer  to cool it off.

“First time’s the hardest,” Dave said, chuckling. He leaned back again, putting his hands behind his head. “Now, what can I do for you?”
The reached for his backpack. He pulled out the drawing of his father and the list of phone numbers.
“I appreciate you letting me hang out,” he said, “and I hate to ask for anything. But I’ve got a little … I need help.” He told Dave the whole  story, how his name wasn’t Ward-o but Theward, how he grew up in a place called Charles Landing, where he was the only kid without a father, how he had snuck out and jumped off the ferry and almost got beat up by a bunch of homeless kids. He held up the picture of his father. He showed Dave Winston the sheet of paper with the phone numbers.
“I need to make a bunch of long-distance calls,” he said. “I hardly have  any money. I can pay you back – I promise. I’m not a homeless kid with no future. I live in a big house, my mom has a nice car. I just need this one favor.”
Dave Winston sat on the couch and listened to all of it, his hands behind his head and his face frozen in a smirk. Even after The was done talking, Dave just sat there silently in the same position for nearly a minute. Then, without saying anything, he stood and picked up the telephone. He set it down in front of The, patting him softly on the cheek, and said: “Don’t make me regret this, kid.” He grabbed two more beers from the refrigerator and opened both of them. He set one in front of The before leaving his room  and leaving The and the telephone alone.
The stared at the closed door, then looked at the list of phone numbers. Without waiting, he picked up the phone and began dialing.
“Is this Orville?”

“Is Orville home?”

“I’m looking for Orville Hunter.”

After nearly an hour, The stared at his list of thirty-six phone numbers. Twelve were disconnected, five did not answer, and the other nineteen reacted as if he’d pronounced himself to be Jesus Christ. When the last of the numbers had been called, and a young-sounding man from Grand Island, Nebraska, told him he’d never even had sex and couldn’t possible have any kids, The gently set the phone down, put his head in his hands, and wept. He felt an echoing emptiness inside himself, a void that he had previously thought he would surely get filled. He tried to tell himself that it was all for the best – “He was not a nice man,” his mother had said of his father – but still The felt as if someone in his family had died. Even when he was alone in his room in Charles Landing, he had been able to cling to the hope that his father was out there. Now, his dream was fading.
When the tears subsided, he finished his beer, opened the refrigerator and cracked another. He stood up and nearly stumbled; the beer and marijuana hit him all at once. As he reached for the door handle, the room spun around him. Loud music was playing in the common room. The spiral staircase seemed like an escalator beneath his feet. The people on the first floor were moving in slow motion.
When he finally saw Dave Winston, The could barely stand. Dave was across the room, talking to two girls. When their eyes met, Dave gave him a hopeful thumbs-up. The put his thumb out and pointed it toward the floor. Then, for the first time that night but not the last, he fell forward with a thud.
CHAPTER 13
The first thing he remembered was the half-naked girl. She was on top of him, and The felt the room spinning and just wanted it to stop. Then he heard the cheering. All around him, a dozen or so guys whooped and hollered. The tried to move from underneath her, and his leg kicked an empty can. His head felt light, and he blacked out. 
He was alone when he came to, and all The could think of was Jamie. They had saved themselves for each other, and now he’d lost it. He wanted to die.

A door slammed open, and Dave Winston stood over him.
“What a night, ‘Tiger,’” he said. He patted The on the leg.

“What happened?”  The’s head was throbbing. His stomach felt like a sewer. “What happened?”

“That was awesome,” Dave said, falling backward onto the couch. “You know, that chick – Beth Swank; we call her B-Skank – she’s been with the entire pledge class. She knows her way around a dick, huh?”
The rubbed his head and rolled over. Staring at him was the picture of his father. He hated him now. He hated himself for being here, for leaving the perfect life he had and for leaving behind the perfect girl. The had never understood why someone would want to kill himself, and yet at that moment he wished he had a gun.
“What now?” Dave Winston asked. “I mean, with your dad and all?”

The didn’t answer him. He used all the strength he could muster just to sit up, and his stomach turned over immediately.
“Where’s the bathroom?”





###

As he walked along The Av, sore and sick and filled with guilt, The decided he hated Dave Winston more than anyone he’d ever met. He’d given his trust to the guy, and now he felt like his life had been ruined. Nothing that happened could be taken back. Even the homeless guy that had pleasured himself on The’s leg hadn’t wronged him like that. So this was what it felt like  to be betrayed.
The tried to hide behind his sunglasses, but he really didn’t care anymore. If one of those cops or Charles Landing stalkers or the homeless kids found him at that moment, The would have happily let them do whatever they wanted. His life wasn’t worth fighting for. All he could think about was Jamie, how she’d trusted him enough to let him go on his journey, and now this was how he repaid her.
As a city bus passed, The realized what he had to do. He had to go back to the one man he could trust outside of Charles Landing. Maybe Swede could figure out a way to get him back home, back to where The needed to be. He still wasn’t sure what he was going to tell everyone when he got there – maybe he’d grovel for forgiveness, maybe he’d make up a story, maybe he would simply tell them the truth: that he wanted to see the outside world, and now that he’d seen it he never wanted to leave again. In his own way, he’d be just like Dewey Rathburn. He’d be the symbol of what happens when you leave Charles Landing. He would be a hero, of sorts, in his hometown, a symbol that – yes – you can come home again.
He consulted his city map and found a bus line that would take him south, to the same bus bay where he’d first stepped out into the world of U-Dub. He’d transfer to a bus that would lead him into the heart of Ballard, and he would somehow find his way back to Swede.
He boarded the 44, fell into a seat and gazed out the window. His head felt foggy, his eyes like they were covered in plaque. And then his eye caught something in the sea of faces. A pair of choppy sideburns hanging down from a Seattle Mariners baseball cap. The knew right away it was the same guy who had been following him in downtown Seattle two days earlier. He was sitting at a table outside of a Starbucks, wearing sunglasses and staring at a piece of paper. The squinted, almost certain that the paper was one of Swede’s fliers with the picture of his father. Another man emerged, coming out of the Starbucks with two coffees. The knew without a shadow of a doubt that it was the guy who’d followed him into the University of Washington building, the one who had warned him to get back to Charles Landing.
The smiled to himself, thinking: Thanks for the advice. Now I’m ready to take you up on it.

Then he slumped down in his chair, hoping not to be seen. As the bus continued on down The Av, making stops at every block, The’s mind was swimming with thoughts. Who were these guys following him? Where was his father? Would he be welcomed back in Charles Landing? Would he make it back?
The was so caught up in his own thoughts that he nearly missed his transfer stop. He shot up and squirted through the back door just as it was closing. He came bounding out so quickly that his backpack bumped into the back of a girl with red hair and a white shirt with a wide-cut neckline pulled over one bare shoulder. She whirled and glared at him.
“Watch where you’re going,” she snapped. The put his hands up in apology, then saw her turn away and say something to her black-haired friend. When the friend brushed a strand of hair from her eyes and looked at him, The immediately recognized her. Jamie’s face shot him a glare, then looked away. It was the Jamie look-alike he’d seen at Westlake Center a few days earlier. He stared at her face, mesmerized by the similarities. He marveled that the world was so small that one could see a person twice in three days but big enough that no one’s face was totally unique. Yes, the girl had more makeup and a slimmer body and shorter, darker hair than his girlfriend. But the resemblance was uncanny.

As he watched her, his stomach ached with regret. The had never really thought about fate before that moment, and yet he was certain that it could be no mere coincidence. Seeing a girl who looked so much like Jamie only made The realize just how much he loved her. How could he possibly tell her what he’d done? How could he possibly face her now, back in Charles Landing? He stared at the alternative version of Jamie, with apology in his throat.
The heard a bus come around the corner, and the Jamie look-alike took a step into a crowd. One of her friends stood nearby with an open wallet, calling out: “I’m paying – again!” They all laughed at that as she pulled out a wad of bills.
The saw then that it was his wallet. He’d left it on his tray at the Westlake Center Food Court, and now he realized what had happened to it: one of the girls who was there to meet the Jamie look-alike must have grabbed it.
“Hey!” The shouted. “That’s my wallet!”
All three of them – the girl with the wallet, the redhead, and the Jamie look-alike – looked at him.

“Give it back!” he shouted, his head throbbing and his voice scratchy. He suddenly felt out of place and as if he were standing in an unwelcome spotlight.
The girl with the wallet put it back in her pocket and flipped him the bird. “You’re crazy,” she said.

The looked around. There were about a dozen other people standing nearby, looking like they didn’t want to get involved.

“I had it at Westlake the other day,” The said, pointing a finger. “I left it on my tray. You stole it!”

The girl held up one hand, palm out. “Not listening,” she said.
“Give it back! I’ll call the cops!”

The bus pulled up.

“Ha!” the Jamie look-alike said. “The cops? Like they care.” The redhead and the girl with the wallet got onto the bus. The black-haired Jamie with too much eye shadow stared at The. She pointed a finger, with blue polish on ground-down nails. “I know you,”  she said, taking one step onto the 73. “You’re that perv from the food court.” She laughed. “Weirdo.” She took another step, and the doors closed.

The stood dumbfounded, wondering how three girls could be so brazen. And then he realized it must be because they were right: the cops in a big city like Seattle probably didn’t have time to care about a little wallet. He thought about taking the next downtown bus and chasing them but realized he didn’t really care about the wallet anymore. All he cared about was getting home, seeing his mom and taking Jamie into his arms. Maybe one day he would tell her how badly he’d messed up, but now his only concern was feeling her cheek against his.

The next bus was the 44, destined for FREMONT/BALLARD. The sulked on board, flashing his transfer ticket, and found a seat next to a squat, older woman with a floppy hat. She smiled as he sat down, then went back to her book. The sat in his aisle seat and watched the houses and apartment buildings pass as passengers got on and off the bus. He wondered what their lives were like, here in the big city. He wondered how they survived, how anyone survived, out here.
As the bus slowed toward its scheduled stop on Market, The glanced out the window and saw one of his father’s Xeroxed picture fliers tacked to a sign post, blowing in the breeze. He thought of Swede, of his big smile and his stocking cap and that delicious dill sauce he put on herring. Swede would have made someone a good father, The thought, and probably even a good son.
He got off the bus and walked toward the water, moving along through the Locks while making a brief detour to watch the water rise and fall and all the fish as they scurried to go from one body of water to the next. He kept walking until he saw a neighborhood that felt familiar. The tourists from the Locks thinned out, and soon The found himself alone on a sidewalk between houses and apartment buildings. He heard something behind him, turned quickly but saw nothing. He took the next corner, doubled back, circled the block – just in case – and turned around again. He saw someone dressed in black slip behind a tree. The waited, but the person never emerged. He continued on, picking up his pace, until he was running through the neighborhood, with backpack in tow. He cut through alleys and backyards, hoping to shake whoever was following him, until he came upon a small, quaint house that looked almost as familiar as home.
“Swede,” he whispered.

The bounded up the front steps and knocked on the door. He peeked in a window, hoping to get a look at his old buddy, but the place looked empty. The knocked again, then looked out at the street. In the quiet evergreen of a mid-day spring, he could hear birds chirping and the faint sound of someone playing violin a few houses down the block. He smiled.
Then The caught sight of something. Sticking out from behind a parked car, he could see the elbow of a plaid shirt. He was certain at that moment that he was being followed.

Trying to show patience, The walked at measured speed down the front steps, to the corner of the block, then took off running again. He turned into the alley that ran behind Swede’s house, hopped the fence into Swede’s backyard and hid under an overturned boat. He felt a bead of sweat drip off his forehead and down his nose.

He heard the back gate open.

The fumbled for his backpack, unzipping it and digging around in search of the jackknife. He found a carabener, which he wrapped around his fist in protection.
There was only silence.

He waited.

And just when The was about to peek from under the boat to make certain he was alone, someone grabbed the boat and flipped it over. The stood up, swung his covered fist as hard as he could and landed a glancing blow off the man’s ear. The man shrieked and fell backward, at which time The made a move for Swede’s back door.

It was unlocked.

The ran inside, slammed the door and locked it. He scurried past the boat paintings and Swede’s kitchen table and found himself standing in front of the door to the basement. He threw it open and almost tripped doing down, finding himself in the cold silence of Swede’s cellar.

The looked around, seeing building supplies and a rack full of jars that were filled with clear liquid. On the wall, Swede had two flags: one Finnish, and one Swedish. The smiled.

As The crouched down behind a cluttered table, he thought about calling the cops but realized he was already in enough trouble. All he wanted now was to get home.

He decided to look for his jackknife again but realized he had left his backpack outside, where he’d been hiding under the boat. All he had now was the caribener and whatever Swede kept lying around to protect him.

The found a small screwdriver and a dustpan and clutched them to his chest, waiting.

Silence again.

The ticking of an old grandfather clock.

And then something came through the window. Shards of glass scattered around him, and The dropped the dustpan, caribener and screwdriver. His backpack lay on the floor, surrounded by glass. The man in the plaid shirt followed, coming in through the window. He was tall and had thinning dark hair and a welt on his forehead.

The reached for the screwdriver, but the man stepped on his hand.

“Relax,” he said. He had bushy eyebrows and stubble on his cheek that was both brown and gray. “Relax, son,” the man said.

When The tried to stand up, the man tackled him. He held him down with one arm – thick and sturdy – and used the other to reach into his pocket. The winced. He closed his eyes.

When he opened them, he saw the face of his father. The blond, wavy hair, the thick mustache and piercing blue eyes. His mother’s drawing, with Swede’s phone number scrawled across the bottom, stared at The.

“What the hell is this?” the man said into The’s ear. His breath smelled like coffee and onions. When The didn’t answer, the man flipped him over so that their eyes were inches apart. The man’s were small and dark. “Doesn’t look anything like me,” the man said. He glanced at the drawing. “It looks like you.” The man smiled and looked at The. “That’s how I knew.”

The blinked his eyes, without a clue as to what the man was talking about.

“I’m your father,” the man with the thinning brown hair and deep, dark eyes said. “If you’re Theward Hunter, I’m your father.”

CHAPTER 14
As they sat at the kitchen table of Swede’s Ballard house, Tom Hunter held up the flier and shook his head.
“This is so like your mother,” he said. “She can draw, I’ll give her that, but honesty was never her thing.” He set the flier down and leaned back in the wooden chair. “And Orville? Who calls themselves Orville? The imagination on that woman.”

The watched the man with the thinning hair and the thick eyebrows, searching for anything that might tell him whether this man was truly his father or just an imposter.

“Okay, we have to make this quick,” Tom Hunter said suddenly. “They’re after us.”

“Us?”

Tom Hunter chuckled. “Us,” he said. “Those people who are looking for you, they’ve been tailing me for years.”

“Years?”

“Since I left C.L.” Tom stared into The’s eyes. “God, you look like your mother. Both of you do.”

The rubbed his eyes; this was all too much.

“What are you talking about? Who’s looking for you? Both of who?” he asked.

“Man, you ask a lot of questions. Anyone ever tell you that?” Tom Hunter said. The nodded but said nothing. The man who claimed to be his father slapped his hands on the table between them. “Where to start?” he said. Then he leaned forward. “Okay,” he said, “here goes. First of all, you weren’t our only child. There was another boy. Your twin.”

“I already know that. He died. Teddy and Eddie. I heard the story.”

Tom Hunter stared at him, leaning in and close enough that The could feel the warmth of his breath. The man stood up suddenly and began pacing. He ran a finger across the brown-and-silver stubble on his chin.

“Right,” he said, looking down at The. “That’s what your mother told you, right?”

“Theodore and Edward – Teddy and Eddie.”

“Teddy and Eddie,” Tom Hunter said softly. “That’s what we were going to call you, yes.”

“But the other one didn’t make it,” The said, exasperated. He wasn’t learning anything he didn’t already know.

Tom stared at him, his dark eyes still and frozen in disbelief. “There’s no time,” he said softly. “I just have to come out and say it.” He rubbed his head. “The, you’re an experiment, son. All of you are.”

“All of who?”

“Charles Landing.” Tom turned away, his gaze toward a window that looked out on a garden in Swede’s back yard. “I couldn’t go through with it,” Tom Hunter said. “The experiment, I mean. We were all part of a group, a big group, who were given fertility drugs – what, now, eighteen years ago?” He turned to look at The, who simply stared back in silence. The’s head hurt, and his body felt like it had gone numb. “I think there were fifty families,” the man who called himself his father said. “The ones that had twins were the only ones that moved on.”
“I don’t understand. This doesn’t make sense.”

“You were born in Seattle. Harborview Medical Center. All of you were. One twin was given out to a specially-chosen adoption family -- a variable family, they called it. Regular families, by all accouts, with all sorts of socioeconomic variables.” He walked over and stood in front of The, looking down at him. “The other twin,”  Tom Hunter said, “was sent to Charles Landing to live with his birth parents.”

The took a deep breath and put his head on the table.

“Every person you know in Charles Landing,” his father said, “has a twin.” He reached down and touched the back of The’s head, rubbing his hair. “Even you.”

The laid there, his head down, and tried to let it all sink in. That explained why everyone in Charles Landing had two parents and no siblings. A town filled with only-child homes.
“The experiment was based on one twin being raised in the perfect, controlled environment –“

“Charles Landing,” The whispered.

“Yes, Charles Landing.” Tom Hunter cleared his throat. “And the other would be raised in a less controlled environment, in a typical American family.” He took his hand off The’s head and began pacing. “I couldn’t go through with it,” he said. “I thought I could, but I couldn’t. And so I got out. I signed a bunch of forms and promised never to contact either of my sons. They’ve been following me ever since. Just to make certain I didn’t tell anyone. About Charles Landing, I  mean.”
The lifted his head and looked at the man.

“You’re telling me now,” he said.

Tom Hunter picked up the flier from the table and held it in the air. “You came looking,” he said. “It was time.”
“How did you know? About me looking, I mean.”

His father looked down at the drawing, then held it next to The’s head. “It looks just like you,” he said.

“Who looks like me?”

Tom Hunter set the flier down and returned to his seat. He folded his hands and stared at The. “I work in Ballard twice a month, making deliveries,” he said. “I saw this flier, and immediately I knew it was you. You could say I’ve been waiting seventeen years for this moment.”
The rubbed the heels of his hands on his cheeks. He stared at the flier between them.

“Where is he?” The asked.

“Who?”

“Teddy. Eddie. Whoever.”

“Your other?”

“Whatever.”

“That’s what the scientists called them. You’re the subject; he’s the other.”

The cracked a smile. “A subject,” he said. “That’s all I am.”

“Not to me, son.”
Before The could ask anything else, it hit him. He could see the sandy-haired kid from the fraternity house, the one named Tucker Moss, calling out to him on that sidewalk.

“Ward-o,” The whispered.

“What?”

“Ward-o,” The said aloud. “That’s my other.”

Tom Hunter shook his head. “His name is …” He caught himself. “I’ve been watching him. For years. He’s not someone you’d ever want to …”

The took a deep breath, ran his fingers through his blond, wavy hair and exhaled. “So everyone I know,” he said, “has a twin.”

“I’m afraid so.”
The nodded. “Okay then,” he said. He could see the face as clear as a sunny day. A face he knew better than any other. “I’ve got something I’ve got to do then. Something I have to do right away.”

“I’d stay away from your other,” Tom Hunter said.
Grabbing his backpack, The said: “Not him. It’s someone else. I have to go. Now. I really have to –“

Before he could say another word, his father hugged him. The tried to squirm away but eventually gave up. He felt the man’s cold lips on his cheek.

“Thank you,” his father said. “For finding me. You seem like quite a young man.”

When the man released him, The just stared. He didn’t know whether to punch the man or to hug him again. It was a lot to process. And, truthfully, he had something else on his mind.

“I really have to go,” The said, “now.”

Later, after a lot happened and The’s life took turns he never could have expected, he found out that his father would leave Swede a note and $100 for the window, and then no one would ever see Tom Hunter again.

But at that moment, all that mattered to The was finding someone. Finding someone he thought he knew, but whom he didn’t really know at all.

CHAPTER 15
The bus dropped him off a block north of Westlake Center, in the downtown tunnel. It was still lunch hour, and bodies filled the tunnel and swarmed him when he got off. He pushed his way through the crowd, trying desperately to free himself. He needed to find her. He could not let her go.
The skipped the crowded escalator and bounded up the stairs, up to the street, down the block and into Westlake Center. It was even more crowded than he remembered from his only other visit – with shoppers, with office workers on their lunch break, and with a few kids his age that were enjoying the first day of spring break. He scanned every one of their faces. He moved against the flow, searching, praying. After the previous night’s antics at the frat house, he was certain he’d lost Jamie forever. Now, he could give her a gift that just might make it all better.

He looked through the open doorways of the shops, watched the exits as he rode the escalator up to the second floor. Hundreds of faces passed – more people than there were in the entire town of Charles Landing. None of them seemed to notice him at all. To them, he was just another faceless person chasing something out of reach in the big city. He got off the escalator, ran around and onto another, and took it up to the third floor. The food court.
“Excuse me. Pardon me. So sorry.” He squirmed between people twice his size and children half his size. He moved past Thai Ocean, World Wrapps, a McDonald’s counter and a Soup Nation. Every time he saw someone with short, black hair, his heart rate quickened. An older woman. A hipster kid. A girl with a Borders Books nametag. He passed a Sbarro. A Mexican Kitchen. “Pardon me. If I could just get by.” He came to the open cafeteria area, with dozens of tables, all filled. He scanned them – once, twice, a third time. He circled around, past the bathrooms and over to the monorail entrance. He remembered the last time – the time when they’d taken his wallet. A train had just pulled up, and people were piling on. Through the clear window, he searched the faces.

He saw a redhead. She turned, stepped to her left, and there she was. In the front car of the monorail, with two friends and some guy The didn’t recognize, he saw her.

Jamie’s twin.

As he stared at her, it all made sense.
He pushed his way forward, to the entrance gate for the monorail.
“Six bucks,” a gangly guy with a bowtie said. The reached into his pocket. He only had five.

“Please,” he said. “Please!”

“Six bucks.”

The doors started to close.

“No!” The shouted. He stood on his tiptoes and gazed into the front car. He could see the top of her head, the jet-black hair. Her shapely eyebrows. The brown, hypnotic eyes. “Jamie!” he screamed. Her redhead friend blew a bubble, and Jamie’s twin popped it with her finger. The doors closed. The girls laughed at something someone had said. He would recognize that smile anywhere. Why hadn’t he known? When he saw her, he should have known.
Helpless, The watched the car begin to pull away.

“Where’s it going?” he asked the bowtie guy, who stared back at him blankly. “The train! Where is it going?!”

“The monorail?”

“Where is it going?!?!” He grabbed the guy by the shirt collar. “Where?”

The guy smiled nervously. He had big, uneven teeth.
“Space Needle,” he said. “Of course.”

The let go of his shirt and bowling-balled his way through the crowd. He slid down the escalator rails, causing gasps from a few old ladies, all the way to the first floor. He ran out the door and asked the first person he saw: “Space Needle! How do I get there?”
“Look up,” the guy said, smiling and pointing.

Of course. He took off on a sprint, running like he never had before. The sidewalks had some foot traffic, but nothing like the area that surrounded Westlake Center and Pacific Place. Above him, he could see the monorail track. He could hear the train up ahead.

On the corner, a sports shop was having a sidewalk sale. A row of skateboards sat unattended, and The grabbed one without looking back. Someone shouted at him, but he just dropped it on the sidewalk, hopped on, and started kicking. 

He skated along the path of the monorail track above, nearly knocking over a small boy at one point while offering a shouted apology over his shoulder. The monorail track disappeared, then appeared again. The kept skating, weaving around the occasional shoppers or tourists who wandered and stared up at the buildings.

The ignored the red lights, skating between slow-moving cars and avoiding an occasional biker. He crossed a street and saw the Space Needle across a lawn, only about 100 yards away.

The monorail track fed into a building next to the Needle. He saw people spilling out into the area surrounding the Needle, the grassy lawns and carousel rides and Pacific Science Center and the Experience Music Project.

He slowed at the base of the Space Needle, gliding on the skateboard and looking up toward the sky. It seemed to go on forever. He felt like he could have ridden it to the moon.

Tourists walked all around. The looked at every single one of them, desperate to see her again. He skated up a sidewalk, past the Needle, toward the carnival rides that twirled and rose in the shadow of the Needle.

The slowed and came to a stop. He got off the skateboard and set it aside. Just ahead, standing near one of those win-a-stuffed-animal booths, he saw the four of them standing in a circle, smoking cigarettes.

One of them, the redhead with the attitude, turned and noticed him first.

“Oh, gawwwwddd,” she purred. “It’s that guy. From the bus stop.”

The others looked his way. The one who had taken his wallet uttered a cuss word. Jamie’s twin looked at The and said: “The dude’s following me. Like a stalker.”

“It’s getting kinda creepy,” the redhead said, staring at The from only about 15 feet away.

The just stood there, breathing heavily, dripping with sweat.
The only guy in the group called out to The.

“Yo, blondie,” he said, “you got somethin’ to say?” The guy was tall, even taller than The, with broad shoulders and a thin chest. He wore a tank top and baggy jeans. He had black hair, greased back, and had pretty features and tan skin.
“I just need to talk to her,” The said between breaths, pointing toward Jamie’s twin. He stood up and took off his backpack. “Alone,” he said.

The guy sneered. “And I want Bill Gates’s ATM card and pin number,” the tall guy said. “Look, bro, get lost, huh? I’m not in the mood to beat someone down, but I will if I have to.” He dropped his cigarette to the ground and stepped on it. “You understand?”

The nodded. “I understand,” he said. “I don’t want to fight. I just want to talk. To her.”

“Is this about the wallet?” the wallet-stealer said. She pulled it out of her pocket, took out whatever money was left, and threw the wallet toward him. His credit cards and drivers license spilled out and scattered on the pavement. “There it is,” she said. “Now buzz off, will ya?”

The kicked the wallet aside. “I don’t care about that,” he said. “Keep the money. Just let me talk to her.” He was pointing at Jamie’s twin again.

“Creepy,” the redhead said under her breath.
The guy in the tank top sighed and started toward him, slowly. “Seriously, bro,” the guy said. “I’m not gonna tell you again.”

“It’s about her family,” The said, finally catching his breath.

“Look,” the guy said, “I don’t care if you’re Ed McMahon.” He was standing in front of The now. “Telling her she won the sweepstakes.” He tapped his finger on The’s chest.

“I know your sister,” The called out. The guy grabbed The’s arm and pinned it behind his back.

Jamie’s twin laughed. “I don’t have a sister, Stalker. Try again.”

The tall guy wrapped his other arm around The’s throat. He flexed.

With whatever breath The had left, he called out: “I know your parents. Your real parents.” He gagged as the guy squeezed. Jamie’s twin just stared at him, smoking her cigarette while wearing a low-cut shirt and short shorts. All her weight, what there was of  it, shifted from one skinny leg to the other.

The fell to his knees. His shoulder felt like it was going to separate from his body.

“We’re finished now, right?” the guy whispered in The’s ear. His breath reeked of cigarettes, and he was wearing far too much cologne. “You ready to get out of here now? Or do I have to take off an arm first?”

The gasped for breath. He didn’t fight back. His eyes had gone blurry, and he felt as if he might pass out.

“Let him go,” a voice said. It sounded like it had come from another dimension. He was falling now, falling away from everything but not toward anything he could see. He could feel himself reaching up, reaching for the ferry boat, reaching for the dock at Charles Landing, reaching for the hand of his new-found father. They all disappeared.
And then he was coughing, his wheezing breath returning to his lungs.

“Let him go,” he heard again, and when he looked up, he saw Jamie. She was standing over him, with her dark eyes and brown hair and the braid that hung down across her cheek. She was wearing her school-issued uniform, with the stripe across the heart and the shapeless, khaki pants. She was surrounded by light.

“You’ve got five minutes,” she said, looking down at him, and at first The thought this was the moment that they were finally going to give into their passions. Then she said something he didn’t understand. “Leave us alone,” she said, and he could tell that now she was speaking to someone else. “But don’t go far.” The felt something loosen around him, and he started to fall forward. He caught himself with his hands and felt movement around him. He looked up and saw Jamie again. Only she was wearing a low-cut shirt and short shorts now. She had short, jet-black hair and too much makeup.

She crouched down and looked into his eyes.

“Five minutes,” she said. “And you can start by telling me how you know I’m adopted.” Jamie’s twin placed a hand on his chin and lifted it so that they were standing face to face. “And it better be good,” she said, “or whatever Bobby was about to do to you will look like foreplay compared to what I’ll do.”

Looking at her, his vision now clear, The could tell she was serious. Jamie had a similar way of setting her jaw and focusing her eyes that made him know when she wasn’t messing around.

“You’ve got four-and-a-half minutes now, Stalker,” Jamie’s twin said. “Start talking.”

CHAPTER 16
The first time The met Jamie’s parents, they had been at a Founders Day celebration during the summer between his third and fourth years at the Master School. Only a month had passed since she first told them they’d been dating, and her father got so mad that he grounded Jamie for two weeks.
Now they’d come upon each other for the first time as The and Peter Porter turned away from a sweet corn booth.

“I know you,” said Jamie’s father, a well-known attorney and member of the city council named Rick Garza. He was pointing at The, who was so surprised that he dropped his cornstalk onto the well-paved road.

“Rick,” Mrs. Garza said. “Don’t start. Please.” She was a small, thin woman, with radiant brown eyes and a soft smile that she had graciously passed down to her daughter.

“No, I’ll start,” Mr. Garza said, wagging his finger. “You might be a charmer, young man, and think you’ve got a lot going for you –“

“Rick!” He gently pushed her away.

“That’s no way to treat your wife,” The said, folding his arms across his chest.

Mr. Garza tilted his head, as if The had spoken a language he had never previously heard. Then he smiled and stood up straight.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Jamie’s father said, his voice dripping with mock sincerity. “I didn’t realize we were going to be enlightened with some family advice from a kid who’s never met his father!”
“Richard!” Mrs. Garza gasped.

“That’s a low blow,” Peter Porter said softly, while holding his cornstalk as the butter ran down his beefy hand. “C’mon now.”
A crowd had gathered around them. Nothing like this ever happened in Charles Landing.
“Look, Mr. Garza,” The said calmly. “I don’t want to argue here. I know we both care about your daughter and –“

“Don’t compare how I feel about my only daughter to the hormone-infused tingle you get after knowing her for a few weeks, young man.”

“I’ve known her all my life,” The said.

“Not like I know her. You’ll never, ever love her like that.” His wife massaged his arm, which seemed to temporarily diffuse his anger. Mr. Garza took a deep breath, then he seemed to notice the gathered crowd for the first time. “I’m sorry,” he said, holding up his hands. “Truly, I’m sorry. Please, don’t let this ruin your day.” Like family pets who’d been caught pulling meat off the dinner table, the gaping onlookers sheepishly turned and went on their way. Rick Garza flashed a smile at them as they passed. Then he turned to The and leaned forward.
“I just don’t want my daughter,” he whispered through gritted teeth, “to end up like your mother.”

Never had The wanted to punch a man before that moment, and it was Peter Porter who stepped in to make certain it didn’t happen.
“That’s enough, Mr. Garza,” Peter said, stepping between them while still holding the corn stalk in one hand. “Really, you’ve said enough.”

Rick Garza smiled at him. It faded as he looked at The.

“Rick, that’s enough,” Mrs. Garza said. “Really. Enough.” She flashed a look of apology toward The. Then the Garzas turned and went on their way.

Two years later, having survived three or four uncomfortable dinners with Mr. and Mrs. Garza, The now stood staring at the daughter they simply gave away. He didn’t even know her name, but he knew more about her than she even knew about herself. He stood and faced her.
“Over there,” The said, pointing to his wallet as it laid on the pavement between them. “Look in the third pocket, the hidden one on the inside lining.”
“What is this all about?” Jamie’s twin said skeptically.

“Just look.”

She reached back without taking her eyes off him. Her three friends, including the guy who’d nearly choked him into unconsciousness, sat on top of a picnic table 50 yards away, watching closely.
“Third pocket,” he said.
She dug around. Her fingers, with black nail polish, reached deep inside the pocket and produced a small photograph. She held it up between her thumb and forefinger.

“Where did you get this?” she gasped. And then: “I never wore my hair like that. What is this?”

The guy in the muscle shirt, reading her tension, called out from behind her: “You okay, Amanda?”

She waved him off. She stared at the photograph.
“That’s not you,” The said weakly. “That’s your twin sister. My girlfriend.”

Jamie’s twin looked at him, her dark eyes staring through black eye shadow. Her eyes showed awe, followed by anger.
“You can do this stuff with computers,” she said. “Make pictures like this.” She looked at it again. “Who are you? Are you, like, obsessed with me or something?”

“Your real parents live in a place called Charles Landing,” The said. “On the way to the San Juan Islands. You’ve never heard of it. No one has. Their names are Rick and Marta. They’re good people. A little over-protective, but they mean well.” His neck still hurt, and his head throbbed. He reached out and tapped Jamie’s class photo with his index finger. “That’s their daughter. Jamie Garza. The most wonderful, free-spirited, funny, warm-hearted person you’d ever want to meet.” Just saying it made him miss her. Then he thought about the previous night, about the Skank girl at the fraternity house, and he started to feel sick again. “She’s your twin sister,” The continued on, focusing on the moment. “She doesn’t know about you. Neither did I. Until today. Your parents decided to give you up for adoption, as part of a study. Mine decided to give up a brother I’ve never met. It was this convoluted, archaic experiment that was never supposed to be known. That doesn’t matter. What matters is, you’ve got a sister. And I can take you to her.”
She stared at him. She looked at her watch. “Wow,” she said. “That’s a hell of a story. And you’ve still got thirty seconds to spare.”
“I love your sister,” The said. “And I know you would too. I think you should meet her.” He nodded toward the guy named Bobby, who was standing now with his arms folded over by the picnic table. “You could even bring Roid Rage over there,” The said. “We could use some body-guarding.”

Jamie’s twin tapped the photograph between her fingers. “What’s your name?” she said.

“The. Like Thelonius Monk.”

“The jazz artist?”

“You’ve heard of him.”

She smiled. Her smile was just as beautiful as her sister’s. “Can I keep this?” she asked. The nodded. She cupped it in her right hand, staring. “She has a mole,” Jamie’s sister said, “on the right side of her neck.”
The nodded. “And another on her shoulder,” he said.

Staring at the picture, Jamie’s sister Amanda let out a short laugh. “Her clothes are awful,” she said softly. She held the photo up close to her face. “I think she’s prettier than me.” She looked at The.

“I’m biased,” he said, smiling. “Look, I know this is a lot. All at once. I’m still figuring it out myself.”

“Everything okay?” the tank top guy, Bobby, called out. “Amanda?”

She turned, squinting in the sunlight that had broken through a spring cloud, and nodded.
“You need time,” The said softly, “to process it all. I’ll tell you what. Tomorrow at eleven a.m., I’ll be at the Westlake bus station. In the tunnel. I can take you to her. If you want. Be there at eleven. If you …”

She nodded but didn’t say anything. She was staring at the class photo.

“I’m sorry,”  The said, “that you had to find out like this.”
She nodded again. 

When he turned to go, she said: “Hey, Thelonious.” He looked back at her. “Thank you,” she said. She held up the photo. “For this.” She put it in her pocket. “By the way,” she said. “I’m Amanda.”

“I know,” he said. “Now.”

When she returned to her friends, The took off running. He had to get back to the University District. He still had someone else to find.

CHAPTER 17
Seeing Amanda, just sitting down with her face-to-face, made him miss Jamie that much more. The hours that had passed made the drunken night seem like a bad dream. If The made it back to Charles Landing, he would turn everyone’s world so far upside down that losing his virginity to another girl would be the least of Jamie’s problems. Maybe he didn’t even have to tell her. Maybe it didn’t even happen.
But after he got off the bus and walked toward the fraternity house, it all came rushing back. Standing in front of the big, white stucco building, The felt an anger inside of him. His life had been so pure and problem-free in Charles Landing, and now his world was spinning out of control.
Why go anywhere else?
He had found his father, and what had it gotten him? He didn’t seem to know his father any better than he had before. Now he only had more questions than answers.

The walked up the steps and knocked on the front door. A guy he didn’t recognize opened the door, introducing himself as “Pledge Cody.” The couldn’t even look at the guy for fear that he might ask about the previous night. The didn’t know who had been in the room, he didn’t know how it had happened, and he didn’t even know what happened.

“I’m looking for Tucker,” The said. He wore sunglasses, hoping no one would recognize him.

The pledge went and found Tucker Moss, who came down the stairs complaining about how he’d been interrupted on the toilet. When he saw The, he broke into a big smile.

“Ward-o!” he said. “Heard you had a big night.”

When he reached The, Tucker tried to drape his arm around his shoulders. The squirmed away and blurted out: “I need to find the real Ward-o.”

Tucker stared at him, his face showing hurt from The’s sudden move away.

“Dustin Ward?” Tucker said.

“If that’s his name.” Dustin. The word made The shudder. “I’m trying to find him.”

Tucker Moss ran a hand through his sandy hair and sized up The.

“You trying to steal his identity or something?” Tucker said with an uncomfortable laugh. The really wanted to tell him the truth, mostly for simplicity’s sake; anyone could understand the need to find one’s own brother. Brother, another word that made The feel weak.
“He’s in trouble,” The said, lying. He didn’t trust Tucker Moss. He didn’t really trust anyone anymore.

Tucker nodded, then used his head to motion toward the stairs. The followed him, trying to keep his head low so no one would recognize him for the previous night. The couldn’t let himself re-live it.

“I don’t know him that well, to be honest,” Tucker said when they got to the top of the stairs. The common room was empty, except for the garbage bags overflowing with cups and bottles. “He was in my little sister’s class. She knows him better than I do. But I hear things, y’know.”
“Like what?” The said as Tucker opened the door to a musty room that smelled like stale beer and cigarette smoke. Tucker reached into a large cardboard box that was filled with paper and books.
“Like, he’s not doing well,” Tucker said. “Aha, here it is.”  He pulled out a photocopied book, the pages stapled together, with ROOSEVELT HIGH SCHOOL DIRECTORY printed across the front. He flipped a few pages, found Dustin Ward’s name, and handed it to The. “Here’s his address,” Tucker said. He reached for a pen and paper and handed them to The.

“Thanks,” The said after writing the address down. He stood to go but froze. “One more thing,” he said, looking down at the large cardboard box. “You got a yearbook down there?”
Tucker shrugged and rooted around in the box, eventually pulling out a green-and-yellow hardcover book. He opened it, flipped through the pages and handed it to The.

“Dustin Ward,” he said, pointing. “Ward-o.”

The stared at the black-and-white image. The likeness was unbelievable.

“That was a couple of years ago,” Tucker said, “when I was a senior.”

The stared silently at the wavy blond hair, the blue eyes, the long face and thin nose. It was like looking in the mirror.
“Dustin,” he whispered. He gently closed the book, handed it back to Tucker, and thanked him again before leaving the room. The made his way past the common area, down a few steps, when he saw Dave Winston coming through the front door.

“Ward-o! My man!”

The brushed past him, their shoulders colliding.

“I’m not Ward-o,” he said, turning to look Dave Winston in the eye. “And I’m not your man.”

He continued down the stairway, out into the afternoon, being met by a burst of sunlight on a spring day in the Pacific Northwest. Far away, the town of Charles Landing was waiting on him. And a kid named Dustin Ward was about to be met with the surprise of his life.

CHAPTER 18
The bus took him off The Av, out past the park where he had run into the homeless kids, over a bridge and into the tree-lined homes of urban America. He was feeling better now, having used the ATM card from the wallet Amanda’s friends had let him keep and having used what little money remained in his savings account to buy a sandwich and chips. He ate as he watched the streets go by, driving past a high school and a park and a city reservoir. He got off on 75th, checked the address again, and headed east. Suburus and SUVs passed alongside as he descended a hill toward the setting sun.
He could smell Scotch broom flowers in the air. He passed two mothers with strollers, and even after The greeted them, the women continued on with their conversation with little more than a quick glance his way. In Charles Landing, everyone had time to stop and talk. That seemed like another country, and perhaps another century, to The now.
Halfway down the hill, The turned and walked along a well-paved street, looking at the clumped-together houses that were bigger than most he’d seen in the city. He turned down another street and stood in front of a small, one-story house with a fenced-in front yard. Daylight was almost gone now, but The could see the house number just to the right of the front door. He stood and stared, his nerves eating at his insides.
As he opened the waist-level gate and stepped onto a short walkway, the front door flew open and a middle-aged woman with thick, graying brown hair came spilling out.
“Oh, thank God!” she shouted. She grabbed The and wrapped him in her flabby arms. “Thank God, thank God, thank God,” she said, holding him. She stepped back to look at him as he took off his backpack. “You’re all right,” she said. With tears in her eyes, she smiled at him. She wiped her face with a dish towel. The didn’t know what to say. “Your hair,” the woman said. “It’s grown. It’s … oh, never mind.” She embraced him again, burying her face in his chest. “Thank the Lord,” she whispered.
As The looked over the woman’s shoulder, a grizzly bear of a man stepped into the doorway and glared at him. All at once, the man came running toward him with a limp. The woman unknowingly released The into danger, and the man landed a barrel-fisted blow to his cheekbone. The fell in a heap, momentarily blacking out. The next thing he heard was the woman’s pleading voice: “Newt, please! Please, you’re hurting him!”
When The opened his eyes, he saw the man leaning over him, his breath reeking of alcohol and something that smelled like mothballs.

“Get up!” the man was shouting. “You lazy little pansy, get on your feet and fight like a man!” The guy kicked him in the ribs, in the side of the head. He spit on The and stepped back, allowing the woman to push him away with a shove to his chest. “Lucky I don’t  shoot you,” the man sneered.

“Newt! He’s our son!”
The guy looked at her and laughed.

“Like hell he is,” the guy said under his breath but loud enough for anyone who would care to hear. He wiped foamy spit off his lip.
“Newt, you stop,” the woman said through gritted teeth, her finger wagging in his face. “You stop right now, Newton Ward. You hear me?”

Newt looked like he was going to say something else, something that he might think would make everything different, but he just grunted and turned away. With balled fists, he walked slowly back into the modest house.

Lying on the grass, his ribs hurting with every breath, The felt a sense of relief rush through him.

“You know his temper,” the woman said, leaning over. “Oh, Dustin. Please tell me you’re okay.”

The nodded and took in as much air as his bruised ribs would allow. She reached down and helped him to his feet. She touched the spot on his cheek where Newt had punched him.
“Look at you,” she said. “What’s become of you?”

He patted down his chest and legs, cleaning off the dirt.

“Well, that certainly didn’t help,” The said, nodding toward the open door through which Newt had disappeared.
The woman rubbed his cheek. “You do bring some of this on, son,” she said. She offered a smile. “Look at you,” she said again. “Your hair. You’ve lost weight. You look like you’ve been walking the streets since the moment you snuck out of here.”

“Oh, that,” The said, having absolutely no idea what exactly that was. “Yeah, we can talk about that later.” He looked around. Two neighbors were watching now through cracks in their curtains. “Look,” The said, “I can’t stay here tonight. That’s obvious. Not with …” He looked toward the door. “He needs to cool off for the night. He might kill me.”

“He would never …”

“Yeah, well.”

They gave each other a knowing look, although her gaze seemed to linger. The nodded, his way of ending the conversation. He may have said something in salutation, if only he knew what to call her. Mom or Mother seemed like unspeakable words now, with his own back in Charles Landing, alone and probably frantic. Just saying the words would likely cause The to fall to his knees and burst into tears.

And so he turned, picked up his backpack and went on his way. Only  after he’d taken one step through the gate did she call out.
“Dustin,” she said. “Your tattoo. You’ve gone and covered up your tattoo.”

“I did,” he said, retreating, and only because he could think of nothing else to say.

When she was behind him, well out of sight, he felt a cold rush come over his body again. He was leaving another mother without her child. He wondered if maybe he wasn’t more like his father than he cared to admit.
And he didn’t know where to go next.

The walked directionless, this city seeming as cold as ever. Darkness began to overtake him, and The wondered where he might find a cozy spot to sit down and think. In front of him, he saw only tree-lined streets and two-story houses that seemed to carry the warm comforts of home while pushing away anything from the outside – including an outsider like himself.
In the dim light, two large figures came at him in a rush. The hadn’t had time to move.

They were on him at once, each taking an arm and lifting him upward so that his feet kicked in the air as they continued up the sidewalk. Their hands pinched his armpits as he floated above the concrete.

“It’s over, Theward,” one of them said, and that’s when The knew it was real. Theward. Hearing his own name lately only made him feel like a criminal. He flailed and kicked but could not pull free. “The gig is up.”
They said nothing else to him as they carried him to the end of the block, around a corner and threw him into the back of a black car. When they got in the front seat, he saw the sides of their faces. They were the men he’d seen outside of Starbucks: the one who’d chased him into the University of Washington building, and the one with the big sideburns.
Neither one said anything as they drove, and as the city passed by, The watched the men’s faces. He could see their eyes for the first time, and both men looked frustrated and somewhat relieved.
“We got ‘em,” one of the men said into a cell phone as the car drove up a freeway ramp, and those were only words spoken during the entire 15-minute drive.
The could see the lights of the tall buildings of the downtown area a few blocks ahead as the car pulled off the highway and into an underground parking garage. There were dim lights and only a few cars, spaced apart from each other.
When the car pulled into a spot, and the driver turned off the engine, The asked: “Where are we? Where are you taking me? Who are you?”
“Oh, the questions,” one of the men said as they got out. “So many questions, just like he said there’d be.”

“All in due time,” the other man said. They opened the back door and pulled The by his feet. He kicked at them futilely. When they got him out, the bigger one wrapped his arms around The and carried him to an elevator. When the door closed, the man set him down. The stood and looked at the two men, both much bigger than he.
“So you caught me,” The said, letting out air through his nose. His ribs still stung with every breath. “Took you long enough.” The bigger of the two guys, the one with the sideburns, smirked while staring at the floor numbers that blinked above. The tried a different tactic. “You don’t by chance think I’m Ward-o,” he offered. “There’s a lot of that going around, you know.”
The big guy ignored him. The other said: “We know who you are, Theward. And we knew you’d come looking for Dustin Ward. Eventually.”

When The opened his mouth to say something else, the guy said: “Shut up now. No more questions.”

The elevator door opened onto a long hallway with fluorescent lights lining the walls. They took him by the arms again, and this time The did not fight. He walked with them, down the hallway, around a corner and to a large door. Using a badge that hung around his neck, one of the men leaned forward and buzzed the lock. As the door opened, The stole a glance at the man’s badge. It was old and faded.
JOE BLUMENTHAL, it read. SECURITY. THE CL PROJECT.

Inside the door was a lobby, with an unmanned desk and a blank directory on the wall. Using his badge again, Blumenthal buzzed them through another doorway and into a large, circular room. It was empty except for a small intercom next to the door. The other guy clicked it.

“Dr. Percival,” he said. “Moyer here. And Blumenthal. We’ve got Control Subject Hunter here.”
An invisible door across the room lifted, leading into a large office. As they led The toward the inside, he saw a small man sitting behind a desk, with wired glasses and a pointy nose. He wore a white coat over a dark, collared shirt.

When the man stood, The could see that he was taller than he’d expected. He had thinning gray hair.

The man smiled. He had discolored teeth.

“Theward Hunter,” the man said. “Nice to see you.” Behind him was a framed diploma. Preston Percival, Ph.D.

“The pleasure’s mine,” Theward mumbled, unconvincingly.

The man nodded, still smiling, and came around from behind his desk. “Your manners are impressive,” he said. “I could have anticipated as much. Aren’t they all well-mannered in The Landing?”
He nodded again, and then the two men released The’s arms and faded to the back of the room. The and Dr. Percival stared at each other.
“How do you know about Charles Landing?” The said. “Who are you?”

“I am a friend of your father’s,” Percival said, his smile fading. His eyes narrowed behind the wire-rimmed glasses.

“I don’t know my father,” The said. He swallowed hard. “Never met him.”
“You don’t know how true that is,” Percival said. He turned toward a curtain. He pressed a button, which opened the curtain onto a night-time view of the city skyline. The Space Needle stared at them from less than a mile away. “You’re a tough one to find,” Percival said, “in this big city.”

“You managed. Eventually.”
Percival grinned and closed his eyes.

“Yes,” he said. “We knew where you would be in the end.” He opened his beady eyes and stared at The. “The man you met,” he said. “The one in Ballard.” His eyes showed mock pity. “I’m sorry to say he’s not your father.”
“You’re lying.”

Percival chuckled. “One week in the big city,” he said, “and you think you know it all.”

“I’ve learned a lot.”

“And you believe it.” Percvial held his hands out, palms up. “Big cities like this,” he said, “pry on small-town folk like you. You seem to gobble up everything we put on the table.”

The looked out at the skyline. “I believe what I choose to believe,” he said softly. “It all makes sense to me now.”

“Yes, well.” Percival let one hand drop to his side, leaving the other one out as an offering for The to sit. Exhausted, The fell into a leather chair. Percival sat across from him. “Your father,” he said, “is in prison. He’s been there for a decade.”

The smirked. He was barely listening.
“The man you met,” Percival continued, sitting across the desk from him. “He’s a simple psychopath. Cities like these are filled with them. He is no one. A crazy tale spinner, that’s all.”

“Well, he spun one heck of a tale,” The said, careful not to take his eyes off the doctor. He thought about the yearbook photo of Dustin Ward. “He even a hired actor who looks just like me,” The said. “And an actress who looks exactly like ...” He bit his lip. Percival raised his hands, tapped the fingertips against each other, and leaned forward.

“Miss Garza?” he said. “Jamie Garza?”

The swallowed hard. “How do you know about -?”

“I know a lot,” Percival said, grinning. “More than you know.”

“The same could be said for me.”

Percival laughed out loud. “Seventeen years old. Spent all of your life living in a haven. And you know a lot. Yes, I’m sure you do.”

“I know enough.”

Percival’s stare turned hard. “What did that man tell you?” he asked. “The one who claimed to be your father.”

“Nothing I didn’t already know,” The lied.

They stared at each other. Percival frowned. “Has anyone told you that you have a dangerous sense of curiosity?” the doctor asked.
“Not in so many words,” The said, “but yes.”

“Some might call it naiveté, Theward.”

“Others,” The said, “might call it a thirst for truth. And feel free to call me Control Subject. Whatever that means.” He flashed a smile, mirroring the confident grin that seemed to be frozen on Percival’s face. Only Percival’s faded. He looked at the men in the back of the room and extended his hand. The could hear them exit the room, then Percival pressed a button under his desk that closed the door electronically.

He stood up and came around the desk. He stood over the seated The, then sat on the edge of the desktop.

“Seventeen years old,” Percival said, nodding. “It goes so quickly.”

“At times.” The could hear the man breathing. He wondered how long the drop would take if he tried escaping through the window. Where he would land.

“You don’t even know how long twenty years is,” Percival said. “You’ve no idea.”
The shrugged. “A decade,” he said, “then another decade.”

“You have a smart mouth.” Percival stood and began walking slowly, pacing. His dress shoes clicked and echoed on the linoleum floor. He walked past The, circled behind him, and doubled back.
“Twenty years,” Percival said. “Twenty years I’ve been working on this. And I’m so close. So close.” He doubled back again, running a finger across The’s shoulders as he passed. “Twenty years of my life, and now in a matter of days, you’ve contaminated it.”
“Contaminated what?” The said.

Percival’s footsteps stopped.

“You know,” he said softly. “Don’t pretend anymore.”

The said nothing, only stared at his hands and wished that he could think of a way out. He could try for the button under the desk, then make a run for the door, but the two goons were probably waiting just outside. And his backpack was still in their car, somewhere down in the parking garage who-knows-how-many floors below.
Percival’s footsteps resumed, and then The felt the doctor standing over him from behind. The doctor’s hands touched his shoulders and squeezed. He was stronger than The would have expected. His hands moved down toward The’s armpits, and the lithe doctor pulled him up in one motion and threw him face-first against the wall with surprising power.

Before The could turn around, the doctor was on him, with an arm across the back of his neck. The tasted blood on his lip.
“What do you know?” the doctor whispered into his ear. His breath smelled  of garlic. “What all do you know?”
The swallowed hard and tried to push his weight against the man, but it was no use.
“About what?” The said weakly.

“Tell me everything you know.”

The stopped resisting and let his body go limp.

“Okay, okay,” he said. The doctor’s grip loosened, and The pulled at his own shirt. “Okay,” he said again. He turned around. The doctor was smiling.
When they both sat down again, The told him what he thought was important. He talked about seeing his girlfriend’s twin and being mistaken for Dustin Ward. He told him about how Charles Landing was classified as a medical community and how the state had no record of his existence. How he believed he was a part of some study where they separated twins and studied their behavior. And how he was certain now – now that he’d met the doctor and his goon squad.
When The was finished, Dr. Percival nodded in silence while staring at him. He tapped his fingertips again, then leaned back in his chair.

“Very well,” the doctor said at last. “You’ve certainly gotten the most out of your little field trip, now haven’t you?”
“I didn’t come to sample the scones,”  The said, slumping down in his chair and feeling somewhat lighter after revealing his findings.
Percival nodded humorlessly and let out a sigh. He opened a drawer without taking his eyes off The and produced an envelope, which he laid on the desk between them.
“I have an offer,” the doctor said. “A couple, in fact.” He ran his fingers around the edges of the envelope. “In here, I’ve written a check for fifty-thousand dollars. I’ve provided a new name, a part-time job and a four-year, fully-paid scholarship to the University of Florida. You choose the department, we’ll get you in.” The stared at the envelope. “You take the envelope, no questions asked, and we’ll put you on a plane,” Percival said. “Palm trees. Beautiful women. The world you’ve been trying so hard to see, right there around you.”
“What’s the catch?” The asked, squirming in his chair.
Percival leaned forward. “The catch,” he said, “is that Theward Hunter no longer exists. He never existed. We’ve got a passport and a drivers license with your new name, Paul Dennison. An eighteen year-old kid from Potomac, Maryland, who’s  got a four-point-oh and extra credits in pre-calc and geology.” His eyes narrowed. “And you’ll never speak to anyone of Charles Landing again.”
The nodded, his gaze going from the envelope to Percival’s eyes and back again. “What are my other options?” he asked.

Percival let out a groan. He pushed the envelope to the side, and his face showed disappointment.

“There is only one other option,” The said. “It’s a place called Four-Sided House, and it’s a maximum-security mental facility in Northern Montana. There are a lot of odd people living there – people with stories about aliens and talking animals and the voices of God.” He smiled. “A young man driveling nonsense about a commune of separated siblings would fit right in with all the other nonsensical babble there.”
The took in a deep breath, then let it out. He looked toward the window, out at the lights of the city. It looked much smaller now than he had remembered.
“I have a third option,” he said. “Door Number Three.”
Percival sighed again but did not cut him off. “I’m all ears,” the doctor said.
The looked into his eyes. “I want to go back to Charles Landing,” he said. “Take me back tomorrow, I’ll go back to my old life, and I won’t say a word. I promise you that. I promise on everything I own, I will never tell … if you just let me go back.”

The doctor winced and shook his head.

“That’s not possible,” he said. “You can’t go back to Charles Landing.”

“Please. I promise. Not a single word.”

“You can’t go back to Charles Landing,” Percival said again, more slowly this time. He leaned forward and folded his hands between them. “No one goes back to Charles Landing.”

When The opened his mouth to protest, Dr. Percival added: “No one. It’s not possible.” He pushed the envelope forward. “This,” he said, “is the best option. The only option, if you ask me.”
“Why?” The asked. “Why can’t I go back?”

Tapping his fingers against the desktop, the doctor let out a breath of frustration.

“So many questions,” he said. “First of all, we have no more use for you. We’ve closed the file on you, our one little test case in a larger experiment.” The must have looked at him strangely because Percival explained. “When your father backed out,” he said, “we thought to take you and your brother out of the study. We had a very strict control group: two-parent families, in a fixed environment – a perfect family environment in the perfect little town – versus a variable group of kids brought up in the everyday blender of America. Only after your father quit did we see the interest in mixing in one single-parent family to the C.L. Study group – I’m sorry, the Charles Landing environment.”
“And?”

“Well, we’ve gained the information we needed, and I can’t say it’s all that surprising.” His eyes narrowed again. “The single-parent child was unable to assimilate, even in the ideal environment.”
The stood up, so suddenly that his chair fell over. “What’s that supposed to mean?” he shouted, looking down at Dr. Percival. The doctor pressed the button under the desk, and the door in the back of the room opened. The could hear footsteps of the two goons behind him.
“Think about my offer,” Percival said. “I’ll give you twenty-four hours.” The goons waited at the back of the room. “They’ll lead you to a sleeping quarter,” Percival said, “for the night.”

The glanced at them, then back at Percival.

“Let me ask just one question,” The said softly. He took a deep breath. Whatever fight he had inside himself seemed to be gone. “Is this what happened to Dewey Rathburn?”
Percival chuckled and stood up to meet his gaze.

“I can assure you,” he said, “there never was a Dewey Rathburn.” The small doctor with the wire-rimmed glasses and white lab coat held his grin. “We made him up,” he said. “We made all of it up. There wasn’t even a Charles Landing before you and your peers were born. It was just a small, unincorporated part of the island filled with drifters and weekend visitors.” He offered a patronizing wink. “You know,” the doctor said, “you really should have read the sign at city limits. Why go anywhere else? Theward, no one ever leaves Charles Landing.”

“I did.”

“Yes. And now it’s time for you to disappear.”

After the two big guys took The by the arms and turned him around to lead him toward the open doorway, the doctor called out with one final piece of wisdom.

“Theward,” he said, and when The Hunter turned and looked at him, Dr. Preston Percival said: “You never should have left Charles Landing.”

CHAPTER 19
The dream came to The as soon as he drifted off to sleep, inside a small, secure quarter a few doors down from Dr. Percival’s office.
They were all there, and so were their twins. Jamie and Amanda sat side by side, laughing and telling stories of their lives, comparing habits and favorite foods and pet peeves while a campfire burned in front of them. Peter Porter was next to them, with an other who was just as big and just as funny, sporting a COLUMBIA CENTRAL BASKETBALL sweatshirt. Tisha and her twin sister laughed and held hands. Blazer had a look-alike as well, as did Chris Madigan and Duncan Hayes.
At the center of it all, The and his twin Dustin talked about their families. Dustin thanked The for saving him while the stars above Charles Landing sparkled overhead. The school band played not far away, practicing the bars of “Pomp and Circumstance” for the following day’s graduation ceremony.

The could see it as clearly as the night, could feel the love of his best friends as they marveled at his ability to bring them all together, when a loud crash sent them all evaporating into the atmosphere.

The opened his eyes, blinked and saw Blumenthal and Moyer standing over him in the doorway.

“It’s decision time,” the bigger one said, and The let out an undisturbed yawn. It had been his best night’s sleep in more than a week, and The woke up clear-headed and ready to begin the rest of his life. He’d once read that Florida was a beautiful place, with beaches and sand and sun and the kind of year-round weather that Charles Landing saw only two or three months out of the year. The could make that work for him. He’d wanted to start a new life, anyway, and now he was being given the chance.
They led him up to Dr. Percival’s office. The doctor held the envelope out for him.
“I suppose you’ll be making the right decision,” Percival said.

The nodded dutifully and reached for the envelope. He took it and held it in his hands. It felt surprisingly freeing.

“Good man,” Percival said. “Your flight leaves at eleven.”
Eleven. The word made The think of Jamie’s twin. He’d told Amanda he would meet her at 11 a.m. at the Westlake bus station. Now she might be there, but The would never show.
Percival patted him on the shoulders. “You’re making the right decision,” the doctor said. “Sorry it had to come to this.”
The nodded. He could see Amanda’s face – Jamie’s face. He would never see her again.
“What’s going to happen to them?” he asked. “To everyone. In Charles Landing.”

Percival smiled. “They’ll go on to live happy, healthy, wonderful lives. Just like they’ve been doing for 17, 18 years now.”

The looked out the open window. The downtown skyline was visible in the sunlight. A seaplane flew overhead.
“What about my mom?” he asked, holding the envelope. “Will I ever see her again?”

Percival’s smile faded.

“I’m sorry,” he said softly. “We can’t just make her disappear. That would be suspicious.”

“So what will become of her?”
Percival folded his arms across his chest. “She’ll be a grieving mother,” he said, “whose child got lost in the big city.”  As The turned to go, the doctor added: “We’ve given this a lot of thought, Theward. It’s the only way.”

As they led The through the circular room and toward the doorway that led to the elevator that led to the parking garage that would lead them out of the building and off toward the airport, The heard one last thing from Dr. Preston Percival.

“You know I would never hurt you,” he called out. “I love you like a son. I love all of you.”

The door between them closed. The went off, out into the day, the first day of what would be a new life.

When the elevator doors opened, they lifted him again. His legs had gone numb, and it was all he could do to hang on to the envelope between his fingers. They set his feet down on the base of the elevator car and continued to grip his arms for balance. He closed his eyes and saw his mother’s face, her eyes red from weeping. She would stay like that, in one form or another, for the rest of her life. She would become an even bigger oddity to them, to all of them. The woman who lost her husband. And son. She would grow old alone in Charles Landing. No one would ever need her there. No one would ever want her there. In Charles Landing, no one ever leaves, but no one new ever arrives, either. Nothing ever changes.
The elevator door opened, and they lifted him again. The could see the black car in the distance. It pulled him like a coffin as they approached. He stared. He hadn’t had time to notice the make of the car that night when they had grabbed him in darkness. Now he could see that it was an Acura, the same model as the car Dean Lomax had driven onto the ferry that morning five days earlier.
A mere coincidence, The reasoned, but important nonetheless. And quite possibly just what he needed to find that glimmer of hope.

The big guy, Blumenthal, opened the back door, and The willingly climbed in. While the two goons were getting in the front, The carefully reached back and clicked his seat so that it was no longer attached. He could  feel warm air from the trunk on his shoulder.

The goons got in and immediately locked the doors with a switch. The moved to the center of the back seat, leaving an opening.

“Comfortable now?”  Moyer asked from the driver’s seat. Blumenthal chuckled.
“Can we just get to the airport,” The said, trying not to raise suspicion, “and get this over with?”
“Gladly,” Moyer said, pulling the car into reverse.

The door of the parking garage opened to a beautifully sunny day. Spring days like that back in Charles Landing were met with uninhibited glee as the entire student body spilled out into the park across from the Master school and took up activities like Frisbee and badminton and eating grapes on picnic blankets. Sometimes these conditions would coincide with Founders Day, and the celebration would continue well past 10 p.m.
But on this sunny day, all The could do was look out at the cars that crawled beside them along Fairview Avenue, up a hill toward the center of the city. All The could do was listen to his heartbeat, wait until the time was right, and hope to God the security latch on the goons’ car was easier to find than the one on Dean Lomax’s.
They slowed to a stop at the light on Denny Way, and The could see signs for the I-5 ramp up ahead. The car was surrounded by other cars on all sides. In the rearview mirror, The could see Moyer’s eyes watching him. Blumenthal was staring at a well-dressed lady in a black miniskirt crossing a parking lot across the way.

As soon as the light turned green, and Moyer’s eyes looked away, The threw down the backseat and rolled into the trunk. In a single motion, he grabbed his backpack and closed the seat.
“What the …” he heard one of the goons call out. A horn honked.

The found the safety latch and pressed it with all the strength his thumb would allow. The trunk opened immediately, spilling in daylight.
When he jumped out, Blumenthal was just opening the passenger side door. The turned the other way, past a honking car and in front of a slow-moving truck that slammed its brakes.
The sprinted down an alley, under a bridge and cut back to a parking lot. He changed direction to throw them off and heard howling and shouting a block to the west. He could make out Moyer’s voice.

“Just find him!” Moyer was shouting.

The ran across traffic again, down a hill and into the depths of the city. He didn’t look back. He kept running until he came to the water.

CHAPTER   20
Dressed in a dark wig, unassuming sunglasses and a Seattle Seahawks stocking cap, The eased through the doorway of Westlake Center and scurried down the stairway in the thick of a crowd. He pulled his hat down and ripped a tag off his new shirt. He’d emptied the contents of his backpack into an oversized Nordstrom’s bag, which he now carried in his hand.
Halfway down the stairway, he began to survey the crowd, staring at all the unfamiliar faces. He looked up at a digital clock: 10:50. In ten minutes, his flight to Florida would leave, and with it, The’s one shot at freedom.
He continued to watch the faces pass as he reached the platform and paced up and down. He saw high schoolers, college academic types, hipsters, punkers, kids with flat-billed caps and baggy pants. He saw adults and rough-looking men and an old lady with a walker. He saw no one who looked like himself.
And he saw no one who looked like her.
The paced one more time, then he looked up at the stairs. Coming toward him now, in the thrust of bodies and constant flow, was a face he recognized.

It was the face of Jamie Garza.

The moved quickly, but with enough patience so that he wouldn’t attract attention. He could see that she’d brought the guy, Bobby, who on this day wore another tank top but one of a different color.

When The was almost within reach of them, he said: “Amanda.”
She looked at him but showed no recognition.

“Amanda,” he said, “it’s me.” She squinted. He lowered his sunglasses and tipped up his wig.
“Thelonious?” she said.

He nodded. The guy in the tank top raised his chin in greeting. He looked skeptical.
Amanda, Jamie’s twin, turned to face The.
“I want to meet my sister,” she said.

The put his glasses back on and nodded.
“I can do that,” he said. “But first. I want to meet my brother. And I think the two of you can help.”
The guy in the tank top, Bobby, groaned.

“Told you, Mand,” he said. “This is all a bunch of crap.”

“Hear me out,” The said. “Can you do that for me?”

The 256 pulled up. It would take them to the ferry dock to the south. There, they could find their way to Charles Landing.

“You help me,” The said, “I’ll help you.”
“How ‘bout I don’t knock your teeth out?”  Bobby said. “That’s how we’ll help you.”
Amanda continued to stare at The. He took off his sunglasses.
“You’re in danger,” she said, sizing up his disguise.
He nodded. “I know some things some people don’t want me to know,” he said.

She smiled, her face looking just as beautiful as Jamie’s. “Now we know,” she said. She turned to look at Bobby. The doors of the bus closed. It began to pull away. “We like danger,” she said. “Besides, it’s spring break. What else is there to do?”
Bobby seemed to relax his shoulders. The put his sunglasses back on. He nodded toward the platform across the way.

“We’re going north,” he said.

They picked up their bags and followed.





###

On the bus, The told them about Charles Landing. He could tell by the looks on their faces that they found the place too good to be true. Bobby’s skeptical scowl did not change, while Amanda carried a hopeful optimism on her otherwise distrustful persona.
The bus rolled to the end of University Way and veered up a diagonal street next to the park where he’d spent a rainy night. The glanced out the window and saw the five kids and the dog, ambling up the sidewalk in a jagged line. They all wore ragged, army-green clothes and various forms of chains.

“Scum,” Amanda called them quietly, staring out at the sidewalk as the bus came to a stop sign.

“Here’s an idea: get a job,” Bobby chimed in with a sneer.

The stared at the kids outside, remembering how they’d all circled him like wild animals and threatened to take his pack. He thought of the desperation he felt just spending one week on the streets, not knowing when your next meal would come and where you were going to sleep, and it dawned on him that they did this every day of their lives.

What kind of a world do we live in? he thought as the bus pulled away and ventured up 15th Avenue. Then The thought about his brother, Dustin, and how he too might very well end up that way. Dustin’s father obviously didn’t want him around, his mother wore a sense of helplessness on her sleeve, and no one seemed to even know where Dustin was hiding.

The had heard a saying once about how a tiger trapped in a corner had no choice but to bear claws, and now he was finally understanding what that meant. Even in a country like America, there were wild animals all over the streets.
He could see the high school on the next block, and The tugged the stop cord. Kids with green-and-yellow T-shirts and duffle bags had already begun spilling out onto the sidewalks for the lunch hour.

“Good ol’ Roosevelt High,” Bobby said. “Haven’t been here since I took a road trip with the jay-vee track team.”

“Let’s just hope you don’t need to show off your running speed,” The said, standing.

“What have we gotten ourselves into?” Amanda mumbled with a smirk. She had never looked more like Jamie.

The paid bus fare for all three of them. They got off and split up, as planned.  Amanda played the part of the flirt, talking up whatever guys she could find on and around the school grounds, asking them about Dustin Ward. Bobby went the other direction while asking some of the smokers and rough-looking kids about Dustin. The, still wearing his disguise, slipped inside the school and started flipping through yearbooks and club photos. He was shocked by the griminess of the floors and windows, by the way kids walked up and down the halls with baggy pants and hats tilted to one side. Some of them carried bags of chips, others carried soda cans. Inside a school.
An hour later, they all reconvened at the same spot where they’d  gotten off the bus.

“Well, I didn’t get much,” The said. “Turns out Dustin Ward isn’t a part of anything – no clubs, no teams, nothing.”

“I could probably guess why,” Bobby said. “Turns out he’s into drugs, pretty heavily, from what I could gather.” He shrugged. “Apparently, he’s run into some trouble with his dealer.”

“Awesome,” The said. “Well, not awesome that he’s in trouble, but awesome in that we’ve got a lead. So what’s his name?”

“Dustin.”

“No, dummy, the dealer,” The said.

Bobby laughed. “Yeah, right,” he said. “It’s Dude.”
“Dude?”

“That’s what everybody calls him. Six different guys told me. Dude.” He smiled. “Man, this is fun,” Bobby said, his eyes lit up like a child at the amusement park. “It’s like CSI or something.”

“Amanda, what did you get?” The said, looking at his girlfriend’s twin.

“Apparently, he hangs out at Greenlake a lot at night. And he’s got a pretty tight posse that plays pickup basketball over there on Saturdays.” She pulled out a makeup kit and applied more eyeliner. “Oh,” she added, “and he hasn’t been at school in almost two weeks.”

The looked at Bobby.

“Yeah, I heard that too,” Bobby said.

“Okay, good.” The rubbed his stocking cap and wig. “It’s a start.” A bell went off from inside the school. Most of the kids were already back inside. Hot and mentally exhausted, The took off his wig and scratched his head. A kid in a jean jacket who had come running around the corner toward the school stopped suddenly.

“Ward-o!” he shouted. “There you are! Everybody’s been –“

“I’m not Ward-o.”
The kid squinted and tilted his head. “You in, like, hiding or something?” the kid said. Then he pursed his lips and nodded. “I get it, bro.”

“I’m not Ward-o.”

The kid leaned in, smiling. “I got you, bro. I got you.” He put a finger to his lips. “I heard Dude’s after you. Big time. I won’t say nothin’.”

The’s eyes brightened. “Oh, yeah?” he said. “Where’s he at?”

The kid laughed, wagged a finger at The and ran off. He turned, with his finger back at his lips, and shooshed as he retreated.
The and his two new friends looked at each other.

“This is sweet,” Bobby said. “Straight out of The Godfather or something.”

“It smells dangerous,” The mumbled.

“That’s what’s so sweet,” Bobby said, pounding his fists together.

They turned to look at Amanda. She was lost in thought, staring out at something down the way. A tear filled one eye and threatened to fall.

When The followed her gaze, he saw a young mother pushing a two-seat stroller, coming toward them. In the stroller, two girls, identical twins in matching yellow dresses and with yellow ribbons in their brown hair, were licking ice cream cones. One of the girls reached across the stroller, offering a taste of her ice cream to her sister.
The stroller came upon them. The mother flashed a forced smile.

“Shouldn’t you kids be in school?” she asked.

“Probably,” Bobby said with a shrug as she passed.

Amanda turned to watch the double stroller continue on up a hill. The teardrop glistened in the sun. It ran down her face, caught on the right side of her chin, then fell toward the ground. It dazzled as it fell, as if it was suspended in the air.


CHAPTER 21

When they arrived at Greenlake, just a few blocks away, The took off the disguise. He wore another one now without wearing any kind of a costume: he was Dustin Ward.

The walked around the park, hoping someone would approach him with an offer. Bobby was always fairly close, keeping an inconspicuous distance but watching intently just in case something went down.

The started at the basketball court, where a spirited game filled with trash-talking men filled up a good part of the afternoon. When no one seemed to notice The, he began to circle the lake on the walking path. Mothers with strollers, joggers in sports bras and roller bladders in spandex filled the path. The watched them, looking for any sign of recognition, but no one seemed to know Dustin Ward.

Only after a second trip to the basketball court, and a subsequent stop in the bathroom, did The finally raise someone’s eyebrow. He was standing at the urinal when he heard a door close behind him, then the sound of a lock being turned.

“Ward-o,” a voice said.  They were alone. The tensed up and hurriedly zipped up his pants. “You shouldn’t be out like this,” the voice said.

There was pounding on the door. “Open up! Gotta take a leak!” The recognized Bobby’s voice and could hear the desperation in it – not because Bobby had to urinate but because the adventure was about to get real. The’s only protection had found himself locked out.
“You hear me, Dustin,” the voice said. The turned to find a young man, with close-cropped hair and a wisp of a mustache, standing a few feet away. The guy was a good eight inches shorter than The and wore a gold chain that hung over his white T-shirt. “Dang, dude, whassup with your hair?” the guy said.

“Grew it out.”

The guy looked him up and down. “You look like some private-school rich kid, one who got dragged behind a BMW,” he sneered. Then his face went serious. “You ain’t Ward-o, are you?” he said. “My bad.”

“I’m Ward-o.”

“No way. Standin’ out here in the open like this. After all you been through with Dude and all. How’d you get away, anyway?”

“I’d rather not say.”

The guy stepped closer. The pounding on the door continued.

“You ain’t Ward-o, cat,” the guy said. “You look like ‘im, but somethin’ about you ain’t right. You, like, his brother or somethin’?”

“You know I don’t have a brother.” The felt his face get hot with every bluff.

“How would I know that?”

“We’re friends, right?”

The guy stared at him. Bobby began kicking the door from the outside. “That cat’s really got to go, huh?” the guy said.

“What’d you hear?” The said, ignoring Bobby’s racket outside. “About me and Dude.”

The guy looked deep into The’s eyes. “I don’t know no one named Dude,” he said flatly. “Never heard of him. Never heard of Dustin Ward-o, either.”

“C’mon, man. You know me.”

“I don’t know that I do.”

Bobby’s leg came crashing through the door. With another good kick, he was inside. He grabbed the short necklace guy and slammed him against a wall.

“We got a problem here?” Bobby said.

The guy shook his head calmly. The could sense no fear. “Who are you, fool?” the guy said to Bobby.

“Never mind,” Bobby said. “You want me to bash your teeth in right here?”

“Love to see you try.”

When Bobby reached back with one arm, the guy flicked open a switchblade. The’s heart sank.

“Try it,” the guy said, and Bobby let go of his shirt and took a few steps back. The guy straightened his collar and necklace, then looked at The. “What is this?” he said, holding out the blade. “This some messed-up kind of stickup?” He looked at Bobby, then back at The. “Dang, bro, you sure look like Ward-o. You sure he ain’t got a brother?”

I am his brother. The wanted so badly to say it, knowing that those four words might make everything easier. But he’d already thrown enough of his trust in people he didn’t really know, and he wasn’t ready to add this guy to the list. The didn’t know much about drug-dealing, or even what his twin brother might be caught up in, but he did know that trust was probably a rare commodity in the culture.
“Listen, I don’t know what’s up with all this,” the guy said, waving the knife, “but I suggest we all get the hell outta here before the cops come sniffin’ around that busted door.”

His hands held up in surrender, The said: “I’m with that. I think this was all a case of mistaken identity.”

The knife guy nodded and stared at him. “Man, you look so much like Ward-o that the cops might be the least of your worries. You better hope Dude don’t find you. He’ll shoot first and ask questions later.”

Bobby clapped his hands together. “Let’s just call this a big mistake then, huh?” he said cordially. Then he clenched his jaw muscles and stared at the knife guy. “But if you ever pull a piece on me again, I’ll rip your throat out with my bare hands.”

The knife guy sneered at him, put the knife away, and unlocked the door. When he saw that the coast was clear, except for a few gawking players on the basketball court who’d stopped their game, he took off running.

Amanda poked her head in the doorway.

“Everyone all right?”

The and Bobby nodded.

“Good,” she said. She glanced at the kicked-in door. “Thelonious, I think this would be a good time to put the disguise back on.” She held out his hat and wig.

As he put them on, The said: “I’m starting to think being Dustin Ward is a 25-hour-a-day job.”

“C’mon,” Bobby said. “Let’s get outta here.”

“Yeah,” The said. “I think we gotta find Dude.”

CHAPTER 22
They lied in sleeping bags on the basement floor of a decrepit house on the east side of Greenlake. One of Bobby’s old friends from high school lived upstairs, along with three roommates. Music pumped through the basement ceiling as the three of them waited for the party to wind down.
“What does she like to do?” Amanda asked. “My sister.”

The smiled. If he couldn’t be with Jamie, the next best thing was talking about her.

“She paints,” he said. “She’s pretty good, too. I love that about her.” In the darkness, he could see Jamie sitting at her easel, with a braid hanging down in front of her concentrated face. At these times, when her chin was raised and her dark eyes were lost in creativity, she was at her most beautiful. “My mom’s an artist, too,” The said. “They shared that in common.”

The could see his mother, wearing her waitress outfit from The Royal Mark, sitting at the kitchen table with her sketchbook open. He remembered a time when he’d been sitting across the table, finishing his math homework, and he had looked up. She had sketched his face: his blue eyes and wavy blond hair and long chin. He had looked at his mother’s face, with similar features; she was staring out the window in thought. Only five years later, as he lied on his back in a sleeping bag alongside Amanda and her friend Bobby, did it occur to The that his mother might have been trying to sketch his twin brother. She was trying to sketch the face of a boy she never met, a boy named Dustin Ward, so she could finally have her two children together in the same room.
“What does my sister’s room look like?” Amanda asked The in the darkness of the basement. When he could not see her, The realized Amanda did  not remind him of Jamie at all – her voice and smell were quite different. “Does she have, like, unicorns and rainbows and princes all over the walls?” She laughed at the thought.
“Is that how you see her?”

“Hells yeah. That’s how I see everyone in that town you come from.”

Bobby snickered. “What do they consider crime over there, anyway?” he asked. “Pulling off mattress tags? Jaywalking? Is a street gang four kids and a soccer ball?” Amanda and Bobby both laughed.

The stared up at ceiling. The music thumped above them. “Running,” he said. “Running away. That’s the worst crime in Charles Landing.”
They went silent after that, except for the music above them. Amanda and Bobby seemed to have run out of questions.

“What’s your family like?” The asked after a long silence.

“Heh,”  she laughed. “Where do I start?”

“Your father. Is he overprotective?”

“Heh,” she said again. “He doesn’t care what I do. I’ve got three brothers – all his blood. None are adopted, like me. They’re his pride and joy. One’s a pastor, the other two are studying to be the same. Then there’s me.” She laughed. “Little Misbehavior.”
“Her dad’s a trip,” Bobby said. “Straight out of the 1950s.”

“Does he like you?” The asked Bobby.

“Only met me once.”

“We’re not dating,” Amanda said. “If that’s what you think.”

“I’m into the older ladies,” Bobby said. “When I was in high school, last year, I dated college women. My girl now is thirty. We’ve only been together a couple of weeks, though.”

“But he hangs out with us high school girls because we’re more fun,” Amanda said with a grin.
“Somethin’ like that,” Bobby mumbled.

“Why don’t you go to college?” The asked Bobby.
“Not everyone does, bro. Most of my friends didn’t. College just makes you dumber. Takes away your ability to think freely.”
“Everyone on Charles Landing goes to college,” The said regretfully. “The same college.” He rolled over. “Everyone but me.”

“You’re such a rebel,” Amanda said, giggling. “Okay, what’s the craziest thing you’ve ever done, Mr. Rebel? I  mean, before you left home?”
The thought. The music thumped above his head. He couldn’t think of anything.

“You ever drink, dude?” Bobby asked.

“Not until I got here.”

“Are you, like, a virgin?” Amanda asked. When The didn’t answer, she laughed. “Oh, my God. You and my sister, you never …?”

“No, we didn’t,” The said. “We were saving ourselves.”

“Amanda’s brothers would love you, dude,” Bobby said.

“But I’m not a virgin,” The mumbled. As soon as he said it, he wanted the words to evaporate in the air before they reached Amanda’s ears. There, he’d said it. The secret was out. Jamie’s sister knew. Now he would have to tell Jamie.

“I wish I was a virgin,” Bobby said. “No, really. Sex is good and all, but the thought of saving myself for 30 years and building it up … whoa, dude. Mind-freakin’-blowing.”
Amanda laughed. “You’re such a freak.”

“Do you have a boyfriend now?”  The asked her.

“I have a few.”

“Ever been in love?”

She giggled. “You’re so … pure. You sure you’re not some choir boy sent from the past in, like, a time machine?”

He rolled onto his back and laid his hands behind his head. “Sometimes I feel like it,” he said.

“So who took your virginity?” Amanda asked suddenly. “Was it Mother Teresa?”
Amanda and Bobby laughed heartily. The never answered.





###

The next day, a Wednesday, they awoke to the sunrise through a basement window. The left a thank-you note, and they headed back toward Greenlake. The had his disguise on – the hat, the wig, the sunglasses. Amanda wore a sundress that was way too short, and Bobby busted out yet another tank top – black, this time.
They had breakfast at a Starbuck’s across the street, bought a Frisbee and spent the morning hanging out by the basketball court. The kept an eye out for the short guy from the previous day, and for Percival’s two goons. He was certain that, this time, they wouldn’t have any offers that involved a college in Florida. He knew it would only be a matter of time until they found him again – disguise or no disguise. His time in Seattle was limited, as much as he was beginning to feel more comfortable in the big city.
The morning was filled with joggers, walkers and roller bladders. A couple guys with acoustic guitars sat down nearby and worked on some songs The vaguely recognized. The open field next to the basketball court was empty, as most of the Seattle schools were still in session.
A few twenty-somethings started a basketball game on the nearby court, and The watched while keeping his eyes and ears open. Eventually, Bobby joined in the game but had very little to offer other than height.

After Amanda brought them some lunch from a nearby sandwich shop, The saw a trio of guys gather under a tree near the bathrooms. The didn’t recognize them, but they gave off strong vibe. He looked out at Bobby on the court. Bobby gave him a knowing nod.
The wandered in that direction, trying to remain inconspicuous as he pretended to wait for the bathroom. He heard one of the guys whisper something about an “eighth.” A guy with a baby face said he’d see what he could do. He slipped a third guy some pills. The first guy said it again: “I only got enough for an eighth, man.” The baby-faced guy, who had a serpent tattoo on his left forearm, put his hands out. “I’ll ask,” he said. “But you know Dude usually only deal with bigger quantity, you know what I’m sayin’?”

Dude. The name hit The like a train. He kept his eyes on the baby-faced guy as he wandered back toward Amanda. Bobby had finished the game and joined them, sweating and smelling like unwashed sweatsocks.

“That guy knows Dude,” The said, careful not to point. The trio under the tree had broken up, and now the baby-faced guy was stretching out, leaning on his elbow, counting money. Suddenly he turned and looked at them. The felt a pain in his gut. Bobby looked away. Amanda stared back.

“I’ve got a plan,” she said.

Wearing her yellow sun dress, she sauntered across the edge of the court, drawing a few leers along the way. The baby-faced guy stared at her. She said something to him, playing with her hair as she spoke.  The guy smiled, then got real stern. She stayed there, flirting with him, for a half hour. Bobby watched closely, never taking his eyes off them.
When the baby-faced guy went into the bathroom, she came back over to The and Bobby.

“He knows Dude all right,” she said. “Knows where he lives. He was bragging about it, like he knows the president or something. Said he’s going over there this afternoon, to make a deal.”

“Jackpot,” The said. “Is he taking you with him?”

She shook her head violently. “Nobody goes to Dude’s place,” she said. “He told me Dude would kill him if he took me along.” The baby-faced guy came out of the bathroom. “Meet me by the playground,”  Amanda said, under her breath, “by the parking lot.” She hurried off.

The watched the baby-faced guy, who grabbed his bag and wandered off toward the beach. He came around, checked out a couple of bikini-clad girls, then headed toward the parking lot.

“Check it out,” Bobby whispered. He pointed to a couple of unmanned bikes near the tennis court. The baby-faced guy got into a Camaro without plates. “It’s our only chance,” Bobby said.

Together, they jumped on the bikes and began following the car at a safe distance. The rode by Amanda, who was trying to stay in the shadows of a tree, and told her to meet them at the Starbuck’s across the street in two hours.

Green Lake Way, which circled the lake, was packed with cars crawling around the perimeter at the lunch hour. This gave The and Bobby time to keep up with the Camaro. The only time they fell behind was when the car turned past BluWater Café and headed into the neighborhoods. The stop signs and crossing pedestrians allowed The and Bobby to keep pace, and eventually all three of them came to a stop at a red light on Aurora. 

The baby-faced guy turned and looked at them. He was wearing sunglasses and had a shiny diamond in his earlobe.
He stared at them, then started to roll down his window. The swallowed hard.

“Hey,” the guy called out. The pretended not to hear him. “Hey!” The could hear the voices of Percival’s two goons in his head. The gig is up.
Sitting atop the bike, he looked at the guy through the open window of the Camaro.

“It’s not safe,” the guy said to The and Bobby. The just forced a smile. “You could get killed,” the guy said with a grin, “not wearin’ helmets out here on your bike.”

The guy smiled. He had horrible teeth. Then he looked at The strangely. “You look familiar,” he said. “Do I know you?”

The looked away. The light turned green, and the guy sped off. The exhaled and tried to keep up. He could see the car go up a hill and take a left turn. The followed, pedaling alongside Bobby as they powered themselves up a hill that made their legs and lungs burn.
They rode two blocks before they reached the turn. The car was nowhere to be found.

“Gotta be kidding me,” The mumbled as he turned down a residential street. 

They continued to ride, slowly, past rows and rows of parked cars in front of modest houses. They turned at the end of the block, down a smaller street where the road was so narrow that passing cars would have to wait for one another because there wasn’t enough room.
“Up there,” Bobby called out, pointing. Ahead of them, about halfway up the block, was the Camaro, without plates. Bobby slowed his bike and lowered one foot to the pavement. “What now?”

“You see where he went?” The asked. Bobby shook his head. “Drop the bike.”
“Huh?”

“Drop the bike over there. Take off the chain. We’ll put it back on. Take it off again. However many times are necessary, until we see the guy.”

“Then what?”

“Just watch where he comes from. Don’t even think about confronting him. I’ve seen enough movies. If the guy’s doing a drug deal, he’s packing heat.”

Bobby laughed. “’Packing heat,’ huh?” he said. “Those movies you’ve been watchin’, they from the ‘80s?”

“Just drop the bike.”

They worked on the bike for fifteen minutes. Then thirty. Bobby told him about his life: how he’d dropped out of school three weeks short of graduation, how he had never finished anything in his life and didn’t much want to start now. He told him everyone said it was the biggest mistake of his life but that he wasn’t sure. The told Bobby he didn’t think he would graduate, either.
“But that’s not my biggest regret,” he said. “My biggest regret is leaving home. Leaving Jamie.”

“Least you had a home,” Bobby said. “A real home. Most of us never had that.”
Wiping grease onto his pants, The said: “Yeah. But it was always missing something.”

“Your dad?” The nodded. “Lot of us feel that way,” Bobby said, fixing the chain before loosening it again, for the sixth or seventh time.

They stared at each other.

“Why are you doing this?” The asked. “For her? For Amanda?”

Bobby sneered. “Life ain’t like that out here, bro,” he said. “I’m not in love with her or anything. She’s a friend. Kinda like a sister. I was an only child. Like you.”

“So why then?”

Bobby started re-chaining the bike again. “Don’t got nothin’ going on,” he said with a shrug. “Needed the adventure. I don’t  know. What else is there to do?”
“A lot,” The said. “Out here, there’s everything else.”

Bobby looked up at him from his kneeling position beside the bike. He had grease on his hands and some on his cheek. “Wish it were that easy,” he said. “You ever been in a real messy house, where you want to clean it up, but you don’t know where to start?” Bobby asked. The nodded. “Well, that’s how I feel,” Bobby said. “Like I’ve got so much I gotta do, but …” He went back to the chain. “Y’know, a world with everything you could ever want has plenty you don’t want, too,” he said. “Sometimes I feel like maybe I’d have been better off if I’d been born out in the country, working on the family farm my whole life. Like I had some kind of straight line from A to Z, you know?”

The grinned. “I know,” he said.

“Hey,” a voice came from behind them. They turned their heads quickly. “I called the cops, y’know.”

A few feet away, a thirty-something guy with thick-rimmed glasses and a plaid, polyester, short-sleeved shirt stared at them.

“I know what you’re doing,” he said. “You’ve been on my lawn for more than a half hour.”

“We’re fixing a chain,” The said, his voice shaking.

“Ten times?”

Bobby stood up. “Why you got to get the cops involved, bro?”

“I know why you’re here,” the guy said. “I’ve got a kid. He’s napping right now. Then he’s going to come out and play in the front yard with me, like we always do before his mother gets home from work. And we don’t need any drug deal going down while we’re playing.” He glanced to his left, across the street.

“We’re not –“ Bobby began, but The cut him off with the wave of a hand.

“How’d you know?” The asked the guy.

The guy smiled and nodded toward a grey, two-story house across the street and a few doors down. Trees and bushes surrounded it so that only the upper floor could be seen. “I know what goes on over there,” he said. “I see things. We all do on this block.”

“Why don’t you call the cops on them?” The asked.

“I’m not getting involved,” the guy said. “Not with that dude. But if you’re going to be in front of my house –“

“Dude?” The said. “Is that his name?”

“I don’t know what his name is,” the guy said. “No clue. I don’t want to get involved.” His eyes narrowed. He stared at The. “But I know I’ve seen you coming around here. Only your hair was different.”

“Oh, yeah?” The said.

“Maybe,” the guy said. “Like I told you, I don’t get involved. Now I suggest that you get that chain fixed before the cops –“

“No prob,” The said. “We’re on our way.” The and Bobby looked at each other. They had their house.

CHAPTER 23
It was well past midnight when they returned to the house on Linden. All three of them were there, dressed in black, trying to look inconspicuous on the otherwise quiet night. Through the trees and bushes, they could barely see the house. It was the only one on the street without any lighting.
This made communication virtually impossible. They stood inches from each other, barely able to see, on the sidewalk near the grey house.

“Is that it?” Amanda whispered in the darkness.

“Let’s hope so,” The said. “You go that way.” He pointed. “Bobby, you go that way. I’ll go around back.”
They separated into the night, and there was a part of The that thought he might never see them again. He never got to thank Amanda or Bobby for helping him and for sticking with him as his journey got more and more dangerous. He was beginning to feel close to them – so close that he couldn’t wait to introduce them to Jamie and his other friends in Charles Landing. And he couldn’t stand the thought of losing them now.
But when he turned to watch them go, he could only see darkness.

The felt his way along the edge of the yard, to a tall fence made of slick wood -- the kind of wood meant to keep people out. He used his jackknife, rope and caribener to scale the wall, only to find a smaller wall, with sharp barbed wire that cut his finger when he reached down to feel around, on the other side. He used his sleeping bag and raincoat to cover the wire, then landed awkwardly on the uneven dirt below. He felt a twinge in his knee but had neither the time nor the patience to acknowledge it.
Feeling his way along the grass, he saw a dim light shining through a bush up ahead. The went toward the light.

Since he’d begun his journey, The had found himself in danger on an almost daily basis. He had generally avoided danger in Charles Landing, with the exception of the time he ran into a coyote on a walking path near the lagoon.
The was fourteen at the time, and his mother had warned him about venturing past the Grayson farm, which to The meant that there must be something there worth exploring. He talked Peter Porter into biking out toward the lagoon, and the truth was that there was very little to see other than a few fallen trees and a small waterfall.

As they headed back toward town, they stopped and leaned their bikes against a tree to share an orange when they heard panting nearby. The turned to find a grey, doglike animal standing only a few feet away, with fangs bared and spittle on its mouth.

Rather than turn and run, Peter Porter jumped at the animal, throwing his arms up in the air. The coyote reared back and retreated into the woods.

“That was close,” The told his friend, still shaking. “Thanks a lot.”

“That’s what brothers are for,” Peter said with a wink.

Three years later, as he crawled into a bush to see if he could find an open window that might give him a chance at learning where his real brother might be, Peter Porter was still back in Charles Landing. Part of The was convinced that his best friend had started a campaign to find him; the other part thought Peter might feel alone and betrayed.

Not being able to see their faces – Peter’s and Jamie’s and Tisha’s and his mother’s – was the hardest part.
He felt the bush rustle as he moved in closer, and The momentarily froze. He wasn’t really sure what he might find, but just getting a look at the guy they called Dude would be a good place to start. Dude might know where Dustin Ward could be found, and he was the only brother The had left.

Behind the bush, a small, fogged window sat at the base of the house. A light was on, but The could see nothing inside. He noticed a clear corner where the frosting had eroded, and he peeked into the light.

He saw a small lamp. A chair. Legs. A shirt and someone breathing. In the dim light, he could barely see a face. Someone was tied up and gagged. Someone with short, close-cropped hair.

The person opened his eyes.

And then The felt like he was looking into a mirror.
The face of his twin brother was only a few feet away.

And then he heard something growl behind him.

CHAPTER 24
There was a small park in Charles Landing, just east of Main and a few blocks behind the Master school, that was officially called Rogers Park but was widely known as One Tulip Park. It was like almost any other park in The Landing in that its green grass was well-maintained in two-foot-long stripes along a flat field that covered about 200 square feet. In one corner was a playground, complete with a two-story tower and a small sandbox. On the other end, a tennis court.

What made the park different than most was that right in the center, almost symmetrical to the four sides of the field, was a single tulip. No one could explain how it got there, or why it stood uninterrupted. All The knew was that whoever maintained the park was careful to mow up to and around the tulip but never through it. What made the existence of the single tulip even more shocking was that it had lasted so long without ever being disturbed by ordinary hands. Kids played Frisbee and tag in the field, picnickers set out blankets, and yet the tulip had stood the test of time. Years, even decades, had passed and no one thought to pick it and keep it as their own.
The cold would set in, the tulip would die, and another would replace it in the exact same spot the following summer.

The thought of that tulip as he turned toward the sound of the growl in the backyard of some drug dealer named Dude’s house. The first thing he noticed, in whatever dim light was allowed through the fogged-over cellar window, was a single tulip near the root of the bush. It struck him that the tulip was in such a place, yet somehow getting enough light and water to survive.

And then something barked, so close that The jumped to his feet. He could hear panting again. His heart felt like it would pound right through his ribs.

Using a branch of the bush, The catapulted himself onto the fence and grabbed just beneath the barbed wire. The dog barked louder now, catching him in its sight. A light came on.

The slid his hands along the fence, careful not to touch the wire. His feet pushed as he maneuvered to the back of the fence, then to other side. The dog followed him, barking and jumping at him while snarling, but couldn’t get over. 

The heard a commotion inside the house.

As he turned again to the north side of the fence, he heard a single gunshot ring out in the night. It shocked him so that he lost grip with one hand and nearly fell off. He balanced himself, regained his momentum, and continued on until he felt the comfort of his sleeping bag hanging over. Everything was quiet now, even the dog. He wondered how close the bullet had come to him, and when the next one was coming.
And then The reached a hand up onto the rubber raincoat, hoisted himself up and got a grip on the outside fence. He went over, taking the raincoat and sleeping bag with him, into a neighbor’s yard. A light came on, and The took off running without looking back.

He ran up the street, back toward the main road that would cross Aurora and lead him back to Greenlake Park. But before he could get to the end of the block, he heard a woman’s voice.

“Oh, god, oh, god, oh, god,” she said. He knew right away it belonged to Amanda. “Are you hurt? Where are you hurt?”
He clicked on a flashlight and saw her, kneeling down on the sidewalk, holding Bobby in her arms.

“Oh, god, he’s been hit,” she said. “That guy shot him.”

This is real, The heard inside his head. Real. His knees went weak. He fell to the grass. Blood was coming out of Bobby’s chest.

“Say something,” Amanda shouted. “Bobby, say something!”

The ripped off his shirt and immediately applied pressure to the wound, just like he had read in one of the books he’d seen while stocking shelves in the back room of the small bookstore in Charles Landing. Mr. Goldberg, the owner, had caught him reading back there on several occasions and eventually gave up lecturing him about the importance of efficiency at work. 
The could feel Bobby’s warm blood soak through the crumpled-up T-shirt that he pressed against his chest.
“We’ve got to move him,” The whispered to Amanda. “We’ve got to get him out of here.”

They began to drag him down the street, out onto a main road where an AM/PM truck passed on their left. The truck slammed its brakes, and the driver got out and offered to help.

They loaded their friend into the back of the truck and watched over him as his pupils rolled back into his head. He began gagging.

“Hang in, buddy,” The said. “Hang in.”

“Oh, god, oh, god, oh, god.” It seemed like all Amanda had to say.

“Can you drive any faster?” The shouted, and when he looked back down he noticed that Bobby’s chest had stopped moving. His gagging had subsided. His eyes were open, flushed over in white.

“He’s gone,” The whispered.

“Oh, god, oh, god, oh, god!”

“Amanda,” The said, “he’s gone.”

She stared at him, sitting in a small aisle between cans of chili and cheese whiz. Her face froze in a look of resolution.

The leaned forward. He told the driver that the hospital would no longer be necessary. They had someplace else to go.
CHAPTER 25
A three-quarter moon cast an orange glow over the dark sky above Cowen Park, where they stood together and stared up at the night. The and Amanda held each other but said nothing as the stars twinkled above their heads.
He thought of something he’d heard once when the pastor at the church in Charles Landing was doing a sermon years ago. The pastor was talking about an elderly man who was known throughout the island, one who had died in an old folks home outside of The Landing. “Never shall we wonder what he was or what he could have been,” the pastor said, “but only can we rejoice in what he was to us.”

The looked up at the sky, wondering if there was another place – if there was a better place. He’d had the same thoughts when all he knew was Charles Landing, and he believed there was so much more out there for him. He used to think there were better places; now he did not know.
What he did know was that Bobby had made him a better person in the short time he’d known him. The never knew someone who would risk so much for someone he barely knew, and yet Bobby did it without any need for celebration. The couldn’t help but to think that Bobby would have made a fine soldier. Bobby never seemed to know what life wanted from him, and now The could see clearly that protecting his country should have been his path.
They crouched and raised the sleeping bag, carrying it through the darkness and along a path that led into a wooded area.

“What are we looking for?” Amanda asked him.

“Seclusion,” was all he said.

Underneath a willow tree, they laid him down. The began digging with his hands. The ground was soft with moisture. He tossed dirt and mud into a small pile. Amanda joined him, forsaking her blue nail polish.

They had made a small grave, seven feet long and almost three feet deep, when someone came upon them in the darkness.

“What are you doing?” a soft voice said.

The looked up and smiled. “I was hoping to find you,” he said.

“Me?” Dressed in her hooded sweatshirt, Cynthia/Iris took a step forward. “Do I know you?” she said.

The stood up and touched her shoulder. “I met you a week ago,” he said. “I haven’t forgotten your kindness.” He smiled. “I need someone to watch over this grave,” he said. “Just for awhile. Just until he goes … wherever.”

“I can do that,” Cynthia/Iris said without emotion. He patted her shoulders. “Who is he?” she said.

“He’s an angel,” The said.

“Yes,” Amanda added, sniffling. “Our angel.”

Cynthia/Iris knelt down and helped them dig. When the grave was deep enough, they rolled his body into it and said the Lord’s prayer. The sun was beginning to rise in the east, just over the trees that bordered the playground. They filled the makeshift grave with dirt.

The stood up. “I’ll be back in a few,” he said. Cynthia/Iris looked up at him like she could see his face for the first time.

“I remember now,” she said softly. She looked down at the filled-in dirt. “Why me?” she said.

“There are certain people you think you can trust,” The said. “And then there are those you know you can. I know that now.”

And he headed back out to the path, making his way up the hill toward the playground and the rising sun.
He found them lying in a circle near a park bench, surrounded by bushes and a three-foot wall that separated the park from the sidewalk. Even the dog was sleeping, although it raised its head and barked as he approached.

“Roscoe, down!” one of them called out.

Another one, the guy with the floppy Mohawk, looked up and showed no recognition.

“What you lookin’ at, Pole Cat?” the guy said.

The held out his hands like a white flag. “I need your help,” he said. “All of you.”

The girl sat up. She had a sneer on her face as she wiped sleep from her eyes.

“I have a feeling,” The said, “there’s some weed in it for you.”

The homeless kids looked around at each other, smiling.

“Oh,” The said, “and do any of you cut hair?”

CHAPTER 26
They gathered just before 10 a.m., which The thought was a good time because there was plenty of daylight but also because they might catch Dude sleeping. He bought a dozen bagels with most of the money he had left from the last ATM stop and passed them around. He still had enough bus fare for all six of them – not including the dog, who would ride for free. The homeless kids devoured their food gratefully, even Roscoe the Rottweiler ate two. “He’s the head of security,” the girl said as she fed him the second bagel, which Roscoe swallowed in two or three bites.
The laid out the plan as they waited at the bus stop, and within 15 minutes they were standing at the corner of 85th and Aurora. They must have looked like quite a crew, The realized as he crossed Aurora behind his girlfriend’s twin (still in the sundress, faded blue nail polish and with dried mascara liner down both cheeks), three homeless kids (wearing all assortment of military-colored clothes, punk haircuts and facial piercings) and a fourth now dressed in a mailman outfit The had bought him at a costume shop on The Av, and a tough-looking dog (wearing a chain-link dog collar and sporting a scar through the fur of one shoulder). Even The must have looked somewhat suspicious with his hat pulled down low, large sunglasses and an outfit that he’d purchased from a thrift shop on The Av to best replicate what he’d seen Dustin Ward wearing in the dim light bulbs of the cellar the previous night. Under his hat, he wore a new close-cropped haircut.
They crossed over to Linden, which they took south past 84th, past 83rd and onto the block where Dude’s house was. The could see the thick trees of his yard up ahead. He walked along the sidewalk and saw Amanda stop abruptly in front of an unfamiliar house. She fell to the pavement and wept.
The looked down and saw Bobby’s blood, dried on the cement. He went down on one knee and put an arm around Amanda. With his other hand, he removed his hat and rubbed the close-cropped hair atop his head.
It was all too real now. Blood had been shed for his journey; a life had been lost. The knew without a doubt that he should not have left Charles Landing. Had he known it would ever come to this, he never would have thought about going.

“Stay strong,” The whispered in her ear. “You know that he would want that.”

She nodded and wiped her face.

“That son of a bitch,” she whispered, looking toward Dude’s house.

“This isn’t about him,” The said. “It’s not about some drug dealer. This is about family. It’s about truth.”

She took a deep breath. “Bobby,” she said, “will never know either.”

Ahead of them, the group of homeless kids looked back in wonder.

“Time is not on our side,” The said to her. He felt older than he’d been when he arrived off the ferry boat seven days earlier. He felt much older now, like he’d lived an entire lifetime in the span of a week.

Amanda nodded, and together they stood. The waved the homeless kids into a circle.

“You’ll approach through the back,” he said. He looked at the one dressed like a mailman, the one who’d threatened to steal his backpack when they first met a few days earlier but in whom The had no choice but to trust now. “Except you,” he said. “I’ll need your brash courage out front.” 

The guy nodded, and the others crossed the street and headed for the alley with the dog. 

Amanda turned to look at The. She was his prize – the one thing he could bring back to Charles Landing that might explain anything, and the one thing that might help him win back the girl he loved. The nodded to his girlfriend’s sister, who followed the others up a driveway, through a side yard, and disappeared into the alley.

“Call me The,” he told the lone remaining homeless kid, the one with the mailman outfit.

The kid nodded and held out his hand. “Meek,” he said. They shook. “Wish I had a family worth searchin’ for,” he said with a sneer.

“Maybe one day you will.” The watched him turn and head toward the house, marveling at the number of people out here who had broken families. Out here, The was just like everyone else.

Meek headed up toward the house, wearing his mailman outfit and carrying a shoulder bag. From a distance, the scraggly homeless kid looked the part. That’s all that mattered.
The took his place behind a car out front, his heart beating so fast that the clear day had a kaleidoscope effect on his vision. He thought about the single gunshot that had rang out at night, thought about Bobby, and knew all too well the danger involved. But his brother was down in there, his own blood. His family had already turned its back on Dustin Ward once, seventeen years ago, and The couldn’t let it happen again. 

Holding a stack of faux mail, Meek knocked on the door. The’s theory was that re-creating an ordinary, everyday scene was the only way to disarm a drug dealer who was likely on edge from a near break-in the previous night. It was the only way. Without getting the cops involved, it was the only way.

Meek rang the doorbell, standing there with his shoulder bag and a handful of empty envelopes. When the door opened, The flashed a signal to Amanda alongside the house, and she flashed a signal to the homeless girl atop the fence in back. The stood up, sporting his new haircut while wearing a close match to his brother’s clothes and part of a loose rope. He pretended to be breaking into a car when the door opened.

His eyes met those of a shirtless man with tattoos, a caved-in chest and dreadlocks. Barking began almost immediately in the back yard, and The knew one of the homeless kids had broken through the fence with Roscoe the dog.

“You!” The heard the shirtless guy yell as he turned to get his gun. Meek dropped the mock mail and ran off the porch. The sprinted up the street, knowing the chase was on. He heard breaking glass.
The rescue was underway.

Halfway to the bus stop, The had left a change of clothes, the wig and the hat. He dipped into an alleyway behind a small house and quickly changed while hearing Dude’s sprinting footsteps pass along the sidewalk not far away. The had gone from himself to Dustin to a dark-haired stranger in a matter of minutes, and now he just had to find his way back to the park to meet the others.

And pray that the homeless kids had done their part.

When The came out the other side of the alley, he saw an open street. He stepped out, only to see the dreadlocks coming around a corner. He froze.

Dude held a gun out in front of him, pointing it at the ground. He was only about thirty yards away when he looked right at The. His eyes narrowed.
“Nice try, Ward-o!” he called out, lifting the gun. He pointed it right at The’s head. “Down on your knees, now!”

They were right out in daylight, and The knew the standoff couldn’t last long. His only weapon was the flashlight that was still in his pocket from the previous night, and that wouldn’t stand a chance against bullets. And if he turned and ran, he had a shot at getting away – a sleep-deprived drug dealer had only about a 25 percent chance at hitting him from that far away.

But 25 percent was too much risk. And so The obediently knelt down, with hands in the air.

As Dude took careful steps toward him, with his gun drawn, The called out: “You’ve got the wrong guy. My name’s Rick. Rick Forester.”
“Drop it, Ward-o. And take off the wig. Like I told you: you steal from me, you’re gonna pay. Now let’s not make a scene here. Just get back to the house, nice and easy, huh?”

The tried another track. “The cops are already on their way to the house. Kidnapping could get you –“

“Give it up, Ward-o!” Dude shouted. He was now close enough that he reached out and tore the wig off The’s head. “You know how easily I’d take you down with me,” the dreadlocked drug dealer said with a sneer. He reached down and took The’s arm, pulling him to his feet.

“Tell you what,” The said. “I know what kind of business you’ve been doing –“

“Know what kind?” Dude laughed out loud. “Ward-o,” he said, “you been right there with me for most of it. Until you turned on me, you were …”

He stopped talking and his face went blank. He was staring at The’s arm.

“Where is it?” Dude said.

“What?”

“The tattoo.” He squeezed The’s forearm. “The serpent,” Dude said. “And did your face heal up all a sudden? What’s going …?”

Seeing his first opening, The swung the flashlight that he’d been carrying in his pocket toward Dude’s gun. The pistol went flying into the street, discharging and skidding to the faraway curb. The landed another shot to the dealer’s head, then sprinted off toward the closest bus stop.

He couldn’t turn back now.

CHAPTER 27
They gathered in a circle, holding hands. The homeless kids all had bloodshot eyes, even the one in the mailman outfit, from the marijuana they’d stolen from Dude’s stash and smoked on the walk back. The held the hand of his girlfriend’s twin, who was now wearing one of his sweatshirts, and the hand of the young girl who called herself Iris. Across the way, his own twin stared back at him, with a swollen face and the sneer of a man who’d been broken out of jail.
“It’s almost over,” The said to the group. “I can’t thank you all enough. I don’t know how to ever repay you.”

One of the homeless kids, the one called Meek, snickered. “That few pounds of prime bud is quite a start, bro,” he said. The others chuckled and wheezed.

The smiled. “Our time together can’t last,” he said. He kissed Iris on the forehead. “Take care, my friend,” he said. “Take care of Bobby.” He thanked the homeless kids by name, one by one by one.

As the sun began to set, he turned away. Amanda wrote down an address and handed it to Iris, telling her that her brother was a reverend and was always open to helping the homeless, then Jamie’s twin sister scrambled to regain The’s hand. His brother Dustin took The’s other hand.

They left the park behind. They made their way through alleyways and off toward a place called Ballard.





###

A week had passed since he’d last seen Swede, and The didn’t quite know what to expect from the first man he’d met in Seattle this time around. He’d slipped out the man’s back door, returned to break into his house, and then he had disappeared from his life – and now he was back, unannounced.
But when The and his travel mates finally found Swede hammering away at the stern of a docked fishing boat just west of the Locks, the old guy in the stocking cap flashed a welcoming smile that told The everything he needed to know.
The fisherman looked at The, then at Amanda, then at Dustin.

“Wow,” Swede said to the latter in his Scandinavian accent, “just as ugly as your brother.”

He laughed and reached out to hug The. The little man’s arms felt strong and warm.

“Your papa told me everything,” Swede whispered in The’s ear. “I’m so glad you found him --- found them.”

The patted him on the cheek.

“I couldn’t have done it without you,” he said. When they released each other, The stared at Swede’s tanned, aging face. “Where is he?” The asked. “My dad.”

Swede smiled. “Don’t know who you’re talking about,” he said with a wink.

“Did they get him?”

“Don’t know who you’re talking about,” Swede said again, and his smile faded. “Let’s not speak of him again. For everyone’s sake.”

The hugged him again.

“I can’t thank you enough,” he said. And then: “But I need one more thing.”




###
Once upon the small fishing vessel that headed toward Charles Landing, The exhaled for what felt like the first time in a week. Across from him, sitting upon a roll of netting, was the alternative version of his own love life. Amanda and Dustin sat next to each other, looking like Jamie and The, but also not looking like them. Amanda’s jet-black hair and Dustin’s near-shaven head, diamond earrings and serpent tattoo almost made them look like a rock duet. They stared in amazement, out at the water and the dwindling Seattle skyline, and The realized that their two lives had been sheltered in a different way than his own.
“You look green,” Amanda said with a laugh, looking at Dustin Ward.

“I’m cool.” He was sweating. The could tell he was anything but cool.

“If you blow chunks,” Amanda said, looking down at  her chipped, blue fingernails, “do it over the other side, will ya?”

“I don’t blow chunks,” Dustin said somewhat rudely. His face was covered with welts and small burn marks.

“That guy, Dude,” The said to him. “He didn’t seem friendly. He’s dangerous, huh?”

Dustin shrugged, his chest puffing out with false bravado. “A business partner,” he said. “Guess you could say business went and gone wrong.” He sneered.

Amanda stared at him. “Thelonious sacrificed a lot to get you out of there,” she said. “A lot of people did.”
“Yeah, whatever,” Dude said, leaning over the boat and watching the sunset. “Probably cost me a couple thousand in bud, too. Speakin’ of, anybody carryin’? I’m jonesin’ hard.”

The shook his head while Amanda stared at Dustin with chagrin on her face.

“Really?” she said. “That’s all you got to say? I lost a dear friend for you.”

He shrugged again. “Didn’t have to do it,” Dustin said. He looked at The. “So you, like, live in a big house and all? Like, are we gonna be big pimpin’?”

The looked out at the water. The sunset had cast a pink glow on the bay. Above them, in a small captain seat at the top of three stairs, Swede honked his horn for no particular reason.

“You’re a piece of work,” Amanda said, turning away from Dustin. “If the two of y’all didn’t look so damn similar, I’d never believe you came from the same blood.”

Dustin looked at The. His eyes, the same color blue, had a metallic quality that made him appear perpetually angry.

“You some kind of a saint or somethin’?” he said. “Never done nothin’ wrong in your whole life?”

The looked at him, then at Amanda. He thought of Jamie, and how badly he had betrayed her by losing his virginity to another girl at the fraternity house that night. “I’ve messed up some,” The said. Then he looked at Dustin. “You know, I met your parents.”

“Oh yeah?” Dustin said, his diamond earrings glimmering in what was left of the sunlight. “They’re peachy, huh? I’ll tell you what: best thing about you findin’ me is that it proves I ain’t their flesh and blood.”

“No,” The said patiently, “but they’re still your parents. They still sacrificed a lot to raise you.”

“Heh,” Dustin said swiftly. “You’re a real preacher, huh? A real know-it-all. Bet if we were raised in the same house, I’d have knocked your teeth out like bowling pins by now.”
“Oh, my god!” Amanda shouted, looking up at the sky. “You are such an –“

“It’s okay,” The said, patiently holding his hands out with palms down. “Sibling rivalry.” He flashed a smile.
“Nobody’s got any smoke, huh?” Dustin said. “Yo, cap’n,” he called out into the sea air, “you got any of that kind Swedish bud?” He laughed, but no one joined him. Amanda gasped and stood, storming off toward the bow of the fishing boat. 

The leaned back and measured his brother’s face.

“What’re you lookin’ at, cuz?”  Dustin said. “I know. You’re just pissed ‘cause I got all the looks in the family.” He sneered.

“Until a two-bit drug dealer knocked them out of you,” The said, maintaining his twin brother’s stare as Dustin’s face went serious.

Then Dustin forced a grin, stuck his chest out and played with a small gold chain around his neck.

“Is everybody in this Charles Landing place like you?” he asked with his lip curled up on one side. “I mean, I’ll get out and swim right here if everybody’s this holier-than-thou. I ain’t afraid to swim back to Seattle.”

“It’s been done,” The said, smiling inside. “And as far as Charles Landing goes, I’m considered a rebel.”

“Hah!” Dustin pulled at his shirt, a white Ed Hardy T-shirt that almost matched the one The was wearing. “Man, I don’t think this is gonna go so well. You know what I’m sayin’? I’m a different kind of cat.”

“You can change.”

“I don’t need to change,” Dustin snapped. He pursed his lips. “Damn rich kid from the sticks, tellin’ me how to live.” He blew air through his teeth. “Only thing we got in common is you look like me. We ain’t nothin’ alike.”

The stood up. “Got that right,” he said and moved toward the bow. He stood next to Amanda, putting an arm around her as the cool sea air rushed over them.

“Is that guy for real?” she said, glancing back at Dustin. “Thinks his crap doesn’t stink.”

“I apologize,” The said, “for being related to him.” He grinned. “Hey, at least your twin’s great. I can’t wait to introduce you.”
Staring out at the water, Amanda said softly: “Me, too.”

From behind them, up above in the captain’s chair, Swede called out.

“You make a cute couple!” he said through the buzz of the passing sea. He broke out in a big smile as the wind pounded his sun-caked face.

The and Amanda turned to look at each other.

“Don’t get me wrong,” Amanda said. “My sister’s very lucky to have you. But I’m more into … you know, the bad boys.”

The turned toward Dustin, who had leaned back with his basketball shoes kicked up over the side of the boat.

“Not that bad,” Amanda said, glancing back to look at The’s twin. They both laughed.

“Well,” The said, “you might have trouble finding anyone bad in Charles Landing. Although, my friend Duncan does tend to pass gas in public a lot.”
“Sounds sexy.” They both laughed again, then turned back toward the sea.

“He’s just confused,” The said softly, tipping his head slightly toward the direction of his recently-discovered twin brother. “Seems like his family’s pretty messed-up.”

“Whose isn’t?”

They stared out at the water. Up ahead, they could see the faint green of a patch of islands. One of them may well be where a little town called Charles Landing was, The thought, although he had never seen his home from the outside.

“Kid,” Swede called down. “You ever driven?”

“A boat?” The asked, looking up at him.

“Anything.”

“A car, yeah.”

Swede waved him up. The ascended the small stairway and stood next to the fisherman in the stocking cap. “Gimme five minutes,” Swede said, placing The’s hands on the wheel. “Just keep her straight. Don’t hit any land, you hear?”

The watched Swede step down onto the main part of the boat and take a seat next to Dustin on the rolled-up netting. Then The looked back out at the water and tried not to let the wheel take control. Amanda was down below him, her short, dyed black hair flowing in the air.

The felt a sense of déjà vu, as if he’d dreamt of a similar scene of he and Jamie out on the open water, floating toward something he couldn’t quite see. Only this wasn’t Jamie, and he wasn’t even sure how she’d feel about him when he made it back home.

Home.

Just the word seemed so difficult to touch now. Charles Landing wasn’t the place he had thought it was. Instead of being the warm cocoon of familiarity, now it just seemed like some oversized test tube. He thought about his mother, and all the other parents in Charles Landing, of how they had willingly passed on one of their own children – their own flesh and blood – in the name of science and maybe a few bucks.

Maybe they had been right; maybe being able to raise one child in a controlled, near-perfect environment was worth it. Who was The to know? He’d  spent only a few days out in the real world, and already he was petrified at the thought of one day putting his own child out there to have some old homeless guy jerk off on him or have him get addicted to drugs or kidnapped by a dealer.
The realized he didn’t know much about anything. He knew less than he had when he’d left Charles Landing in search of knowledge one week earlier.

He felt a tap on his shoulder. The released the boat wheel and turned, expecting to see Swede. Instead, The was staring into eyes not unlike his own.

“Move over,” Dustin said, standing eye to eye as the sea wind blew between them. His earrings glimmered in the fading light. “I’m driving.”

The looked past him, to where Swede sat on the netting roll. Swede simply nodded at him.

The stepped out of the way and allowed Dustin to take the wheel. He hopped down and sat next to Swede, who nodded patiently while patting his leg. Together, The and Swede watched Dustin at the wheel.

“You got a death wish or something?” The asked. “Always wanted to be buried at sea?”

Swede grinned and continued to pat his knee. “He’ll be fine, son,” he said.

The boat hit a wave and bounced, spraying water in their faces. Dustin held tightly to the wheel. Sitting up front, Amanda fell backward but giggled. Water had covered the sweatshirt that The had loaned her.
“So,” Swede said to The, “did you miss home? After all this time?”

The looked out at the group of islands that were slowly closing in on them.

“I don’t think I know what home is,” he said. “Not anymore.”

Amanda moved along the side of the boat and joined them. She looked up at Dustin and squinted her eyes.

“Why’s the jester running the court?” she asked Swede.

“Everyone needs a chance to shine.” That’s all Swede said.

They hit another wave. Dustin steadied the boat. He turned and looked at them, smiling.

“Hold ‘er steady, cap’n!” Swede called out.

“And don’t kill any whales,” The added. “You’ll get fifteen to life in Charles Landing for that!”

Dustin laughed and gripped the wheel. “I hear prison in Charles Landing means no caviar after 6 p.m.!” he shot back, smiling.

The sea calmed over the next few minutes as the shore closed in. Eventually, Swede stood and relieved Dustin with a pat on the back.

Dustin sat down between Amanda and The.

“Not bad,” Amanda said. “For a druggie.” She smiled, which immediately seemed to set Dustin at ease.

“You ain’t too bad yourself,” he said, “for a wannabe goth.”

“I’m not a goth, douchebag.”

“I’m just sayin’. Whatever you are. You look … you know, all right.”

She looked at The. “Am I supposed to thank him for that?”

“My brother’s always had a way with the ladies,” The said with a wink. They all laughed at that, and then a dark cloud passed over their heads. A raindrop hit The’s nose. He pulled out his raincoat and wrapped it around Amanda’s shoulders.

“Hold on, crew!” Swede called out. “Rough waters comin’!”

CHAPTER 28
The steady rain was coming down when Swede’s fishing boat pulled up to a private dock on the far side of the island. It was dark, and The was still a few miles from home. Holding his bag of clothes and supplies over his head, The made his way up the stairs to where Swede stood behind the wheel.

“Last stop,” Swede said, his stocking cap soaking wet.

“Why don’t you dock and come wait out the rain,” The said, “maybe get some dry clothes?”

Swede shook his head. “Wet doesn’t bother me none,” he said. “Make my livin’ on the sea.”

The smiled and reached out to shake his hand. Swede pulled him in for a hug.

“Go find yourself,” Swede said in his ear.

“I wish I knew how to thank you.”

Swede took him by the shoulders and looked at The proudly. “You can by becoming a good man,” he said. “Never had a son of my own, so … that’s all I need in return.” The fisherman waved to Amanda and Dustin, who were out of earshot and wincing in the driving rain. “And take care of your kin,” Swede said to The. “He means well. He really does.”

They hugged again. The felt his eyes begin to well at the thought of Swede living his life alone inside that small house near the Ballard Locks. Then he turned away, off toward the home that he’d left seven days earlier.

Amanda and Dustin hopped off the boat and huddled together at the end of the dock, holding The’s raincoat above their heads for comfort from the rain.

“So this is heaven, huh?” Dustin said. “I coulda gotten this crap weather in the city.”

The was looking around, trying to get his bearings. He hadn’t been this far south on the island, and he wasn’t sure how to get back home. He wasn’t even sure if he would be welcomed back. For all The knew, he was a deserted soldier on this island, and the people of Charles Landing might be waiting to throw him in the brig.

He led the other two onto the shore and toward the dim light of a boat house. They stood under an awning, watching the rain and listening to the drops pound the nearby sea.

“What now?” Amanda said.

The frowned. “Well,” he said, “the island’s only six miles long. I guess we start walking.”

The rain eased to a soft mist as they wandered along the shoreline, walking in single file through a part of the island unfamiliar to The. There were houses, smaller than the one in which he grew up, and quaint shops and a golf course, unlit at night. They passed a public school and a scientific-looking building, making The wonder if perhaps his part of the island wasn’t the only one being used for an experiment. He looked back to see Amanda scurrying through the cold and Dustin putting an arm around her for warmth. The led them as if he knew the way.
“Check it out!” Dustin called out suddenly, pointing toward the orange sky as dusk came upon them. Above them, a bald eagle spread its wings and floated over the tall weeds through which they trekked.

“Beautiful,” Amanda whispered. She put her arm around Dustin’s waist.






###

It was morning when they finally arrived in the town The called home. The sign that welcomed them on this side of the island was small and informal, although in small letters, below the town name, was the familiar slogan: “Why Go Anywhere Else?”
The stared at the words. His clothes and close-cropped hair were soaking wet. The drenched Nordstrom bag filled with clothes felt like a sack of bricks in his left hand. His ribs still hurt from the beating he took at the hands of Dustin’s father, and he walked with a limp after hurting his knee jumping over Dude’s fence. He had lost his virginity to a girl he didn’t even know, probably got some disease from her along the way, had his wallet stolen, slept under a bridge and in some science laboratory where a doctor named Percival treated humans like rats, and he had watched a kid he’d grown to like die in his arms. 

He heard Percival’s words in his head: “Theward, no one ever leaves Charles Landing.”

To himself, The whispered: “And no one ever goes back.”

His brother patted him on the shoulder. The turned and looked at his bruised and battered face. He took Dustin’s hand. Amanda grabbed The’s other hand. Together, they crossed over, the three of them as one.

Back into Charles Landing.





###

Just after 8 p.m., they walked past Dean Lomax’s house. The Ferrari was parked in the driveway. The stared at it, wondering how much people like Lomax and Mr. Goldberg at the bookstore and Miss Evans at the Primary school knew about the whole twin experiment. The entire town must have been like one big stage filled with actors and a few unknowing test monkeys.
They walked on up the block, the darkness beginning to wrap them up like a swaddle. The rain had stopped, and a cool spring breeze made them shiver. Headlights came around the corner, and The instinctively turned away. When he turned back around, Amanda and Dustin were standing with blank faces.

 “Did you know them?” Dustin asked as the car’s taillights disappeared around another corner. “They waved like they –“
“They think you’re me, dummy,” The said. “Me and Jamie.” He turned toward the sound of the car, watching it fade into the distance. “Someone knows now,” he said. “Someone knows I’m back.”

Dustin let out a groan. “Dude, I’m tired,” he said, stretching his arms out. “And hungry. We close to your house yet?”

“That’ll wait,” The said, staring at a large, white house across the street. “First.”

Dustin looked up at the house. “Sheesh, bro. The governor live there or something?”

“No. Just a friend.”

“That’s a three-million-dollar house in the city,” Amanda said as The started toward the house.

“Yeah? Something tells me it didn’t cost them a dime,” The said.

Amanda and Dustin followed him. They crossed the street and went around to the back of the house. A motion light went on. A dog began barking.
“We gonna get bit?” Dustin asked, cowering.

The grinned. “It’s a Scottish terrier,” he said with a smile. “Size of a squirrel.” He leaned in toward a cracked open window. “Easy, Pixie,” he whispered. “It’s just me.”  The barking stopped. He could see its tail wagging, and then Pixie jumped up in greeting, its nose touching the window. The turned to his new friends. “You two,” he said, “go over there. It’s not time yet.”

Amanda and Dustin faded into the darkness of the massive backyard. The moved toward a screen door -- unlocked, just like always. He stepped inside and poked his head through an ajar bedroom door.

“Don’t say a word,” he said softly. Peter Porter, his best friend for as long as The could remember, was lying on a couch watching a movie. “Just listen,” The said.

Peter, with his thick shoulders and huge frame, sat up with the quickness of a cat. “Holy  …”

“Just listen,” The said again.

And then he told Peter everything.

CHAPTER 29
Staring at Amanda and Dustin Ward in the moonlight of his backyard, Peter Porter threw his meaty hands on top of his head and gasped.

“So weird,” he muttered, shaking his keg-like cranium from side to side. “It’s, like, an alternative you, dude.” His hand went over his mouth. Then back to his head. 
“’’Cept he’ll never be this good-looking,” Dustin smirked, drawing an elbow from Amanda.
Peter stared at them, then looked at The. “So you’re telling me there might be another me out there?”

“I have reason to believe.”

Peter closed his eyes. He fell into a crouch. When he stood again, he let out a gasp.

“Peter!” a voice called from inside the house. Mrs. Porter. To The, it sounded almost like home.
“I’m all right, Ma!” Peter called back. “Just letting Pix out for a leak!”

In a hushed voice, The said: “There’s a lot of others out there. Chris, Tisha, Duncan.”
“More than one Duncan?” Peter gasped with a look of exasperation.

“Somewhere. Could be in Tacoma. Could be in Tallahassee. Could be in Timbuktu.” The clapped his hands together. “You realize this changes everything,” he said, then he slapped Peter on the shoulder. “I mean, everyone we know has, like, a whole new life out there.”

Peter put a finger to his lips and stared down at The. He glanced at Dustin and Amanda, nodded his head toward an area near the swing set he hadn’t used in years, and led The in that direction. He wedged his oversized frame into one of the two swings, and The took his place in the other.
Peter stared down at his feet. “You’re sure about this,” he said.
“That it’s all true? I’m almost pos-“

“No, The,” Peter said, looking at him, “I mean about telling everyone.”

The swallowed hard. “You’re kidding,” he said. He glanced over at Amanda and Dustin, who were leaning against a fence and facing each other. His twin and his girlfriend’s twin. “Do you know what I went through to figure all this out?” he asked Peter.
“I could imagine, dude. It’s incredible – really, it is.”  Peter straightened his legs and rocked back and forth slowly on the swing. “Look, The. Buddy. I admire your initiative. I do. Always have. But not everyone is quite as …”
Staring at his best friend, The asked: “Quite as what?”

Peter stopped rocking. Pixie the dog scuttled between them and off toward a tree. “People are happy here,” Peter said. “I’m happy. I’m going to University in the fall. I’m going to med school after that. I’ll probably meet a girl there. Probably marry her at Seaview Park. Have a couple of kids. Work over at the hospital as a Pediatrician.” He was smiling and staring out at the stars. “You know what I dream about at night?” Peter Porter said. “I dream about doing my rounds at the hospital, and one day walking into a room and seeing you and Jamie there – a little older, you kind of grey around the temples, maybe got a little gut on you, Jamie’s only gotten more elegant with age. And you’ve got this beautiful child, a perfect child, and he’s happy and healthy and everything’s great. And I check his ears, his nose, his throat. I tell you he couldn’t be more healthy if he were living in a bubble. And then we laugh and talk about old times.” Pixie let out a bark and nuzzled up against Peter’s leg. “That’s what I want from life, The. That’s all I want.”
The took in the night air, then let it out slowly. He stared at his best friend’s face, imagining him as a middle-aged doctor. “Not everyone’s like you, Pete,” The said.
“No. And not everyone’s like you, either.” Peter was looking at The with piercing eyes. The had never seen him so serious. “People have everything here, The. They know it. We know it. Life in Charles Landing is perfect.”

“Why go anywhere else?” The mumbled sarcastically.

“Not all of us want to leave, The. Most of us don’t. Not at all.”

The glanced over at Amanda and Dustin again. “So what are you saying?”

Peter folded his arms across his massive chest.  “What I’m saying is, why take that away? Why take this wonderful, beautiful life we’ve got and throw it all into some kind of tornado with this news?”
“Because,” The said, “we know the truth now.”

Peter leaned over and squeezed The’s arm.

“The truth hurts,” he said. He nodded toward Amanda and Dustin. “No offense, buddy,” he said, “but those two aren’t you and Jamie, if you know what I mean. That chick looks like a devil-worshipping Jamie on a three-week hunger strike, and the dude … he hardly even looks like you. He’s, like, all callow and strung out.”

“He’s my twin brother. My identical twin, Peter.”

“Yeah,” Peter Perry said, “but not your clone.”

The stood up and turned away. He could hear Peter’s swing begin rocking again. “So you’re not curious?” The asked softly. He turned to look at Peter, at his thick body and strong eyes. “You don’t want to know what he’s like? There’s another you out there, and you don’t want to know about him?”

Staring back at him, Peter said: “Not at all.” Pixie skittered between them again and out onto the grass of the massive yard, maintained by the city. “I like my life, The. I don’t need to change it.”

The nodded and smiled out of one corner of his mouth. Peter Porter was like him in so many ways, had been for as long as they had been friends. But at that moment, The realized they were also different – and it was okay to be different.
The reached over and rubbed Peter’s head. “Love ya, Petey,” he said as they sat there on the swings. “I wouldn’t ever want you to change.” The smiled and headed back toward the fence where Amanda and Dustin waited.
“The,” Peter called out softly. He was grinning. He looked like a proud parent. “I’m happy for you,” he said. “I’m glad you found whatever you were looking for.”

As they headed off, back toward the road, The realized for the first time that his discovery might not be met with anything but resistance. He’d come back to Charles Landing hoping, maybe even expecting, to be given a hero’s welcome. He thought maybe there would be a parade. Maybe they would tear down the town and rebuild it as The’s Landing, a kind of Noah’s Ark community where people walked around in pairs and sang and danced at dusk. Now he was beginning to feel like his information was a stick of dynamite, strapped under his shirt and ready to detonate at the pull of a cord, capable of destroying everything.
As they walked down a hill and alongside a main road, careful to stay in the shadows, The felt something pulling him toward familiar ground. He might no longer have the heart to break open this box of secrets on the entire town and leave everyone to fend for themselves in this cold, massive world, but The felt he owed it to at least one more of his friends to explain himself.
They turned another corner, walked a half block, and stood in front of the enormously grandeur home of Rick and Marta Garza.

And their beautiful daughter, Jamie.

CHAPTER 30
Two weeks after his 17th birthday, when The was still in the middle stages of formulating his plan to run away and find his father, he got a phone call from Rick Garza. The father of his girlfriend of almost a year wanted to meet with him face-to-face. He told  The to meet him at One Tulip Park, 6 p.m. sharp.
The changed clothes three times – first going with a rebellious, open-flannel-and-T-shirt look, then went respectful with a modest tie, and finally settled on his familiar, casual style of collared shirt, shorts and sandals.
The man he hoped would be his future father-in-law was sitting alone at a picnic table when The arrived. Mr. Garza was still wearing his suit from his day job at a small technological communications company near the University. He looked impatient, constantly checking his cell phone for messages.
When he turned to see The walking across the field that had the single tulip at its center, Mr. Garza took in a deep breath. He stood and held out his hand, offering a seat across from him at the table. The nodded and remained standing, his hands in pockets.
“A pleasure to see you, Mr. Garza,” The said, not because he was using sarcasm or a flattering attempt at peace but because that’s how everyone in Charles Landing was taught to greet a person.

“The.” Mr. Garza still hadn’t mastered the pronunciation. He said The’s first name as if it were meant to rhyme with that of Che Guevara. “Jamie doesn’t know I’m here. And I’m asking you, man-to-man, to keep it that way.”

“I understand,” The said, nodding.
“I know you’ve got no sane reason to believe anything I say. But just put a little trust in me when I tell you that there are other things working here.”

“What things?”

“Things you’re too young to know about. Things Jamie’s too young to know about.”

The resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Mr. Garza was beginning to sound desperately cryptic.
“I know you think you love my daughter,” Jamie’s father said. “And I know that you think she loves you.” The took in a deep, impatient breath. “What you kids think,” Mr. Garza said, “isn’t always how life is.”
“With all due respect, Mr. Garza, what exactly are you talking about?”

Jamie’s father frowned.

“Young man, my daughter is a very beautiful girl. We both know that.”

“Agreed.”
“She’s going to have a lot of options when she goes off to University. Options that are, shall we say, a little more like us.”

“Like who?”

“Like Jamie’s mother and me. Raised in a two-parent home. Used to a traditional life.”

Feeling his face getting hot, The said: “That’s not my fault.”

“No, it’s not.”

They stared at each other. The sun brightened both of their faces and left The feeling uncomfortably hot. Mr. Garza was the first to look away.

“We both know my daughter is going to break your heart one day,” Garza said, looking out at the green field with the singular tulip. “Why don’t you save yourself a lot of pain, now, so we can all get on with our lives?”

“You’re joking.”

“When it comes to my daughter, I never joke around,” Mr. Garza said, looking at him and holding his stare until it was The who looked away. “I’m giving you a chance to avoid a mistake, Hunter. Not many people get that opportunity. You’re going down a road toward a cliff, and I’m offering a change in direction. A detour toward a better fate.”
The looked at the man and tried desperately not to lose his temper. He stared at the man’s dark eyes – unmistakably Jamie’s. His wavy hair. His pressed suit, without so much as a speck of lint.

“Like you’re some kind of genie fortune-teller,” The said with a sneer. And then: “Tell Jamie I’ll be over at eight o’clock, to pick her up, just like we’d planned.”
“You’ll do no such thing,” Mr. Garza muttered. “You’ll never come through my front door again.”

The grinned and turned away, heading back toward the field and toward the street. Garza was right about one thing:  he wouldn’t go through the front door anymore; he would meet her outside the cellar door from that day forward. Every time he would go to see Jamie in the future, The would toss a pebble up to her bedroom window, she would slip down the back stairway with shoes in her hands, and they would meet at the cellar door.
“Hunter!” Mr. Garza called out to him as The walked through the fresh-cut grass and past the tulip. “You’ll always be a loser. Just like your father.” When The stopped, he could feel Garza’s smile upon him. “I knew him well, Hunter. He was nothing.”

The didn’t hear anything else after that. He continued walking – not toward anything as much as he was walking away.





###
And so on that cool evening, after The and his two new friends escaped the city and crossed the water into his hometown, he came to her by way of the cellar door.
“What, is she like an ogre or somethin’? Lives in the basement?” Dustin said, and The quickly shooshed him.

He tossed a pebble toward the lit window above them. He missed, and it bounced harmlessly off the house’s frame. The picked up and threw another, missing again.

Suddenly, a pebble hit the window glass squarely. The turned to see Amanda, standing 15 feet behind him and shrugging.

“I’ve got three brothers,” she whispered, “what can I say?” Then she stepped into darkness with Dustin by her side. The noticed they were holding hands.

He took a step, to a small patch of moonlight on the grass. A pile of fresh-cut firewood was resting against the side of the house a few feet away. He looked up. She appeared  immediately, as if she’d  been waiting, as if she’d spent every evening of the past week sitting atop her bed and staring out the window.
Just as suddenly, she disappeared. Her face was still frozen in his head, more beautiful than he’d remembered – more beautiful than even Amanda.
There was a moment when The believed she might be going to get her father. Mr. Garza would appear in the backyard with a rifle, telling The that he wasn’t welcome in Charles Landing anymore.
But then the cellar door burst open, and she jumped into his arms. She kissed his face.

“You’re okay, you’re okay, you’re okay,” she gushed in a hushed tone. “Oh, thank God. You’re okay.”

The held her, feeling her warmth, taking in the smell of her hair and the softness of her cheek. Nothing had ever felt so right.

“You’re okay,” she said again.

He pushed away softly, so he could look at her face again. He stared into her deep, dark eyes. He noticed for the first time that her hands were covered with paint.

“Yes,” he whispered. “Jamie, I’ve never been better.”

And that’s when she slapped him across the face.

CHAPTER 31
Her smell is what brought him back. Almost every day for a year and a half, The had buried his face in her hair, her shoulder, the nape of her neck. The combination of her shampoo and body wash and just a hint of perfume had been something as familiar as his sense of touch, something that had grown so comfortable that he’d taken it for granted.
As he stood there, on the step of the Garza cellar door, all The could feel was her sweet fragrance. It took away from the stinging blow she’d just delivered to his face.

Until she slapped him again. Harder.

“How dare you,” she said, her perfect white teeth bearing at him like those of an abandoned dog. “How dare you just disappear into the dark of night, unannounced.”
“I told you I was going.”
“You didn’t tell me when. I had no idea. No earthly idea.  And then you just go away. You’re there, then you’re gone. No idea where you’re going, how long you’ll be gone.”

“I couldn’t explain.”
“And then this group of men shows up at our door, asking a bunch of questions, telling me they have reason to believe you may be in danger –“

“What?”

“- and suddenly I don’t  know –“

“Who?”

“- whether you’re alive or dead, and –“

“James, stop,” he said, placing his hands on her shoulders.

“My name,” she snapped, “is Jamie.”

That slapped him back harder than any open-handed smack ever could. The way she stared at him, Jamie Garza looked like someone he did not know. It was as if he had met three different women with the same face in the span of a week.

The took in a deep breath. He removed his hands from her shoulders and pressed them against his temples.
“Jamie,” he said, “who came to see you? Who was asking questions?”

Her angry eyes welling up, Jamie said softly: “What on earth have you gotten yourself into, The.”

He ran his hands over his close-cropped hair, a new look she had not even bothered to mention. She had always told him how much she loved his blond curls, and yet now that they were gone she didn’t seem to miss them. “Trust me,” he said. “This will all make sense. It’s a little strange, but …”

“It will all make sense,” she sneered, her hands on her hips. “That’s what I get. My boyfriend tells me one day that he’s leaving sometime, he’s gone the next, then he comes back without any hair and smelling like he’s slept in a garbage dumpster for six days – and all I get is: ‘This will all make sense.’”
“Please, James … Jamie. Please, just hear me out.”

“You’ve got a lot of nerve, Hunter.”

If The wasn’t staring into her face, he’d have sworn that the words came not from Jamie but from her father. He was beginning to remember that his time was limited, that Mr. Garza had probably been waiting for this day as desperately as Jamie had and that he was probably lurking somewhere.
And that’s when Jamie saw them. Her eyes got all wide, confused and then frightened, and The knew what she had discovered. The weight of a secret lifted from his shoulder, and The was certain he’d been saved.
“What in God’s name …?” Jamie began, and then her hands went to her mouth. She began crying, more out of fear than sadness. Amanda stepped out of the shadows. Dustin stood next to her, still holding her hand. “For the love of all that’s holy, what’s happening?” Jamie sobbed, almost screaming.
All at once, The wrapped her up and covered  her mouth. He stood behind her as she stared at her twin and the boy who looked strikingly like The.

“Jamie, please. Just listen,” The whispered into her ear. “There’s no time. All I can tell you is this: we’ve got twins. Both of us. And everyone else we know in Charles Landing. They split us apart for some psychological study, and only the adults know. And they can’t know that I’ve found out. Not now. You can’t say a word to anyone – especially your father. No one. Please.” He slowly took his hand from her mouth. “You have to trust me,” he said.

Without looking back at him, she said: “I already made that mistake. Once.”

She took a step toward Amanda. Her long, brown hair flowing in the breeze, Jamie reached out to her with paint-stained hands. Amanda, with her short, dyed black hair, thick eye liner and blue painted fingernails, did not flinch. Jamie took her sister’s face in her hands.

“Who are you?”  she whispered.

“It’s weird,” Amanda said. “I know. It’s weird.”

“You’re so pretty,” Jamie said, staring. “And skinny.”

“Ain’t so bad yourself,” Dustin said, glaring, and they both looked at him. “For a rich girl, and all.”

“My heavens,” Jamie said, staring at him. “You’re The. He even has your haircut now.” She turned to look at The. “We’re all like this?” she asked. The nodded. “Twins?”
She was staring at her sister again. There was a noise from inside the house.

“Quick,” Jamie said, opening the cellar door, “into the basement.”

Amanda crawled in obediently. The went to follow, but Jamie stuck out her arm in front of him. “I can’t,” she said abruptly, while avoiding eye contact. “I’m sorry. I can’t do this anymore.”
The stood stone-faced, his twin brother alongside him.

“We had something,” Jamie said softly, still not looking at him. “You let it go. You walked away from it.” She smiled, more out of pity than happiness. “You can’t just come walking back into my life.” She finally looked at him. “I’m sorry,” she said, “but you can’t just come back. It’s not the same now.”

She kissed him on the cheek, wiped away the paint handprint there, and allowed him one last look with those deep, dark, hypnotic eyes. And then Jamie Garza climbed inside the cellar, closed the door, and left The and his brother standing in the darkness of a summer night.

CHAPTER 32
The and his brother stood like that for what felt like hours, just standing and staring at the closed cellar door. It was Dustin who moved first. He placed his hand on The’s shoulder.
“Really oughtta go, bro,” Dustin said. “Her dad’s gonna –“

“Yeah,” The said softly. He turned and looked at his brother. “Yeah. You’re right.”

As they crept around the house, careful not to make any noise, The saw Jamie’s bedroom light click off. With relief, he noticed that her parents’ light had also turned off.
They escaped through the bushes and out onto the sidewalk. They walked slowly into the night, along a route that The knew all too well.

“Dude,” Dustin said, haphazardly patting The on the shoulder, “don’t worry about it. She wasn’t right for you, anyway.”

“Five minutes with her, at her worst, and you’re Dr. Love.”

“Seriously, bruh. I could tell. She’s too, like, Christly or something. Pious. You need someone with a little more attitude. A little more danger.”

“Like Amanda,” The groaned, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

“She’s pretty rad, yeah.”

The took in a deep breath, then exhaled. “You certainly seem to be hitting it off,” he said.
“What can I say?” They walked over the crest of a hill down toward the lights of the town. “Jamie’s cute and all,” Dustin continued, “but she’s got this holier-than-thou vibe going on.”
“Like you’d know,” The mumbled as they continued on across a street and into a familiar neighborhood.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Dustin’s voice had an anger to it now.

“I’d just as soon take drug-dealing advice from my lover as I would take love advice from a drug dealer.”

In a single motion, Dustin had The’s collar in his balled fists. He shoved The so hard that they both almost fell backward into the street.

“Look, you righteous prick,” Dustin said, “I know this little country-club town is your turf and all, but I’ll crack your head open right here if I have to. Don’t think I won’t.”

“Put me down,” The said flatly.

“Or what? One of your rich friends gonna sue me?”

“Put me down. You don’t know anyone here. You don’t have anywhere to go.”

“Hah!” He shook The by the collar. “You realize I could kill you right now, and then I could just become you. You ever think of that? Would make a lot of stuff easier, you know.”

The sneered. “And then all these people – the goons who were looking for me in Seattle, the ones who were harassing Jamie, and all the elders in this town that are trying desperately to protect a secret – then they’ll all be coming after you instead of me.”
Dustin smiled and loosened his grip. His diamond earrings glimmered in the moonlight. “Oh, gee,” he said. “Then they might go and throw me in some country club jail. Maybe make me clean up rotten caviar off the streets. Heh. Nothin’s gonna happen to me here. Nothin’  that bad is gonna happen to you.”
They stared at each other. Having gone and gotten a matching haircut, and then having broken this drug addict out of some thug’s basement, The was beginning to feel sick to his stomach.

“Look, man,” The said. “You’re free. If you want to take off and do whatever it is you do – go back to Seattle, hang out at the University trying to pick up chicks, smoke some more weed – whatever – do it. You’re free now. Nobody’s got you tied up in his basement, nobody’s gonna beat you when you get home from school, nobody’s -“
“How’d you know about that, dude?” Dustin said, his bravado fracturing with every word.
“Know about what?”

“My old man. The way he, uh, you know …”

“I met him,” The said, tapping a welt on his cheekbone.

Dustin sneered. “A real peach, huh? The bastard.”

The could see vulnerability in Dustin’s eyes that he hadn’t before seen. They started walking again.
“At least you had someone you could call Dad,” The said. “Do you know what the true definition of bastard is?”

Walking alongside him while looking down at the street, Dustin said: “Yeah, I know.”

“It’s someone who never knew his father. Someone like me.”

“And me too,” Dustin said softly, “it turns out.” They stopped again, and he looked at The. “We’re brothers, bruh. Crazy as that sounds. You know our father better than I do. You got five minutes with him.” His jaw tightened. His eyes narrowed. “Besides,” Dustin Ward said, “you ain’t got nothin’ to complain about. You’re the one she kept.”

“Who?”

“You mom. Our mom.” The anger returned to Dustin’s face. “Think about it, bruh. Find out after seventeen years that the only parents you ever knew ain’t even your parents. And the only real one you got gave you away – and kept your brother.”
The looked up at the stars. The night was as clear as he’d ever seen it.
“She didn’t know us, man,” The said, his chin raised toward the sky. “It was luck – pure, dumb luck. I could’ve been you; you could’ve been me.”

“A rich, entitled prick?” Dustin said. When The looked at him, Dustin smiled. “Hell no.”

The smiled back and clapped his brother’s shoulder. As they turned and looked out at the road in front of them, Dustin said: “She’ll come crawlin’ back, bruh. They all do.” He put his arm around The’s shoulders.

“You don’t know her, man,” The said, trying to disguise the pain in his voice. “When she says she’s done, I think she’s done.”

They started walking again. They went a half block in silence, then The stopped and looked up. A well-lit, massive home with two stories stood in front of them.
“What?” Dustin said.

“This is it. This is home.” He took a deep breath. “Are you ready to meet your mom?”

Dustin closed his eyes. He reached out in the darkness and grabbed The’s shoulder. “Man, the only thing I’m ready for is a cheeseburger,” he said, “and maybe one of your king-sized beds with the gold-plated headboards.”

“It’s not like that, Ward-o.”

“Yeah? Well, I bet it’s better than a chair and a rope in a dealer’s basement.”

They laughed. The house stared at them silently. They moved forward.

And then lights came at them from all sides.

CHAPTER 33
What Dustin said to him, as the car lights and sirens came at them in darkness, was: “I’ll be you. If that’s what it takes. I can take it. I’ll be The Hunter. Swear up and down you’re Dustin Ward.”

“You don’t have to-“

“Say it,” Dustin said. “Swear it.”

The looked at him. Three cars stopped and surrounded them, leaving the twin brothers in the spotlight as they stood in the middle of the clean, paved street.

“If you make it,” The said without moving his lips, “she works at a place called The Royal Mark. Wait for her there.” And then he took off running. He heard Dustin’s footsteps as he fled in the other direction.
Running through yards and streets that were as familiar as his own skin, The moved like the wind and never looked back. He knew they would find him at Jamie’s, at Peter Porter’s, at the bookstore or the ferry dock or just about anyplace in Charles Landing. But he had to find her; he had too many questions that needed to be answered. And maybe his brother running in another direction would buy him just enough time.

He heard them trailing as he hopped on top of the shed in the Marvins’ back yard, over the fence and onto the Van Leers’ property. A dog barked – Sparky, the Australian Shepherd he’d avoided every Friday morning on his paper route seven years earlier. He slid under Mr. McGruder’s wire fence, jumped into Neanote Pond, and swam under the bridge. On foot again, he cut through the woods behind Mark Cunnigan’s parents’ place, ran past Tisha’s guest house and was on his way into the heart of Charles Landing.
Behind him, there was silence.

As The slowed and stepped out onto Main, he saw the silhouette of a woman in the street lights ahead. He knew right away.

“Mom?”

“Shhhh!” She pointed toward a parking lot behind the bank. He met her there, in darkness, and they held each other without words for more than a minute.

“My baby,” she whispered. She looked at him. “What have you done with your hair?”

“Mom,” The said softly, pulling away. “I know. Everything. I know about everything.”

He expected to see shock on her face, maybe even anger, but there in the dim light of a flickering bulb near a trash bin, he saw only the maternal look of relief.

“I always knew you would go, The,” she said. “I always knew it. It’s who you are. You were never content.”

“I know everything,” The said again, breathing hard and tasting sweat on his lips. He wanted her to break down. He wanted her to stammer. He wanted her to apologize. To be mad. To be embarrassed. He didn’t know what he wanted.

“I had to, The. I had to.”

“Why?” In the distance, he could hear sirens.

“There’s no time for why,” she said. “The money. The security. The promise that my child – one of my children – would be all right. I don’t know, The, it’s been eighteen years.”

“I met my dad.”

For the first time, her face went flat.

“I talked to him,” The said. “He told me.”

“He’s not your father, The.” The light flickered again. “Tom Hunter,” she said. “He was my husband. But he wasn’t …”
“But why would he -?”

“He thought he was your father, The.” She groaned and rubbed his arms. “Oh, honey, it’s been so long.” A tear fell from her eye. She took in a deep breath. “He wasn’t the only one.”
The stared at her, unable to even formulate a word in his mouth.

“So did Richard,” his mother said. “Rick Garza.”

“Jamie’s dad?!”

She nodded. “We had an affair, The. A long time ago. Right before he found out Marta was pregnant. To this day, he still thinks there’s a remote chance you’re …”

“His son?”

She nodded again, unable to look at him. “He’s not, Theward. I know that. Nobody knows your real father. I was artificially inseminated. Random sperm. From a bank in Federal Way. I was hoping for twins. Marta showed me a way.”

Barely able to breathe, The looked up at the sky. He could hear the sirens, closer now, and he wondered how much longer they had. “Hoping?” he said. “So why did you give one away?”
She sighed and rubbed his back. The pulled away. “Your father,” she said, “I mean, my husband – Tom, Tom Hunter – he was in some trouble with the law. Tax evasion or something, I can’t even remember now. We needed a way out. We needed a safe life.” Her eyes were red, her face filled with apology. “It was wrong,” she said, nodding and staring out at the stars. “I know that. I knew that then, and I know that now. But you can’t go back. You can’t do things over again.”

In the distance, The could see the parking lot behind The Royal Mark, just a couple hundred feet away. His mother, still wearing her waitress outfit, turned and followed his gaze. A figure moved in the shadows, bent over and breathing hard.

“You don’t owe me an explanation,” The said, nodding his head toward the figure. “But he deserves one.”
Miranda Hunter looked out at the parking lot; her eyes met those of the son she had never met.

And then The took off, away from this life and toward another. The sirens were closing in, and he could see colored lights reflect on the horizon.

And so The left.

Again.

He was becoming pretty good at leaving, even if The Hunter had yet to master the art of going anywhere.

CHAPTER 34
Almost a week had passed before The was on the ferry boat again. He slept in barns, under picnic tables, spent a night at Peter Porter’s before they both deemed it too dangerous. Twice he’d gone back to Jamie’s cellar door and thrown a pebble up at her window. On neither occasion did she answer.
He saw her once, from a distance, as he hid out behind a dumpster and scavenged for food. Her hair had been cut, dyed blond, and she wore a conservative dress. She was with three of her friends: Megan and Dina and Jen. He saw her face only from far away, and he wasn’t even certain that it was her.

And that’s when it dawned on him. Jamie and Amanda had become one. During daylight hours, they would trade off being Jamie. He was certain it had become this way. Both blond. Both ordinary, regular high school kids.

Both Jamie.

He assumed Dustin had gotten along, too. He could have become The, taken whatever discipline was needed, promised not to say a word to anyone, and then started living the good life. With his real mother. Their real mother, the only parent they knew.
Getting onto the ferry boat had been easier the second time – that is, if one were to consider hiding under soiled clothes in a laundry truck to be easy. His backpack was no longer with him, he had only the fifty-six dollars Peter Porter had given him, and he had no parchment with the image of a father that was pulling him toward land. All he had was the desire to escape toward something new, a desire that had burned in him his entire life and was likely to be there forever.

He was in disguise again when he emerged from the back of the truck and made his way up toward the deck. Wearing a fake beard, tinted sunglasses, a mesh baseball cap and a hoodie – what better way to fit in -- The walked out onto the front deck and looked out at the water. He smiled, remembering how he had gone over the side and swam for his life. He remembered how he’d seen Swede standing along the shoreline of Shilshole Bay, like an angel on the water.
The went back inside, toward the side of the boat that faced east, and found a small, unlocked door that said: EMPLOYEES ONLY. He opened it and walked through, onto a small, platformed viewing area that looked out on the rising sun. The sky was orange. As the ball of heat ascended toward sky, the horizon began to disappear. The edge of the world blurred and faded away.

The wondered if it was all worth it. Maybe Peter Porter had been right: to have everything you could ever need is to have enough. Maybe he would have married Jamie, despite the protests of a father who once loved The’s mother. Maybe Jamie would have been better never knowing that there was another her out there. Maybe Amanda and Dustin and the man who had thought himself to be The’s father were better off in darkness.

But somehow, The believed that he was a better man for having been shown the light, and for having shown it to others.

“Nice disguise.” The turned quickly, having thought he was alone. Preston Percival stood in front of the door, wearing a leather coat and casual attire. “Your perseverance is quite commendable,” the doctor said, wearing his wiry glasses and a safari hat, “even if your sense of fashion is reprehensible.”
“Do I know you?” The said, deepening his voice as best he could.
“Drop it, Theward Hunter,” Percival said. He removed his hat. “I’ve locked the door,” he said, “in case there were any lingering thoughts of another escape.” He held a set of keys in the air, then threw it over the side. The watched the keys jangle in the wind and fall into the ocean. When he turned back around, Percival was standing alongside him at the railing. He looked down. “The only escape,” Percival said. He smiled. “And we’re moving much too fast for you to try that again. Even a numb-brain like you wouldn’t dare …” He took a deep breath.
The took off his hat and sunglasses, then his beard. He was tired – tired of running, tired of escaping and trying to find something that might not be there. He looked out at the horizon.

“Perhaps you’ve never heard the saying,” Percival said, standing beside him as they both leaned over the railing. “’Don’t waste a summer day staring at the sun.’” Percival pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket. “’It will blind you to the beauty of the earth.’”

He put the cigarette in his mouth and lit it with an expensive lighter.

“Sounds like a fortune cookie,” The said as he watched the doctor inhale. Percival seemed more relaxed than The remembered, and it was quite possibly due to his casual attire. His eyes looked old and baggy. “There’s also another saying,” The said. “’Smoke causes cancer.’”

Percival blew out smoke through his nose and smiled. “Good,” he said. “Quite good. Your sense of humor and confidence seem to have improved since last report.”

The immediately felt like a test tube again. He looked toward the closed door.

“Trust me,” Dr. Percival said, “unless you’ve got a set of box cutters in your underwear, you’re not getting through it.” He laughed and took another drag off his cigarette. Looking The up and down, he added: “I wouldn’t put it past you. A regular Houdini. You’ve made me very proud, you know. Frustrated, but proud.”
The looked down at the water, back toward the door, and into Percival’s beady eyes. Even if an escape idea came to him, The was too tired to act upon it. As far as he knew, Jamie, Amanda, Dustin and his mother were in safe hands now. If he just turned himself in, all would be well.

“So what’s going to happen?” The asked. “To me.”
Percival’s eyebrows arched, as if the question had caught him by surprise.

“To you?” He stared at his cigarette, with a thin line of smoke billowing up and blowing past The’s shoulder. Percival began nodding. He smiled, quickly, then it faded. “With you, I am finished,” he said at last. He looked at The’s face. His eyes narrowed. “The file on you is closed.”

The glanced over the side again, down at the water that moved alongside like glowing lava.
“What file?” he asked.

Percival turned out toward the sea again, leaning on the railing and letting his cigarette fall. They both watched it get caught in the breeze, the sparks flying up and disappearing into thin air. The land was barely visible in the distance.

Looking out at the water, Dr. Preston Percival said: “The study is over, Theward. My life’s work. I had hoped to track the two groups for twenty-one years, maybe longer, but that’s been made impossible now.” He looked at The, then back out at the water. “And so my data has been compiled and completed. A shame, really. My grant won’t even be honored, now that the study has been interrupted.”
The nodded. He held the fake beard in his hands, then tossed it on the ground. 

“What did you learn?” he asked. “About us?”

A slight grin came over Percival’s face. “If you must know,” he said, “one’s environment is even more important to development than we could have imagined. Important, but not everything. Peter Porter’s brother, for example, Paul. He’s almost exactly the same person. He just got a football scholarship to Tulane University in New Orleans.” Smiling, Percival looked at The. “He’ll study to be a doctor there.”
The felt a warm sensation come over him. He wanted nothing more than to call Peter and deliver the news, then The realized that his best friend wouldn’t care to listen.

“You know the girl Tisha?” Percival continued. “Tisha Pless. Well, her twin Daphne just got a recording contract. She’ll become a household name soon, I’m sure. We were worried that the day would come when Daphne would become a star so bright that she shined even over Charles Landing. But now that’s not for me to worry about …” Percival let out a breath. He seemed old and weak. The passionate anger he’d worn that one day in the large office was gone now, replaced by helpless recognition. “But most of the others,” he continued, taking off his hat and waving it in the air, “they have proven to be as different as the sea and the sky. You, Dustin. Amanda, Jamie. So many of the others.” He put his hat back on and looked at The. “You proved to be our most interesting case. The one without the father. Unplanned, to be sure. But very interesting the way things played out.”
“I’m not as different as everyone wanted me to be.”

“No, son. No, you weren’t. You were always an individual, that’s all. You refused to fall in line. Even when everything in your life was perfect, you just wouldn’t accept it. One might say you were a rebel. But, then, you would be just like your brother.” His eyes narrowed. “No?”

“I’m nothing like him.”

“You’re more alike than you’d care to admit. Two individuals who really aren’t that different.”

The was beginning to feel uncomfortable, like the unknowing star of a documentary film, with hidden cameras following him for every step of his life.

Percival reached out, placing a cold hand gently on his cheek.

“I’m proud of you, son,” the doctor said, “I really am.”

The slapped his arm away. Percival just grinned and stared at his fingers.

“I know you better than you think,” Percival said.

“You don’t know crap.”

“No?”  Percival folded his hands behind his back. “Let me tell you why I started this little experiment, oh, twenty years ago – before you were even a glimmer in your mother’s eye. Perhaps that will explain.”
“I don’t care.”

“But, then, you haven’t cared about anything in life,” Percival said flatly. The looked away. “That’s why you’re always running from it,” the doctor whispered in his ear. He turned and began to pace, slowly, in the small deck of an area overlooking the Puget Sound. The sun was fully in the sky now, tightening its hot grip on them.

“I, too, was a twin,” Preston Percival began. “My parents were killed when we were young, and my brother Michael and I were placed in the Foster system. Back then, twins were seen differently – more freaks that miracles – and so we were taken in by separate families.” He grinned and stopped pacing. “Yes,” he said. “You’re beginning to find interest now. Anyway.” Percival started pacing again. “Anyway, we lost each other somehow, and when we finally met, it was amazing how many similarities there were. Neither of us ever married. Both went to med school. We even had similar cats – a tabbie, if I remember.”
Percival walked over to the railing and stood next to The. He leaned over, looking down at the water.

“My brother,” he said, “he became head surgeon at San Francisco Harbor View. He’s been at the front of AIDS research for much of his life.” Taking in another deep breath, Percival said: “And me? I’ve been nothing. Failed out of med school, opened a small chiropractic clinic, taught a few psychology classes at Skagit Valley Community College.” He placed one foot on the first rung of the railing, then the other. He leaned over and stared out at the moving water below. The wind took his hat and carried it off to sea. “And then,” he said, ignoring the hat while raising his voice so that it could be heard above the waves and wind and seagulls, “then I came up with an idea. An idea for a place called Charles Landing. A medical experiment unlike any other.”
“What will happen to it?” The said, and now he found that he was shouting too. “What will happen to them?”

Looking at The, as the wind picked up around them, the doctor shouted: “The same thing that happens to everyone. They’ll have to live life. They’ll have to earn a living. Deal with heartache. Watch a loved one die. Like all adults do.”

Percival took another step up on the railing. Now his waist was at the top of the railing, and he was bent all the way over looking down. His upside-down head stared up at The.

“They’ve still got plenty ahead of them,” he said. “I’ve got nothing.”

And then Dr. Preston Percival jumped, out into the violent air as the ferry boat moved at maximum speed. The heard him make a gurgling sound as he got caught in the wind and thrown backward. His body jerked, and The heard a horrible cracking sound. Percival’s sunglasses were torn off his face, then his leather jacket, and then he was out of view.
The stood in shock, waiting to hear a splashing sound that never came. He’d stopped breathing, and it took some concentration for The to get his air back. His mouth open, he stared out at the water. Land was only a bump off in the distance. Out in front of the boat, beyond where The could see, the city of Seattle was still at least twenty minutes away.
The turned and looked around the small deck. Percival’s cigarette pack had fallen out of his pocket and laid between The’s feet. He picked it up and stared. Only one cigarette was missing.

He stuffed the near-full pack in his pocket and stepped forward. The ferry boat rocked. He regained his balance and took another step. He reached out for the door.

It was unlocked.
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OLD FIRST CHAPTER:


From the beginning, The Hunter had been searching. It had always been that way, for as far back as he could remember. Something inside him knew there was something more -- to every answer, to every problem, to every town. There was always more knowledge out there, waiting to be discovered.


“The, you ask too many questions,” his mother said to him one day, when he was six years old. That was 11 years before he left. The, she called him – not thuh or thee, but The, with a soft th. His name sounded like the word thief; it was a name unlike any others. “The curious cat,” she told him on that day 11 years before he left, “it might get its whiskers caught in a mousetrap. It may find out more than it wants to know.”


He had looked at her then, The Hunter did. He cocked his head, closed one eye in the dimming light of a summer day in Charles Landing, and he asked her: “Like what?” He held an ice cream cone in one hand – chocolate, without any nuts or marshmallows or any of what his mother called that frivolous stuff that takes away from the wondrous taste of chocolate – and unknowingly allowed two brown drops to fall to the sidewalk below. His mother reached down with a napkin and wiped the back of his hand. She straightened up and looked down at him through those large, dark sunglasses she had worn back then. She seemed so much bigger then – larger than life; larger than even The’s image of God. 

She, not God, had all the answers.

“Like what?” he said again. And even through the darkened glass of those large sunglasses, he could see his mother roll her eyes.

“I rest my case,” she said and rubbed her hand across his shaggy blond hair before giving him a gentle tug of the hand. They moved through the crowd, past all the two-parent families that surrounded them as they sauntered through the Founders Day parade – an event as big as they come in Charles Landing, where nothing much of anything happened at all. “C’mon, The,” she said – The, like a thief, or like Thelonious Monk, whose name The wrongfully told others was the basis of his own. “Let’s go get a good spot. The parade’s about to begin.”

Six years later, when The was 12 years old and beginning his first year at the secondary school, his teacher Miss Evans made a similar observation about his thirst for the unknown. She was the one who took to his name most slowly – Thuh, she called him for the first week of school, and after he corrected her twice a day, every day, she finally settled on pronouncing it Thee. Like his name was an article of speech, not a name.

“The,” she said, after all the other kids had left the room and she’d told Thee Hunter to stay back. “Tell me why you ask so many questions.”

He’d tugged at his school-issued shirt. The one with the stripe across the heart and the blue collar. The one that always felt too snug around his neck and armpits.

“You think I ask too many questions?” he asked.

Miss Evans smiled. “That’s one in itself, now isn’t it?” she said. “No, I didn’t say you ask too many. I don’t think one could ever ask too many questions. It’s just that …”

The watched her in that same way he had watched his mother six years earlier, with head cocked to one side, as she glanced toward the closed door of the classroom to make sure no one was listening.

“Just that what?” he said.

“That’s two,” Miss Evans said, almost to herself. She smiled and stood from behind the desk, walked over to the door and locked it, then she turned to face him with her hands folded across her ample midsection. The look on her face was soft; everything about Miss Evans was soft: her loose curls, her milky skin, her thick waist. “The, I love your curious mind,” she said, her feet crossed beneath her. “I really do. It shows a thirst for knowledge, and that will take you places.”

“Like where?” he said, and this time she ignored the question.

“The, some people,” she said – Thee, and he’d long since stopped correcting her. “Some people might see your unending questions as a sign of … you know, unknowledge.”

“Like, they think I’m dumb?”

“Not at all,” she said. “They’ll just think you, well, they’ll think you know less than you do.”

“Why?”

She closed her eyes for a moment, then took a step forward. She paused, as if catching a glimpse of something outside the window, and walked over to return to her seat across the desk from him. Her large, unflinching eyes watched him. She leaned in and spoke in hushed tones.

“There’s no use beating around the bush,” she said softly. “You’re different than the others, The. That’s obvious. Others might already be looking at you, thinking you’re not like them.”

“Why?”

“You know,” she said quickly. “You know.”

Behind them, the room was filled with empty desks, arranged in three rows of five. Light spilled in through the windows, creating a shadow in the late afternoon. Next door, the room was laid out exactly the same. And three others, down the hall.

“The,” she said, “people who already stand out in the world are always being watched. Sometimes they’re better off trying to fade into the crowd.”

“How?”

She chuckled now, warm and welcoming.

“I certainly wonder what your father was like,” she said. “I bet he was a curious one, too.”

The looked at her strangely, watching her face. He gritted his teeth, so forcefully that he felt a chalky dust on his tongue.

“Are we done?” he asked.
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