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Introduction
 
Everyone is one thousand years in the future to somebody. Except for the first people, I suppose. But they were a thousand years before something. And there were probably a thousand years before that.
              I was living on a space ship at the time. I had lived there my whole life. The contraption shot throughout space at the speed of light, but because of the way it rotated, we couldn’t feel any movement on the inside.
              Most humans have more technologies than those a thousand years before them. Life is easier. Maybe the humans who first built wood houses looked back and thought about how hard life must have been in a tent. If you look at the year that computers were invented, and then take a look back a thousand years before then, you’ll find that plumbing hadn’t even been perfected yet. I guess that it’s a rule of human nature.
              The generation I belong to is the first to break this rule.
              I don’t know what life was like a thousand years ago, and we’re not allowed to talk about it. But we know that it was bad.
              For now, though, our culture has embraced some of the old ways in hopes of stopping another tragedy.
 
 
 
1
The Ship
 
 
 
I moved the brush in soapy circles on the tile floor, trying to scrape off the dirt that the children tracked in over the past few weeks.  I felt as though I would be on my knees, scrubbing for the rest of my life.  I looked down the long and narrow orphanage bedroom.  Unmade beds lined the walls with toys and books stashed underneath them.  I was going to miss the place.
Saul and I had lived there for two years, ever since Mama passed.  I looked up at my brother as he scrubbed beside me.  His face was red and blotchy.  Sweat stood out on his forehead.  He was a big boy, with flabby cheeks and broad shoulders.  Even though we were twins, he was over a foot taller than me by the time we were eleven.
We had to go in for our medical checkups earlier that year.  When Saul got off of the scale, his face was beaming with pride.  “I’m bigger than Dimaggio, Walt!”  He was talking about Joe Dimaggio, his favorite baseball player.  Saul was obsessed with the New York Yankees, even though they hadn’t played a game of baseball in over a thousand years.  He watched the games every Wednesday in the ship’s theatre.
My brother was sweet, but never smart.  I remember my mom, when she was still with us, sitting me down and telling me that I had to take care of him.  My father had taken a fall from a ladder and died a year earlier—collapsed lung; maybe with better technologies they could have saved him.  Mama looked at me with thin white skin and yellow eyes surrounded by bags of purple.  She had been so pretty before.  She told me that I had to make sure that he got enough to eat.  I had to make sure that he always had a warm bed and shelter.  I couldn’t let him become homeless.  I couldn’t let him get involved in drugs.  I was smart and because of my aptitude I had a responsibility to take care of those who couldn’t take care of themselves.
And now, look where you’ve got him, I thought.  Serving a detention with Blaine Trotter!  The three of us had been scrubbing the floor for well over an hour now without one word exchanged.  Blaine was always in trouble, and I didn’t want to be like him.  I didn’t want Saul to be like him.  And it was my fault we were in there.
But, looking back on it, I can’t really blame myself.  I was only trying to help.  We were sitting in Mrs. Vander’s class, taking a heat stroke information exam.  I had gone over the terms and procedures with Saul late into the night before the test and was confident that he was going to fail.  No matter how many times we went over it, he just could not remember the material.  He shouldn’t have been in the normal classes, they had a whole school for people like him and I didn’t understand why he wasn’t transferred.  If he failed that test, Mrs. Vander would have made a spectacle of it for the whole class; she would have made his grade public information, and questioned him on his study habits, sneering while she did it.  I couldn’t bare to see his shy face up at the front of the room, being ridiculed for not trying when he really didn’t understand.
I ripped off a corner of my test, scribbled in the answers as small as possible on it, and handed it to Saul when I thought that Mrs. Vander’s back was turned.  The moment I passed it she said, “Walt and Saul, would you two please come to the front and turn in your tests.”  The window.  I hadn’t thought of the reflection from the window.  I looked up and saw her smiling face in the dark reflection from the pane of glass that looked out into the streets.
Having to scrub the floors wasn’t even the worst part about it.  We were missing that month’s ship assembly.  The ship assemblies usually were boring, not much to miss.  They consisted of a lot of older members of the ship gathering in the auditorium and discussing new policies.  What to do about the oxygen levels on the ship.  Should we plant more of this or that?  The livestock levels are getting low.  How can we produce more energy?  Is it okay to continue sending our waste out into space when we are done with it?  It all bored me and the meetings seemed to go on forever.  But this one was going to be different.  
President Strunk had just returned from the first ever Greco—that’s what our people are called—landing on Mungus.  He took one of our small carrier ships down to the planet and had a meeting with the people who already lived there.  Our ancestors had been waiting a millennia to see what was on the planet, and President Strunk had all of the answers.  But because of one mistake, Saul and I were missing it.
I stopped scrubbing for a moment and cocked my head.  I could hear cheering all the way from the auditorium.  Saul looked at me and I could tell by his face that he was thinking the same thing that I was.  We wanted to go and see what was happening.
Blaine stood up, tossed his brush down on the floor and began to walk between the rows of beds towards the exit.  He was athletic and well built.  Quick.
“Where are you going?” I asked.
“To see what’s going on.”  He strutted toward the door, ponytail bouncing behind him.
“U-U-You can’t!” Saul stammered.  “We’re in trouble and Miss Mabel told us to stay right here!  If you get caught, you’ll be in trouble with the Ms for a month for a month.”  The Ms were the orphanage caretakers.  There were five of them—Miss Mary, Miss Meredith, Miss Margaret, Miss Mabel, and Miss Mariana.  Naturally, we called them the Ms for short.
Blaine turned around and faced us with a smirk, “How could I be in trouble with the Ms for a month when I’ll be on land in two weeks?”  Then he walked off towards the door, his shoes slapping on the clean tile.
Saul looked at me with worried eyes.
“He’s got a point,” I said as I stood up.  I dropped my brush and began to follow Blaine out the door.
“Walt?” Saul called after me.  “No, don’t go!  Walt!  Stop!  I’m not coming!  You’d better come back here!”  I didn’t turn, but just kept on walking.  
“I’m not going!  Have fun without me!  Walt, please come back!”  He sighed and I imagined the conflict going on within his head.  Stay or go? I already knew what he was going to decide.  I heard him shuffle to his feet and follow us out the door.
Once we were out the front exit, the three of us looked around to see if anyone was watching.  The street was completely barren, something that I had never seen.  Usually it was full of people walking to or from work, men and women pushing carts trying to sell merchandise and steaming sandwiches , or children walking in a line and following a teacher to a class.  Everyone wanted to hear about Mungus and my guess was that the auditorium was packed.
“Do you want to take the rail, or walk?” I asked.
“Neither,” Blaine said.  “Jog.  It’s only half a mile away, but we need to go fast.  Also, I don’t want a conductor tipping the Ms off and telling them we were out.” 
Blaine took one more look around and then the three of us began to jog.  The road was covered in sterile looking white turf that softened the impact of our feet on the ground.  As we ran along the ship, we passed building after building on both sides of us.  A convenient store, a church, a school, a dentist’s office.  The main road wrapped all the way around the ship and was a little over 30 miles long.  We were lucky to have such a short distance to go.
Blaine and I jogged ahead and it wasn’t until I heard Saul holler, “Wait,” through heavy breaths that I realized that he couldn’t keep up.  He was so big for his age and his muscles hadn’t yet caught up to his size.  His arms pulled and pushed and his body twisted and jerked with each step in an enormous effort of a boy to try to move his very adult body.  His huge feet pounded over the white road of the ship.
I stopped and waited for Saul.  “Let’s go, hurry,” I said.  Saul was doing the best he could.  Blaine ran on ahead of us and whenever Saul caught up to me I began to jog beside him.
The closer we got to the auditorium the more nervous I became.  It was a combination of things.  I was nervous about the possibility of being caught; this was the first real time that I had ever been in trouble and I didn’t want to make it my second time in the same week.  I was nervous about what President Strunk had found; what if all he found was a barren planet without oxygen?  Would we stay on the ship forever?  I looked up and over a restaurant at the windows out into space.  I saw a moon lit up by the light of a sun.  Surely we would die if the planet wasn’t habitable.  The nuclear reserves on the ship were only intended to last a little over 1000 years.  I was also nervous about Saul.  The boy panted as he ran.  I made a decision for him.  When I stood up and went after Blaine, I was sure that he would follow.  He trusted me and I didn’t want to lose that.
We began to see the auditorium coming up in front of us.  I still didn’t know how Blaine intended to get into the packed assembly unnoticed.  It was one of the most impressive buildings on the ship.  The ceilings and fluorescent lights that lit up the road hung 70 feet above turf.  With that tall of a ceiling, the auditorium was made so that it would just fit under the hanging lights.  The whole structure was made of carved metal.  Statues and gargoyles stood out of the building.  The pillars were carved to look like snakes, former presidents of the ship, and exotic flowers that I wasn’t sure even existed.  I was told that the metal was shiny in the past, but it had grown dull and rusted. 
We slowed to a stop right in front of the auditorium box office.  During showings of movies and plays, a pimply teenager would stand at the counter and sell tickets.  It was empty now.  The monthly assemblies were always free admission.
Saul’s face was a blotchy red and he was panting.  “How are we going to get in?” he asked.
“C’mon,” Blaine said and in one swift motion he planted his hands on the admission counter and jumped over.  He walked to the back and began climbing a metal ladder that disappeared up into the ceiling.
Again, Saul looked at me with a worried face.  I cared about him, I knew that he was scared, but I couldn’t miss this.  “Well, if we’re going to get into trouble, we might as well go all the way,” I told him.  I hopped over the counter with less grace then Blaine had and I began to climb the ladder in the back of the room.
“I’m going back, Walt,” Saul whispered after me.  I continued to climb and a moment later I looked down and see him ascending behind me.
I climbed the ladder up through the ceiling and into a thin tunnel that rose to a dimly lit opening above.  I came out of the top and into a dusty wooden room.  Blaine was sitting on a crate right next to a projector.  The only light that came in was from a window in the back that showed a glowing blue, green and white planet that, if we were lucky, would be our new home.  I pulled myself out of the ladder and ducked my head as I walked to a box that looked out onto the stadium seating below.  I sat and watched.  “We’re just in time,” Blaine said.
I heard Saul scrambling up behind us and then he yelped in pain.  “Ahhh,” Saul cried.  Blaine and I both turned around and ‘shhh’ed him.  Saul had stood up too tall and hit his head on a wooden beam of the low ceiling.  I motioned for Saul to come sit down and he waddled over while rubbing his sore head.
“Sorry,” he whispered as he plopped down beside me.
We looked out over the auditorium.  Below us sat thousands of people in theatre seats.  They were jabbering amongst each other and the noise of their conversations echoed along the walls and mixed together to form one jumbled sound.  In front of the audience was a great stage covered in red carpet with a podium placed in the front center.  Blaine was right: we were just in time.  Captain Strunk was walking out to the center of the stage from one of the wings and waving at the crowd as they erupted in applause.  He was an older man with white hair and green eyes that twinkled when he talked.  He was wearing a bright blue suit that made him stand out against the red carpet.
A big smile filled my face and as I watched.  It was something that I had waited my whole life for—something that my parents had died waiting for.
“Good evening,” he began.  A nervous applause came out around the audience.  As soon as they were quiet, Strunk smiled and said into the microphone, “One thousand seven years.  That’s the length of time that our ancestors and we have waited for this day.  One thousand seven years.
“One thousand seven years ago this ship left earth and has been moving through space ever since. But our ship wasn’t the first. Forty years before our ship left, there was another spacecraft that departed from earth. This was called the Salyer ship, and those on the ship are referred to as the Salyers. Then, twenty years after that, the Beardsley ship left. Then, twenty years later, the same metal that we are standing on left our home planet.
“We, the people of the Greco ship have been in the dark for over a thousand years.  Our fellow humans gambled on Mungus, placing the lives of many on the line while guessing that it is habitable.”  He smiled.  “And now, I guess that you want to hear if the scientists of yesteryear made a good decision.”
The whole auditorium was quiet as Strunk looked over them.
“I think they did.”  The whole place went wild.  Whoops and hollers filled the air below and it was minutes before the president was able to get them under control enough to speak.
“In my time that I spent down on the planet I have observed some things that make it my and my cabinet’s belief that the people who are willing to abide by certain terms will be able to live on Mungus as soon as next week.”  Applause swept over the audience again.  People whistled and clapped and hollered and stomped their feet until the whole auditorium was shaking.  Saul began to cheer beside me and I had to remind him that we were hiding and had to be quiet.  After a few minutes the applause died down.  Strunk cleared his throat and looked up into the audience with his sparkling, honest green eyes.  “It’s beautiful.  The air is so fresh.  To feel the wind blow!  I’ve never felt anything quite like it.  The air is alive with the sounds of animals.  Insects and birds make noises all around.  The clouds form overhead like God’s great painting in the sky.  My skin feels fresh.  I feel young after my visit.  I think that you all will love it.”  The audience did not applaud after he said that, but instead remained perfectly still as if they were too mesmerized by his words to clap or cheer.
“I have met with the leader of the government on land,” the president continued.  “There is a nation set up called Ramus.  My best judgment says that the people of Ramus are good.  Both of the ships before us have made it to Mungus, and both have produced smart and kind people.  They have a fantastic government in place.  There is a bill of rights that grants us all of the rights that we are accustomed to.  They have a group of voted officials with a president as the head of government, just like we do here on the ship.  I was assured by the people’s kindness and hospitality that Ramus would be a great place for the Greco’s to call their new home.
“As I have said, people can begin to move down onto Mungus, perhaps as early as next week.  But there is one condition.  There is a contract that you must sign before they will accept you into their nation.”
People in the audience begin to murmur.  Blaine turned to me with his eyebrows up in question.
The president shifted on his feet before delivering the next information.  “The contract requires that any person who wants to live in their cities and use the facilities that they have created must devote seven years of their lives to working for Ramus.”
The crowd erupted in angry noises; hisses, booing, and yells of disapproval came from the audience.  The President remained calm and refused to continue on with his speech until the audience was under control.
Someone shouted up to the stage, “will we get paid?”
“No.”
Blaine cursed under his breath and the rest of the audience began to shout.  President Strunk stood on the stage with his arms at his side.  He didn’t show any emotion until the crowd had calmed.  “Please, listen.  The Salyers requested the same thing from the Beardsley and now they are free and many of them have high paying jobs working for the government.  It will be okay.  And after some thought, I think that it is only fair.”
“How’s that?” someone shouted.
The president gave an angry look in their direction and then went on.  “They have been there for forty years.  Forty years!  They have been building roads, buildings, and forming their society.  They have done their grunt work and now they ask that we do ours.”
“And what if we don’t want to?” someone else shouted.  It came from the opposite side as the other outbursts.
“If you don’t want to sign the contract, you don’t have to.  You have a choice.  You aren’t being forced into anything.  You can either join Ramus or you can choose to be a part of a new nation that the Greco’s are building on Mungus.  It will be called Terra.  Those who refuse to sign the contract will have to stay on the ship a little longer, but they will be able to go to Mungus too.  I am putting together a team of people to lead the project.  If you would like to live on Terra instead of Ramus you will have to be a part of building the new nation.  You will be sent down with a team into a completely undeveloped part of Mungus and you will build up a society there.  We will need a lot of specialist and a lot of laborers.  The work will be difficult but rewarding. In order to be a part of this group, since it will be dangerous and will require a certain level of skill, we ask that those participating are of at least 18 years old.”
The crowd erupted again in anger and Blaine cursed again, more loudly this time.  President Strunk put up his hands and said, “Please, be calm.  Allow me to explain.”
“We should go,” Blaine said.
“What?  Why?”  I was captivated by what was going on.
“The Ms are going to rent a cart to drive themselves and the kids back down to the orphanage.  We need a good head start.”
Saul and I both wanted to stay, but if Blaine King was worried that we had been gone too long, it was probably a good idea to leave.
“You’re right.”
Blaine nodded and led the way down the ladder.
As we climbed down the dark tunnel I heard someone shout from the crowd, “so if you’re under eighteen you are forced to work without pay for seven years.”  I couldn’t hear Strunk’s answer, but I didn’t need to.  The roaring of the angry crowd was all the answer I needed.
Once we reached the bottom of the ladder we hopped over the ticket counter and dashed back over the white turf toward the orphanage.  Blaine ran out ahead of us, his ponytail bouncing with his long strides.  I stayed behind as Saul trudged along as quickly as he could.
The three of us entered the orphanage and got down on our hands and knees and began to scrub again.  Saul’s face was red and he was breathing heavily from the jog.  “Try to not breathe so hard whenever the Ms come back,” Blaine said.  Saul nodded his head and we continued to scrub.
We cleaned in silence and the speech that I had just heard consumed me.  I was going to be leaving my home soon; the ship that my parents and grandparents and many generations before me had lived on.  I had figured the stories that I had heard and what a lot of the kids speculated about Mungus was stretched a little bit.  I had heard stories of everyone getting 100 acres of land just for living on the planet, that everyone got their own castle, and that everyone would own thousands of livestock.  Those ideas had seemed ridiculous and I hadn’t imagined that they would have come true.  But slavery?  Forced labor?  I would not have imagined that I would have found that on Mungus either.
Ten minutes after we began scrubbing for the second time the children from the orphanage returned along with the Ms. All of the boys and girls walked around us with their dirty shoes ruining the floors that we were working so hard on.  “Hey, quit that,” Blaine shouted at a plump boy who ran through a sparkling section of the floor that he had just cleaned.
“Blaine, Walt, Saul,” Miss Mary said.  “Will you come meet me out in the hall?”
‘We’re caught!’ I thought and as I looked up into Saul’s face I saw that he was under the same impression.  Blaine, however, walked out into the hall with such a calm expression that even I began to doubt that he had done anything wrong.
As soon as we were out into the hall, Miss Mary shut the door behind us, muffling the sound coming from the children inside.  My palms grew sweaty and I swallowed hard.  “I’m sorry that you three weren’t able to go to the meeting today.  I know that it was very important to all of you, but rules are rules.”
The three of us nodded in harmony as if we had no objection to our punishments.  We all held the same solemn expression of a martyr being read the charges placed upon him.
“But, I am very grateful that you all were so obedient.  From now on, you three are relieved from scrubbing the floors during free time.”
All three of us let out a sigh of relief and Blaine said, “Thank you.”
Ms. Mary nodded.  “I also wanted to explain to you three a few things that you missed during the assembly.”  She then went on to explain to us about Mungus.  She told us of all the things that President Strunk had described and we smiled and frowned appropriately, trying to seem like the information that she was giving us was new.  She did tell us one last thing that we had not heard while we were spying in the projector room.  She told us that on our contract we could list the people in our family that we do not wish to be separated from.  She said that, for instance, Saul and I could list each other that would be a formal request that we were sent down together.
“There are no guarantees, though,” she said.
At this comment, Saul began to cry.  “So I might not be with Walt?”
“I’m afraid that’s true.”
 
The orphanage was quiet that night.  Saul and I filled out our contracts and requested that we be together on Mungus.  We didn’t want to waste any time in filling out either of the papers.  I thought that maybe if we were on the top of the stack that there would be a better chance we could be together.  After an hour of free time it was lights out.  I lay on my back in my springy little bed with my blankets pulled all the way up to my chin.  I thought about what Miss Mary had said, “there are no guarantees.”  I didn’t know how I would deal with being separated from Saul.  The thought tore me up inside.  Missing him wasn’t what made me the saddest: what broke my heart was thinking of him missing me.  I shifted on my pillow, pulled my knees up to my chest and did something that I would have never let Saul see me do.  I cried.
 
 
2
Waiting
 
              I had nightmares for the next two weeks.  They tried to tell me that I wasn’t going into slavery and that I had to work as a way to pay back what I owed to Ramus, but I couldn’t see the distinction.  I had a reoccurring dream that I was trapped in a cage. I looked down and saw my arms (then the arms of an old man with white hair and cracked skin) desperately shaking at rusted metal bars that wouldn’t budge.
Blaine was wrong about being on land in two weeks, but not by much.  He was gone twenty days after we snuck into the main hall to watch Captain Strunk give his speech.  He wasn’t the only one.  The turf streets of the ship were becoming less crowded and more beds in the orphanage were always made.  For the first time in a thousand years, people from our ship were going down to land.
Every night or so, I would hear the phone ring as I lay in bed at night.  Through the doorway I could see Miss Mabel’s body in her nightgown with big curls in her hair as she walked over to the phone and answer it.
              “Hello,” she would whisper into the phone.  As she talked she kept her voice low even though there was no point; every boy and girl in the orphanage was awake and wide eyed, wondering if it would be them that she came and pulled out of bed so that they could travel to Mungus that morning.
              “Okay, I’ll get them.”  Miss Mabel would then hang up the phone and walk down the aisle in between the two rows of beds and pull a few lucky children up and tell them to grab their suitcases.  I held my breath when she passed either my bed or Saul’s.
Both Saul and I had all of our possessions packed and ready to go in a leather suitcase under his bed.  We were supposed to each pack our own in case we were separated, but we were determined that we would be leaving the ship together.  Our suitcase was small but heavy.  We each had two pairs of pants, three shirts, a coat, a blanket, and one possession that we kept to remind us of our parents.  These were our favorite things that we owned and the only things that could never be replaced.    
Saul’s possession was a baseball that our mother made for him before she died.  It didn’t look exactly like what Dimaggio used to play with.  It was brown, lumpy, and the stitches weren’t in the right place.  Still, it was the closest thing that any kid had to a baseball on the Greco ship.  “Did you know that they used to use seventy-two every game, Walt?” he would ask me as he admired his lumpy sphere. 
My mother knew how much Saul loved the game.  She spent a considerable amount of her teacher’s salary to make the best baseball for her son that she could.  She bought half a pound of cotton and wrapped it and rewrapped it as tight as possible into a ball.  She then wrapped that ball in leather and sowed it shut with red stitches.  Saul always took it into the theatre when he watched the Yankees play.  He tossed it back and forth in his hands, rubbing it, thumbing the stitches.
              My prized possession was buried deep within our suitcase.  I didn’t get it out as much as Saul played with his baseball, but the memory of my parents made it my favorite thing in the world.  My father was a welder.  He helped to remold and repair metal on the ship.  When my grandmother died, before they shot her body out into space, my father took her wedding ring off of her finger.  He then took his father’s and welded them together so that the iron rings were no longer rings, but were in the shape of a small turtle.  My mother used to call me “Mr. Turtle.”  I don’t know why she did, but it always made me giggle.
              The nights passed, and the phone in the orphanage rang.  Miss Mabel came and dragged children out of bed to be sent down to Mungus.  No matter how much I held my breath when she passed by that first month, she never came to drag my brother or me out of bed.
              
 
On Sunday morning Saul and I sat in the UV room.  It was a white fluorescent room with UV lamps hanging above.  UV time was mandatory for everyone on the ship.  I had heard stories of early days when there were dangerously high rates of depression.  The doctors examined the people and decided that they were not getting enough vitamin D because they were being deprived of something that our ancestor’s bodies had gotten accustomed to—the sun.  Since the Grecos were traveling through space and did not have the luxury of a sun above their heads every day, the scientists at the time created a UV room full of fluorescent lights.  The idea was that people would sit in there for some time every week so that their bodies would produce the needed chemicals.  After some testing and lobbying, UV time was made a mandatory requirement for all members of the Greco ship.  Depression rates went down, or so I was told, and so for the last 700 years of the Greco’s flight UV time was mandatory.
              Despite the testimonies that I had heard, I was not convinced that UV time prevented depression.  I hated it.  Every year we were sent a ship calendar that gave us a UV schedule.  Saul and I had to go at the same time, 6:30 a.m. on Sunday mornings, one of our two days off a week.  It was the earliest time that you could be scheduled on what was in my opinion the worst day of the week.  I dragged myself out of bed, took the train to the UV station with Saul, stripped down to my underwear, put on my sunglasses, and piled into the white room with nine other nearly naked men.
              I was tired and lay down on the white floor in the middle of the room and tried to sleep.  The fluorescents buzzed above me as the temperature rose.  Saul had brought a comic book into the room and was reading while the rays soaked into him.  The lights shone so bright against his doughy skin that he seemed to glow.  I shut my eyes and tried to doze off but the men around me wouldn’t stop talking.
              “I don’t understand why we have to sit in here for UV time when we’re about to go down to Mungus,” a young, slim man said.
              “You’re going to Mungus?” a bald man asked.  I didn’t remember his name, but I had seen him before.  He worked at the market and was always bustling around outside, moving boxes on forklifts while he chugged down sodas.  He had broad shoulders and little black hairs curled all over his body.
              “Yeah, I’m going down.”
              The bald man let out a laugh and rubbed his knees and shook his head.
              “What’s wrong with going down to Mungus?” the younger man asked.  He leaned toward the bald man.
              I shut my eyes behind my sunglasses and tried to not let my tired mind dwell on what they were talking about.  I wanted to sleep and I had heard the same conversation hundreds of times.
              “There’s nothing wrong with it, I would just never do it.”
              “Why’s that?”
              The bald man chuckled again.  “I just have a hard time believing that when those seven years are up that you will be getting the freedom that they promised.”
              “But it’s in the contract…”
              “I’ve read the contract,” the bald man said.  He began to raise his voice, “It’s the contract that made me so skeptical.  Have you read the whole thing?  You’re not allowed to communicate with anyone on the ship once you enter Rumus.  You don’t think that that sounds weird?  You don’t think that that’s a clue that they’re probably not going to be honest with you?”
              The younger man began to raise his voice too.  “No, I don’t.  That kind of thing makes sense if you’re trying to establish a nation.  And excuse me for having a family and wanting to be with my kids.  I would have to separate with them if I wanted to stay and help to build Terra.”
              “Are you serious?  Have you been listening to what’s been going on around you?  Tons of families are getting split up.  Don’t think that just because you signed a ‘family request form’ that you are going to get to stay with your family.”
              At this I opened my eyes and looked at the bald man as he continued to rant.
              “The Jones’s, do you know them?  Cindy and James got split up.  The Mickelson’s whole family got divided.  The Lee’s seven-year-old daughter was taken from her parents and sent down to Mungus alone.  The Burkner’s dad got split up from them…”
              The young man was getting red in the face.
              “Geoff Spinner got separated from his kids, he’s still on the ship and they’re down there.  Mickey Jones’s wife is down on Mungus and they signed one of those contracts.  Arnold…”
              “Shut up!” the younger man hollered, flailing his hands in the air as he talked.  “Just shut up.  I don’t care.  I don’t care what you think.  If I wanted advice, I would have asked you, but I didn’t.  Leave me alone, I want to sit in here in peace.”
              The bald man looked at me and made a comical wide-eyed face as if to say, “that guy’s crazy,” and the room grew quiet.  There was a thick tension and no one was talking.  The younger man was panting with anger and people sat still and seemed to be careful not to breathe the wrong way.  I tried to remain as quiet as possible.
              Saul laughed hard and slapped his knee.  The noise made me flinch in the silence, but Saul was as happy as could be.  Apparently something that he had read in his comics was funny and he let out a joyful giggle.  After he laughed, everyone in the room giggled before becoming quiet again.  People didn’t talk after that, but Saul’s laughter had taken some of the tension out of the room.
              After fifteen more minutes of the heat soaking into my body and the UV lights humming, the intercom crackled overhead and then a woman’s voice spoke across the ship, “Jasper Rowlings, Vancil Jones, Gregory Marshall, Cathi Akin, Michael Thomas and Brenda Hall, please report to the loading dock.  Thank you.”  The intercom cracked and it was quiet once again.  I had been hearing intercom announcements for the past month, and they still hadn’t called my name.  Each time that woman’s voice came on across the ship my heart rate rose and my ears picked up.  It was my understanding that they tried to reach people who were supposed to go down to Mungus by calling them on the phone first and then if they didn’t pick up they would call for them over the intercom.  After a whole month, I was still as anxious about being separated from Saul as I was the first day.
              After our UV time, Saul and I went and threw his baseball in the park for a few hours and then it was lunch.  We sat in the orphanage’s cafeteria, a small room filled with cheap plastic tables and chairs that was now nearly empty.  We ate alone in the quiet room.  The chairs were small and when Saul sat down his knees touched the bottom of the table.  Lunch was meatloaf, green beans, and glasses of room-temperature tap water.
              Saul ate hurriedly, engulfing huge bites of meatloaf with his fork.  I wasn’t hungry.  I couldn’t stop thinking about what the bald man had said about so many families getting split up.  And despite us putting in our contracts as soon as possible, we still hadn’t been called.  I didn’t know if that was a good thing or a bad thing.
              Saul scrapped his plate clean and I passed my meatloaf over to him.  “Are you not hungry?” he asked.
              “Not really.”
              “Are you sick,” Saul dug his fork into the meatloaf and took a bite.
              “No.”
              I heard a phone ringing somewhere else.
              “Are you worried?”
              I looked up at Saul and he stopped chewing.  My eyes felt on the verge of tears.  I was scared.  I didn’t want to be separated from him.  No, more significant than that, I didn’t want him to be separated from me.  The bald man had made a good point.
              I suppressed my emotions, smiled, and said, “No, what’s there to be worried about?”
              “I don’t know,” he said.
              He continued chewing and said, “It would be getting near the end of baseball season about this time of the year.”
              “Really?” I said.  I wasn’t interested and stared off as Saul continued to ramble on about baseball.
              Miss Marianna scooted into the cafeteria.  Her eyes were wide with excitement, as they always were, and painted with blue and green makeup.  “Saul and Walt, would you two come here please?” she asked, and then shuffled back into the orphanage bedroom.
              We followed her and when we were alone she said, “I know how much you two wanted to be together on Mungus…”
              Saul and I looked at each other then back at Miss Marianna who was frowning.
              Her frown turned into a smile.  “I just got a phone call.  You two are wanted at the loading dock.  Go, hurry and grab your suitcases!”
              Saul and I jumped up and down in excitement and then my brother wrapped his thick arms around me and swung me around in the air.  Miss Marianna clapped and said, “I’m so happy for you two.”
              Saul went and grabbed his suitcase under his bed and then we hugged Miss Marianna goodbye.  I wanted to say goodbye to the other Ms, but they were not in the orphanage at that time.
              Miss Marianna looked down at Saul’s suitcase, “Don’t you need to grab your things, Walt?”
              “I’m packed with Saul.”
              She frowned at this.  “What if you two were separated?”
              “I don’t know, but we weren’t.”
              We hugged Miss Marianna goodbye once more, told the children in the cafeteria goodbye and then took the train to the loading dock.  Neither of us could suppress the smiles that had spread across our faces as we sat down on our suitcase in a great line of people and waited to board a ship that would take us to Mungus.
 
 
3
Mungus
 
 
              From where we sat in the loading dock I could see Mungus through a window high up in the ceiling.  I couldn’t stop fidgeting from excitement.  The planet sat suspended in a sea of black outer space.  Three fourths of the planet were lit up and the other quarter was covered in a dark shadow where the sun didn’t touch.  A smooth line of darkness divided the two sections.  The lighter part of the planet seemed to glow with blues and greens sitting still and clouds of white drifting over the surface like ghosts.
              The only other times that I had been to the loading dock of the ship were for funerals.  Three of my grandparents, both of my parents, a teacher, and a friend of mine who died of cancer.  Funerals were held at this place because the Greco tradition was to send the dead body out into space and the loading dock was the only place that this could be done.  Sending a body away after the person died always gave me a sense of finality.  I never felt as though a person was really dead until I saw their body leave the ship.  Even though I had seen so many funerals at the loading dock, it wasn’t a place that I associated with sadness.  I was sad when my parents died, and I cried for each one, but the funerals were happy times.  I could see my friends, my family, and a speaker would remind me of the good times that I spent with that deceased person.  I actually liked funerals.
               The giant room was filled with people holding suitcases and jabbering with anticipation.  Men, women and children were all talking about what the ship ride would be like and what they thought of the planet through enormous smiles.  I sat on the floor and Saul sat grinning on our suitcase reading a comic book that he had read many times before.  Below the window that looked out onto Mungus, there was a doorway that led to a metal hallway.  In front of the doorway stood two people in blue jumpsuits that I thought were flight attendants.  One of the flight attendants was a small blonde woman with high cheekbones and the other was a middle aged balding man with hair circling the back of his head and none on top.  The blonde woman stood up on a bench in the middle of a sea of chatting people.  She said something that I couldn’t hear to try to get their attention, but they continued to talk.  Then, she put two fingers in her mouth and blew a piercing whistle throughout the room.  Everyone stopped what they were doing and gave her their attention.
              “Thank you,” she said, smiling with white teeth.  “We are about to start loading people now.  I know that you are excited, but please, be calm.  You must come to the front, give your name, and we will see if you are on the list.  If you are, then you may proceed to the ship.  Thank you.”
              The woman got down off of the chair and the jabbering resumed as the people hustled to be first in line.  People were rushing so fast that they nearly tripped over Saul who was rearranging his comic books into his suitcase.
              “C’mon, Saul, hurry,” I told him.  Saul closed his comic books, organized them, opened up our suitcases, and made sure that they were with his clothes and in a place where they wouldn’t be crumpled before he was able to get up and get in line.  Then, on our way to get into line he had to reopen his suitcase and make sure that he had his baseball packed and that it didn’t fall out while he was arranging his comic books.  This process took five minutes of me standing impatiently above him as he organized his things.  By the time we were done, the line in front of the doorway stretched and snaked around benches beneath the high industrial white ceilings of the loading dock.
              Saul and I walked over to the line and stood near the end.  The people in front of us dragged forward a couple of feet every few minutes.  An old man came and stood behind us that I recognized as my grandfather’s friend, Verne.  Verne was a slim man with white, thin hair and a face carved with wrinkles and dry cracks.  After his wife died our mother would sometimes cook for him and he would come over to eat.  He enjoyed jokes and had a laugh that warmed a room.
              “Hello, Verne!” I said.
              The old man looked at me with wide, scared eyes and forced a smile.  “Hello?” he croaked.
              “Are you going down to Mungus?” I asked.
              Verne looked at me, his eyebrows pulled together in confusion, then looked at Saul.  “Mungus?”
              “Yes, are you going to Mungus?”
              “I don’t know,” he said.  “Do I belong here?”
              I looked at Verne.  He had changed since the last time that I had seen him.  His eyes were sunken deep into his face and his skin had turned yellow with snowflakes of ashy flecks sprinkled.  I then looked up at Saul.  He was leaning back on his heels and trying to stay away from Verne.  He couldn’t understand what had happened to the old man, and things that Saul didn’t understand scared him.
              “Did you sign the contract, Verne?” I asked him.
              “Of course I can sign a contract.  I always sign them.”
              “Okay, Verne,” I said, patting him on the shoulder.  “We’ll just wait in line and then get you help.”
              He laughed.  “I think that I need help.”
              “I’m Walt,” I said and put out my hand, but Verne didn’t notice and all expression left his face as he stared off into the distance.  From that point on, I didn’t try to talk to the old man.  He was in a daze as he slowly shuffled his feet to follow Saul and I as the line moved.
              When we got to the front, the blond woman was standing with an electronic clipboard and asked us our names.  She was chewing pink bubble gum in between her white teeth.  Her high cheekbones were colored in with rosy powder and her eyes were lined with deep black color.  “What’s your name?” she asked Saul.
              “Saul Higgins.”
              She typed in the letters.  “Go right ahead, Mr. Higgins.”
              Saul walked through the doorway and down the hall, holding our suitcase.
              “What’s your name?” she asked me, not looking at me but staring at her clipboard.
              “My name is Walter Higgins and I wanted to talk to you…”
              She typed my name into the computer and interrupted me, “Go right ahead, Mr. Higgins.”
              “Ma’m,” I said; she looked up from her clipboard.  “I need to talk to you.”
“Yes?” she asked, flashing an artificial smile that said ‘I don’t have time for this.’
“The man behind me is a family friend of mine, Verne Foster.  I think that there has been some kind of a mistake.  He’s getting old and confused and he doesn’t know where he belongs.  He shouldn’t have been allowed to sign the contract and I think that he should stay here on the ship.  Could you get someone to escort him back to his house?  He’s lost.”
              “What is his full name?” she asked.
              “Verne Foster,” I repeated.
              She typed the name in and said, “Nope, he’s right.  He belongs on the ship.  He signed the contract.  Go right ahead, Mr. Higgins so that I can continue getting people onto the ship.”
              She was about to ask the next person in line for their name but I interrupted her.  “You don’t understand,” I said.  “He may have signed the contract, but just look at him!  He doesn’t know what’s going on!  He couldn’t have known what it meant!”  Verne was standing with his hands in his back pockets and his head was drooped down as if he had dozed off on his feet.  “So please, could you get someone to help him?”
              “If he signed the contract, Mr. Higgins, then he signed the contract.  And it’s none of your business what anyone else does, is it?  No one told you whether or not you should sign the contract.”
              “Actually, they did.  Since I’m not eighteen…”
              She put up her hand to stop me.  “Mr. Higgins, please enter through the doorway and walk to the ship.  Mr. Foster signed the contract.  If you continue to argue this fact, I will call security and they will have you detained on your passage to Mungus.  Will that be necessary?”
              “No ma’m,” I said.
              “That’s a good boy,” she said with a giant mocking smile as she smacked on her pink gum.  “Now have a nice day.”
              I walked down the hallway with Verne and heard the blonde woman ask the next person, “First and last name?” before I turned the first corner and the voices from the loading dock disappeared. I was upset.  It wasn’t right.  I could almost understand making me sign the contract.  I wouldn’t be much use in helping to build up Terra and, for me, seven years of servitude would go by fast and I would still have a good portion of my life to live as a free man.  That wasn’t the case for Verne.  When he signed the contract, he didn’t know what he was getting into.  Seven years could be the rest of his life.
              I came down the hall that led up a couple of metal stairs to the doorway of the ship.  Through the doorway I could see men and women taking their seats and getting strapped in.  To the left of the doorway stood a man in a black suit with a pin on his left breast that said, “Captain Geoffrey Chalmers”.  A young blond man with blue eyes and thick shoulders stood on the other side of the doorway.  He was wearing a jumpsuit identical to the one that the blonde woman with the clipboard had on and I guessed that he was also a flight attendant.
              “Good afternoon,” the captain said, shaking both Verne’s hand and mine.  “I will be your captain today and I wish you both a comfortable and safe trip.”
              “Captain, there has been a mistake,” I said.
              The captain looked concerned and crouched down putting his hands on his knees to be at my level.  “What would that be, son?  Anything that we can do for you?”
              He smelled of cologne and his black hair was slicked back tightly onto his head.  “This man,” I said, indicating Verne with my hands, “he’s a family friend of mine.  He signed the contract to go down and help Ramus, but I don’t think that he quite understood it.  I think that he is getting confused in his age.  I think that there’s something wrong with him.  I told the flight attendant who was checking names and she seemed to not care.  Could you help him?”
              “Hmm,” the captain said and stood up and looked Verne in the eye.  “Sir, what is your name?” he asked in a loud clear voice.
              Verne pursed his lips and shook his head while looking at the ground.  “I can’t remember.”
              Some more Grecos walked passed us and the captain greeted them before they walked onto the ship.
              “He’s probably fine,” the captain said with a pat on my back.  “Allergies sometimes make me confused too.  Now, you two go find your seats.  We’ll be taking off shortly.”
              When the captain talked to me he smiled and nodded a lot as if I was a small child who couldn’t understand big words.  My stature and young face had made the captain think that I was probably three years younger than I actually was.
              “Sir, I think that this man has something more than allergies.  Could you please call someone to have him escorted back to his house?”
              More passengers walked by and boarded the ship.  The captain smiled and shook their hands and welcomed them on board.  When they were gone the smile vanished from his face and he looked at me, this time not crouching to my level but standing at his full height, and said, “with all due respect, son,” pointing a finger into my chest, “and I’m guessing that not much is due because you are probably in grade school, I think that this man is fine.  I’m a captain and you’re a passenger.  I’m an adult and you’re a kid.  This is my call.  He’s fine.  So please, board the ship.”
              Something in those eyes scared me and made me feel like a lamb looking up at a butcher.  He was right, in some ways.  He was the boss and I was not, and so whether or not I was right, he was the one who got to make the decisions.  So I decided to take the situation to a new boss.
              “C’mon, Verne,” I said grabbing the sleeve of his shirt and walking back down the hall from where we came.
              “Where are you going?” the captain asked me.
              I heard his footsteps behind me and I began to walk faster.
              I was going to report this to another authority, but I didn’t answer.
              The captain grabbed me by the back of the shirt and flung me up against the wall.  His strong hands held my collar and pushed into the back of my neck.  My head was turned to the side and my cheek was pressed against the carpeted wall.
              Passengers were walking by and the captain laughed calmly to them and said, “He’s a little nervous about the flight.”
              The people chuckled and then continued on.  I tried to call for help, but the breath had been knocked out of me.  I heard the captain behind me getting something out of his pocket.
              I felt a needle go into my neck.  “That should have you feeling much better, sir.”  He pulled the syringe out and his grip on me loosened.  “Brandon, will you come and escort this young man to the holding cell while I greet the passengers?”
              The big blond man came over and picked me up and pulled me onto his shoulder.  I was trying to fight, but my muscles wouldn’t cooperate.  As he carried me, I watched the heels of his boots come up behind him.  “Please, no!”  I felt a tickling sensation in the back of my throat and tried to remain conscious, but I felt as though I was trying to hold onto a wall of ice.  I was slipping.  I swallowed hard and looked around for any help but found none.  My head grew heavy and I knew that I was about to go.  My last thought was, ‘I have to warn Saul!  There’s something wrong!’ and then I fell into a dreamless unconscious state.
 
 
              When I awoke I flailed my arms back and forth and felt that they were pinned down, “Sir!” someone yelled at me.  I opened my eyes and the blond flight attendant who had carried me was standing over me, his face swimming in my field of vision.  “There will be no need to fight anymore, I’m trying to help.”
               The effects of the drug were still heavy in my mind.  “I don’t know,” I said.  I looked around and began to giggle.  Things were moving too slow.  My head felt like it was full of mud and noises echoed through my mind.  Colors seemed duller and looked as though they were melting off of the flight attendant’s shirt.  His face was growing so big that I could see the pores of his ruddy skin, and then shrinking down in the background to where I could barely see him in the distance.
              The blonde man, Brandon, opened his mouth wide to laugh, but I only heard the noise after his mouth was closed.  I blinked and his face danced before me, now glowing with white light.  He spoke and the shape of his mouth and the words that I heard didn’t fit.  “You’re a little confused,” he said.  “Drink this,” and he handed me a small cup plastic of purple liquid.  I tried to ask him what it was, but my lips turned to rubber and I couldn’t talk.  I tried to reach for the cup, but I missed.  I felt the blond man’s hand tilt my head back and pour the purple liquid in my mouth.  The thick, bitter concoction slimed down my throat and then the blond man told me to rest.  He said that he had given me something to fix my condition.  The block of ice.  Again, it was like I was trying to hold onto a block of ice.
 
 
              I had slipped out of consciousness again and when I came back my head felt sturdier and the objects around me had more permanence to them.  I looked around and saw that I was seat belted into a soft cushioned blue chair and that in front of me was a chain link fence blocking my way out to the rest of the ship.  I unbuckled myself and tried to push the fence open before noticing the lock on the outside.  The chair I was sitting in was completely caged in and I guessed that this was where they put violent people that they needed to detain.
              My fists clenched and I stood up in anger.  They had detained me!  And what for?  Because I wanted to help an old man!  That was ridiculous!  Infuriating!  It was uncalled for that…
              I sniffed.  “What is that smell?” I heard myself whisper.  The anger had left me at the advent of this new smell.  I breathed in deeply and my head cocked.  I moved and pressed my nose through the fence and sniffed in as much of the aroma as I could.  There was a scent going through the ship that I had never smelt before.  I breathed in deeply again.  My lungs felt as though they couldn’t pull in enough air.
              The blonde man came up to me with a set of keys.  He held them before me and said, “If I let you out of here are you going to behave?”
              I nodded and as he worked the lock I asked, “What’s that smell?”
              He pulled open the door to the cell and said, “It’s Mungus.  It smells a lot better than the ship does.  It smells fresher.”
              I walked passed him and into the main cabin of the ship.  I saw rows and rows of hundreds of empty seats with heavy buckles to keep passengers strapped in.  Above the seats were small TVs and outside of little windows against the walls I could see the green grass below.  I turned around to Brandon.  “Where is everyone?”
              “They’ve already gone outside,” he pointed towards an opening in the cabin where a thick light shone in.  I could see dust particles dancing in the light and as I walked toward the opening my eyes opened wide and I gasped in that beautiful aroma until my lungs felt tight with pressure.
              There were bright blues and whites in the sky and below this, a landscape that stretched with trees and hills.  Birds sang in the warm air and I stepped towards the opening.  My skin seemed to smile with the freshness of it all.  In front of me, the land stretched.  There were hundreds of my shipmates on the ground, frolicking through the grass.  I could see butterflies drifting above the earth.  Beyond the group of people that had come down on the ship were a group of people that looked like they were wearing cowboy attire.  They were lined up and talking with the blond flight attendant who had smacked on her gum.  
              “C’mon down,” Saul shouted from below me and I looked down to find that they had situated an inflatable slide on the side of the ship.  The grass was thirty feet below me with a great orange slide coming up at a steep angle.  I hesitated, looked at Saul’s smiling face, the beautiful grass, and jumped down.  My stomach dropped as the slide caught my body and I was brought down to the grass.  I laughed and Saul helped me up to my feet and shoved a few blades of grass in my hand.  “It’s grass, Walt.  Just like at Yankee stadium.”
“It sure is,” I said.  Tall grass was standing as far as I could see.  I had never seen grass before.  I knelt down and felt it.  It was tougher then I had expected and I compared the feeling of it to a soft plastic.  Saul put some of it in his mouth.  I watched him curiously and then he made a disgusted face, spat it out and began to scrape the stuff off of his tongue.
              “It doesn’t taste good,” he said.
              “Why did you try it?”
              “I don’t know.  I was curious.”
All around me, the Grecos who had just gotten off of the ship were running around like school children let out for recess, examining their new world.  Grown men were on their hands and knees, digging into the earth.  People were standing around, gazing up at the sky—the clouds were at an incredible height compared to the ceiling of the ship.  Women and men were rolling around in the grass.  Children were yelling as they trotted over the ground of their new home.  “I wish that our parents could have seen this,” I told Saul.
The grass came up to my knees and I bent down to pet it.  I then saw a green stem sticking out of the ground with a white ball on top.  I had seen one of these in movies.  A dandelion.  I walked over and picked up the plant.  “Saul, watch this!”  I blew and the white seeds on top detached and the fuzz floated out into the blue sky.  Saul laughed with joy and picked one up to do the same.
A deep voice filled the air, “Saul Higgins, Walter Higgins, Marcy Anderson, Verne Foster, Mike Nelson, and Nancy Nelson—come over here and line up.”
The source of the voice was a tall man wearing a cowboy hat, a checkered long sleeve shirt and blue jeans that covered the top of brown leather boots.  Beside him stood another man in the same attire.  Saul and I walked over to where he had called us.  The closer I got to the cowboy, the odder he and his friend looked to me.  They were both tall and lean, with strong, veiny necks, and were both completely bald.  The skin on their scalp, above their eyes, and faces where their beards should have been was completely smooth.  They were pale and their lips were almost nonexistent.  Their noses were small as if part of them had been cut off. They had great strong canine teeth.  They had told us in school that the people on the other ships were exposed to different gene pools, and could therefore look different.  The idea hadn’t been real to me until I saw it in person.
A Greco man came up beside us.  “Hello, Mr. Nelson,” Saul said whenever we made it over to the group.  Mike Nelson was Miss Mary’s son and he had been called to the same group that we had.
“Hey Saul. Walt.”  He shook hands with both of us then asked, “Have you met my wife, Nancy?”
“No,” I said.  She shook hands with both of us and we exchanged ‘nice to meet you’ s.
The two bald men in cowboy hats walked over to our group.  The taller one began to talk to us, “my name is Di, and this fellow over here is Hank.”  Hank waved at us and then Di went through a list that he was holding to make sure that everyone that he had called had found his or her way over to him.  I noticed that both Di and Hank had bows and arrows strapped across their backs and whips and swords resting on their hips.  Di sucked all of the spit in his mouth to the center and then spat darkly onto the ground.  I had seen people dip tobacco in movies but never in real life before.  “Hank and I will be your guards for the remainder of your stay here at Mungus.  You will be working for my boss, Glen Taylor.  Now put out your hands so that Hank can get the cuffs on.”
Hank pulled a long chain with handcuffs off of a trailer behind a spotted white and brown horse.  The horse’s ears flicked and it shook its head, rattling the reigns.
Hank came over to the group and Mike Nelson shook his head and stepped forward.  “I’ve got an issue with this, guys.”  He smiled and tried to be nice to the guards and they just sneered back at him.  “There’s been some kind of confusion.  We’re not supposed to be working for the remainder of our lives, just for the next seven years.  And we’re workers, not slaves or criminals.  I will not put those handcuffs on.”
“Really?” Di asked, and walked up so that his cowboy hat was shading Mr. Nelson’s head.  He was so close that if they had extended their lips, they could have kissed.  “You won’t put those handcuffs on like I told you to?”
“Really.”
Di moved quickly.  He spat in the man’s eyes, brought a knee up into his groin and then brought his boot heal down on Mike’s foot.  Mike let out a yelp and fell to his knees.  Hank grabbed his hands and secured them in the cuffs.  I looked around to see if anyone had seen the injustice that had just occurred and found Captain Geoffrey Chalmers standing out in the breeze, the grass dancing below his knees.  His carefully styled black hair reflected the sunlight.  He was wearing sunglasses and smiling in my direction.  He gave a wave at me to let me know that he had seen and didn’t care.
The rest of us complied and put out our hands.  Hank came over and secured the cuffs onto my wrists.  “Hey Di,” Hank called over.
              “Yeah?”
              “Doesn’t this one look like a Salyer with a wig on?”  Hank grabbed me by the collar.  He smelled like horses.
              Di laughed and said, “Yeah, he does.”
Hank told me that my new name would be “little Salyer.”  I looked up at Hank’s hairless and lean figure and could not see how I looked anything like him.  The cuffs locked around my hands and Hank moved over to cuff Saul.  The metal was warm and I let my hands hang by my side.  The weight of the metal chain and cuffs pulled down from my shoulders.  I hadn’t known that handcuffs were this heavy.
When we were all secured, Di got onto a tall black horse and began to walk along the grass and away from the ship.  Mike Nelson was in the front of our chain gang line and when Di hollered for him to follow, he obediently limped along.  Once we were walking, Hank and his spotted brown horse began to follow us.  Behind the horse was a trailer with all of our possessions in it.  Our chains clanked at our waists with every step that we took.  We were moving further away from our ship and further away from my home.
 
 
 
4
The Theatre
 
              Only a few days ago I had been excited to be on Mungus.  Only a few hours ago I thought they were good people.  Only a few minutes ago I still held out hope that I wasn’t a prisoner.
              These were my thoughts as I walked under the hot sun.  The handcuffs pulled at my wrists as I trudged along in the chain gang.  I followed Saul, who followed Verne (he had already fallen down twice), who followed Nancy Nelson, who followed Mike Nelson who followed Di on his horse.  I watched as Di’s brown boots flipped up and down against the horse’s ribs with each step of its hooves.
              Up ahead, the tall green grass turned short and well groomed.  Buildings and carriages rose up in the distance.  It looked like the kind of small town that I had seen in Western movies.  I wondered if this was where Glen Taylor, my new boss, lived.  We walked on and my shoulders became tired with the weight of the cuffs.  The chain made a drastic dip from Saul’s hands to mine and it swung back and forth with each step that we took.  Hank called up from behind us, “Di, are we going through town?”
              “Yep,” Di called back and then he spat tobacco juice to the side.
              We took a few more steps and then Hank called up, “Why’s that?”
              Di’s horse stopped and he looked back at Hank from under his cowboy hat.  “Don’t you listen to anything?”
              “I do, Di.”
              “Apparently not, because I’ve already told you that Mr. Taylor wanted us to get him a newspaper!  Listen when people talk!”  Di’s horse turned back around and again began to trot towards town.  His boots flipped up and down and soon we made it onto a dirt road labeled “Main Street.”  Di spat and his saliva hit the ground just short of the wooden sign.
              The town was alive with people and animals bustling around.  Most of the people had the same hairless bodies and thin frames as the two guards who were leading us.  I gathered that these were the Salyers—the passengers of the first ship to arrive on Mungus and the founders of Ramus.  They rode horses and walked on bare feet.  Children played ball and drew in the dirt with sticks.  It was almost impossible to tell the bald Salyer boys and girls apart except for the clothes that they wore.  The little girls wore dresses in pastel colors that ran down below their knees and the boys wore pants and suspenders with old button up shirts underneath.  Most Salyers wore hats to keep the sun off of their hairless heads.  There were straw hats and cowboy hats.  I saw Saul looking enviously at a blue baseball hat that a little boy was wearing—it almost looked like the ones that the Yankees wore.  Clay buildings rose up on either side of us as we walked down the dirt road of Main Street.  There were vendors on the sidewalks standing behind wooden counters and selling fruit, water, bread, and toys.  Signs rested atop most of the buildings to indicate what they were.  “Barber Shop.”  “Saloon.”  “Tom’s Grocery and Drug.”  I looked and saw that in the glass window of Tom’s Grocery and Drug there was a ‘Wanted’ poster.  They were looking for a man who had committed a triple murder and at the bottom of the page, below the man’s picture, in red letters was the word, “REWARD.”
              Di stopped at Tom’s Grocery and Drug, tied up his horse and went inside.  Hank waited with the prisoners and we all stood in the street, handcuffed to one another.  People stared at us as if we were criminals.  I saw a woman staring through the blinds of an Ice Cream Parlor at us.  Little girls were sitting on a wooden bench outside of a flower shop and eating cups of ice cream and giggling as they stared.  When Di came out he was holding a rolled newspaper.  He swung onto his horse and we were about to walk off whenever another Salyer in a cowboy hat approached on a brown horse.
              “Howdy, Di.”
              “Hey, Claude.”
              Claude pulled his horse closer and they both shook dusty hands.  Claude looked over at us and said to Di, loud enough for us to hear, “this is an ugly bunch you’ve got here.  A bunch of runts if you ask me.”  He pulled the cigarette out of his mouth and tossed it in the middle of the road.
              “Grecos are nasty little creatures, aren’t they?” Di spat tobacco juice onto the dirt and wiped the excess saliva off with his shirtsleeve.
              “Can’t fight worth a darn, either,” Claude said, nodding his pale head.
              “How do you know?” Di asked.
              “They had four or five of ‘em in the Theatre last month!”
              Di shook his head and smiled.  “Oh, c’mon!  You’re lyin’, Claude.”
              “It’s true,” Claude pressed.  “And they’re supposed to have a whole lot of ‘em there today,” he pulled out a rusty conductor’s watch from a leather pouch tied to his horse’s saddle.  He opened it up and squinted at the numbers, “in about 20 minutes, in fact.  Are you going?”
              “I wish that I could, but I’ve got to watch these guys,” said Di, motioning behind him.
              “Why don’t you just bring ‘em in?”
              “I can do that?” Di spat in between the two horses.
              “Sure you can.  It’s free.  And I think that it would be something good for them to see.  It’ll let them know a little bit about our culture.  I’ve got to be goin’, but I’ll see you later.”
              Di said goodbye and Claude clunked off on his horse.  “Hank, come up here,” Di ordered.  He pointed to a spot beside him and Hank trotted up on his horse.
              “Do you want to go to the Theatre today?” Di asked.
              “Sure I do,” said Hank.  “But don’t we got to be back at a certain time?”
              Di spat onto the dirt, hitting the same spot that he had last time.  “That’s what I’m thinking.  So I reason that it would be okay if we go, but we’re gonna have to walk late into the night tonight.  We’ve got those oil lamps so it should be fine.  Sound good?”
              Hank nodded his head.  “Yeah, Di. Sure.”
              Di put his fingers in his mouth and whistled.  He called us, his chain gang, over by saying, “come here, dogs.”
              Mike Nelson led us over to the side of Di’s horse.
              Di spat in the dirt at Mike’s feet, looked into the sun, and then looked at us.  “How would you guys like to see some live entertainment?”
              We didn’t know what to say; we didn’t know if it was a joke or not, so we remained quiet.
              “Well, answer,” said Di.
              “I’d like to go,” said Saul.  “What kind?”
              Di laughed and gave a sideways glance to Hank, “You’ll see.”  Di turned to us with a smirk on his face and said, “here’s the deal.  There’s a show today.  It’s a free show for all of Ramus.  Here’s what’s gonna happen.  I’m going to take you to that show, okay?  But it would be best if the boss man, Mr. Taylor, never knew that I took you to it, okay?  So you guys won’t ever mention it.  Do we have a deal?”
              The chain gang gave out a halfhearted agreement.
              “Or I can just kill you right here,” Di laughed and spat.  His face turned serious.  “If you tell, I’ll kill you, understood?”  He took out a knife from his hip and flashed it in the sunlight.
              This time all of the prisoners let out a, “yes,” in unison.
              “Good.  It’s good to hear that you guys aren’t too stupid to understand some simple directions.”  He spat and then turned on his horse and headed forward on Main Street.  “Follow me,” he called behind him.
              We walked beneath the hot sun, following our new leader to something called the “Theatre.”  I had a sick feeling in my stomach and wanted to go home.
              I could see the Theatre from half a mile away.  The structure stood tall above the others, spanning high into the sky.  It was made of white rock, distinct against the blue sky and city of clay buildings.  The building was a giant circle that only seemed to grow bigger as we got closer.  It was surrounded by big, open stone doorways that Salyers of all ages were pouring into.  Clowns were standing outside of the entryways making balloons and vendors were selling cotton candy and popcorn.  Whenever we got closer, I saw that there was a field of green grass beside the Theatre with hundreds of horses tied up on wooden poles that protruded from the ground.  Di and Hank gave a man some coins so that they could park their horses on two of the poles.
              Di walked in front of us and Hank walked behind us, just as they had ridden.  As we got closer, I heard the cheering of a large crowd and agonized screaming.  I shook my head to make the hallucination stop, ‘surely no one is screaming.’  But the sound never went away.  Di strutted ahead of us under his cowboy hat and with each footprint that his boot left and with each swing of the chains I became more and more certain that I was hearing shrieking coming from the giant structure.
              We passed by the popcorn and cotton candy vendors and entered under one of the stone arches.  It was much cooler under the shadows.  Di spat on the stone floor.  Salyers of all sizes and ages were working their way through the crowded halls.  The ceilings of the building were high and the air was filled with the scent of sawdust.  Di led his prisoners through the crowd of people down a big hallway, then up a wooden, spiral staircase.  The sound of people screaming was unmistakable now.  “Help me!  Please, God!”  Our chains rattled as we walked up the stairs and a hollow sound came after each step of Di’s boots.  When the staircase ended, we came out into the open air and I saw a circle of stone bleachers facing into an oval arena.  The arena appeared to be the size of a football field and circled around the edge of it, just off of the sand, were hundreds of locked jail cells with prisoners inside.  Some screamed to be let out, some stared at the crowd through the bars, and some lay down on the floor.  All of the prisoners had hair.  I looked up at our bald guards and then at all of the hairless men and women in the audience.  The Salyers seemed to be running the show.
              We found our seats up high in the stadium and I sat with my handcuffs on top of my lap and my chains drooping off to both sides.   I looked around and noticed another race of people.  They were short, stocky, and most of them had beards and hairy arms.  I determined that these people must be the Beardsleys. 
Di and Hank sat on either side of the chain gang.  There was no shade except for when a stray cloud would drift in front of the sun.  “What do you think this is?” Saul asked.  He was smiling and hadn’t picked up on the clues that I had.  “Do you think that it’s a play?”
              A prisoner reached out of his cell and screamed, “God will judge you for this!”
              Saul heard this and laughed.  “They sure are getting into it.”
              I looked up at Saul and shook my head.  “I don’t know, Saul.”
              “What’s wrong?” Saul asked.  He tilted his head and didn’t understand why I was sad when I was about to see a show.
              “I just don’t think that I’m going to like this play.”
The Theatre’s seats were nearly full on each level when a clown walked out onto the sand.  Applause erupted around the stadium and thousands of citizens of Ramus clapped as he made his way to the center.  The clown was tall, I could see even at a distance.  His pronounced cheekbones, small lips and nose indicated that he was a Salyer.  His shoulders were wide and thick under his red, blue and yellow jumpsuit.  The outfit stopped at his shoulders in frilly bunches of color and thick veiny arms hung on either side of his body.  His face was painted a sick white—not the white of a cloud or of a dove, but the kind of white that can be found on a fish’s belly.  It was the color that a man turns when he is drained of all of his blood.  The clown had about thirty thin strands of black hair hanging off of his scalp and falling all about his head.  His lips and nose were painted a crimson red that speckled onto his cheeks as if he had just got done eating straight from a carcass.  His eyes were deep purples and swollen blacks.  His irises were a washed out blue that made him look blind.
“Welcome, welcome, welcome!  Good morning to all!” the clown said.  His voice echoed through speakers around the Theatre.  The crowd hushed.  “As many of you know, my name is Georgie the Clown.”
The crowd again erupted in applause and whistles as Georgie turned and took animated bows towards each section.  The clown was flexible and with his knees locked he bowed so low that his black hair touched the sand.  “Thank you!”  Georgie licked his lips all the way around his mouth.  “We have a great show at the Theatre today.  You know, one of the things that I think we need to do here is to lighten up.  We need to laugh more.”  Georgie’s eyes opened wide and he fell into hysterical cackles.  Scattered people in the crowd laughed along.  The clown was scaring Saul, so he buried his eyes in his hands.  Georgie wiped his eyes and after laughing a little more he said, “So, without further adieu, I present to you, a little game of cat and mouse…or something like it.”  Georgie opened his hands up to indicate the prison cells underneath me that I couldn’t see and then scooted to the side of the arena.
People on the other side of the sand began to laugh before I could see what was going on.  Men, women, and children—all naked except for black half circle costume ears on their heads, long black tails, and white gloves—began to run out onto the sand.  They were the mice, and fifty of them scattered all over the arena, some screaming as they went.  I noticed that all but one of them had hair.  This mice man was clearly a Salyer and I wondered what he had done to get thrown in with the Grecos and Beardsleys.
“Don’t look, Saul,” I told him.  For some reason though, I wasn’t able to obey my own advice.  I heard Saul weeping beside me and my eyes seemed to not be able to move from the sand.
Dogs began barking from the side of the stadium and then I saw them rush out over the sand.  They were huge dogs, bigger than I had ever seen in any film, and their muscular backs flexed and stretched as they glided across the ground.  One of the mice turned and began to run where I could see his face.  I saw his ponytail flopping behind him and recognized the naked teen; it was Blaine Trotter, the boy who I had scrubbed the floors with.  My heart ached at this recognition and I saw fear flash in his eyes.  He looked up into the crowd and for a moment I was sure that he saw me.  Why was this happening?  He was a good guy!
The dogs overcame the mice—every single one.  They brought them down with sharp teeth and claws and blood and intestines were spilled onto the ground.  I watched Blaine die.  I watched them all die.  The crowd cheered and the dogs ripped at throats and even the fastest of prisoners were soon dead bodies lying in the sand.  After ten minutes all that was on the arena floor were dead carcasses and dogs filling their bellies with flesh.
It didn’t stop after that.  They removed the bodies and the dogs from the sand and brought out a new death game.  Prisoners with their hands tied behind their backs ran over the sand as archers shot arrows through their hearts and faces.  And for the final act there was a giant brawl where hundreds of prisoners were given swords, bats, and other weapons and forced to kill each other.  Archers from the crowd shot at the prisoners who refused to fight and eventually everyone was fighting and the sand was crimson red.  No one won any of the games.
“Is it over?” Saul said from his hands.  His voice was muffled.
“Don’t look, Saul.”
              As they were clearing away the bodies a man in a black suit and tie walked out over the bloody sand to the middle of the arena.  He smiled and turned around to look at everyone in the audience before saying, “I hope that you all enjoyed the show!”  The crowd cheered and whooped and yelled praises at the man.  Hank stood up and whistled and clapped.  He had been overcome by ecstasy at seeing so much violence.
              The man in the suit had excellent posture and his baldhead was exposed under the sun.  “In case any of you don’t know, I am Confagulous Dickerson, the president of the nation Ramus.”  To this the audience gave a scattered clap.  “I would like to say a few things before I ask everyone under 18 years of age to leave the Theatre so that the gorier events, the tortures, can commence.”
              Hank cursed and said to Di, “So we can’t stay for the good part?”
              “Guess not,” Di said without taking his eyes off of the president.
              Hank cursed again and the president continued on.  “I don’t usually come to these things, but I was just down the street.  I would like to remind everyone that what has happened today was not intended to be entertainment for entertainment’s sake.  You are supposed to enjoy the Theatre because it is a place of justice where criminals who were found guilty by a fair court system were tried and convicted.  You should like watching justice, and that’s what the Theatre is for.  I don’t want the Theatre to become a place where people come to get some sick thrill out of watching people be killed.”  The president coughed into his hand and then said, “at this time I’m going to ask that everyone under the age of eighteen please leave the Theatre.  The torture section is about to begin.  Thank you.”
              The president then walked off of the sand and down a hall on the arena floor.  Guards began rolling out a giant metal contraption with locks and chains and blades. I couldn’t even imagine what this device was for.  “Let’s go,” said Di.  He took a pinch of tobacco out of a metal can and stuffed it under his lip.
              We all stood up and Saul asked, “Can I look now?”
              “Yes, Saul, we have to go.”
              Di led and our chain gang walked back down the wooden staircase and out of the Theatre.  All of the children had to leave, but still, thousands of people stayed to see the more gory part of the entertainment.  Our group walked through the halls and out of the building when a loud, deep voice made me jump.  “Di!”
              Di remained calm and turned around to look from under his cowboy hat at the approaching man in a black suit; President Dickerson.  “Can I help you, Mr. President?”  Di spat on the ground and the President gave him a disgusted look that went from the spit on the dirt to Di’s face.
              “As a matter of a fact, you can.  You can unchain these men and women you’ve got here.  What makes you think that you have the right to chain up free men and women?”
              “They ain’t free, Mr. President, they’re our laborers.”
              The president shook his head.  “Are you serious?  That doesn’t make them your slaves.  They aren’t criminals.  Unchain them right now!  If I hear of them being chained again, I’m going to report you and you will find yourself with a little jail time and a hefty fine.  How does that sound?”
              Di smiled and spat.  “Just dandy,” his voice rumbled in a low sarcastic growl.
              The president’s eyes narrowed.  “You’ve got some attitude, boy.  It’s a mystery why such a nice guy like Glen Taylor would keep you on board.  Now unchain them!”
              The president then turned on his heels and walked in between the vendors and back into the Theatre.  I guessed that he was going to watch the tortures.  Di cursed and ordered Hank to unchain us.  It felt good to have the cuffs off of my wrists and I ran my fingers across the red circles that the metal had made.  Di and Hank went and untied their horses from the poles and we left town and were, according to Di, headed for Mr. Taylor’s farm.
              As soon as we were outside of town, Di got his whip out and had us all put our handcuffs back on.  Mr. Nelson didn’t fight this time.  We walked through roads cut into a deep forest for a few hours and then the land turned into grassy, treeless plains.  My handcuffs were keeping my hands down at my waist and the chains slowly danced back and forth.  We walked well into the night with Di leading and holding a lantern so that we could see.  It was passed midnight by the time that we stopped. All that we were given for dinner was a tin of water each and some dried bread.  We lay down under the stars and the crickets buzzed around us.  We were all too tired to talk, so whenever Di put out the lamp, most of us went right to sleep.  With my hands still cuffed over my lap I laid down on the grass and let the breeze kiss my face.  Owl’s hooted in the distance and smoky clouds drifted in front of the moon.  Despite my fatigue, I couldn’t sleep.  I thought about how so much had changed in one day.  I remembered earlier that day when Miss Marianna told us that we were going down to Mungus.  ‘That was earlier today?  It feels like weeks ago.’  I thought about how whenever Saul and I had been playing in the grass I had told him that I wished my parents could have seen this.  I took that thought back.  I wouldn’t wish that anyone could see what I saw that day.  What did it all mean?  The killings.  The torture.  The crowd laughing.  Was this a bad place?  It seemed as though it was, but what about what the president had said.  Had all of those people actually gotten a trial?  Did that make it okay?  The president had said that it was supposed to be entertaining because you were watching justice being served.  Then why didn’t they make it more clear what the prisoners’ crimes had been?  Surely they must have done terrible things because the president had told Di that keeping people handcuffed without their consent was only prison time and a hefty fine.  And what can I do?  Should Saul and I try to escape?  And go where?  We can’t go back on the ship and we wouldn’t survive out in the wilderness.  The president had said that Mr. Taylor was a good guy though, so maybe it would be okay.  Maybe Di’s just a bad guy.  He’s made most of the decisions that have bothered me so far.  And Hank’s just dumb.  But what if the president was wrong about Mr. Taylor being a ‘good guy’?  Should I trust a man that condones children watching such awful things?  I didn’t know what to make of it and soon the images of the Theatre that were in my head became more real and I fell into dreams where Georgie the clown chased me over waterless deserts.
 
 
 
5
Walking
 
 
              “Get up, get up, get up!  It’s breakfast time and then we’re moving!  NOW!”
              I opened my eyes in the dim light of the morning and when I tried to stretch out my body, I found that my arms wouldn’t budge. I looked down and realized that my wrists were still in the metal cuffs.  “Get up, all of you.  Sit!”
              Around me, the other prisoners were sitting up and rubbing their tired eyes with their hands while Hank yelled at us.
              A few yards off, I saw Di making eggs and bacon over an open fire.  I hadn’t eaten much the day before and my mouth watered at the wonderful aroma.
              “What’s wrong with him?” Hank said, pointing to Verne.  No one answered.  Verne lay with his hands over his chest and his skinny legs straight out into the grass.  He was completely still.  “Is he dead?”  Hank bent down and yelled in Verne’s face, “Old man, get up!”  Verne didn’t stir.  Hank looked around at us and then kicked him in the hip.  Verne sat up.  He looked around with eyes that were just as confused as the day before in the loading dock.  
“Try not to die, old man,” Di shouted from beside the fire.
              I felt stupid for letting my mouth water over Hank and Di’s eggs.  Again, the prisoners’ meal was stale bread and water.  The bread was hard and I had to dip it in my lukewarm water to soften it enough to swallow.  Di and Hank took their time eating their delicious-looking breakfasts.  When they were done, they wasted their leftovers by throwing them in the grass instead of giving them to their hungry prisoners.
Then, we packed up the trailer.  The morning was cool and when I stood up I felt that my pants were wet.  I bent down and felt the green grass and saw that it was covered in drops of water.  I had heard of morning dew before, but this was the first time that I had ever seen it.
              Once the trailer was packed up, Di hopped on his horse and we followed.  I only had slept a few hours during the night and I was thankful that we started off at a slow pace.  The animals were beginning to wake up and all kinds of insects and birds sang their morning songs.  The chain between Saul and I drifted back and forth; each time it moved, it irritated the skin on my already irritated wrists.  Up ahead of Saul, Verne seemed to be keeping a good pace.  His mind wasn’t all there, but he was still physically healthy and had good posture.  He trucked along, going step for step with the rest of the chain gang.  Di took out his dip can and loaded some of the black stuff under his lip.  He wiped his mouth with his shirtsleeve and then spat off to the side.  
The day wasn’t cool for long.  Just a few short hours after we had begun to walk, the sun burned heavy atop my head of dark hair.  I wished that I had a cowboy hat like Hank and Di.  Despite Hank and Di, the hot sun, and my raw wrists, the planet was beautiful.  The green grass stretched out forever all around me and whenever the wind blew all of the blades waved in unison as if they were different parts of one creature.  Trees were scattered and the terrain looked much less like a forest than it had near the town.  Herds of cows grazed along the plains.  When we walked by, their heads popped up from the green and they watched us as they chewed and grinded grass in their mouths.  They were majestic, huge, and quiet creatures, except for the occasional ‘moo’ to say hello.  My favorite things about the prairie were the sheep.  At least, they looked like sheep—very small sheep.  They were small furry creatures with backs only coming about a foot and a half off of the ground.  They walked in huge herds of white fluff ‘bahh’ing and biting off grass in their little mouths.  While we walked, everyone except for Di turned their heads to look at the cute animals.
              We continued walking until the herd was far behind us and the sun was in the middle of the sky.  I was wishing for a lunch break and missing the herds that had been our entertainment until I heard a ‘bahhaah’ beside me.  The chain gang turned their heads to the side and we saw a tiny lamb that had gotten separated from the herds.  The thing only came up to Saul’s knees.  It opened its mouth wide showing us its long, dull teeth and ‘bahh’ed for us once more.
              “How precious,” Mrs. Nelson said.
              We kept walking and the animal hobbled along beside us ‘bahh’ing every few minutes.  It seemed to think that we were its herd, so it followed us.  Di kept riding and he spat into the grass.
              ‘Bahh.’
              ‘Bahh.’
              ‘Bahh.’
              I was happy to have the little thing beside of me.  I watched it and wondered if it was going to follow us all the way to the farm.
              ‘Bahh.’
              Di stopped on his horse and for the first time he looked at the furry creature.  The lamb’s blue eyes glimmered in the sun under its white curls.
              ‘Bahh.’
              Di spat and pulled his bow off of his back and loaded it with an arrow.  
“Don’t kill it!” Mrs. Nelson shouted.  
Di pulled the arrow back and pointed it at her.  She cowered and put her hands in front of her face as if they would protect her from an arrow.
              “Don’t tell me what to do.”  In one quick motion Di turned and released the arrow.  The string straightened and the arrow seemed to go all the way through the front of the lamb and it let out a noise that sounded like pleading.
              Di’s horse began to walk again and Di returned his bow to his back.  We followed, leaving the lamb crying on the grass to die alone. The further we got, the harder it was to hear its cries.  I could tell that no one wanted to leave, except for Di; because he was the leader and because he was crazy we had to.  We walked over the grass and the chains rubbed on my raw wrists more.  I was never sure because I could only see his back ahead of me but I thought that I heard Saul crying for the little lamb.  Every few steps he would sniffle and let out a quiet moan.
              We didn’t eat all day and when night fell and I felt as though I was going to pass out, we all sat down and had dinner.  Di and Hank started a fire and made some more eggs for themselves.  The chain gang was again given water and little pieces of hard bread.  Saul and I sat hip to hip while we ate our meal and tears began to roll down Saul’s face.
              “What’s wrong, Saul?”
              “I’m tired.  I’m so tired.  Look at my wrists; do you see how red they are?  I’m tired, Walt.  And I’m hungry.  I need more food than this,” he said shaking his little piece of grain.
              “Do you want some of mine?” I said offering my piece.
              He shook his head.  “I want some of theirs,” he said pointing at the eggs.
              Di and Hank laughed and ate. They were too far away to hear what Saul was saying.
              “I’m sorry, Saul.  If they were my eggs, I would give them to you,” I said.
              “I know,” he said.  “Walt, are we going to be okay?”  He looked at me in the eyes.  His eyebrows raised and worried on his big forehead.
              I looked at him for a moment.  “Yes, Saul.  We will be okay.”
              “Promise?”
              “Promise.”
              When dinner was over I was still hungry.  Hank and Di wasted their extra food in the grass, after they had stuffed themselves, and we walked on.  The bit of bread that I had had for dinner seemed to only make me hungrier, and despite the three tins of water that I had, my mouth was still dry.  The sun was replaced with the moon and soon my eyes adjusted. Di’s black horse walked ahead into the night.
              It felt like midnight whenever I heard the dogs.  We seemed to be walking straight towards the noise.  Chains were rattling, and we heard snarls and angry barks.  In the distance I could see the flickering of lights and as we got closer I could see the outline of a huge fence.
              “Welcome to the farm, ladies and gentlemen,” Hank said from behind us.  I could hear the wood of the trailer creaking as it rolled along behind Hank’s horse.
              The dogs continued to bark and as we got closer I began to make out the shape of a giant fence that bordered the farm.  The fence was all chain link and seemed to rise up fifteen feet in the air.  On the top of the metal border ran a swirl of barbed wire.  The gate was also chain link with metal hinges on both sides. In the middle of the gate, the opening was secured shut with a padlock.  On the inside stood a tall, bald Salyer man in blue jeans. He wasn’t wearing a shirt, and his bare torso seemed red in the light of the fire.  I assumed that he was another guard.  On either side of him stood wooden torches that illuminated the metal gate.  
              The dogs barked and ran up to the chain link fences; they showed white, sharp teeth, and froth dripped off their chins in thick drops.  Their angry barks hurt my ears.  As I looked around, I saw that the farm was surrounded by a series of parallel fences that served as a kind of moat.  Instead of water, there was grass; instead of alligators, there were the dogs.  There were fences that ran perpendicular with the main fences, dividing the fenced areas into sections.  Each fenced off section had three 160 pound dogs inside.  They barked and snarled and jumped at the fence.
              We came up to the metal gate and the Salyer guard got out his keys and wordlessly opened the gate for us to walk through.
              “Thanks, Sid,” Di said.  Sid just nodded and we entered through the gate and into the farm.
              We followed Di and his horse along a dirt road.  With the swinging light of the lantern that hung from a stand on Di’s horse, I saw that on either side of the road tall, green stalks of plants covered the ground.  We walked on under the moon.  To the right, somewhere off in the distance, I saw dim lights from the windows of a great, stone house.  We didn’t go to that house, as I had guessed, but came to a cross roads after walking half a mile into the farm and turned left.  We followed Di and his horse for another ten minutes until we arrived at our stopping point. 
We came to a place in between two rows of 50 small buildings.  Each structure had no windows on the front. A lock was on the outside of each wooden door.  Each building stood roughly seven feet tall and had a slanting roof of corrugated metal. Hank undid our handcuffs and I rubbed my sore wrists.  We walked along the cabins until we came to the first open one.  Above the door was a number that said 81.
              Di rounded up Marcy, Mr. and Mrs. Nelson, and Verne.  “Four to a cabin.  This is where you will be living from here on out.  In you go.”  Hank tossed their luggage into the cabin.
              The four of them entered and Di locked the door behind them.  Di then led Saul and me over to cabin number 82.  “This is where you two will live.  Don’t get too cozy with just the two of you.  Whenever more people come to the farm this is going to be filled up.”
              Saul entered before me, ducking his head as he went, then I came in behind him.  Hank threw our suitcase in and then Di shut the wooden door and locked it.  There was a little barred window in the back that let in some moonlight.  I pushed on the door to make sure that it was locked and found that it wouldn’t budge.
              I found cots stacked up against the wall.  They had metal, rusted frames with tough fabric in the middle.  I unfolded the cots and Saul and I laid down on them.
              “I’m thirsty, Walt,” he said.
              “I am too.”
              “Is there anything to drink?”
              “No, I’m sorry.”
              Saul let out a sigh.  “What do you think we’ll be doing tomorrow Walt?”
              “I don’t know.  I have no idea.”
              I rested in silence looking at the moon through the little window.  After some time, Saul asked, “Walt, are we going to die here?”
              “No, Saul.  Of course not.”
              “Promise?” he asked.
              Then, for the second time that day, I made a promise to my brother that I wasn’t able to keep.
 
 
6
The Farm
 
              I awoke to the distant sound of pots banging and voices yelling.  Saul was still snoring beside me and a soft light leaked in from the window in the back of our cabin.  It was early morning and my body begged me not to get up.  I wished that they would let us have a day off after our journey, or just the morning, and let us sleep so that our bodies could rest.
              Of course, my wish didn’t come true.  Our cabin door was flung open and a short, Salyer guard with a high pitched voice and little hands came into our cabin, banging pots and pans together.  “Get up!  Get up!  Get up!”  He banged on the pots near our ears until we stood up and were out of bed.  Then he left.
              Saul stood up tall, cracking his back and yawning.  His eyes were red and his tired head looked like it was thinking even less than usual.  
“How did you sleep?” I asked.
              “I had a dream that I played for the Yankees.”
              “So, good?”
              Saul smiled and nodded.  We walked out of our cabin and saw that outside of all the other occupied cabins, including the Nelson’s, the workers were seated on the dirt in front of the door.  They seemed to be waiting for something and since we didn’t know what was going on, we followed their lead and sat down on the ground in front of our new residence.  The sun was beginning to peak out over the horizon.  The two rows of cabins stretched across the dirt road and at the end, surrounding the cabins, stood stalk after stalk of green, leafy plant.  In front of each cabin sat four workers.  Men, women, and small children with sleepy eyes talked slowly in the cool morning.  I only counted 10 Grecos as I looked over the cabins.  The rest of the workers were all Beardsleys with short bodies and limbs, thick shoulders, wiry black hair, ruddy faces, and fat noses.  A Salyer guard that I was unfamiliar with was pushing a wheelbarrow down in between the rows of cabins.  Attached to the wheelbarrow, underneath the handles, was a metal structure that held hundreds of stacked bowls; inside of the wheelbarrow was a gray, goopy liquid.  The guard walked down in between the cabins, dipped the bowls down into the wheelbarrow gunk, and handed them to the waiting servants.
              As I waited, I noticed that in front of the cabin beside Saul and I sat two Beardsley men.  They each had thick shoulders and I saw that one of them was young with all black hair and the other one had gone completely gray and white.  Also in front of their cabin were two faces that I recognized from the Greco ship-Nathan and Heather Harmon.  Nathan was Miss Mary’s son.  He and his wife, Heather, would often come down and eat lunch with Miss Mary and the children at the orphanage.  They had had a baby just before they left the Greco ship and it was all Miss Mary talked about for weeks.  I didn’t see the baby anywhere and I guessed that it was still sleeping inside of the cabin.
              The breakfast wheelbarrow made its way down to us on squeaky, rubber wheels.  When it got to us, the Salyer pushing it said, “enjoy,” and sloshed two ladles of the gray food into bowls for us.
              “What is it?” I asked.
              “Grits,” the Salyer smiled with yellow teeth.
              Saul and I sat back down in front of our cabin and examined our breakfast.  Flies buzzed around my food and I swatted them away.  The stuff didn’t look edible, but it smelled good enough.  We didn’t have utensils so we looked around at the other people and saw that they were drinking their breakfast right from the bowl.  After seeing that we didn’t have another option, Saul and I tipped up our bowls and began to eat our grits.  They didn’t taste as bad as they looked.  They were bland, but I was hungry and ate every last drop.
              Heather Harmon sat just a few feet away from me, staring blankly into the sun.  She looked even skinnier than before she had gotten pregnant and wrinkles and cracks in her skin made it seem as though she had aged 5 years since the last time I saw her.
              “That’s bad for your eyes, you know?” I said to her.
              “I know.”  She didn’t move her gaze and continued to bask her corneas in the light of the sun.
              “So what do we do now?  What’s after breakfast?”  I smiled and tried to sound as friendly as possible.
              She remained monotone as she stared into the sun with her arms wrapped around her knees.  “We pick cotton.”
              “For how long?” I asked.
              She looked at me and let out a little laugh. “Forever.”



              She continued to stare at me.  Her eyes looked dull.  I imagined that after gazing into the sun that long that my face had to be covered by black dots in her field of vision.  Her look was unnerving, so to cheer her up I asked, “How’s the baby?”
              She looked back into the sunlight and as I waited for an answer I saw that tears began to run down her cheek.  ‘What could have happened,’ I thought.  It must have been something terrible.  I felt awful, like I wanted to shrink to a size so small that I wouldn’t be noticed and walk away.
One of the Salyer guards began ringing a big bell that made a sharp pitch over the land.  Every servant got up from where they were sitting with their bowls in their hands and went over and dropped them back into the wheelbarrow and then they separated into groups.  Di was standing over by the first cabin, loading some dip into his mouth.  “Where do we go?” I asked him.
              “Little Salyer, go find Hank.  Big guy, you’re with me.”
              Di led Saul over to a group of gathered Beardsley workers.  Saul turned and waved at me; I waved back, then I scurried off to find Hank.  Hank was standing in front of a big group of workers as well.  There were a little over twenty in the group, including Verne and the black haired Beardsley in the cabin beside me.  All of the workers were holding long, empty sacks.  I saw that a whip was curled near Hank’s waist.  “What do you want, Little Salyer?” Hank asked me.
              “Di told me to come over here.  He said that I was in your group.”
              “Fair enough.  Let’s get moving.”
              Hank shoved a sack into my hands and walked off along a dirt road.  I followed along with the other workers.  Twenty groups of workers split up onto the farm to go to different places to work.  Our group walked over a mile under the blue sky.  Stalks of cotton rose up above my head as far as my eyes could see.
              As we walked, the young Beardsley who was in the cabin beside me came up and introduced himself.  “My name is Bradley,” he put out a thick hand and I shook it.
              “Nice to meet you Bradley; my name is Walt.”
              Bradley smiled and showed his scattered teeth.  His arms were covered with wiry curls of hair that ran down to his hands.  Thick, black curly hair came off from his head and face and onto his shirt.  His long beard twisted and turned below his mouth and his bundle of hair on his head was tied back in a ponytail.  His shoulders were thicker than Saul’s, even though he was only a little taller than me.
              “You kind of messed up back there,” he said.
              “What do you mean?”
              “Asking Heather about her baby, that was a bad idea.  As a rule of thumb, you need to understand that babies don’t live long out here.  Neither do old people.”
              I couldn’t help but slip a glance over to Verne.  He looked timelessly old and his skin hung like a coat on his emaciated frame as he followed Hank along the dirt road.
              “Her baby died?” I asked.
              “Yes.”
              “I’m so sorry.  I didn’t know.”
              Bradley shook his head.  “Don’t worry about it. Just next time, try to understand that.”
              Black birds circled high overhead and the temperature was already starting to rise.  “What is this sack for?” I asked, holding up the one that Hank had given me.
              “It’s to pick cotton with.”
               “I don’t really know how to pick cotton.”
              “There’s not much to know, but I’ll show you.”
              Whenever we finally stopped walking we were so far away from any other group that we couldn’t hear anyone else’s voice.  Our group split up as if they had assigned rows and began to bend over and finger out little white bolls that they then dropped into their sacks.  I followed Bradley and he demonstrated on a tall leafy cotton plant.  “It’s simple,” he said.  “You just pick the cotton.”  Bradley picked off a little ball and dropped it into his sack.  “And drop it in.”
              “That seems easy enough,” I said.
              Bradley laughed.  “Easy things done all day tend to get hard.”
              Bradley and I picked different sides of the same row.  He seemed warm and nice and I liked him.  The first boll I grabbed too aggressively and pricked my fingers.  “Ouch!”
              “Be careful.”
              Going down the rest of the stalk, I carefully tried to only grab the edge of the cotton and pull it off.  This seemed to work and my fingers didn’t get pricked again, but Bradley was already moving faster than me.  I moved to the second stalk when a sharp pain snapped down upon my back and radiated throughout my body making me collapse.  I cried out and it wasn’t until seconds later that I realized that Hank had whipped me.
              “What was that for?” Bradley asked.  He opened his thick arms wide in question.
              “He’s not going fast enough,” Hank said.  He was smiling.  “Pick it up, little guy, or you’re going to get it again.”
              I gritted my teeth, stood up, and began to pick faster.  My fingers hurt and began to trickle out drops of blood after some time, but I kept going.  A dull ache sat in my back and my neck was burning under the hot sun.  My mind seemed to go numb as I picked.  I kept a steady breathing pace, bent down, and pulled the cotton balls as fast as I could.  Sweat ran down my face and despite my effort, I was going much slower than Bradley.  It was going to be a long seven years if they kept the contract.  If they didn’t, it was going to be a long, hard life.  I imagined myself old and cracked with fingers calloused over like leather.  I imagined Saul in his later years still picking cotton.  I didn’t want that for either of us.
My mouth was dry and I was delirious when Hank called us in for lunch.  We gathered as a group around Hank and he counted the sweaty red faces before we could go in.  “Twenty-two,” he said to himself.  “Who are we missing?”
The workers were panting in the hot sun.  I looked around at them and knew almost immediately.  “You’re missing Verne.”
“Who?”
“The old man.”
Hank found Verne laying face down in between two rows of cotton.  He told us that he could take care of him and our group left Hank and Verne and returned to the cabins for lunchtime.  When Bradley and I made it back to the cabins we waited behind a long line of servants to be dished out jugs of water and sandwiches by the same yellow-toothed Salyer who had served breakfast.
“Do you think that he’s going to be okay?” I asked Bradley.
“As I have said, the very old and the very young don’t last long out here.”
I reflected on what Bradley said and waited for the line to shorten enough for us to be handed our food.  I was given a sandwich and an old glass jar that was full of murky water.  Bradley and I walked over to our cabins and we saw that Saul was already seated.  I was glum, my hands hurt, and the skin on the back of my neck was pealing.  Saul, on the contrary, looked ecstatic.  A big smile spread over his face as he said through a mouthful of sandwich, “Hiya, Walt!”
“Hey, Saul.  How’s picking?”
Saul swallowed.  “Wonderful.  Just wonderful.  It sure is hot out here, but I liked the work.  I’m good at picking cotton, Walt.  How was your day?”
I laughed.  “I don’t think that it was as good as yours.”
Saul saw something at one of the cabins and stood up with his sandwich.  He pointed and said, “I’m going to go eat over there,” and he stomped off along the dirt road, taking bites and swigs of water as he walked.
“That was odd.  What do you…” I began, but then Bradley pointed at Saul and interrupted me.
“That’s why he’s so happy,” Bradley said with a smile.  Saul sat down at a cabin across from ours, about ten spaces down next to a Beardsley girl.  She looked up at Saul and he sat down beside her and said something to make her laugh.  She had a pretty smile and thick eyebrows.  “He’s found himself a girlfriend.”
“Good for Saul.”
Bradley moved his lunch over in front of my cabin and we sat together and ate lunch.  I was pleased to hear that lunch lasted a full hour.  Bradley stretched out his short legs before him.  Even though he stood taller than me, my skinny legs stretched further than his did.  “How long have you been here?” I asked.
Bradley took a drink of water.  “My whole life.  Or at least my whole life that I can remember.  I came here when I was three and I guess…” he looked up as he did the math in his head, “this is my twentieth year here.”
“Wow,” I said.
“So what’s your life been like?  Did you just got off of a ship?”
I told him about some of my history.  I told him about my parents, how they died, and about the orphanage.  He seemed so interested in how my days went and asked a lot of questions about what school was like.  He looked off into the distance, into the sky over the rows of cotton.  “I would love a life like that.  I would love that kind of freedom.”  He shook his head and took another bite of turkey sandwich.
“I don’t understand,” I said.  “I thought that the Beardsleys signed a seven year contract to work, just like we did.”
“That’s right,” Bradley said.
“Then why are you still here?”  I motioned over the rows and rows of Beardsley servants, “why are all of these people still working for no pay.”
Bradley laughed.  “It’s not like that, Walt.  The contracts don’t matter.  The plantation owners don’t obey them.  And even if some good-hearted plantation owner obeys their contract and lets a worker go after they have served their time, the Salyers are so corrupt that it doesn’t matter.  It’s like they have a little pact.  No one will hire you if you’re not a Salyer.  They don’t want you to work and they don’t need you.  So you can’t get a job, you can’t get any money, and you wind up crawling back to the Salyers and begging for food.  They put a 200-year contract in front of your face and a piece of pie.  When you’re that hungry, you’ll sign anything.”
“What about living out in the woods?  Why don’t people do that?”
“They could, I guess.  But that’s if you’re ever free.”
In the distance I could see the tall fences that surrounded the farm.  “Does anyone ever just leave?  Does anyone ever escape and go live out in the woods?”
Bradley gulped down the last of his water.  “I don’t know.  Not from here at least.  I haven’t seen too many people try to escape.”
“Why not?”
“For one, I don’t know how anyone would escape from here; with the fences, the dogs, the barbed wire and the guards, it’s nearly impossible.  Secondly, if you get caught trying to escape, you run a pretty big chance of getting put in either the Theatre or the Cell.”
“What’s the Cell?” I asked.
“Being put in the Cell is something that I wouldn’t wish upon anyone.  There is an eight by eight by eight-foot metal cage out in the middle of the farm.  People who get into trouble by Glen for stuff—stealing, fighting, whatever—get put in it.  It’s pretty simple.  You just get locked in there and you don’t get to come out until your heart’s not beating anymore.  No food.  No water.  You just shrivel up under the hot sun.  That’s why a lot of people aren’t too interested in trying to escape.”
“Why doesn’t the president step in and stop this?” I asked.
“President Flagg is a bad guy.  He wouldn’t stop anything.  He likes the Theatre and he likes the inequality.”
“That’s not the president,” I said.  “I saw the president.  He strikes me as a good guy.  His name is Dickerson or something.”
Burl looked out among the cabins.  “Then maybe there’s hope.  Maybe the new guy just doesn’t know what’s going on.”
We didn’t talk for a moment.  I just chewed on my sandwich and watched Saul talking to the Beardsley girl.  He laughed and opened his mouth wide to show a large bite of sandwich in his mouth.  I smiled.  Bradley went back into his cabin for a nap and I sat outside and watched Saul.  When he was done eating he stood up and walked over to me.
“Do you want to play catch?  I can go get my baseball!”
I was tired, but his eyes looked excited.
“I’ve never played outside before,” he added.  “It will be like they really used to do in the big leagues, like we used to watch on Wednesdays.”
“Sure,” I said.
He got out his lumpy baseball and we went out into the road and began to throw it back and forth.  Soon, other servants took notice and began to join us.  Time went by and we had a big circle of a little over twenty people in the road, throwing around the lumpy baseball that our mother had made Saul.  Saul never looked happier.  He giggled and flung the ball over to me or Mr. Nelson, or a Beardsley.  He was clumsy and couldn’t catch or throw well, but each time he touched the ball you could see that he felt like Jeter making a play at shortstop.
A gunshot rang out in the air.
We all froze and turned around.  Standing with a smoking musket was a tall, narrow eyed, unsmiling figure.  He was a middle aged Salyer man with red and splotchy weather-beaten skin and a rippled scar that ran from his forehead to where his left eyebrow would be, skipped over his eyeball, and then continued down his cheek.  He cocked the gun, spat, and pointed it at a Beardsley who was holding the lumpy baseball that my mother had made Saul.
“What’s going on?” he demanded of the Beardsley.
“We were just playing catch, sir.”  The Beardsleys broad shoulders seemed to shrink in the presence of this man. 
“Throw me the ball.”
The Beardsley did and the man with the musket caught it with the tips of his slender fingers.  He reared back and flung the baseball high up into the air and over the crops.  Then, as the ball was falling, he aimed his musket, shut one eye, pulled the trigger, and the baseball disintegrated into hundreds of pieces and scattered to the ground.
“This is lunch time!  Not leisure-do-whatever-you-want time!  Whose ball was that?”
Saul half-raised his hand.
The man said, “come here, tubby,” pointing to a place in the dirt in front of him.  Saul walked over and stood in front of the man with the musket.  “Where did you get that ball?” the man asked.
“My mom made it for me,” Saul’s voice was shaking with fear.
“What’s your name?”
“Saul.”
The man moved quickly.  He punched Saul in the face, then the stomach, then stepped on his toes and hit his jaw with the butt of his gun.  Saul fell to the ground, sniffling from his bloody nose.  I wanted to do something, to protect him, to make sure that I kept my promise, but I couldn’t.  It wouldn’t have been wise with a man with a musket standing over him.  Then, the man reared back and kicked Saul in the chest.  A hallow thud came out, he pulled his boot back to kick again and slammed his boot into my brothers stomach.  Then, the man with the musket reared up to step on my brother’s face and my brother grabbed his boot and pushed the man off balance.  Saul’s eyes were angry and blood was spread around his mouth and nose.  The man with the musket pointed his weapon at Saul and Saul began to weep.
“I didn’t mean to,” Saul said.  Tears ran down his face and began to mix with the blood.  He drooled and blubbered.
The man with the musket remained emotionless.  He cocked his gun back and walked over to Saul.  “Open your mouth,” the man said.
Saul looked up at the snakelike hairless man with pleading eyes.
“Open your mouth,” the man repeated.  He put his finger on the trigger and Saul obeyed.  “Wider.”  Saul opened his mouth wider and the man slid the end of the gun in.  The barrel in his mouth muffled Saul’s sobs.  I was crying too now, and the other workers stood around absorbed in the horror that they were witnessing.
The man with the musket in his hands smiled and spoke in a slow draw.  “My name is Glen Taylor.  This is my farm.  You are my servant.  Understand?”  Saul nodded and the tears continued to flow.  “Now, if I want to kick you, you let me.  If I want to strip you naked and catch you on fire, you let me.  You didn’t know this, but I’m not a man of mercy, Saul.  I don’t really care.  I’m not a man of mercy at all.  So if you were skinny, I would blow this bullet through the back of your head.  If you were old, same thing.  But you look strong.  You’re a valuable piece of cattle.  So I’ll save you this time.  But next time,” Glen ripped the gun out of Saul’s mouth and shot a bullet into the dirt in between Saul’s knees.  Dirt spat up from the ground and Saul let out a shriek.  “I’ll kill you.”
Glen saddled the musket on his shoulder and began to walk off.  He gave orders to Di that our lunch break was over and that we needed to get back to work.  Saul stood up; the bloody, sniffling boy with a body the size of Joe Dimaggio’s.  I hugged him and his blood ran down onto me.  I didn’t let him go until Di made me and all of the workers had to go back to work.
I picked cotton until the sun went down.  My fingers were sore and bleeding; blood stained the bolls and ran into my palms.  “I will get him out of here,” I whispered to myself.  “For him and for my mom.”
 
 
 
7
Sweat
 
              Saul limped all of the next week.  He worked under the sun, picking boll after boll and didn’t get any time off for his injuries.  At night, when we were locked away in our little cabin and the moon shone through the back window, he told me that Di treated him well and had only whipped him a few times for working at a slow pace.  This struck fear in my heart that Saul would lose the morals that he had grown up with.  “No, Saul,” I told him.  “Di isn’t treating you well by rarely whipping you.  He’s treating you awfully by ever whipping you.  They’re bad people and you don’t deserve that.  Ever.”
              I knew two things; that I had to get us out of there and that there was no way out.  As I picked and my fingers bled, we moved through the cotton; late in the week I saw the Cell for the first time.  It stood eight feet tall, a metal cage of thick bars on a cement block.  It was raised for all to see.  Bradley hadn’t told me about the way the bars were rusted or about the blood stained on the cement, but he had told me that trying to escape was a good way to get me locked up in there.  At night I would lay beside Saul.  He would show me his injuries in the moonlight and would whimper in his sleep, begging for something to stop.  The image of the Cell returned to me; the height of the fence, the barbed wire, and the biting snarling snapping dogs that surrounded were always on my mind.
              One night while Saul was sleeping and I was lying wide-eyed on my bunk, I heard a night owl hoot low across the farm.  I knew that I needed sleep and that I was going to be tired the next day if I stayed awake, but no matter how long I lay still and shut my eyes, dreams never came.  I thought about the night owl on the farm, an animal free to come and go as he pleased and I envied that freedom.  I stood up with a creak of my cot and pushed on the wooden door.  The metal latch held on the outside and it didn’t budge.  Then I walked past Saul and looked out the window.  The silver light of the moon painted the landscape and a cool breeze licked my face.  The window was only a few inches wide, just big enough to offer ventilation, and my body, small as it was, would not fit through the hole.  I bent down on my hands and knees, against the back wall and felt the dirt floor.  It was soft.  I began to dig my hands into the dirt and place scoops beside me.  Saul continued to snore and I began to pant and sweat.  After a few digs I reached the bottom of the wooden cabin back wall.  I dug for the better part of an hour, poked my head out to make sure that no one was watching, then wriggled my body through the hole that I had dug.
              I stood up and my heart pounded.  I saw the hole that I had just come through and even though it was barely visible I kicked some dirt into it to make sure that it wouldn’t be discovered while I was gone.  Then, I was off.
              I ran under the moonlight in between stalk after stalk of tall cotton plant.  My bare feet pounded on the soft dirt and my arms pistoned back and forth in sync with my legs.  There was the sound of hot breath and the rustle of leaves at my shoulder.  I passed row after row and went deeper and deeper into the plants until I came upon a dirt path.  I slowed, looked both ways on the road, found it empty under the night clouds, and bounded over the dirt and into the next rows of stalks.  I felt as though I was flying through an assembly of green towers.  No one could see me.  I drew breath deep into my bare chest and even though my legs began to get tired I told them that they had no option—they had to go faster.  My feet picked up the pace and my lungs were fighting for air.  I came upon another dirt road, but this time I didn’t stop.  I didn’t even slow down.  I picked up speed as I flew over the ground.  I was going so fast that my feet seemed to only be touching the ground out of habit, not necessity.  The next road, like the last, was empty, and I sprinted into the next row of stalks.  For the first time in my life no one knew where I was.  Not Saul.  Not my parents.  Not the Ms.  Not Glen or Di or Hank.  No one.  I kept running and even though my muscles begged me to stop, my heart was in ecstasy and it was all I could do not to shout in exhilaration.
              I passed another empty road and then slowed to a stop.  I put my hands on my knees and bent over and panted through my smile.  Sweat was running down my face and even though it was just a little past midnight, the air was still warm.  That night and the farm were both mine.  I traipsed through both without fear.  No guards were out except for a shirtless Salyer at the front gate.  There were no Salyers patrolling.  There didn’t need to be.  They thought that everyone was locked safely away in their cabins.  The dogs worried me though.  If I got too close they would bark and jump at the fence with a wild aggressiveness.  The fence bulged and I was worried that it wouldn’t hold and a stampede of savage black mutts would be on me.  They could either smell me or see me because their glaring eyes pointed in my direction, but they could never get me.  It was my farm.  I noticed something about their cages, too.  The front and back fences of the farm were wrapped in barbed wire, but the fences separating the dogs, the ones that kept them spread out over the farm, were naked at the top.
              Next, I came upon a big house that I had never seen before.  It was made of brick and was a boring rectangle of a building without any decorations.  Next to the building was a wooden barn with an assortment of horses sleeping inside.  Even though it was late, I heard people shouting from inside of the brick building and in one of the windows I saw a silhouette of Salyer guards playing cards at a table.  I quickly left that place.
              I lay down in between the stalks and looked up at the moon.  I had never watched a moon from that angle before, and its craters and shadows fascinated me.  It was colossal, and even though I had spent my entire life traveling through the great vastness of space, the reality of such a great satellite in the sky was difficult for me understand.
              I roused some time later and found that I had fallen asleep.  I stood up, thankful that it was still nighttime, and made my way to my cabin.  I dug my hole again and then replaced the dirt.  Saul was still sleeping by the time that I crawled back into my cot.  I laid on my back and fell asleep almost instantly.
              Pots and pans smashed together in the morning air.  I sat up and saw dim light coming through the back window.  I then looked at the place in the dirt that I had exited the night before.  The dirt looked as though it had never been disturbed.  The short Salyer with small hands opened up our cabin and banged his pots around until we stood up.  Saul’s eyes looked heavy and he rubbed them with sleepy hands.  I sprung up from my cot and looked over him with a smile.  “How are you not tired?” he asked.
              “I got a good night’s sleep.”
              We ate grits for breakfast and by the time the sun made it over the horizon, it was scorching hot.  It was the hottest morning that I had experienced since I had been on Mungus.  I drank nearly twice as much water as normal at breakfast.  Bradley and I walked over to Hank and he gave us our sacks.  He smelled like liquor and his eyes were red and angry.  He didn’t have his cowboy hat on that day and his baldhead was naked as he led us over the dirt roads.  Whenever we made it to the field he shouted, “Git-ter-work!” took his whip out, and clumsily flung it around, nearly toppling over as he did.  No one laughed at him, but it was very evident that he was still feeling the effects of the night before.
              When he called us in for lunch, he looked much worse.  His face was purple and blotchy and his eyes were sunken in.  He opened his mouth and I could hear that it was sticky dry.  His eyes looked as though there was no thought behind them.  Our lunch was refried beans and tortillas.  While we ate, I told Bradley that Hank didn’t look good, that we should do something before something happens.
              “Why would I want to do something?  He’s a Salyer.  I hate the man.”
              While we were walking back out to the fields something did happen.  Hank collapsed.
              Hank fell flat on his face and his body began to twitch and jerk.  The other workers all stood around, watching him.  A moan escaped from his mouth and he continued to seize.  I ran over to his body and tried to flip him over.  His body was heavy and I was too small.  “Help me!  He’s having a heat stroke!”  I cried.  The workers didn’t move and I continued to pull on his seizing body to try to flip him over on my own.  “He’s a person too, you know?  Just because he’s a Salyer doesn’t mean we shouldn’t help him!”
              Bradley stepped forward and rolled him over.  Hank had a canteen attached to his hip.  “Take his shirt off!”  Bradley’s huge shoulders flexed and the Salyer’s shirt was ripped off of his body.  I took the canteen and began to drip water over him.  I then took of my shirt and used it as a fan over his body while Bradley continued to tip water over him.  The poor man’s hollow chest moved up and down in sporadic breaths.  I thought that he was going to die.  His eyes were glossed over and his mouth hung ajar.  His stomach began to throb up and down and Bradley turned him over and he threw up into the dirt.  The surrounding men and women Beardsleys covered their mouths at the sight.
              “I’ll be right back,” I said, and I dashed away.
              “Where are you going?” Bradley asked, but I was running too quickly to answer.  I was running the opposite direction of our cabins and I imagined that Bradley was confused and wondered if I was abandoning him with a vomiting, seizing, heat stroke victim.  The sun was hot above me and I wished that I was taller so that I could see above the stalks of cotton.  I ran until my breath became fast and rapid and my legs begged for a break.  And finally, after 4 or 5 minutes of running I came upon the big brick building that I had seen the night before.
              The brick was hot in the sun and I ran to the front door and banged on the wood.  I received no answer.  There was no one there to help me, and so I took the initiative.  I ran over to the wooden barn beside the brick building and found that the spotted horse that Hank had ridden to the farm on when I walked in chains was again attached to a trailer.  Even though I had never been on such an animal, I opened its stall and climbed up onto the horse.  The horse was old and tame and even though it didn’t know me, it obeyed my commands.  I slapped the reigns like I had seen them do in country western films and the animal began to trot forward.  Once out of the stall, the spotted horse picked up speed to a sprint over the dirt road.  The wheels of the trailer squeaked as they spun behind me and soon we came to a stop in front of the crowd of servants surrounding the sick man.
              “Put him on the trailer,” I told Bradley and then I looked around for a place to take him.  Atop the horse I could see over the stalks and I saw a great white house that I didn’t know existed the night before.  The servants all looked at me in awe, probably wondering what kind of trouble I would get in for highjacking a horse.  Once Bradley and Hank were securely on the trailer, I turned the horse around and the spotted animal began to gallop over the dirt road.
              We sped past the brick building and the horse stalls and then made a sharp turn onto an adjacent road.  The horse didn’t slow and one of the wheels on the trailer flew into the air.  Bradley hollered in fear, but as we straightened out, the wheel fell back onto the ground safely.  We continued to sprint until we came to a stop in front of the huge, white house.  The great structure sat on a lawn of green grass; in front of the porch was a garden full of all colors of flowers.  Huge pillars stood erect across the front. The door was a decorative combination of white wood and glass.  Whenever the horse stopped running I jumped off and began to make my way up the wooden steps to the front door.
              “Where are you going?” I shouted to Bradley.
              He was running back the way that we came.  “Two of us don’t need to get in trouble for this,” he said and then he was gone, leaving me to face whatever consequences came by myself.  
Hank’s body moaned in the trailer bed and I took the steps in strides of two and then knocked on the wooden door.  No answer.  I began to bang on the door and a minute later a tall, beautiful Salyer woman answered the door.  Her baldhead was curved perfectly to the back of her head and her full lips frowned with worry when she opened the door and saw me.
“Can I help you?”
“This man,” I said, pointing to Hank, “He’s had a heat stroke.”
The woman ran down the stairs and out to the trailer, hiking up her white dress as she went, and when she reached Hank, she touched his cheek.  “You go,” she said, looking at me with fierce green eyes.  I didn’t understand.  “Run,” she said.  “If they find out you took this horse, you will be severely punished.  I’ll get help and we’ll take care of him.  Thank you.”
The woman bounded up the stairs and through the open door.  I obeyed her orders and ran until the stalks were high above my head in every direction.  I didn’t return to my group that day; I guessed that the workers would be temporarily divided among the other leaders and that my presence would not be missed.  I walked deep into the stalks where no one would find me and felt that the fatigue from the night before was finally catching up to me.  I lay down in a row where the leaves of a plant were blocking my face from the burning sun and began to think about Hank until my thoughts transformed into dreams. 
When I awoke, the dirt was cooler and the sun was beginning to set.  In the wavering light, I navigated my way back to the cabins and found that I was just in time for dinner.  Saul ate with the Beardsley girl whom he liked, Sarah, and I chose to eat inside of my cabin alone.  I looked outside of the window as I chewed my sandwich and was glad to not be eating with Bradley after his betrayal.  I couldn’t believe that he had left me like that.
I fell asleep early that night and awoke to see the moon sitting plump outside of my window.  I closed my eyes and remained still on my cot, but my feet wouldn’t stop fidgeting.  I twisted and turned under my blankets and I heard an owl hoot outside of my window.  My eyes shot open, I crawled under the wooden back wall and then I was out, running over the dirt in between the stalks.
My face smiled as the cool breeze rushed over my running body for the second night in a row.  I ran just as I had the night before, digging my feet into the soil and pushing forward with as much might and as often as possible to propel me forward.  I ran passed the first road, the second road, and then the third until I came to the spot that I had stopped during my last run and then I kept on going.  The stalks whipped passed me as a wall of green and I kept my eyes fixed on the road ahead, silver and gray in the light of the moon.  My body begged me to stop, begged me to listen to its cries of pain and to stop, but I didn’t obey.  My mouth became dry and hot mucus formed around my back teeth.  ‘Dig, dig,’ I thought as I felt my toes plowing through the earth under me.  The night before I had felt an intense freedom at the thought of being away from watchful eyes, but on this night, the feeling became more than that.  I was free of more than just people knowing where I was.  I ran until the pain consumed me and it was all I could think about.  I couldn’t think about Glen putting the gun in Saul’s mouth, I couldn’t think of my mother’s yellow eyes and dying pleas, and I couldn’t think about Blaine Trotter’s body being ripped apart by canine jaws.  No, the screaming from my muscles was too loud for me to hear anything else.  I was free of my thoughts.  I was free of everything, and for the first time in my life, I felt entirely capable and self-sufficient.
Finally, after a long fight, my muscles won over and my body collapsed into the dirt.  I lay there, gasping for air and holding onto my chest as my legs locked and writhed in the dirt.  Every inch of my body ached and tingled and the moon darkened in my tunnel vision.  I closed my eyes and I did my best to pull air into my lungs.  I coughed and spit mucus out onto the ground and then I pulled my body up onto my hands and knees and my stomach lurched, but nothing but strings of mucus came out.  Then, I turned over and lay panting in the dirt as if I had just come up out of water for air.  When I opened my eyes again, the moon was sturdier and so I stood up and began to walk.
I didn’t go near the dog fences that night.  The animals’ barks made me uneasy and even though I was relatively sure that there were no Salyers patrolling the farm at night, I didn’t want to risk the noise.  I crept throughout the night until I came upon the big brick building where the Salyer workers lived.  I wondered if Hank was in there sleeping and if he had made a recovery.  I thought about Verne and about how he had collapsed that day.  I had never been told, but I was fairly certain that he was dead.  The young and old don’t last long on the farm.  I kept moving until I was close to the big house that I had dropped Hank off at on the trailer.  The house looked even bigger than I had remembered it.  I hadn’t had much time to examine it when I dropped off Hank.  The mansion stood four stories tall with great stone pillars with green vines wrapping around in the front.  The doorway was a work of art with beautifully carved white wood and glass pieced together to form the centerpiece of the mansion.  The doorway led outside to a large, multileveled wooden deck with rocking chairs, hanging swings, and potted plants.
As I crouched down in the dirt and gazed at the mansion in between plants, my ears cocked up and my body tensed.  I had heard something.  I listened and stopped breathing.  It was a low sound coming from the back of the house.  It was quiet and I circled the house through the plants to investigate.
I moved on my toes with my head ducked low to avoid detection.  When I reached the back I saw her—the beautiful Salyer woman who had answered the door and told me to run—sitting on a swing and sobbing quietly with her head in her hands.  She sniffled and moaned and the tears ran from her eyes.  Her bare toes swung just above the hardwood deck as the swing moved back and forth.  I lay down in the plants and watched her.  She cried for the better part of an hour and never said anything to indicate why.  I couldn’t take my eyes off of her.  The woman thought that no one was watching and as she wept I promised myself that I would never speak of what I had seen to anyone.
Finally, her sobbing stopped and she stood up.  She straightened up her skirt, opened the back door, and padded inside.  I lay in the dirt for a moment, thinking about what I had seen until my eyes grew tired once again and I made my way back to my cabin and crawled through the dirt under the back wall.
 
 
 
 
8
A New Job Title
 
              I sat spooning my grits out of an old tin can and into my mouth.  They were congealed that morning and I guessed by their consistency that they were leftovers from the previous days.  I longed for variety.  The texture and tastes of the grits had become as common to my taste buds as the roof of my mouth and I felt that if I had to eat one more serving that my body would start rejecting the stuff.  Still, the sun wasn’t yet above the horizon and it was going to be a hot and long day.  I decided that I needed the calories so I held my breath, tried not to think of the stuff being slopped out of the rusty wheelbarrow, chewed, and swallowed.
              Cabin after cabin of sleep deprived servants seemed to be doing the same things.  The older ones didn’t even look at the stuff, they just took a spoonful, tilted their heads back and swallowed.  They probably didn’t even taste it.
              The Salyers, of course, seemed to have something different for breakfast every day.  That day they were eating stacks of pancakes doused in syrup.  Hank was among them and looked well.  He laughed and opened his mouth wide to take in a huge bite.  He had made a full recovery.
              From beyond the first cabin I heard the galloping of a horse and saw that Salyers and Beardsleys alike turned their attention toward the dirt road.  The woman who had thanked me, the one I had seen crying the night before, rode in on a muscled white horse.  She was wearing blue jeans and a pearl snap, like the Salyer workers, and despite her masculine attire and lack of hair, she retained a feminine beauty that was the envy of all of the servant women who looked upon her.  She came to a stop right next to where the Salyers were eating their pancakes and Hank stood up to greet her.  They shared a few words, and then, to my horror, Hank pointed right at me.  Then, after they said a few more things, the woman on the horse began to ride over to me.
              My body tensed with fright and my spoon stopped in the air while bringing grits to my mouth.  My mind raced with terrible possibilities.  ‘What if Glen found out that I took the horse?’  ‘What if she’s going to take me to answer before Glen?’  ‘What if he puts that gun in my mouth?’  ‘What if my blood is the next to stain the cement and bars of the Cell?’  Or, the worst one, ‘What if she saw me last night?’
Before I could think of more things, the horse came to a stop before me.  Its ears flicked and its nose snorted.  “Come with me,” the woman said.  “I have a new job for you.”  I put my grits to the side and stood up.  She offered me a hand, pulled me onto the back of the saddle, and without any more explanation we were off and riding in between the rows of cotton.
I held on tightly to her slender torso as the horse ran in between two seas of green.  We passed the brick building and the stables and then the horse came to a stop in front of the big white mansion.  The woman did not look at me, but said, “my name is Lauren, I’m Glen’s wife, and we needed a servant at the house.  I am raising a toddler and the cleaning is becoming too much for me.  Go to the front door and knock.  Pitri will answer.  I have to go tie this horse up in the back.”
I felt as though I should say something.  “Thank you for choosing me.  My name is Walt.”
But she didn’t answer.  She just stared off into the sky.  I couldn’t even see her face.  I climbed down from the horse and as soon as my feet hit the dirt the animal took off around the house.  I dusted my pants off, walked up the stairs, and knocked on the door.
A Beardsley man with an unfamiliar face answered.  “Hello?” he asked.  He raised his eyebrows, popped his hip, and pursed his lips at me when he talked.  “Can I help you?”  The man blinked his eyes and I saw that they were painted with black makeup.  His face was rugged and tough; he was a man in his later years in life.  The top of his head was completely bald, and hanging from his face was a mess of gray hair.  His shoulders were not as bulky as the other Beardsley’s and a round belly stuck out under a dirty white t shirt.
“Are you Pitre?” I asked.
“Yes, honey, and who are you?”
“I’m Walt.  I’m supposed to be working here.  Lauren just dropped me off.”
The old man’s weathered face smiled and he stuck out a straight arm for us to shake hands.  I took his hand and he shook with a firm grip and a lot of movement.  “Oh, how exciting!  A new worker!”  He released his grip on my hand and lowered his voice to a whisper while he looked behind him to see that we were alone.  “Don’t tell Lauren that I told you this, but she’s so excited to have you here.  She’s been talking about you since you arrived on the farm a couple of weeks ago.”
I was shocked by his statement and said the only thing that could come to mind, “why?”
Pitri didn’t answer but just pranced away back through the door and into the house.  I followed him.  The man swung his hips as he walked into the living room.
I shut the great door behind me and came into the house.  The smell of sawdust was in the air and the living room rose tall with spacious white walls and dozens of hanging paintings around the bookshelves.  The marble floors, oak stairs, banister, coffee table, leather couches and chairs were all completely void of even a speck of dust.  The floors shined and whenever I looked down I could see my warped shadow in the white tile.  Surrounding the walls were panels of smooth wood embroidered with carvings of ships, whales, and coral reefs.  I couldn’t imagine how I was going to keep the house in any more order than it already was.
I followed Pitri into the kitchen which impressed me just the same as the living room had.  Gleaming metal ovens and refrigerators lined the walls and pots and pans hung over shining cabinets.  Bacon and eggs were sizzling on the stove and as Pitri flipped the bacon my mouth began to water.  To distract myself from my hunger I asked, “is there anything that I can do?”
As soon as Pitri answered, I regretted asking.  He handed me two large pales and told me that the tub out back had to be filled halfway up with water for Glen’s evening bath.  He pointed me to the stone well coming out of the ground twenty yards away on the lawn and sent me outside.  I spent the next thirty minutes trudging back and forth from the well to a porcelain tub.  The buckets were heavy with sloshing water and sweat ran down my face.  As I was finishing and going inside I saw that the other servants were scattering out into the fields.  The group that I saw was too far away to identify, but I began to think about Saul working out in the hot sun.  I wondered if he was worrying about me as he picked.
I came back into the house through the kitchen and saw that Pitri was scrubbing dishes in a basin of water.  “What should I do now?” I asked.
Pitri looked at me, batted his eyes, and said, “I don’t know, I didn’t hire you.  Lauren’s in the living room.”
I entered the living room and found Lauren and a 2 year old baby girl sitting on the leather sofa.  Lauren was reading a picture book to the child.  The child looked just like her mom except for her cheeks which appeared to be burning red with fever.  She stopped reading when I entered, but she never looked at me.  “Can I help you?” she asked.
“I was just wondering if there was anything that you needed me to do.”
“Go ask Pitri for a broom.  Then you can sweep.”
“Sweep what?”
“The whole house,” she said, and then she continued to read to her baby girl as if I were not there.
Pitri pointed me to a broom and dust pan in the kitchen and then I bounded up the stairs and into the rooms above.  The house was huge and confusing.  The upstairs was a maze of hallways and I would often find that I had accidentally walked in a circle.  I went into bathrooms, guest bedrooms, offices, and a huge library full of shelves upon shelves of books.  No matter how hard I looked I couldn’t find even a speck of dust to clean up.  The hardwood floors and tiles looked as though they were swept and mopped an hour before I arrived.  I pushed the broom around on the clean floors and whispered to myself, “what am I supposed to be doing?”
After an hour of walking around the house looking for dust that wasn’t there, I came back down stairs and reported to Lauren.  She was sitting upright on the couch with her baby girl lying in her lap.  This time she looked at me in the face.  Her green eyes were so perfect that they made me self conscious.  “Are you done sweeping?” she asked.
“Yes, ma’m,” I said.
“Great.  There are some sandwiches in the kitchen if you want any.  They should still be hot.  After you eat, go back upstairs and sweep some more.  You’re doing a good job.”
I didn’t understand.  What was I supposed to be sweeping?  I told her that I was done.  I went into the kitchen and found stacks of hot sandwiches.  Thick pieces of hot wheat bread were on either side of a mixture of roast beef, melted cheeses, and assorted onions and sauces.  It was the best meal that I had had during my entire stay on Mungus.  I ate two sandwiches and when I was finished my stomach was full and my eyes were sleepy.
With nothing else to do, I headed up the staircase and walked around the house aimlessly with my broom and dust pan.  Still, I couldn’t find anything that needed to be swept.  The house was impossibly clean.  I entered the library and began to walk along the rows of books.  Oak shelves rose up tall against the walls and a rolling ladder was attached to each shelf to retrieve books too high to reach.  The back wall was a tall half circle window that provided light throughout the entire study.  Outside the window were acres and acres of green crop.  Near the window was a heavy wooden desk with a shining top and locked drawers.  Away from the window was an assortment of leather couches and chairs sitting on the hardwood floors.  Many of the books had unnamed leather cases and I plucked one and went and lay down on a couch and began to read.  I had nothing else to do.  I read of a man sailing off to sea on a raft and soon my eyes began to get heavy.  My stomach was digesting the sandwiches I had eaten and a fan swung above my head giving the room a cool breeze.  I couldn’t fight my fatigue for long, and soon, I was asleep.
When I awoke I expected to be in my cabin with Saul snoring beside of me.  Instead, I found that I was in Glen’s study and that Lauren was standing above me.  She was smiling and said, “Wake up, sleepy head.”
I sat up in a flash and grabbed my broom and dust pan.  “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to fall asleep,” I began to speak so fast that my speech began to mashing into one word, “it-will-never-happen-again-I’msosorry-please-forgivemeifyoucouldIwouldreallyappreci…”
“Shhh,” Lauren said and I quieted.  “You’re not in trouble.  You’ve done a fine job, really.  I’m just waking you to let you know that Glen’s about to be back from the fields.  You should go back to your cabin.”
Some emotion that I didn’t expect flashed over her eyes and then she paced out of the room.  I smiled and although I was gracious for her hospitality, it confused me.  I replaced my book where I found it and went downstairs and into the kitchen to return my broom and dustpan.  I returned the items and then saw that the stack of sandwiches was still tall.  I took three, one for me and two for Saul, and tucked them into my shirt and held them as I walked back to the cabin.
Whenever I got back, day light was fading and supper was being served.  I hid the sandwiches in my cabin and Saul and I received our dinner-a gray stew with no meat and only a few vegetables.  Saul and I ate our dinner inside of our cabin.  When I revealed the food that I had brought, his eyes lit up in excitement.  He scarfed down both sandwiches and all of the stew and said, “thank you, Walt,” profusely.  I noticed that his stomach was flatter than it used to be and that his shoulders were losing thickness.  I made up my mind at that time that I would sneak as much food to him as possible.  He was huge and still growing.  He needed a lot to eat.
After my afternoon nap I was wide awake when night came.  The temperature fell and the farm became quiet.  Saul snored beside me and the moon rose.  I waited for a couple of hours and then dug myself out from my cabin and ran over the fields.  I ran further and faster that night and when I collapsed I felt even happier than I had the two previous nights.
I snuck back into my cabin and as soon as the pots and pans rang out in the morning air and my door was opened I headed for Lauren’s house.  I knocked on the front door and this time Pitri answered and hugged me.  It was an odd gesture, but he was an odd guy.  He pranced off into the kitchen.  He was cooking egg and ham omelets for Glen and Lauren and I went outside and filled the back tub with water.
Whenever I was done I came back into the kitchen and found that Pitri had made me an omelet too.  I had never had an omelet before and found that I loved them.  The melted cheese, ham, and egg were delicious.  I ate until I was full, a feeling that I wasn’t accustomed to.
As I was eating in the kitchen Lauren came in and talked to me.  “How are you today?” she asked.
“Good,” I said through a mouthful of omelet.
“I’ve talked to Glen and he was upset about what time I let you go yesterday.”
“I’m sorry,” I said.
“No, it was my fault,” she said.  I cocked my head at this.  It confused me.  Weren’t Salyers supposed to be mean?  Wasn’t everything supposed to be my fault in her eyes?  “But from now on, you will have two more jobs.  In the mornings, you have to serve us breakfast, and in the evenings you will be our servant for dinner.”
“What do I do?” I asked.
“Pitri will show you.  It will be easy, really.  You just stand there while we eat and if we want anything you go and get it for us.”
“I can do that,” I said.
“When you’re done eating, set the table.  Glen is getting dressed right now.”
Pitri helped me set the table.  I hadn’t been in the dining room before.  It was a long room with renaissance style paintings of Biblical scenes covering the walls.  A long wooden table sat in the middle and china cabinets with beautiful decorative plates and bowls sat against the walls.  After the table was set, Pitri and I stood around it and waited for the family to arrive.
Lauren came in first holding her little girl.  The little girl’s cheeks were still burning red and her nose was running.  Lauren smiled at both Pitri and I.  “Good morning,” she said.
“Good morning,” we both said back.
The little girl sat in a high chair and Lauren began to feed her a bowl of applesauce.  When Glen came in he looked angry.  He sat his gun down against the wall as he stomped in on his boots.  Mad veins scattered around his neck and he threw himself down in his seat without a word.  The scar that ran over his eye seemed to be inflamed.  He began to eat his omelet like a starving dog, slapping his jaws together as he did so.
Lauren looked at Glen and whispered, “honey?”
“What?” he boomed back. 
Lauren looked from her daughter to Glen.  “Julia’s hasn’t been eating.  I’m worried.”  Lauren held a spoonful of applesauce up to the toddler’s mouth and the little girl shook her head.
“Who made the applesauce?” Glen asked while he chewed.
“I did, sir,” said Pitri.
“Well, there’s your problem.”  Glen looked up at Pitri with such an angry and venomess expression that it made me decide that Glen Taylor was not only a mean person, but that he was insane.  “It’s probably awful.”
Pitri nodded and tried to smile but was obviously hurt by what Glen had said.  “Glen,” Lauren said.  “She’s burning up.  She’s been running a fever for days.  Look at her cheeks.  She has Mungus fever.”
“No she doesn’t,” Glen said and forked another bite into his mouth.  He chewed twice and then spat his food onto his plate.  “Are you kidding me!” he growled.  “Pitri, this is cold!”
Glen stared at Pitri with angry eyes.  Lauren looked scared.  “I’m sorry, sir.  I’ll try to do better next time,” said Pitri.
Glen took one more bite then pushed his plate off of the table where it broke and scattered over the floor.  Lauren flinched and baby Julia began to cry.  Glen grabbed his gun from the wall and then stormed out of the dining room and out to the fields where he would work for the rest of the day.
As soon as he was gone I was on my hands and knees cleaning up the pieces of broken plate and food off of the hardwood floor.  Lauren crawled down to help me and I could see that her eyes were red with tears.
After the dishes were cleaned I took my broom and dustpan and went back up to the library to ‘sweep.’  I found the book that I had been reading the day before and I plopped down on the sofa and began to read.  With my stomach full of omelet I watched the fan spin above my head and I began to drift off.  When I awoke I sat up on the couch and looked around.  I could see out of the half circle window in the back of the room that the sun was still high in the sky.  It felt as though it was about noon.  I was hungry and I wondered if Pitri had made any sandwiches that day.
I stood up, left the library and walked down the long hall towards the stairs.  As I was walking, I heard a scratching sound and stopped.  It was Lauren, on her hands and knees of the bathroom, scrubbing the tile floor with soap and water.  “Hello?” I said.
Lauren turned around in surprise and only allowed me to see her face for half a second before turning back around.  In that half a second I could see that her eyes were red and she was crying.  “Yes?” she asked and she continued to scrub with her back to me.
“Are you okay?”
“Yes, I’m okay.”
“That’s my job.  I can clean that if you want.”
She laughed.  “No.  I enjoy cleaning.  It relieves stress.  Go sweep some more in the library.  You’re doing a good job in there.  Lunch is in the kitchen whenever you are hungry.”
I wanted to help her.  I wanted to make her feel better, but I didn’t know how.  I left feeling sorry for her.  When I entered the kitchen I hoped to find the same sandwiches that I had eaten the day before, but found something better.  On a tray were a number of cooked steaks and baked potatoes.  I ate again until my stomach was full and then went upstairs, read for an hour or two and then fell asleep again.  I was surprised by how much I was sleeping.  It felt like more than usual, but after considering my recent working conditions and that I ran during the nights I decided that that was probably nothing to concern myself with.
I awoke on my own.  My eyes blinked open and I saw that Lauren was standing in the doorway watching me and smiling vacantly.  When I looked back at her she grew embarrassed and then strode down the hallway.  I didn’t understand it.  It didn’t make sense.  Pitri had said that she wanted me to work there since I arrived on the farm.  But why?  Why me?  Why does she stare at me when she thinks that I’m asleep?
I served Glen and Lauren dinner.  Pitri made them grilled fish and sticks of cooked potato that I had never seen before.  He called them “French fries.”  Serving them was fairly easy.  All that I had to do was occasionally get Glen another glass of wine and some more potatoes.  After dinner, Glen’s face was red and his words were slurred.  He went off to bed and after I helped Pitri clean the dishes I took some of the fish and “French fries” home to eat with Saul.
I waited for Saul in our cabin and when he entered I gasped.  “What happened?” I asked.  His shirt was torn and the back was stained with blood.  His right eye was bruised and swollen shut.
He smiled and tried to talk, but his lips trembled.  He began to cry and I wrapped my arms around his big body, careful not to touch tender back.  “He hit me, Walt.  With a whip.  Hard.”
“Who hit you?”
“Di,” Saul’s body was shaking as he blubbered.
“Why did he whip you?”
“He was picking on me.  Calling me tubby and slapping me in the stomach.  He did it so many times that it made me mad.  All I did was block his hand and then he hit me in the face.  I started crying and everyone saw it, even Sarah.”  Sarah was the girl that Saul ate with sometimes.  “Then he told me to turn around.  It hurt.  It hurt so bad!  Then Glen came over and asked what happened.  Di told him and Glen said that it was strike two.  He shot his gun in the air, Walt.  I can’t get another strike!”
“I’m sorry.  I brought you some food.”
Saul and I began to eat the fish and French fries on our cots.  As he ate, he began to cheer up and he started to talk about baseball.  He told me about Derek Jeter’s last game.  Even though I had watched the game with him, I let him tell the story.  Talking about baseball made him happy.
Before Saul went to sleep that night I made him promise me not to block any of Di’s punches the next day, no matter how bad they hurt.  He promised to try his best.  That was all that I could ask for.  As I lay there and waited for the rest of the farm to go to sleep I became infuriated with Glen.  Saul hadn’t done anything wrong!  All he did was bring a baseball and try to defend himself.  I had to get Saul off of the farm.  We could go and live in the woods.  Or, we could go and report what had happened to President Dickerson.  Yes.  I remembered how angry he had gotten when he saw us chained up.  If he got so upset about that, then surely he doesn’t know about what goes on at the plantations.  I worked that thought through my head.  ‘Surely,’ I thought, ‘this farm has to be unique.  Glen’s crazy.  We’ve got to get to town and we have to tell the president.’
I ran further and faster that night than I ever had.  It was an angry run.
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Moving On
 
              Days passed.  A Salyer guard went to town to sell a trailer full of cotton and while he was there he bought baby Julia some medicine that made her fever go down.  Saul kept his promise to not block any more punches or strikes against him, and because of this, I was keeping my promise to him to keep him alive; at least for the time.  He got the occasional bruises on his face or arms, but besides that, he was healthy.  I read for hours every day with long naps in between while my brother and the other servants toiled in the hot fields all day.  It made me feel guilty, knowing how hard the others were working, but taking food from the house and giving it to Saul made me feel better.
              Lauren’s behavior was still a mystery.  I could not figure out why she had chosen me, why she didn’t make me work, or why she stared at me while I slept.  Often I would wake up from naps to find her leaning against the doorframe watching me sleep.  When I awoke, she would scurry off and pretend that the incident had never happened.
Until one afternoon.
              After a big breakfast of French toast and sausage, I took the broom and dust pan, as I did every day even though I never used them, and went upstairs.  I was tired from the run the night before and after half an hour of reading my eyes grew heavy under the soft breeze of the fan and I drifted off.
              When I awoke, Lauren was sitting on the sofa beside me and crying into her hands.  I sat up and looked at her with confused eyes.  She covered her face and pretended that I wasn’t there while she continued to cry.  She was sobbing and making her slender body bob up and down.  I wanted to disappear.  I didn’t understand why she was crying on the back porch that night and I didn’t understand as she wept beside me.  I wanted to say something to comfort her, but my mouth felt like it was glued shut.  I expected her to stand up and leave at some point, but she didn’t.  She took her crying eyes out of her hands and looked at me with tears streaming down her face.
              “You look just like him,” she whispered.  The words hung on the air.  The fan spun above our heads.
              “Who?” I asked.
              She didn’t answer, but moved closer to me and ran her hands over my face.  Her touch was gentle and I didn’t shy away.  She pulled my hair back off of my forehead and looked over every angle of my head.  My ears.  My nose.  My mouth.  Then she pulled me towards her and wrapped me in a tight embrace.  “My son,” she said.  She held me for a long time and I felt her warm tears run over my neck.  I wrapped my arms around her and she held me until she stopped crying.  I hadn’t been held like that since my mother had died.  Then she let go and scooted away from me on the couch.  She wiped her eyes with her sleeve and said, “I’m sorry,” she sniffed then laughed.  “That must have been weird.”
              “A little,” I said, and we both laughed.
              Lauren crossed her legs on the couch.  She stared at the coffee table and began to talk.  “I saw you from afar the first day that you worked out in the fields.  I was out getting water and I saw you walking by on a dirt road talking to a Beardsley.  You laughed and for a moment I actually thought it was him.  You look just like him, except for the hair, of course.”  Lauren smiled and her eyes ran over the bookshelves.  I didn’t ask anything, but she kept on going.  “And then when you brought Hank up here on that trailer, and I saw you up close it was all that I could do not to break down then.  His name was Gabe, my son.  He cared about the Beardsleys and would get angry at Glen when they were mistreated.  It was so moving to see you help out a Salyer guard like that.”  Her lips began to pull down on the side and water began to run from her pretty green eyes again.  “That’s what killed him, I think.  He made a mistake when he disagreed with Glen.  He took Gabe out on a hunting trip and there was an accident.  Accident?”  She laughed.  “He never cried.  I had to bury him.  Glen didn’t lift a finger to do it.  His son was dead and he didn’t even care.  Accident.”  The fan whirled above us and for a long time she sat crying.  I folded my hands over my book and waited.  Then, after a long time, she looked at me with green sober eyes.  “I hate him, Walt.  I do.  I hate my husband.”  She began to sob hard again and I came over and wrapped my arms around her.  She rested her head on mine and for a long while we sat like that.
She left and I sat on the couch for a time thinking about Glen.  It hurt me that someone like Lauren had to be with him.  Usually, people can divorce their husband, but on such a lawless farm it isn’t wise to leave a man who is capable of killing someone for a disagreement.  He was always irritated, it was as though the workings of the world, the fact that he wasn’t God, made him mad.  As I began to think about every encounter that I had had with him I became upset.  Putting the gun in Saul’s mouth.  Not getting his child medication until she was about to die.  He was crazy, that was for sure, and he didn’t deserve the authority that he had.
When Glen came in from the fields that day, his fists were clenched and his eyes threatened whoever looked into them.  Pitri and I had set the table all ready and Lauren and Julia were already seated.  Glen shoved the wooden door open and entered the dining room.  He kicked off his boots which scattered over the floor and rested his gun against the wall.  The weapon was old, but still something to be feared.
              “Hi, honey,” Lauren said.
              He didn’t answer, but just threw his body down and began to fork his casserole into his mouth.  The dining room was quiet.  The Biblical figures on the wall glanced over the table.  Glen’s fork hit against his plate and he gulped from his glass of water.  Besides the sounds of silverware hitting and water being swallowed, the room was silent.  I felt as though if I moved something would explode.  Glen began to fidget in his chair.  His foot was tapping in nervous rhythms on the floor. 
              Glen dropped his fork onto his plate with a loud clank and gazed at his wife.  She looked back at him with green eyes.  “Do you not even care?” Glen asked.
“Do I not even care about what?”
Glen looked at the floor and shook his head.  “Could you get me some wine, Little Salyer?”
“Yes, sir.”
I went to the kitchen, retrieved a glass, and he gulped it down and then stared at his wife.  Glen tapped his knuckles on the table and pulled his top lip up to show his teeth.  “I come in here, after working all day, and you don’t even ask how my day was.”
“I thought that you were upset.  I thought that you didn’t want to be bothered,” said Lauren.  Her elbows were on the table and her hands were over her mouth.
Glen pulled his arms out wide and his voice rose, “I come in here after a full day of work and you’ve just been lounging around all day with the baby.  I throw off my boots and you don’t even ask me!”
“Ask you what?”
 “Ask you what,” Glen repeated and laughed.  His face turned angry and red and he began to yell, “What’s wrong!  What’s wrong?”  He pointed a finger at his and yelled, “Why don’t you ever ask me what’s wrong?  Do you not care about me?  Do you not care?  I would ask you if you came in like that.  Go ahead, ask me!”  Glen was breathing hard through his nose and his lips were pursed.  You would have thought someone just slapped him in the face.
Lauren just looked at him and didn’t say anything.
“I’m not joking,” he said.  “Ask me!”  His chest moved up and down with mad breaths.
Lauren’s voice was quiet, almost a whisper.  “What’s wrong?”
“Now she asks me,” said Glen, cackling to the ceiling.  “It takes her all that just to ask me one simple question.  What’s wrong, you ask.  No one’s worth anything, but me.  And the problem is that I’m only one person.  The workers aren’t working.  The guards aren’t making them work.”  Glen spat onto the floor and said, “I had to kill one of them today.  It was a worker, big guy, too.  We’re losing a lot of cotton because of it.”
              Was it Saul?  Please, no!
My hands clenched and my blood began to pump hot with hatred.  I imagined my brother dead under the hot sun.  Lauren nodded her head and tried to feed her scared and crying daughter some mashed fruit.  Tears were just under the surface when Glen turned to me and said, “go get me some wine, Little Salyer.”
              I nodded and went to the kitchen.  When I was out of earshot I whispered, “I hate you,” as I poured him a glass of white wine.
              I brought Glen the glass and he gulped it down without ever setting it down on the table.  “Another,” he said.  And again, he chugged it.  “Another.”  He gulped it down.  When I brought him his fifth glass he sat it down and sipped on it.  His face was red with rage and alcohol and it was quiet in the dining room except for the clinking of silverware.
              Glen took a bite, chewed it, and then spat it back onto his plate.  “Are you kidding me!” Glen screamed.  He banged his fists down on the table making the plates jump.  He stood up and walked over to Pitre.  “It’s cold!” he said, pointing to his plate.  “How come?”
              Pitri shook his head.  His eyes danced around the room.  “I don’t know, sir.  You’re eating later than usual and I guess that it was just sitting out too…”
              “I’m sorry that I’m eating later than usual,” screamed Glen, “I’m sorry that I work too much!  Is that what you want me to do, stop working?  I could stop working and you could lose your job!”
              “Sir,” Pitri began.  He looked over at me and we caught eyes.  His look made me uncomfortable and I glanced away.
              “You’re worthless,” Glen said.  “You are worth nothing.”  He was talking slow and his lips were even with the top of Pitri’s head.  “You should hate yourself.  God made a mistake when he made you.”
              Pitri looked at the walls, at the table; he looked everywhere but into the tall man’s eyes.
              “Pitri, look at me,” Glen said.
              Pitri looked up into Glen’s eyes.
              “I’m done having a charity case cooking for me.”
              Glen hit Pitri in his protruding gut and then pushed him up against the wall.  Anger flashed in Pitri’s eyes and he charged Glen.  Glen pushed him back against the wall and hit him in his face.  A spray of blood came from Pitri’s nose and Glen then kneed him in the groin.  Pitri had nowhere to go.  He was cornered.  Against the ropes.  Glen towered over the little man and his shoulders flexed and bulged as he punched the cook.  In the teeth.  In the stomach.  In the eye.  On the jaw.  Again.  Again.  Again.  He recoiled and threw strikes with the quickness of a snake.  Glen grabbed Pitri’s hair and pounded his face.  The cook’s body went limp and he was being held up in between Glen’s fists and the walls.  Glen didn’t stop.  The only sounds in the dining room were the sounds of Glen’s breathing, his fists hitting flesh, and the toddler crying.  Pitri moaned and tried to push his boss away.  Glen didn’t stop.  His face was red with anger and his body seemed inexhaustible.  The cook’s head was puffy and leaking red blood onto the hardwood floors.  I was crying now, standing against the wall with my fists clenched.  Pitri’s eyes found mine again.  I wanted to help, but I felt so small.  I felt useless.
              “Stop,” Lauren screamed.  She was crying and Glen turned around and smiled at her.  He charged and they both went tumbling down to the floor.  Glen’s fists found more flesh to pound and Lauren let out more screams.
              It was all of it, I think.  The farm.  Putting the gun in Saul’s mouth.  “I had to kill one of them today.  It was a worker, big guy, too.”  Lauren’s screams.  Pitri’s limp head bleeding onto the floor.  Julia’s fever.  He ruined Saul’s baseball.
              “Hey!” I hollered and Glen looked up from Lauren.
              I looked down and saw, to my surprise, that Glen’s gun was in my hands.  I cocked it just as he had when he shot his gun at the ground near Saul.
              Glen laughed.  “You don’t want to mess with me, Little Salyer,” and then he charged.  I didn’t aim, but just pulled the trigger.  The noise ricocheted around the tiny wooden room and sounded like a bomb went off.  Glen’s head exploded and his brains were blown onto the back wall and smeared across a painting if Abraham sacrificing Isaac.  His body took two more steps and knocked me over.
              I pushed his dead body off of me and got to my feet.  I was crying, but something in my head was clicking along.  There was a calm about me that took over and it was as though I was in autopilot.  Something inside of me had been preparing for this.  I had daydreamed about killing him, on some level, and I had a plan.  Lauren grabbed Julia and held her.  I pointed the gun at Lauren.
              She looked at me with scared eyes.  “What are you doing?”
              “I’m not going to kill you,” I said.  “But I am going to lock you in the cellar.  Please forgive me.  Tomorrow, when they find Glen, they’re going to find you two in there and you tell them the truth.  I locked you in at gunpoint and there was nothing that you could have done.”
              Lauren nodded and she walked without resistance to the potato cellar.  She went inside with her baby, got one last look at the boy who resembled her son, and I locked them inside.  I rested the gun against the wall and brushed my hands off.  I didn’t trust myself with something so dangerous and my hands felt dirty after handling it.
              With Lauren and Julia locked away I went into the dining room and looked over the carnage.  Glen laying face down with his head gone from the jaw up.  Pitri lay unconscious against the back wall.
              Over the next hour, I searched the house for supplies.  My hands worked quickly and my ears stayed on alert the entire time.  I kept on saying to myself, “what has happened?”  I was worried that someone could have heard the gunshots and that they were coming to the house to check.  But time went on and no one came.  Inside Glen’s bedroom I found a leather satchel that I filled with things I found throughout the house-matches, canned food, binoculars, a knife, pieces of wrapped chicken, and three canteens of water.
              The sun was going down and I was out at the well washing my body of Glen’s blood.  The water was cool and I rubbed it over my skin with shaking hands until I was clean.  When I was done I stood looking over the land and contemplating what to do next.  My mouth was dry and my eyes darted back and forth over the sea of green crops for answers.  I found none.  Glen was dead.  The guards would kill me if I were found.  Pitre was badly beaten and needed help.  Lauren and Julia were locked in the cellar.  I replayed what Glen had said about killing the servant in my mind.  He called him a ‘big guy.’  I fell to my knees and began to weep.  Saul was dead.  I was sure of it.  My body moaned and my hands shook and I couldn’t move.  My stomach hurt with the deep sadness and I wanted to be held.
              Something else took hold and I stood up.  I needed to stop.  I wiped my face of tears.  I was only contemplating and if my brother was still alive I was doing him a great injustice by wasting so much time.  I shook the bad thoughts out of my head and, with my satchel crossed around my shoulder, I began to move.
              As I walked towards my cabin Salyers, Beardsleys and Grecos were coming in from the farm.  I moved in between them and it was all that I could do to take the next step.  My body was in panic and I tried to calm it so that I did not give myself away.  If someone caught wind that something was wrong with me then I was going to be in the Cell when the sun rose the next day.  The satchel bounced against me with each step.  That was unnatural.  I didn’t know what I would say if anyone saw that I had Glen’s satchel.  My breathing was becoming too fast.  People were looking at me.  I must have been pale.
              “Hey, Little Salyer,” Hank called out.
              I froze.  Cold sweat came upon my forehead and my mouth was pulled of all of its moisture.  Hank came over to me, smiling.  He patted me on the back.  “How’s the new job?”
              “Good,” I said.  The words came out too flat.  He’s going to know!
              “I hear that you’re getting some pretty good food up there.  And that wife of Glen’s, I bet she’s fun to look at while you are working.”
              “Yeah,” I said and my voice cracked.  I cleared my throat.  Hank looked from my face to the satchel.  From my face to the satchel again.  ‘I just killed someone!’ my head screamed, but my face had to pretend that all was calm underneath.  My heart rate shot up.  ‘Do I still have blood on me?’
              “What’s with the purse?” Hank asked.
              “It’s for carrying water.  I’m sick.”
              Hank stepped back and laughed.  “Woah!  Stay away from me, little guy.  Carry on soldier.”  He gave me a wink, and with that, he left.
              I walked the rest of the way to the cabin and my vision began to close in.  Those eyes, right before…  Those angry, angry eyes.  And poor Pitri on the floor.  I saw his face, chewing one of his last bites.  “I had to kill one of them today.  It was a worker, big guy, too.”  I began to walk faster.  People around me were staring, they knew something was wrong.  I had to see him.  Please be in there.  My legs were rubber but they kept on taking steps until I was inside of the cabin.
              “Hello, Walt!” he said.
              Saul was sitting on his cot, unaware that I thought that he was dead.  Unaware that anything but normal was happening.  I threw my satchel down and latched my arms around his thick neck.  I began to tremble.  “What happened?” he asked.  “Are you okay.”
              I sat down on my cot and ran my fingers through my hair.  I talked in slow deliberate words.  “Saul.  Please, listen.  Have you eaten your dinner?”
              He nodded his head.
              “Do you trust me?”
              “Yes, Walt.”  His eyes were so honest.
              “Okay.”  I paused as I looked him over.  He did trust me, but how much should I tell him?  I remembered when he heard that our dad had died.  He fell down and flailed on the ground like a fish out of water.  He cried and blubbered and no one could make him stop for hours.  He wasn’t a normal person and he could be unpredictable.  I decided that I would tell him as little as possible.  “I’m going to try to escape…”
              Saul gasped and I had to put a hand on his knee to calm him down.
              “Can you be quiet?  Can you be helpful, Saul?”
              “Yes.”
              “Good.  Then listen.  The people here are bad.  Very bad.  You remember how Glen told you that it was strike two?”
              Saul nodded.  He was on the verge of tears.
              “How did that make you feel?”
              “Scared.”
              “I’m scared too, Saul.  Very Scared.  It isn’t safe here, so I’m going to leave.  You have a choice.  You can either follow me or you can stay here.”
              Saul considered this.  I said that he had a choice, but did he?  I thought about that day on the ship when we were scrubbing the floors.  I left to go see President Strunk’s speech and Saul followed.  He’s scared of things that are foreign to him.  And not being with his brother is foreign to him.
              “How are we going to get out?”
              I told him my plan.
              “I’ll go with you.”
              When the Salyer guard came by to lock us into our cabins for the night, both Saul and I were lying on our cots and facing the back wall.  He shut the door and locked it and after a few moments or waiting I sat up.  Saul stirred.  “Are we going?”
              “No.  Not for a while.”
              “Okay.”
              I went through the leather suitcase that we took down from the ship with us and transferred changes of clothes and other things into the leather satchel that I had taken from Glen’s.  The last thing that I took was the turtle necklace that my dad had made me.  I felt the fine metal in my fingers.  It was beautiful craftsmanship.  I missed them.  I put it around my neck for good luck.
              Hours passed.  The moon rose high and an owl hooted somewhere on the farm.  “It’s time,” I said to Walt, and we both stood up.
              I got down on my hands and knees and dug in the soft earth.  Saul did the same beside me and soon there was a big hole behind our back wall.  “I’ll go first,” I said.  I got down on my belly, and like I had so many nights before, slithered bellow the wall and out into the cool air.  “Hand me the satchel,” I whispered, and it popped out of the hole.
              Saul came next.  His big frame had a hard time fitting.  He grunted and struggled and I told him to be quiet.  After much effort, he was through and we were both standing on the other side of the fence.  “What now?” he asked.
              “This way,” I said, and we walked into the fields of cotton.  We heard a noise behind us and turned.  Three Salyer guards on horses were walking through the rows of cabins.  It was midnight and this confused me.  “What are they doing here?”
              Saul stood up tall and looked over the crop.  “There are a lot of lights on around that house up there,” he said.
              “We need to hurry.”  I grabbed his arm and soon we were flying in between rows of cottons.  I didn’t know how the guards had figured it out, but they had.  Saul and I kept a steady pace and after minutes of running I led him up to one of the dog fences.  We came to a spot in the enclosure where there was a separation fence in between two groups of dogs.  The dogs barked and snapped and rattled in the corners of the chain link fence.  Surely their barks would alert the guards and I knew that we didn’t have much time.  I took the knife out of my bag and the raw chicken wrapped in paper.  I tore one of the pieces of chicken into two and threw one over each side of the fence.  On each side, one dog went for the bait.  That left two snarling and biting and snapping.  I looked behind me and could see distant lights of Salyer guards riding on horses and carrying lanterns.  I had promised Saul to keep him alive.  I took the knife firmly in my right hand and as the dogs came up and snapped and bit at the fence with their muzzles I stabbed them in the face with the knife.  They whimpered and hollered and eventually retreated to avoid further injury.  I handed Saul the knife and told him to do the same and then I began to climb the fifteen foot wall of metal fencing until I reached the barbed wire.
              The barbed wire curved in circles around the top of the fence.  My only plan was to crawl through it.  I was going to cut myself badly, but I had a better chance of surviving trying to leave then I did staying and being locked in the Cell.  The barbs look sharp in the moonlight and a curious thing happened when I touched the wire and tried to move it.  It snapped.  I felt the metal on the fence and then the material on the barbed wire.  It was plastic.  It wasn’t real barbed wire, Glen had been too cheap for that.  Instead, they had strung up a plastic replica to scare servants from getting onto the fence.  It was a scarecrow.  “It’s not barbed wire, it’s plastic!” I called down to Saul.
He sighed audibly.  He had been scared about sacrificing his body like that.  I pulled the cord of plastic down and crawled over it.  I looked over my shoulder and saw that, to my relief, the lanterns weren’t moving any closer.  Then, I began to crawl on the fence that separated the two dog yards.  The top of the chain link fence was narrow and the dogs jumped up on either side of me and shook the fence.  “C’mon, hurry!” I called to Saul.
Saul stabbed the dogs through the fence, just like I had, then put the satchel around his shoulder and began to climb.  His weight shook the fence with tremors and as the dogs snapped and bit at him I heard him whimper in fear.  He continued to climb, just as I had and when he reached the top he started shimmying over the middle fence.  When I reached the other side I found that, to my relief, the other set of barbed wire was plastic as well.  I pushed the cords down, crawled down a few feet and then jumped and landed on the grass outside the farm.  I breathed in deeply and looked around.  Next, Saul jumped down and landed on the grass beside me.
“We did it!” he said.
“Of course we did it.  Now we need to move.”
I jogged off over the grassy fields and Saul followed me.  If we didn’t get out of the middle of the field soon, we would be easy prey for the Salyers with their guns and horses.  I saw in the distance a tree line and I ran straight towards it.  It was a few minutes jog away and when we were halfway there Saul’s breathing was harsh.  “Can we rest, Walt?”
“No, we need to keep going.”
As we got closer, the trees seemed to grow.  They were much taller trees then were around the town.  The great towers of wood rose up over one hundred feet.  We continued running and only stopped once we were deep inside of the tree line.  It was shady under the protection of the limbs and out across the fields we could see the farm in the light of the moon.  Saul rested his hands on his knees and caught his breath and I leaned against a tree and got out a canteen of water.
“What now?” Saul asked through heavy breaths.
“We find shelter and then we wait until the morning, I guess.”  I realized then that my planning had only gone far enough to get us off of the farm.  Once that was accomplished, I wasn’t sure what to do next.
A groan came from behind us and both Saul and I turned around.  We were looking into a dark forest.  Great trees rose out of the dirt with branches reaching and crisscrossing like spider webs.  The leaves rustled in the night.  The wind kissed my face and whispered in my ears.  Crazy shadows fell in the dark and I, like Saul, at that time was afraid of the unknown.
“Where are we going to sleep, Walt?” Saul asked.
I looked around for an answer and then tested a trees lowest branch.  It was a branch from a giant tree.   The branch itself was six feet in diameter.  It felt strong.  I climbed up onto it then climbed up onto the one above it.  “Follow me,” I said.  We climbed the tree until we were about fifty feet up.  Every few branches I reminded Saul to be careful.  When we were high up in the tree the moonlight penetrated better and it wasn’t so dark.  It wasn’t as mysterious.
“Is this better?” I asked Saul.
“It sure is, Walt.”
The branches that we were sitting on were very thick and close to the base of the tree were little indentions like the bowl in a spoon.  We slept in those dents in the wood that night.  Saul and I passed the canteen of water back and forth and I looked out over the farm.
The fences and dogs looked small from that height.  They were small.  I felt free and my heart felt light.  I decided that in those nights of running that this was the feeling that I was trying to achieve.  I felt good.
When I thought Saul was asleep he said, “I love you.”
“I love you too,” I said.
I rested my head on the bark with my feet scrunched up against the base of the tree.  The indention held me in and since I hadn’t fallen off of my tiny cot in my cabin I was not afraid of falling off of this much thicker tree branch.  With my heart at ease, Saul safe, and my freedom gained, I drifted off to sleep.
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WANTED!!!
 
The heat woke me.  I didn’t know much about seasons because I had lived on a ship my whole life, but I knew enough to be sure that we were in the middle of summer.  The first thing that I heard in the morning was a slurping sound.  I opened my eyes and saw sunlight leaking through a blanket of green leaves.  I sat up and Saul was sitting on the branch beside me, his feet dangling down into the open air.  Around his lips, chin and neck his skin was stained purple.  “Good morning, Walt!” he said with a big smile showing his purple teeth.
              I laughed.
              “What?” he said, looking concerned.
              “Why is your mouth so purple?”
              Saul put a hand up to his lips, then smiled.  “Oh,” he said.  “I’ve been eating these.”
              Saul held out a piece of half eaten fruit.  It was the size of a mango, and was a perfect red half-sphere on the outside.  The outside skin was the consistency and feel of an apple’s and on the inside was a juicy mush that looked like a combination of a strawberry and a grape.  I held the fruit up to my nose and sniffed it.  It smelled sweet and I was tempted to take a bite.
              “You can’t just eat things that you find in the wilderness, Saul,” I said, “they could be poisonous.”
              Saul shook his head.  “They’re not poisonous, I’ve been eating them since last night and I feel great.  Try a bite.  It’s good.”
              “Well, I’m glad that they’re not poisonous, but please, try not to eat unidentified things in the forest without me.  I don’t want to wake up to find you dead from eating some wild blueberries.”
              “Okay, okay, you don’t have to lecture.  I’ll be more careful.  It’s good, just try it.  Take a bite.”
              I sniffed the fruit once more and then broke off a piece with my teeth.  Flavor exploded in my mouth.  The outside shell was crisp like the outside of an apple, but about half an inch in it became soft and gooey.  I chewed and sugary syrup laced my mouth purple.  I licked my lips and laughed.  
“These are pretty good,” I said.
              “I told you.”
              Saul stood up and picked another one of the fruits from a limb above and we sat up high in the tree eating our breakfast.  It was cool under the shade of the leaves and I was in high spirits.  I felt careless and free.  Then I looked over at the farm and a terrible feeling came into my stomach.  The night before and our current situation came back to me.  I had murdered a man the about twelve hours ago and I was on the run from a group of Salyer guards who wouldn’t think more of killing me than swatting a mosquito.  I felt sick.
              “What are those guys doing out there?” Saul asked.  He pointed out into the field beyond the fences of the farm.  In the distance I could see people moving on horseback, but I couldn’t make out any detail.  I opened up the satchel, took out the binoculars that I had taken the night before, and magnified the field in front of me.  The binoculars allowed me to see remarkably far.  Out in the fields, walking with the grass up to their knees, were horses with men in cowboy hats riding on top.  They had found out what happened and they were looking for me.  I only hoped that Lauren and Julia were okay.
              “How did you get those?” Saul asked, admiring the binoculars.
              “They were at Glen’s house.”
              “How did you get them without him catching you?”
              I looked over Saul.  His vacant eyes stared at me underneath his dirty tangles of brown hair.  I thought about the time that Saul had heard that our father had died and how he flopped around crying and wailing uncontrolled.  I wondered if he would react the same way if I told him what I had done.  A family member of his hadn’t died, but still, what had happened was awful.  He was my partner, though, and there could be an advantage in telling him.  He had been so good to me so far and he did well when I told him that I wanted to leave.  Maybe he was maturing.
              I told Saul the story of what had happened the night before.  I talked in a slow fashion, testing him with my words before moving on.  He remained quiet while I explained and when I got to the part about killing Glen he shut his eyes.  He remained calm and when I was done he asked, “why didn’t you tell me this before we left?”
              I felt guilty.  He was right.  I was giving him all of the responsibilities of an equal but the information of an inferior.  “I don’t know,” I said.  “I think that I was just scared that you would freak out.”
              Saul remained quiet for a while as his slow brain digested the new information.  The wind rustled the leaves.  “So what’s the plan?”
              “The plan is to get to town.  If we can get there then we can tell the President what is going on and he can put a stop to the bad parts about the farm.  No more beating.  No more keeping people more than seven years.  No more working all day every day.”
              “Do you really think that the president would do that?” Saul asked.
              “He seems like a good guy.  Remember when he made Di and Hank remove the handcuffs?”
              “Yeah.”
              “I think that if he knew what was going on here that he would do the same on a bigger scale; make the guards remove the cuffs.”
              “Do you think that you will get into trouble?”  Saul paused, thinking of a nice way to say it, “for last night?”
              “I was defending myself.  He was coming after me.  So, no.”
              “Do you think that Di and Hank and them will be but into the Theatre?”
              “I don’t know.”
              Saul took the binoculars and looked out over the fields.  “How are we going to get passed them, Walt?”
              “How tall does the grass look to you?  It looks like it’s grown since we’ve been on the farm.”
              “Probably about two feet,” said Saul.  “Why?”
              I took the binoculars from Saul and looked over the plains.  The wind blew and the grass rose and fell like the ocean.  It was at least two feet tall, maybe even taller.  “I say that we wait until night time and try to crawl passed them.”
              And that was our plan.  Saul and I hung around in the tree all day, eating fruit, taking naps, and telling stories until night fall.  The fruit was delicious and each was as good as the last.  When the sun went down and the sky grew dark a new shift of Salyer guards went on watch for the escapees outside of the farm.  Their horses tramped over the ground and the guards were all carrying lanterns.  I counted eight of them.  From the tree branch they looked like floating balls of fire in the night.  Saul and I gathered up our things, put a few pieces of fruit into the satchel for later, and made our way down the tree.  We had been sitting down all day so when we got to the ground we stretched out our bodies.
              The night was quiet.  In front of us was a sea of grass with what appeared to be flames floating in the night air.  Behind us, the trees grew thick and vegetation curled and fought in tangles over the forest floor.  It grew darker the deeper it went.
Saul put the satchel around his neck, we walked to where the grass began, and were off.  We got onto our hands and knees and began to move forward.  Bugs and insects moved in the dirt and over my hands as I crawled.  Sweat began to gather on my forehead and dampen the tips of my hair.  We crawled onward in the direction that we thought the town was in and whenever a Salyer with a lantern got close we ducked down into the grass and waited.  The clouds were thick that night and except for a small radius around the guard’s lanterns there wasn’t much visibility.
              The guards were spread out far, some were alone by a mile or more, and so they were easy to dodge.  They had miles of ground to watch and they kept on going into the forest to look for us.  I was thankful that we hadn’t chosen that as our route.  It was so heavily monitored that we would have been caught for sure.  We moved through the grass and the hours went by.  My shoulders ached and Saul was breathing heavily behind me.  The grass was yellow and dry and my hands itched.  The glowing balls of fire drifted around in the blackness.
              Saul crawled up beside me and I latched onto his arm.  “Shh,” I said, and I pointed to the closest lantern.  It was still about a hundred yards off, but still, by far, it was too close for me to be comfortable.  We laid down flat on the ground and the grass rose up around us, concealing us.  I was sure that we couldn’t be spotted from the distance, but the lantern moved in our direction.  I thought about what must have happened.  They discovered Glen, dead on the floor, and then heard banging from the cellar.  Lauren probably told them everything, like I asked her too.  I could imagine the guards hearing about that, getting angry.  Di swearing to kill me and taking up the gun.  Maybe I should have brought it.  The lantern was coming closer.  100 yards, 80 yards, 50 yards, 25 yards.  I was not even breathing whenever it got that close.  I lay flat on my belly and strained my neck up to see the man on the horse, but at that distance and through the grass I could not determine who it was.  Saul’s face was plunged into the dirt; he couldn’t watch.
              The horse continued to walk until it was ten yards away.  I thought about what I would do if they spotted us.  I couldn’t run, surely they would catch us on horseback.  And we couldn’t fight.  They had greater numbers, were stronger than us, and I was certain that they would be carrying weapons.
              The horse came closer and the light of the lantern changed the shadows around us.  My heart was thumping against the earth.  I could see through the grass where the horse’s hair met hooves and then I looked up, and to my horror, I caught eyes with a Salyer guard.  It was Hank.  We stared at each other for what felt like minutes, and then he looked above me, then to the left of me.  He turned his horse around and went the other way.
              Was he going to get others?  Had he not seen me?  Had he seen me but didn’t want to catch me?  I didn’t know.  When he was far away I shook Saul’s shoulder.  He looked up and in the dark I could see that his face was covered in dirt with clean lines running down from his eyes where he had been crying.  “Is he gone?” Saul whispered.
              I nodded and we continued to crawl.  We didn’t have another encounter that night and by the time we stopped the sun was about to come up.  We had put miles of tall grass between us and the farm.  The guards were behind us then, but we still didn’t want to risk being out when the sunlight came, illuminating every corner and sharp edge of the earth with bright light.  We climbed up a tall tree, ate the fruits that I had packed, shared the second canteen of water and went to sleep.
              It was hot the next morning as well, and I periodically stirred on the tree branch that I slept on.  I was sweating through my shirt and it was well over 100 degrees by midday.  As time went on, though, fatigue won out over discomfort and I was able to sleep through most of the day.
              Saul and I got up around evening time when the sun was just about to go down.  Saul’s face was red and he scowled and said that his head hurt.  We shared the final canteen together, Saul drinking most of it, and we split a can of corn that I had taken from Glen’s.  After we ate and hydrated ourselves, Saul began to feel better and smile more.  I was worried though.  That was our last canteen and we would have to make it all the way to town that night if we wanted anymore water.
              I glassed the plains in the falling light with my binoculars and found no Salyers in visible distance in front of us or behind us.  “Can you see anybody out there, Saul?”  
I handed him the binoculars and after scanning the plains he told me that he didn’t.
“I guess that we can just walk, then,” I said.
Saul felt uneasy about the idea.  “Just out in the open?”
“Well, if there’s no one out there then I don’t see why not.  And if they are carrying lanterns like they did last night then we’ll see them before they see us.  If they’re coming we’ll just duck into the tall grass.”
“I guess that’s true.  Can we at least wait until it’s dark?”
That seemed fair.  I consented and we waited.  We sat on a tree branch, high above the ground on Mungus, and watched as the planet rotated and until closest star was no longer visible from where we sat.  Saul talked about how far Babe Ruth could hit a baseball, pointing to distant trees and guessing that that was the distance from home plate to the bleachers behind the 408 sign in center field of Yankee Stadium.  I nodded and seemed as interested as possible but I was distracted by the sunset.  The yellows and greens and purples fought hard to color the sky, but eventually the darkness won over and it was black.  It was beautiful and something that I had never noticed before.  When the last light had vanished below the horizon and the night animals began to make noises behind us we moved.
Saul carried the satchel around him as we climbed down.  We talked for the first few hours about different things-the farm, baseball, our parents-but as we continued to move and sweat we grew quiet.  We had no water and walking is laborious work when you’re thirsty.  Still, we kept a good pace, pushed onward by fear of being out in the open and we moved much faster than we had while following Di.
The plains that we had lived on during the last few weeks went behind us and the land became more wooded, more forest like.  We followed the paths by moonlight.  Despite Saul’s poor overall mental capacities, he was incredible with directions.  At first I argued with him when he pointed a direction and told me where to go, but after I was correct a few times, I listened to him.
Soon, the forest opened up and we were looking at the town.  Clay buildings stood up out of the ground and city lanterns burned low atop posts.  I couldn’t believe the time that we had made.  I was expecting to arrive at the city when the sun was high the next day.  Saul didn’t look as surprised as I was when we got there.  With his keen directional skills, he was probably anticipating us arriving at the town just when we did.
“Do we go and find the president now?” Saul said.
I looked up and saw the moon which was cut out by the earth’s shadow to make a bold C sitting high in the sky.  “He’s probably not awake.”  Saul’s face looked numb and tired.  “Why don’t we try to find some water first?”
Saul  lit up at this idea and agreed.  We walked through the town finding that most shutters were closed and curtains were drawn for the night.  The more I hoped that we could find water the stronger my thirst became.  Finally, we came upon an old wooden bar sitting on the Southern side of town.
Lanterns flickered outside the building, illuminating a sign that simply read, “BAR,” on the top.  We turned the doorknob and entered.  It was a small wooden room.  Tables with profanities carved into the tops were scattered around.  On the back wall were shelves of liquor bottles and in front of that was a Beardsley woman wiping down the wooden serving counter with a white towel.  She squeezed the trigger on her spray bottle and then wiped up the cleaner.  She was not pretty.  Her forehead protruded much too far above her eyes, making them dark.  Where her shirt was rolled up I could see thick curls of black hair spilling off of her forearms.  She looked up at us once and kept scrubbing.  Then she took a second glance and froze as if we were about to rob the bar.
I held up my palms to her as if to say ‘I mean no harm,’ and smiled at her.
She smiled back, and to my surprise, her teeth were pure white and utterly straight.  “Hi!  What can I get for you guys?”
“Water,” Saul croaked.
She went over to the faucet and filled two glasses with murky water.  Saul reached into the satchel and brought out the canteens.  “Can you fill these up too?” he said.
She took them and began to pump water into them while we sipped on our glasses.  “Been traveling?” she asked.
I took one more gulp of my water and then looked at her.  Something in me didn’t like the way that she had asked the question.  Saul didn’t seem to register what I had and he laughed, “Oh, yeah!  A long ways too, lady!”
Saul’s way of talking made the woman and I both laugh, but I was still uneasy.  She pumped at the metal faucet and said with her back to us, “as soon as I’m finished with this, you two should leave town.”
“Oh, no,” said Saul.  “We can’t do that.  We’ve come to see the president.”
The woman finished pumping out our waters, and set them down on the counter before us.  She studied our faces.  “You should leave soon.  Maybe if you do, I won’t remember you were here.”  She bent down and pulled out a drawer below and slapped a piece of paper onto the counter.  “You two haven’t happened to see these guys have you?”  It was a wanted poster, and to my horror, they were looking for us.  Two very accurate sketches of us rested in between the word WANTED!!! and the amount of reward.  It read, “TWO BOYS WANTED FOR THE MURDER OF THEIR MASTER.  TO BE BROUGHT TO THE THEATRE.”
I read it over then looked up at the woman, “but there hasn’t even been a trial.  How can they do that?”
“They don’t need a trial, hon.  Now go.”
Saul and I both said thank you with pale faces and then we were out the front door.  Once we were out on the streets we noticed something that we hadn’t before; wanted posters for us littered the walls of stores, government buildings, even homes.  We walked quickly, keeping our ears peeled and looking around for any early risers.  We encountered no one on our way out and went deep into the woods.
We walked far between the trees, not daring to say a word.  It was dark in the mix of forest, and my ears heard things that weren’t there.  A snap of a twig echoed out behind me and I gasped.  I heard the leaves rustle to my left and I jumped.  Something moving ahead of us made me freeze.  It wasn’t until we were deep into the forest and up a tree that I thought for the first time that I didn’t even know the name of the woman who had saved my life.
We were high up in a tree, safe from the wanted posters and Salyer guards.  Saul broke the silence.  “What do we do now, Walt?” he asked.
I sat for a long time before I answered.  I considered everything that I could think of and then I considered it all again.  I had to be the strong one.  I was the smart one.  The dying eyes of my mother came into my mind, begging me to protect Saul.  I searched my brain for an answer and none came.  After some time, Saul asked again, “what do we do now, Walt?” as if I hadn’t heard him.
In response to his question, I was honest.  “I don’t know,” I said.  The words came out of my mouth and startled me.  They sounded like the words of a scared little boy, not a leader.  That’s what I was-a scared little boy.  I was a scared runaway without a way to protect himself and with no one to protect him.  And I had Saul to look after.
We opened up another can of corn and ate it cold that night.  We didn’t talk much.  We were both in low spirits.  The wind picked up until it was screaming through the trees and we each sipped on a canteen of water.  The temperature dropped and I heard a pit patter on the top canopy of the trees.  Then, the rain began to pick up and the water fell through.  It fell in sheets; uncontrollable, unchecked.  Lightning flashed and thunder roared.  Sitting on that tree, listening to the weather, I felt small.  I didn’t get to sleep until late in the morning.
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              I couldn’t believe how quickly our supplies were gone.  We tried to eat and drink sparingly, but hadn’t done a good enough job.  The raw chicken went bad in the satchel and we had to throw it away.  Over the course of four hungry and thirsty days we ate our two cans of food, one of green beans one of peaches, and we also drank our canisters dry of water.  Even though we were thirsty, nature showed no mercy.  The cicadas buzzed and the sun beat down hazy waves of heat over the earth.  Saul and I didn’t drift far from town on those first few days.  We were leashed towards civilization by a fear of walking deep into the woods and never seeing another person again.  We found, however, that our concern took a backseat whenever our dehydrated bodies begged us for water and our canisters were empty and the cloudless sky showed no promise of rain.
              We wandered through the forest without aim, the blood beating hard in our aching heads.  We went between tree trunks and over dry riverbeds, never finding water and being drained of our sweat by the heat, and being drained of our blood by the mosquitoes.  We were delirious and often bickered.
              “You said to go left, Saul!  I did and look where we are; right back where we started!”
              “I didn’t want to even leave the farm.  I was doing fine there!  I liked it!  You’re an idiot, Walt!”
              But in the end, after we threw our temper tantrums, we always apologized and the other person always accepted.  It’s hard to hold a grudge when it’s that hot.
              The first night without water was awful.  We slept on the ground and I woke up all throughout the night.  I would dream of cool waters or being back up on the ship, only to open my eyes and remember that my mouth was as dry as a salt bed and that my brother and I were wanted men.  
The next day, Saul and I woke up and began to walk without any sense of direction or plans, but with a wish in our hearts to find water.  Saul carried the satchel around his shoulders and his white shirt was stained yellow from sweat.  He was acting funny, giggling sometimes and nearly on the verge of crying others.  He made me stop often so that he could check the canteens.
              “Wait,” he would tell me.  “I think that there was actually a little water left in one of the canteens, remember?  We saved that last bit after we finished the peach juice.”
              “No, Saul, we didn’t.”
              He opened all of the canteens anyway to find nothing but air.  He would then pout and complain, accusing me of stealing his water.  After some talking to and time, he came to his senses.  This happened so often that eventually I carried the satchel so that Saul would not stop us every so often to see if a canteen magically filled up with water.
              When the second day without food or water was almost over and the light in the sky was dimming, Saul sat down and lay on his back under the shade of a bush.



              “Get up,” I croaked.  “We have to keep moving.”
              Saul shook his head.  “I’m not going anywhere.  I’m going to lay here and die.”
              I grabbed his shirt and tried to tug him to his feet.  “Please, get up, Saul!  It’s hard for both of us!”
              “If you want to move, you’ll have to leave me.  The only way that I’m getting up is if you find water.”
              I clenched my fists, stomped my feet, and continued beg him.  Then I saw it, gleaming through the leaves of the bush.  Blue and shining in the dying light.  I dropped my satchel and walked around Saul’s body on the dirt.  I didn’t want to get my hopes up yet, I had heard of mirages, but it sure did look like it.
              Saul sat up.  “I didn’t mean it!” he said.  “Don’t leave me!”
              Once I was around the bushes, I saw it and let out a shriek of joy.  Water.  Thousands of gallons of it sitting still in a hole in the dirt.  It was a sizable lake, and in the middle, about a half a mile away from the shore, was a small island.  The mouth leading to the lake was dammed up by giant wooden wheels that the weight of the running water pushed around in circles.  I knew that I shouldn’t just go out to the water without looking around.  If Salyers were there, and they likely were since someone had to watch the dam, I could be caught.  But my thirst was too great for such concerns and I ran until the cool water was up to my hips, dipped my head down and took in huge gulps.  The water was cold and my stomach was in ecstasy.  Saul swam out beside me and did the same thing, gulping down water.  I splashed him and he smiled back.  “Trust me, next time,” I said.  “I know what I’m doing.”
              He laughed and splashed me back.  “Shut up, you got lucky.”
              When we were finished, we retreated back to our satchel, looking around the lake to see it deserted, and lay on our backs and rubbed our full bellies.  My clothes were wet and water dripped from my body and into the dirt.  The sun was setting and my stomach felt wonderful.  I got up to fill the canteens and we sat sipping on our abundance of water as the day turned to night and the air grew cooler.
“Can we stay here, Walt?” Saul asked.
I shook my head.  “For now, but not forever.  We need to find somewhere else, like another lake, to make our home.”
“Why?” he asked.  He gave me an angry look.
“Did you see those big wooden spinning circles at the top of the lake?”
“Yeah.”
“Well someone had to have built those, right?”
“Yeah.”
“And if someone built those, then someone’s probably watching over them.  We’ll get caught here.”
I could see by Saul’s face that he understood, but he didn’t answer.  He rolled over on his side, next to the bush, and pouted.  I sipped on my water and after some time his breathing became gentle and then switched to snoring.  I was still hungry, but nothing could be done about that.  The sun went lower and lower until the sky was dark and the stars began to twinkle above.  I felt vulnerable out in the open.  I wished that there was a tree that we could climb up into, but there were no giant trees in that area of Mungus.  Little thin trees rose up around us, but none with giant branches that could support our weight.  I didn’t have the energy to build a shelter either and didn’t even know if I could.  I leaned back onto the dirt and took a few last sips of water.  My body was exhausted and as soon as I allowed my eyes to drift closed I fell asleep.
Torches, chattering, screaming; all things that awoke my senses.  Saul was struggling beside me.  Strong hands grasped my forearms and turned me over.  My face was in the dirt and I couldn’t see those who had captured me.  Salyers, I thought, but I wasn’t sure.  A rope was wound and tied in such a way to keep my hands together and behind me.  My ankles were tied up as well.
“Help me,” Saul cried, but there was nothing that I could do.  A rope was put in between my teeth and tied to the back of my head to keep me quiet.  And last, and most frightening, a cloth was tied around the upper part of my face, making me blind.
I was tossed onto something like a stretcher and I was carried.  I couldn’t see, but I guessed that Saul was being carried somewhere around me.  My hands were tied tight and I was completely useless.  We were carried for minutes.  My mind reeled, condemning myself.  ‘How could I have been so stupid?  I should have made us move further away from the lake before going to sleep.  Of course we’ve gotten caught.’  Images of the Theatre popped into my head.  Saul screaming as wild dogs bring him down.  I wanted to tell Saul that I was sorry, that I had broken my promise, but the rope in my mouth kept me silent.
I remained quiet, but Saul was screaming through his rope.  My stretcher was being jostled with each step that our captors took.  Then, we started to ascend.  Whoever had us as prisoners was walking us up a steep slope.  I imagined us walking up a huge hill and rising high above the earth.  The forest was mostly flatlands, and I had no idea where we were being taken.  I heard grunting around me as we made the climb, and after expending much effort our captures stopped ascending and we began to move on even ground.
Then, the whole company grew still.  A fine layer of sweat covered my nervous body.  My eyes couldn’t see, but my ears could still hear.  All around me, people were talking, chattering.  One would say something, then the other, but I had no idea what they were saying.  It wasn’t how the Salyers talked, the Beardsleys talked, or the Grecos.  It was something else.  Some other way of talking.
My stomach dropped and we began to descend, fast, straight down.  Saul yelled, and even though I didn’t want to hear him so scared, it comforted me to know that he was nearby.  It sounded like a rope was being pulled down a pulley at a hundred miles an hour.  I closed my eyes hard as we fell.  It was an awful sensation.  Then, the rope noise quieted, we slowed down, and then stopped.
Wherever I was, it was much cooler than outside, and there were much more of the unidentified people down there.  Chattering echoed all around me from hundreds of mouths and from every direction came a language that I couldn’t understand.  The people carrying my stretcher began to walk and I lay still, trying to think.
I pulled up all of the knowledge that I could about Mungus.  ‘Who would have gotten us?  Why?  Did they find the Wanted posters?  If so, then why are they taking us down here?  Why not to town?  And what is ‘down here?’  Did we go down some kind of elevator?  I feel like we dropped hundreds of feet.  And the chattering.  What is that language?  The hard consonants that click off the soft vowels.  Could the Salyers know another language?’
We continued to move and we snaked throughout whatever place that we were in.  Lefts, rights, long passages of straight-aways, and sometimes I felt like we were turning all the way around.  After a few minutes I had no guess as to the direction that we came from.
I had begun to think that we would be walking forever when we stopped.  My stretcher was placed down on the floor and my hands were cut free from behind me.  Then, I heard the people who had brought me there retreat and something shut.  I twisted and turned so that I was sitting up.  Saul was still yelling through his rope beside me.  My hands went to my face first and took off my blindfold.
My eyes danced around.  I was in a place completely surrounded in dirt.  The walls were dirt, the ceiling was dirt and the floor was dirt.  Rounded hallways led every way possible.  Naked light bulbs swung back and forth from the ceiling sending jagged moving shadows across the dirt walls.  Saul and I were in a cage about the same size as the Cell on the farm, but it was completely constructed of bamboo.  I looked at the things looking in at me for some time before I was able to understand.  I looked them all over, from head to toe, from tail to nose, looking for the costume, the zipper, the mask, but I found none.  Salyers hadn’t captured me.  These things weren’t even human.  They were bizarre.  Standing 3 to 4 feet tall, the creatures were covered in gray and black fur, except for their hands, feet, and faces.  They all wore shorts that fit their hind legs in weird angles.  They looked to be human shorts, probably stolen from a closet in town.  Some of them had old t shirts on, ripped and stained, but most of them were shirtless.  Their legs were squatted down like the legs of a baseball catcher and their tails stood erect behind them.  Their bare feet were long and their long toes held them up on the dirt.  Their hands were huge, pink, and wrapped around the bamboo bars as they looked in at their new find, their new pet.  Their eyes locked onto mine, staring at me just as I was staring at them.  When they opened their mouths to chatter back and forth long canine teeth showed under their lips.  Their skin was pink and crusted with white dandruff.  Their teeth, body shape, and fur all looked similar to a chimp’s or a baboon’s, but the most startling thing, the thing that made my mouth go dry, was how much they resembled a certain, more developed, primate .  Their noses, their lips, their jaws, their foreheads, their eyebrows, and especially their eyes all looked exactly human.  What looked even more human than that were their facial expressions.  I could read them.  Some thought that we were interesting, some thought that we were funny as they chattered back and forth among friends, and one little girl looked in at me from the bars and seemed to feel sorry for me.  Her eyebrows came up together on the inside above her nose: it was classic sorrow.  I wondered if they were some kind of genetic experiment.
They had untied my hands and left Saul tied up beside me.  They probably didn’t want to risk a fight with something of his size.  I scooted over on my bottom and heels, my ankles were still tied together, and untied the knot above his thick wrists.  After the rope was untied, he turned over, just like I had, and took off his blindfold.  When he saw the creatures looking in at us he tried to say something, but because of the rope in his mouth it just turned into a muffled scream.  He reached his hands up and untied the rope in his mouth and I did the same.
“Huboons,” he said.  Saul didn’t take his eyes off of the creatures.
“What?”
“Huboons.  That’s what they are.”
“What are Huboons?”
“They are,” Saul said, pointing at them.  Pink hands wrapped tight around the bars of our bamboo cell.  The things looked at us.  Some chatted and pointed right back at Saul.
“I’ve never heard of Huboons.  What are they?”
“I don’t know for sure.  People sometimes talked about them on the farm and I would ask questions and get confused.  They live on Mungus and they’re like monkeys.  The Salyers killed a lot to get them away from town.  And they make these giant homes out of the dirt.  They’re like big ant hills.”
I looked around at the smooth dirt walls.  I was in a giant ant hill.  There were probably tons of dirt above my head.  The thought gave me chills.
“They’re supposed to be really good at building stuff too.”
I remembered how far I dropped down when we entered the place.  They must have made some kind of an elevator for that.  And the cell that we were in.  Although there was not a metal lock, there was a wooden contraption that would serve the same purpose.  On the outside of the door, opposite the hinges, and on the walls of the cell, were six wooden holes.  Inside of each of the holes, going from the door to the cell wall, were long pieces of bamboo keeping the door shut; you would have to pull each piece of bamboo three feet to either the left or right to get out.  Even with quick hands, It would take half a minute to complete the feat.  With a guard on duty to make sure that each attempt was stopped, leaving was nearly impossible.  Along the walls of dirt were great shelves with all kinds of decorations and precious metals on them.
“So why do they have us?” I asked Saul.
“I don’t know.  What do we do, Walt?”
“I don’t know.”
The creatures stood staring at us for a long time.  Occasionally, one would get bored and leave down the hall and then others would return in the one’s place and watch us.  I felt like a freak, a spectacle.  Even though I hadn’t gotten much sleep I was wired, jumpy, and shaking with fear.  They looked so different, so alien.  “I think that they built the dam,” I said to Saul.
“What?”
“On the lake, that big thing with the turning wheels, I think that they built that.”  I looked up at the light hanging from a string above my head.  “And I bet that that’s where they get their electricity from.”
The day dragged on and we were brought food.  One of the huboons tossed us round fruits through the bars.  We were so hungry, we hadn’t eaten for days.  The fruits were similar to the ones that Saul had gathered from the trees, but tasted less sweet.  We were brought water in buckets.  The items were always brought to us by huboons in t-shirts and eventually Saul and I realized that the ones with t-shirts were the official guards.
With no windows and deep underground, I had no way of tracking the time.  The light above us never turned off.  After we had been in the cell for a while all of the spectators left and guards took shifts watching us.  To test the lock Saul, went up and tried to move one of the bamboo pieces.  The guard ran at him on all fours and sunk its teeth into Saul’s forearm.  We didn’t try that again.
We were brought two more meals and the spectators never came back.  Only guards watched us.  Saul and I talked about what would happen to us, but neither of us could come up with an answer that was convincing.  If they were going to kill us, why were they wasting food on us?  If they were going to let us go free, why did they catch us in the first place?  If they were going to eat us, what were they waiting for?  If we were some kind of weird zoo, why did the spectators leave?
After running over the possibilities and finding none believable, we fell asleep at a timeless hour.  Our bellies were full, the light was on above us, and despite being trapped we were in much better shape than we had been in when we were out wandering around the forest by ourselves.
A crash woke us.  Something had hit the floor hard.  Saul and I looked out through the bamboo bars and saw that the case of shelves against the wall had fallen down on the huboon guard.  He was crying out in pain, and was unable to move under the weight of the shelves.  “This is our only chance,” I said to Saul.  I didn’t have a plan, but I knew that it was the right time to try to escape.  I ran to the door and with careful fingers I pulled out all six of the pieces of bamboo.  I shoved the door open and took off down the dirt corridors.  My brother followed out of the cell, but I didn’t hear his footsteps running behind.
“Wait,” Saul cried.  I halted and turned around.  “Help me!”
Saul was trying to lift the bookcase off of the huboon.  “There’s no time, we have to go!”
“He’s hurt, Walt!”
That brought me back to my senses.  Saul was right; we should help the poor thing.  And besides, I didn’t know my way through the maze of dirt tunnels.  I jogged beside Saul.  We squatted down and picked the book case off of the huboon.  When the shelves were off, the huboon lay on his back, his chest coming up and down under his dirty white t-shirt.  His chest had been squeezed together so tightly that he couldn’t breathe.  I kneeled down on one knee and asked him if he was alright.  He grabbed my fingers with his pink hand, a gentle grasp, and smiled.
I didn’t understand what happened next.  A parade of huboons came into the room from all angles.  Many of them were clapping and screeching.  They were all making some kind of noise and some of them carried trumpets and trombones and they blew in producing untrained notes.  Their human eyes all fell upon us and they made a circle around us.
“What is going on?” Saul whispered.  I shrugged.
The crowd around us grew quiet, but their human faces remained cheerful.  The huboon that had been under the case joined the crowd and then returned to us with cubes of wood.  He handed them to us.  The cubes were identical 2” by 2’ by 2” smooth cuts from trees.  On each side of the wood were certain symbols.  I didn’t know what they meant, but they looked like hieroglyphics.  As we were examining our gifts, the crowd began to leave.  The last member of the crowd beckoned for us to follow with a wave of her furry arm.  The line of huboons was leaving out through the doorway and soon we would be alone in the tunnels of the giant ant hill.
“Should we go?” asked Saul.
“I don’t have a better idea.  If we try to run off, they’ll find us before we get out.  They seem to be happy with us.  We might as well follow along.”
And so we did.  The corridors went around and around with ascending slopes as we followed the line of furry creatures.  I thought that ascending was a good sign.  We continued to go upward for hours, walking until we were totally exhausted under hanging lights.  We passed all kinds of hallways and nooks in the walls where huboons lived.  They sat around, chattering and talking back and forth.  Whenever we would pass, they looked up from what they were doing and stared at us.  Eventually though, we came to a set of wooden stairs.  We followed the crowd up those and out into the open air.  When we got out, I looked around and saw that I was on what resembled an ant hill three times the size of Glen’s mansion.  The crowd circled us once more and gave us a few more cheers.  Outside, the sun was about to set.  A huboon waddled over to us and handed us our satchel.
“Thank you,” I said, but it didn’t matter.  They couldn’t understand me.
And then, they started to go back into the top of their ant hill.  It was the strangest day that I had ever experienced.  They walked in a straight line until they had all disappeared.  We were left alone holding our new cubes of wood and our satchel.  Once they were gone, we were on our own again as if nothing odd had ever happened.  With each event of the day, I was further away from understanding what had happened.  I didn’t understand why they had taken us, what that weird ceremony was, or what our wooden blocks were for.  The more I thought about it the more it confused me.
“They’re funny creatures,” Saul said.  We both laughed. 
We camped that night in a small clearing with trees and bushes all surrounding us.  When we opened up our satchel we found that the huboons had given us some fruit for the road.  “Well that was nice of them,” Saul said.  Saul and I talked about the day and laughed as we lay down.  It was ridiculous, really.  I was still a little uneasy about sleeping out in the open about being taken the night before, but again, found no option.  Saul said, and I thought that he was right, that the huboons had tested us.  The case falling on the guard was a test of our morality.  I was thankful that Saul had made me help him and I shuddered at the thought of what would have happened to us had Saul just ran off with me.
The moon came up and Saul fell asleep beside me.  Just as I had felt small the other night looking at the moon, I felt small that night thinking about the huboons.  There were whole civilizations out there that I didn’t even know about.  I looked at the stars and felt insignificant.  I felt around my neck and found that the turtle necklace my father had made was still there.  I held it and it comforted me as I fell asleep.
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The Stranger in the Woods
 
Eight hot days had passed since we had left the farm.  Sometimes at night, even though I didn’t go to church or anything like that, I would get on my knees and whisper prayers for Lauren and Julia.  I prayed that they were protected.  Julia and Lauren didn’t mean to harm anyone, they hadn’t done anything wrong; they just got caught up in something that was too big for them to control.  I was often kept awake thinking about what had happened to them.
The morning after the huboons had released us we traveled in what direction we thought was away from the town.  Even though the huboons had let us go, that lake scared us.  We still felt as though we were too close to the Salyer town, and the Theatre, for comfort.  The fruit that the huboons had given to us was eaten quickly but our water supply was preserved by scattered showers.  Saul was hungry and he let me know often.  “When will we ever find food?”  “What are we looking for, Walt?”  “Can we hunt or something?”  My answers to these questions never satisfied him.
One day, as the sun was high and the day was hot, Saul and I were traipsing through the forest.  “We should stop,” I said.  “It’s the hottest part of the day, and I need to think about how to get food.  Wandering aimlessly hasn’t been working for us so far.”
Saul looked exhausted.  He mumbled something, nodded his head, and lay down in the dirt.  I looked around in the trees.  Birds flew overhead, red and blue ones with fluttering wings.  I wished that I could catch one, but didn’t know how.  I had seen squirrels and other varmints scurrying around the forest floor, but I had no way to catch them either.  I thought about hunting methods that I had seen in the movies or read about in books.  I had heard that some people used to hunt with bows and arrows, but I had none and trying to make one would be useless-I had no idea where I would start.  Think.  Please think.  Another thing that I considered was making snares to catch critters that ran through.  Again, though, a lack of experience discouraged me and I went back to brain storming.
Barks rang out in the air from behind me.  Saul sat up and we looked at each other.  His eyes were wide and worried.  Barks echoed through the still air again.  They sounded like they came from the huge, 160 pound dogs that were around Glen’s fences or the huge dogs at the Theatre.  Then we heard another sound, a gruff human voice coming from far off.  “Stop ‘yer yappin and calm down, will ye’?” it said.
“Did you hear that?” Saul whispered to me.
I nodded and turned around to see if I could make out anything.  Saul stood up and got behind me.  We stared in the direction of the noise, but the vegetation was too thick to offer much visibility.  “Follow me and be quiet,” I whispered.  “If I start to run, you follow.”
Saul gave a grunt of compliance and we tiptoed on through the woods, stopping occasionally to prick our ears up and listen for any foreign noises.  The only things that we heard were the occasional barking and the man’s voice.  Finally, we scooted up and peered over a tangle of bushes and in between a few trees we saw a house.  The building was made of assorted white and gray bricks, the roof was slanted and wooden, and a chimney rose up out of the top.  We were looking at the back of the house.  To the left was a clay oven and to the right was a great metal cage with a snarling angry dog sitting inside.  In front of the cage stood a man.  It was obvious that he was a Beardsley by his short stature, thick beard, and wide set shoulders.  He was the only Beardsley that I had ever seen, however, to have red hair.  His red hair was coarse and curled toward the back of his head where it pulled into a pony tail.  His beard ran all the way down to the middle of his torso.  He held a cane and limped when he walked.
The dog was barking at him and scratching at the front of his cage.
“Shhh!” the red haired Beardsley told the dog, “Stop ‘yer barkin’.  I’ll be back in a few minutes, I’m going to get some fire wood so that I can cook yer’ some meat!  Calm down, you’ve got to watch over the house while I’m gone.”
The red headed man then limped off into the forest, using his cane to support his weight while the dog continued to bark.
“You stay here,” I told Saul, and began to tip toe away.
“Where are you going?” he whispered.
“Just stay here, I’m going to try to get us some food.”
Saul looked at me with hungry eyes and then slumped down behind the bush.  The man had said that he was going to try to go and get fire wood, so I guessed that I didn’t have much time.  I looked over the house.  I wasn’t sure if it was empty, but the man had said, “you’ve got to watch over the house while I’m gone.”  Even though that was a man talking to a dog, I believed that there was no one else to watch over it.  And besides, we hadn’t had food in days and were starving.  I was hungry and desperate.
I ran over the back lawn and the dog went mad, barking, snapping, and clawing at the fence that it was in.  I ran up onto the wooden backporch and tried the knob to the back door.  It was unlocked.  I looked behind me and saw Saul peeking over the bushes at me.  I motioned for him to stay down and I went inside.
The inside of the house was completely paneled with wood.  A wooden pillar stood up in the middle to support the little home.  I was in the room that served as both the living room and kitchen.  It was a small and yet comfortable room with a bearskin rug, a wooden kitchen table, and a counter with a stove built in.  Pictures and paintings lined the wall and a fire place sat in front of a leather couch.  I didn’t have to go in far before I found what I was looking for.  Two loafs of bread were still warm on the counter.  I snatched them and was out of there before I had time to find out whether or not I was right about it being vacant.
I sprinted over the lawn and brought the loaves behind the bush to Saul.  I ripped one of the loaves into halves and handed one over to him.  I crouched over and looked out over the lawn.  I had gotten back just in time.  The man with the red hair was just returning, cane in one hand and a pile of wood under his other arm.  He was whistling a tune as he went.
“That was close,” I said, and I took a big bite of my piece of bread.  It tasted wonderful in my watering mouth.  It was just the right consistency with raisins and various nuts mixed in.  After I had taken a few bites I noticed that Saul hadn’t started eating his bread.  “Why aren’t you eating?”
Saul looked from me to the bread.  His eyes looked horrified.  “You stole this.”
“Haven’t you been the one complaining to me all of the time?  ‘Walt, I’m hungry.  ‘Walt, when can we eat?’  ‘Walt, get me some food.’  Well, now I’ve gotten you some.  Eat up.”
I could tell that Saul still felt uneasy, but his eyes flashed to the bread with desire and he took a bite.  A smile came upon him.  “It is good,” he said.
“C’mon, let’s get a little bit further away.”  We walked about a quarter of a mile away from the cabin and then sat down and each enjoyed our food.  The loaves were big, and sharing one filled us both up.  I sipped on my water and smiled-satisfied.  “That was great!”  I laughed in the afternoon air.  “Now all that I need is a nap and I’ll be as good as new.  Maybe we can even try hunting once I’m rested.”
Saul didn’t respond.  I lay down under the shade and closed my eyes.  A cool breeze floated over the air and I felt wonderful.
Then I heard him crying.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.  I sat up and looked at Saul.  Big tears were running down his face.
“We stole, Walt, that’s what’s wrong.”
“But we were hungry!  We were going to die!”
Saul shook his head.  “That doesn’t matter, we stole and stealing is wrong.”
“But we had too.  Anyone would have done the same thing.”
Saul blubbered.  “It doesn’t matter what anyone would have done.  We’re not them.  Stealing is wrong.”
Saul picked up the uneaten loaf and stood up.  
“Where are you going?” I asked.
He started to walk away and said over his shoulder, “to give that man his bread back.”
I sprang onto my feet and rushed out in front of him.  I put my hands on his stomach to stop him and he looked down at me.  “Can we please just talk about this?” I asked.  “What if he catches you?  What if he kills you?”
“I shouldn’t have stolen,” Saul said, and walked right through me.
I ran up in front of him and again tried to block his way.  “Saul, listen to me!  This is silly.  That guy has a brick oven, and inside, I bet that he has loads of other food.  He didn’t need that.”
Saul walked on.
I ran up ahead of him and stopped him once again.  “Please, okay.  You’re right.  We were wrong.  I have a compromise.  I’ll give the bread back.”
Saul stopped and considered.
“Listen Saul, I took the bread, I should be the one to take it back.  I’ll run to the house, put it on the back porch, and run back.  He will get his loaf back, and we won’t get in any kind of danger.”
“But what about the other loaf?”
I shook my head.  “I’m sorry, but there’s nothing that we can do about the other loaf.  It’s gone.  We can only make this as right as returning this one piece.”
“And do you promise not to steal anymore?”
“I promise.”
Saul handed me the piece of bread.  “How will I know that you do it?”
“I will, you have my word.  But if you want to, you can watch me from the bush that you stayed at last time.”
“What if he chases you?”
“Don’t worry.  He couldn’t catch me if he tried.  He has a bad limp and needs a cane.”  I paused.  “But if something does happen to me, although I don’t think that it will, you have to promise me something.”
“What’s that?”
“That you don’t come after me.”
Saul shook his head.  “I don’t think that I can do that.”
“Please, Saul.  Just promise.  There’s no way he’s going to catch me.”
Saul looked up into the tops of the trees and considered.  Finally, he said, “Okay, I promise.”
So Saul went and got down behind the bushes and I tip toed to the edge of the forest.  With the loaf under my arm like a football, I looked around the back yard of the house.  There was no movement.  The shades were drawn at the house and the dog was snoring in its cage.
I made a break for it.  I sprinted in a straight line for the back porch, my legs kicking just as they had those nights under the moon.  The dog jumped up and began to bark in its cage.  I didn’t stop, but kept on digging my feet over the grass.  Just as I was about to reach the back porch the back door flung open, startling me so much that I dropped the loaf on the lawn.  The red haired Beardsley stepped out looking angry.  He held a rope in his right hand and he began to swing it round his head.  The top of the rope made an oval as he swung it; it was a lasso.  I slid to a stop and tried to move my momentum towards the other direction when I saw the rope loop over my head and then felt it tighten around my torso.  I tried to struggle, but was brought to the ground.  The red haired man, although short, was thick and had incredible strength.  He tugged me towards him relentlessly and soon I was inside the little home and the doors were locked to the outside.
The man picked me up and placed me on a wooden chair beside his kitchen table.  Despite my thrashing, he managed to get me tied up and soon I wasn’t able to move.  He grabbed a rope and began to tie me to the chair.  He stood up over me and looked down at my face, his beard dangling in front of me.  Once I was tied down and the fight was over I grew frightened.  The man standing over me had complete power to do whatever he wanted to do with me.  My eyes began to water and I resorted to the only option that I was left with.
“Please don’t kill me, sir, please.  I beg you not to kill me!  I’m a good boy, I really am.  I’m so sorry.  Please have mercy on me!”
“If you’re such a good boy, then why did you take my bread?  What did you take, two loafs?”  The man’s teeth were yellow and crooked in his mouth.  His voice was low and gruff.
“I was so hungry.  I was starving.”
“What do yer mean, you was starvin’?”
“I mean I was starving.  I hadn’t eaten in days.  I was going to die.”
“Why hadn’t you eaten in days?” the man asked me.
I didn’t know if I should tell him about Glen’s farm, and I was too flustered to think of another story.  My eyes danced around the room looking for an option.
“Ain’t no one here te’ help you, son,” the man said.  “Ye’ might as well just come out with it.”
And so I told him.  I told him about the farm and Glen and about how we were beaten.  I gave him a brief outline of events leaving out specifics.  Instead of telling him our escape story I just told him that we escaped and left it at that.  I left out killing Glen for my image’s sake, and I left out the part about the haboons because it would have sounded too unbelievable coming out of my mouth and I didn’t want him to discredit the rest of my story.  When I was done, the kitchen was quiet except for the ‘tic-toc’ of a wooden clock on the wall and the man stared out the window.
“So ye’ were hungry, right?  That’s why ye’ took the food, to try to keep alive?”
I nodded.
“If that’s the case, and ye’ took two loafs to begin with, what were you coming back here for more then?  Were ye’ still starvin’ after scarfin’ down both loafs?”
I shook my head defiantly.  “No!  That’s not what happened.  I wasn’t coming back to get more food.  I ate the first loaf and then felt bad about it.  Stealing your food made me feel guilty.  So I came back here after I ate the first one and I was going to set the other loaf that I took on your back porch.”
The man paused and gazed out the window once more.  “If that’s so,” he said.  “Then where is the other loaf?  I thought yer’ was bringin’ it?”
“I dropped it when you lassoed me.  It’s on the grass out there.”
The man looked at me sideways.  “Don’t lie to me, boy.  I’m being nice.  Don’t lie to me.”
“I’m not lying,” I said.  “Go look.”
The man picked up his cane and limped over to the back door.  He unlocked it, opened it, and limped out.  I closed my eyes and hoped that a stray animal hadn’t taken the loaf or a bird hadn’t swooped down and seized it.  When the man returned, he had a big smile on his face and the loaf of bread in his hand.  “Ye’ were telling the truth!” he said.  He limped over to me with a big smile on his face and tears on his eyes.  He bent down and wrapped his arms around me in embrace.  He stunk, but I accepted it.  I was still his prisoner and I didn’t want to do anything to upset him.
He stood up straight and began to untie me.  “Thank you fer’ being honest.”
“Oh, yeah,” I said.  “Of course.”
When I was untied I stood up.  He put a hand on my shoulder and looked me in the eyes.  “If you and yer’ friend are still hungry, come over for dinner.  Come around sun down, I’ll have some food for ye’.  Good meats and things.”
“What friend?” I asked.
The man gave a sly smile and said, “Now yer’ lyin’.  My name is Burl by the way.”
He put it out his hand.  “Walt,” I said, and shook it.
“Now run along and if yer’ hungry at dinner, come by.”
I told Burl goodbye and ran out of there.  When I came upon Saul he was sitting behind a tree and crying.  “Walt?” he asked.  “How are you alive?”
I sat down beside him, hugged him, and told him the whole story.  “And then,” I said.  “The man offers to have us over for dinner.”
“How does he know about me?” Saul asked.
“I have no idea.  But anyway, the point is, I’m not having dinner with a strange man who apprehended me and tied me up!” I said defiantly.
Time went on though and Saul and I talked through it.  We were truly out of food with no way to get any more, we had been on our own for over a week, and we needed help.  “He was just trying to protect his food, he’s not a bad guy.”
“I guess that you’re right,” I said.  I was twisting the top to one of the canteens on and off.  “And I told him that we were wanted and he didn’t try to turn me in.”
We thought it over and by the time that night fell we were knocking on the front door of Burl’s house.
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Burl
 
              “Come in, come in,” Burl said.  He smiled with his yellow teeth and shut the door behind us.  “I was beginning to wonder if you two was goin’ to show up.  It’s good to see you, Walt.  And what is yer name?”  Burl said putting a hand out to shake Saul’s.
              “Saul Higgins,” he replied, and their thick hands met and shook.
              “Good, good,” said Burl.  “It’s nice to meet yer.”  Burl picked up his cane and limped over to the table.  “Yer places are already set, just come and sit down.”
              I looked at the kitchen table and saw that there were already three plates out; each filled with a slab of beef, mashed potatoes, and bread.  Glasses of milk sat behind the plates and napkins and silverware were laid out appropriately.  A thick candle sat at the center of the table casting a flickering yellow hue over the wood.  His preparations broke my heart.  The man had been so excited about having company.  He probably didn’t see too many people, living out in the woods.  It upset me to think that we almost hadn’t shown up.
              “This looks great,” Saul said as we sat down.
              Burl didn’t answer, but only nodded.  He was busy forking away at his meal, throwing potatoes and beef into his mouth with a passion.  Saul looked at me with a huge smile on his face, and then looked back at the eating wild man.  It was like watching a dog eat.  Saul and I didn’t say anything, and Burl finished his plate before we had even taken bites of ours.  When he was done he picked up his plate and licked his tongue over it.  He licked all of the juices off and then looked at us curiously.  “What are ye’ waitin’ for, dig in.”
              Saul and I obeyed.  We began to eat our food while Burl got up and dished himself seconds from hot pots and pans that sat on the stove.  The food was great, it was the best meal that I had had since I had eaten Pitri’s cooking; maybe even better.  The beef was tender and seasoned with various greens and herbs; the mashed potatoes still had the skin in them with cheeses mixed in.
              Burl sat down and began to eat his second plate.  After eating his first helping of mashed potatoes, beef, and bread, he ate slow enough to allow him to talk.  “How do you like it?” he asked.
              “Very good,” I said.
              Saul just gave Burl a thumbs up and a smile.
              “Great,” Burl said.  “Not many people try my cooking but me and Snuggles.”
              “Who’s snuggles?” Saul asked.
              Burl’s eyes lit up.  “Snuggles is my pride and joy.  She’s my little puppy.”
              My eyebrows furrowed.  I thought of the dog’s angry eyes and the way its black hair spiked up on the back of its neck when it saw me.  That wasn’t a puppy.
              Burl turned to us.  “So, Walt told me some of your story, but tell me the rest.  How did you guys end up on that farm?  What happened there?  How did ye’ escape?”
              Saul took the lead and began to tell the story through a mouthful of mashed potatoes.  He didn’t spare any details.
              “He put a gun in your mouth?” said Burl in disbelieve.
              Saul nodded.  “Yeah, he did!  He even kicked me in the face!”
              Burl clenched his fist.  “Damned them!” he said.  “They are the most selfish people!”
              “Do you want to see where they whipped me?” Saul asked.
              “They whipped ye’?  For what?”
              “One of the guards was hitting me and I tried to block his punches.  I didn’t know.”
              “Yeah, lemme’ see.”
              Saul stood up, turned around, and pulled up the back of his shirt.  I hadn’t seen his back in days.  Thick red lines of scar tissue ran down his torso.  He was going to have scars there for the rest of his life.
              “I’m so sorry, Saul.  Those people disgust me.”
              Saul continued to tell the story up until our escape.  Since I was the one who killed Glen, he let me take over.  I talked slow, trying to be deliberate with my words.  I wanted Burl to understand that I had no choice.  I talked about how Lauren’s son had died and how she had picked me because I resembled her son.
              Burl busted out laughing through a mouth full of bread and milk.  “You kind of do look like a little Salyer,” he said.
              I told about how I was scared that Glen would kill Saul, and then about how Glen had come in from the fields that night and said that he had killed someone.  The house grew quiet and by the time that I got to the climax of the story my words were nearly as quiet as a whisper.  Burl and Saul’s faces grew solemn as they watched me talk.  Slow words came from my mouth.  “And then, I don’t remember pulling the trigger, but the gun went off in my hand.”
              The night was late and the wax was running off of the candle stand and onto the wooden table.  The flicker of the flame had grown low.
              “And ‘e died?” Burl whispered.  He was immersed in my story and had forgotten about the food in front of him.
              I nodded my head.
              After I was finished telling that part, Saul continued on with the story.  Burl lingered on every word.  He was interested and I guessed that he probably didn’t get to have conversations like that very much.  Saul told about the bartender in town and about getting captured by the huboons.  To my surprise, Burl believed the story of the huboons.  Apparently other people had had similar encounters, or so Burl told us.  He had never heard of anyone getting captured before, thought.  As Saul spoke I began to look around at the little cabin and grew curious about Burl’s past.  I wanted to know where he came from, what he was doing out here.  So, when Saul was done telling his story I took the opportunity to find out more about Burl.
              “So how did you end up here?” I asked.
              “What do yer’ mean?”
              “Out here in the woods, on your own, a cabin built.  How did you get to this place in your life?”
              “Well,” Burl began, “I’ve been here for a long time.  Twenty years, since I was about thirty five years old.  A much younger man, that’s for sure.  I don’t get much company out here.  A drifter here and there.  And that’s okay.  I enjoy company, but I also enjoy being alone.”  Burl reached into the pocket on the front of his shirt and asked, “do you two mind if I smoke?  It helps my stomach after dinner.”  He procured a pipe and a baggy of tobacco.
              Saul and I both shook our heads.
Burl loaded his pipe, lit it with a match and began to puff.  The aroma filled the air and the smoke wafted around the man’s head.  “I wanted to stay on the ship.”  He sucked more smoke from the pipe and then bent over coughing.  He wiped his mouth and then continued, “I never really had much interest in going down to Mungus.  It was the ship that I was born on.  It became known as the Beardsley ship, after Andrew Beardsley, you know, the president of the World Union when the ship left earth.  When we arrived, we were offered contracts for living on the Salyer’s land.  Ye’ could work for seven years and become a free person, or at least that’s what they said.  Then ye’ could live in what they described as a ‘paradise of liberty.’  Huh!  Yeah right!  I’m one of the only Beardsleys that didn’t ever work for a Salyer, not a day in my life.  In fact, I haven’t heard of another Beardsley that ever got completely out of working for a Salyer in one way or another.
“I decided not to sign the contract.  In my mind, we Beardsleys could have a society set up and running in half the time it would take for me to work all the way through that contract.  We would have too, if it weren’t for that damned drug, you know?”
“No,” I answered.  “I don’t know.”
Burl scratched his chin as if pondering this.  “No, I guess that you wouldn’t know.  It wouldn’t be good for that story to still be circulating.  It’s probably treason to tell it, or something like that.
“To tell you the truth, I don’t like tea, and that’s what saved my life.  Sounds silly, but it’s what happened.  The Salyers sent up a care package to the Beardsleys who decided not to sign the contract.  Attached to it was a little note that basically said, ‘even though ye’ don’t wanna come down and join our nation, there’s no hard feelings between us.’  If they didn’t want hard feelings between us, then they wouldn’t have done what they did!  Bunch of liars, that government.  I don’t think that all Salyers are bad, but the ones in charge are rotten down to the core.  They will lie right in between their teeth, like they did to you that day outside the Theatre.  Like they did inside of the Theatre.  ‘prisoners are subject to a trial,’ Ha!  Not in a millennia!  So, anyways, they sent up this great care package full of all sorts of stuff.  Chicken, beef, noodles.  And it was good, too!  But the thing that got everyone ravin’ was the tea.  It was tea sweetened by swanness juice.  Swannesses are good, and they are a fruit that only grows on Mungus.  They have a unique taste and grow in trees.”
“We’ve had some,” Saul said.  He described the fruit that he found up in the tree that day.
“Yes, those are the ones!”  Burl said.  “So this tea was supposedly very very good.  Too good.  People begged me to taste it, said it was wonderful.  I bet it was, but I just weren’t interested.  Then, whenever the supply started to run down, people began to fight over the remaining tea.  It was gone in three days, and ten people were injured in a brawl over the last drops.  I knew something was wrong then.  The Beardsleys wrote letters, begging for more of the tea.  The Salyers sent back contracts.  We could work for 20 years then we get all the tea we want.  That was the deal.  Everyone signed a contract, including me.  Even though I didn’t want the tea, there were nothin’ I could do at that point.  If I didn’t sign it and go down, I would have been left on the Beardsley ship all to my lonesome self.”  Burl looked at the candle with a sad smile.  “I guess that that ended up happening anyways.”  He shook his head and took another drag from his pipe.  “Anyways, they had all of the Beardsleys out chopping down trees.  They made the entire grasslands; they didn’t used to be there.  It used to be all forest.  And they are still chopping.  Probably hoping to make the whole planet a giant field.”
“How did you escape?  How did you get passed the guards?”  I asked.
“I didn’t have too.  There weren’t guards watching us.  The workers were so addicted to whatever drug they put into that tea that no one dared to leave as long as they got tea once a day.  They would work all day for a small portion.  So they had people watching them during the day, threatening to take away their nights serving of tea if they didn’t work, but no one guarding them at night.  I left the first night.  I took an axe, found water, and built my house.  I farm, I trade, and I live out here alone.”
“Do you trade in town.”
“Oh, yeah.  Nowhere else to trade.”
“How do you know that they won’t take you away?”
“They wouldn’t do that.  I cook big meals of hog for all of the government officials every Christmas.”  Burl laughed.  “They like their hog more then they’d like to see an old man with a cane fightin’ in the Theatre.”
“Are you afraid they will take your farm away?”
“No one knows where it is, how could they?”
He was right, he was miles away from the town and in the middle of the wilderness.  “So how are there not more free Beardsleys?  I mean, the ones who went off the ship initially and signed a seven year contract, why are they not free?”
“Because the government doesn’t want them to be free, and because the government can do whatever it wants.  If there are too many free Beardsleys, they kill a few hundred in the theatres.  Or, charge them for something like libel and sentence them to a lifetime of free labor or else they will kill them.  It’s very easy.”
Saul yawned.  I looked over to see that his eyes had drooped down.  He looked tired.
              “Would you two like to stay here with me?” asked Burl.  “Like, live here?”
Saul and I shared a glance.
“Ye’ can eat and get a roof over your head if you will only help me out around here in the daytimes.  Its not easy work, but I won’t whip ye’.”  Again, his eyes droop back down to the candle.  “And besides, it gets mighty lonely out here.”
 “We would love to,” I said.  
“Really?” Burl asked.  His eyes lit up with joy.
“Really,” Saul said.  Burl stood up, came around the table and hugged us both.
We cleared the dishes and then he led Saul and me to a bedroom that he had set up for guests.  “You two don’t mind sharing a bed, do you?” 
“Not at all.”
Burl told us that he will be in to wake us up early.  Then he retired to his bedroom.  The bedroom was nice.  A hand sown quilt lay on the bed and pictures of a young Beardsley man who I guessed was Burl sat up on the walls.
I lay in bed thinking about Burl.  Can I trust him?  He does know that there is a bounty on our heads.  He is a little odd.  But I think I can.  He seems kind, we will help him as much as we can, and my biggest reason for believing that he will not hurt us is that he is lonely.  I thought of this as I lay in his guest bedroom.  He had more than one bedroom built into his house and he has lived alone here for 20 years.
 
 
              Burl wasn’t joking when he said that he would wake us up early.  When it was still dark outside of the window, Burl came into the bedroom and shook us awake.  The first thing that I saw that morning was his long red beard and smiling face in the dim light.
              “Good mornin’, sleepy heads.  It’s time to get up.”
              Breakfast was good.  We had eggs and biscuits.  Burl and I talked about the farm work and what we would be doing that day as the sun rose.  Saul just sat looking numbly out the kitchen window, his bed head sticking out in every direction.
              Before talking with Burl about his land and occupation, I had no idea how much work he did every day.  He owned twenty heads of cattle that he kept in a big pen wrapped in barbed wire.  They ate off of the grass and drank from a pond that sat in the middle of their pin.  He also had a chicken coup that he had been out to earlier in the morning to get the eggs.
              “How early did you get up?” I asked, putting an arm out towards the window to show how early it was.
              Burl laughed, “I don’t sleep much.”
              He also had a garden that he grew fruits, vegetables, and grain in.  He even had a swanness tree.  On the back of his land he had a big pond for fishing.  “How would you two like to have fish for dinner?  We’ll fish today.”
              Saul’s eyes lit up and he said his first words of the morning, “Really!  We can fish today?”
              “We sure can.”
              When breakfast was done we cleared the table, got on our shoes, and went outside.  Morning dew was still out over the grass.  We had a few jobs to do before we could go fish for the day.  Burl brought with him a bowl with six whole eggs inside of it.
              “What are those for?” I asked.
              “Snuggles got to eat too,” Burl said.  We walked to the side of the house where the dog cage was.  The huge black dog was sleeping inside of the bars and we snuck up on him.  Burl was holding the eggs in one hand and his cane in the other.  His eyes admired the dog.  “Isn’t he cute?” Burl asked.
              The beast was startled by Burl’s words and it jumped to his feet, threw its body into the side of the cage, and began to bark and snarl like a madman.  Burl’s face looked as though he was gazing upon a swaddled newborn baby.  He put the bowl of eggs down on the ground and kicked it through an opening at the bottom of the cage.  The dog tore through the eggs, shell and all, and in a few moment the bowl was clean and the dog began to chew that up, flinging it around its cage.
              “Why did you name it Snuggles?” Saul asked.
              “Just look at ‘em!  How could something like that not be named Snuggles?”
              Saul and I shared a look and held back our laughter.  The dog tore up Burl’s wooden bowl until its cage was scattered with wood chips.
              “Have you ever tried to snuggle with Snuggles?” I asked.
              “Yeah, I have.”
               “What happened?”
              Burl pulled up his pants to show his right leg, or where his right leg should have been.  A wooden peg ran from bellow his knee and was covered by a sock and then his work shoe.  The leg was a piece of handiwork, carved to resemble a human calve.  Burl tapped his wooden leg with his cane and laughed.  “Took my leg.  It was my fault though, I kind of startled him.  He was too young, and I thought that I could just walk into his cage.  Well, he showed me!”
              Next, we went to Burl’s garden and we helped him pick out ripe vegetables.  His garden was huge, spanning several acres with carefully marked wooden signs indicating what everything was.  Carrots, potatoes, onions.  In the middle was a great tree that looked just like the one that Saul and I had slept in after we left the farm.  For the next hour we walked around filling baskets to the top with fruits and vegetables to be either eaten or canned for the winter.  When we were done it was the middle of the day and the sun was high and hot.
              “Ready to fish?” Burl asked.
              We followed him as he limped throughout his grassy land to a huge lake in the middle of the woods.  “Wow,” said Saul.
              “It’s pretty, aren’t it?”
              The water gleamed blue and white with gentle waves chopping up and down across the surface.  Burl coughed and then limped off on his cane to a wooden shed fifty yards off of the water.  He undid the top latch and opened it.  “This is where I keep my poles.”  He pushed the door open and we entered.
              The shed smelled of must and sawdust.  Dim light leaked in through a crooked window yellow from dirt and spider webs.  The place was full of stuff.  Bags of dirt, canned fruits and vegetables, hoes, shovels, fishing poles, a metal tackle box and…
              Saul gasped and pointed.  “Are those baseball bats?”
              “Sure are,” said Burl.  “I love the game.  I’ve got some balls too.”
              I hadn’t ever seen Saul so happy.  The rest of the day was full of laughter and relaxation.  Burl sat fishing and Saul and I went off and pitched baseballs to each other.  The fish were biting well and Burl didn’t really need our help.  The bats were made of smoothed wood that Burl had carved out of tree branches and he had stitched the balls with yarn and cow hide.  We found a wide rock out in the woods and made that home plate.  Saul then counted off the steps to the pitcher’s mound and turned and pitched me balls.  I had never swung a bat before and the first hour or so was filled with hard swings where we struck nothing but air.  Saul and I alternated between pitcher and batter, the pitcher almost always winning the battle.  Then we began to make contact, nothing solid but a few grounders and pop ups here and there.  Burl laughed and seemed to enjoy watching us.  “Choke up!” he called.  “Keep your eye on it.”  “Stop turning yer’ darned foot!”
              We played long until after the sun went down with the baseballs.  Burl occasionally called us over to help him reel in a fish and by the time the sun was going down we had seven big fish on a line, their gills moving up and down in the summer air.  Burl skinned the fish and got them ready to cook while I pitched the last few balls of the evening.
              I had five white baseballs resting at my feet and one in my hand ready to pitch.  The sun was beginning to go down and Saul and I had already decided that after I had pitched those balls to him we would go inside.  Saul struck his batter’s stance out in front of me and I went into a clumsy wind up; trying to mimic what I had seen on the screen.  I released the ball with all of the speed I could muster and it flew towards Saul.  The ball hit the dirt and bounced out over the plate.
              “C’mon, Walt, give me one that I can hit!”
              Saul looked determined.  I took a step back and eyed him.  The bat swung gently back and forth behind his head.  I balanced myself on the mound, then cocked my left knee above my hip, stepped forward, and threw the ball.  It was a perfect pitch.  The laces spun around the baseball as it sped right down the middle of the plate.  Saul’s weight shifted, he twisted his bat forward and caught the ball perfectly with a crack that echoed through the still evening.
              “Home run!” Burl called.  It was the best hit ball all day.  The ball sailed at an amazing length out over the trees.
              Saul put his hands high over his head and began to trot the bases.
              “Yankees win!  Yankees win!  Dimaggio has done it!  Yankees win!”
 
 
14
Phlegm
 
              The days following were filled with hard work and laughter.  We would wake up early every morning to eat our breakfasts and go help Burl with odd jobs around the farm.  We helped him mend fences, milk cows, gather eggs, and many other things.  Most days, though, after a few hours of work Saul and I would get distracted and play catch or pirates or some other game with each other.  Burl never stopped working and even though he valued our work when we volunteered, he never scolded us or whipped us when we got distracted and went off to play.
              We all grew healthier in that time.  Saul and I grew strong; we ate and drank full meals, and had a good amount of physical activity each day.  Our spirits were lifted and the life that was drained from the blistering sun and the fear of the whips at the farm was returned.  We became children again.  Burl grew better in a different way.  His eyes didn’t move around as much when he talked.  His body language became more natural and he smiled more.  He was happy to have us.
              Burl always woke up before the sun, and so whenever I awoke in bed one morning and saw that it was nearly noon and Burl hadn’t woke us up, I was confused.  I sat up in my bed, slowly, careful to not disturb Saul snoring beside me.  I pushed the blankets down to my feet and slipped out off and onto the floor.
              When I entered the kitchen there was still no sign of life.  The room was warm and sunlight gathered on the floor under the windows.  The clock ticked sleepily against the wall and dust swirled in the morning air.  I stood in the kitchen looking around for any clues as to what was going on.  Burl’s bedroom door was shut.  I had never been in there and was a bit uneasy about the idea of just opening up and walking in to see if he was okay, but I was worried about him.  In the end, thinking of him sick in there, or thinking of him falling down without a way to get back up made me more uneasy than the thought of invading his privacy.
              The wooden floor creaked with my steps as I walked over to his door.  I turned the knob and pushed the door open.  Burl was wide awake and sitting up.  Something was wrong with him.  He was propped up on his pillows against the head board of his bed.  He was shirtless and his blankets came up to his belly button.  His body was gleaming with sweat and his face was a bright red.  Burl was humming a tune and moving his hands through the air, pinching his fingers together and then pulling back as if he were picking invisible cotton.
              “Burl?” I said.
              The man’s eyes looked at me.  They were wild.  His beard was a mess of tangles under his mouth.  His lip raised revealing his top teeth and he let out a feral growl.
              “Burl?” I asked again.
              The man continued to growl and lean forward threatening me from his bed.
              I walked backwards on my heels and then shut his door.  I ran and woke Saul to tell him what was happening.
              “He’s growling?” asked Saul.
              “Yes!  He was sitting up in his bed and when I entered he seemed to not even notice me.  He was doing something with the air; he was miming something.  And then I said his name and he began to growl like a dog.”
              “Are you sure?” Saul asked.
              “Yes, I’m sure.  How could I be wrong about something like that?  Come with me, we’ll go look at him.”
              A few moments later Saul and I were standing beside Burl’s bed.  The man’s demeanor had changed greatly.  His face was pale and his eyes drooped in a tired expression.  His voice was coarse and his throat was filled with phlegm.  His nose ran a green color that he kept on wiping off on his bare arm.  Besides that though, he was acting normal, just sick.  I asked him if he were okay and told him what had happened.
              “And I was growling?”
              “Yes.  You looked mean.”
              “Do I look sick?  No, don’t answer that.  Of course I do.  My skin is clammy, there’s mucus in my beard, and my bed is wet from sweat.  I am sick.”
              The ceiling in the bedroom was low and slanted with the roof above.  Saul’s head was just a few inches from the top.  “What do you have?” he asked.
              “Mungus fever.  Have you boys heard of it?”
              Saul shook his head.
              “A little,” I said.
              “Okay, I don’t have much time them.  Soon, I’ll have another episode and you never know when those will stop.  Listen to me.  Walt, I need medicine soon.  If I don’t get it, I will die.  I don’t want to die, Walt.”
I nodded and he looked at me with honest eyes.
“I need for you to go to town, go to the pharmacy and say that you need some medicine for Mungus fever.  And you will ha…”
              I gave a nervous laugh and interrupted him, “I can’t go to town!  Don’t you remember, I’m wanted.  They’ll..”
              “Shut up,” Burl yelled.  I froze at his anger.  “Listen to me.  I know.  I don’t have much time.  I know that you’re wanted.  Under my bed there is a suitcase.  Inside of it is a set of clothes that a little Salyer boy would wear.  Put them on.  In that dresser across from me is a shaving kit.  I haven’t used it in a while, but the razor is probably still sharp.  Walt, shave your head, put on the clothes, and go into town.”
              “Bud I don’t know how to get…”
              “Shhhh, I know, I know.  Time frame, remember.  The gray horse out in the pasture, the only one with a saddle on, get one him.  I’ve been takin’ him to town for years.  He knows the way there and back.  Just get on him and he’ll take ye’.”
              “What do I do?” Saul asked.
              “Just stay here with me.”
              I stood looking at Burl for some time.  His face was getting red again and his fever was returning.  He shooed me away.  “Don’t stare at me, go!  Hurry!” 
              Saul and I found the shaving kit under some clothes in the dresser and under the bed was the suitcase that Burl had talked about.  Burl fell asleep soon after he had talked to us and we left the room.  We went outside and got the razor out of the kit.  It was a straight razor with orange rust gathering around it.  An old canister of shaving cream was packed in and when we shook it we found that it still had something in it.
              “Do you know how to shave?” I asked Saul.
              He shook his head.  “I can try.”
              I took off my shirt and Saul poured some water over my head to make my hair wet.  Then he used a pair of scissors and cut as close to my head as possible to make it easier to shave.  My turtle necklace hung off of my neck and I never took it off.  When most of my hair was cut off he doused my head in old shaving cream and began to run the razor over my scalp.  He was careful and worked slow.  He was much taller than me, so when we both stood up my head was at a height that was easy for him to work with.
              “Do you think that this will work?  Do you think that they won’t notice me in town?”
              “We won’t know until we’re done,” Saul said back.
              I was already nervous, even so far away from town.  People had said that I looked like a Salyer, but enough to go in and buy medicine unnoticed with my picture all over the place?  I did not know.
              When my head was shaved clean Saul took off my eyebrows.  The clothes that were under Burl’s bed did look like ones that I had seen Salyer children wear.  They resembled what the guards at the Theatre wore, except they were obviously smaller.  The shirt was red with golden buttons going down the center.  The sleeves were slightly too small for me, coming just above my wrists when I held my hands down to my side, but I thought that it looked natural.  The pants were a deep red and made out of a heavy material.  Black swirls and designs ran down the side.  Inside were also black leather shoes.  They fit and I even found them to be comfortable.
              When I was dressed and the hair on my head was all gone I stood outside of Burl’s house looking at my reflection in the window.  I couldn’t believe it; they were right.  If I saw a boy who looked exactly like me in town I would not give him a second glance.  My cheekbones were high, my face was lean, and my lips were thin like a Salyers.
              “You look convincing to me,” Saul said.
              Saul hugged me and said goodbye to me at the house.  He didn’t want to leave Burl alone for too long and I had to get moving.
              The old gray horse in the pasture’s name was Rusty, or at least that’s the name that was carved into his saddle.  His name seemed to be derived from his slow movements.  The animal had a calm nature and let me get onto his saddle with ease.
              I walked him out of the pin, locked the other animals in, and then, without any instruction, he began to walk me into the woods in the direction that I hoped town was.  The horse trotted along through the forest, in between trees, making decisive turns onto trails in the woods.  I rode for over an hour in dense vegitation.  I began to get scared that the horse was old and didn’t remember where it was supposed to go or that Burl had just been delirious and thought that the horse could get me to town when it couldn’t.  If that was the case, and the horse had taken me so far out into the woods, I would probably never see Burl’s or my brother again.
              Then, the horse stepped out of the forest and onto a wide trail that I recognized from my trip with the chain gang and my walk to town with Saul.  I didn’t know where I was exactly, but I knew that I was close.  My heart began to pound and a whole new concern came to me.  At that time it became a reality to me that I was actually going to enter the town.  I concentrated on my breathing and that made me feel better.
              Up around a bend I heard laughter and then I saw three Salyer men come into view.  All of them were on horses and trotting along.  They formed a triangle as they walked and in between all of them was a group of Grecos.  They probably just came from the ship.  I grew nervous that I would be found out, but the Salyer guards just nodded hello at me and I nodded back at them.
              I looked over the Grecos walking in the group.  They weren’t chained up, but the Salyer’s all had whips and one of them had a gun.  Their slaves weren’t going anywhere.  I recognized about half the faces and saw that among the crowd was Miss Mary.  She looked up from the crowd and into my eyes.  I detected no recognition in her glance and moved on.
              Soon, the town came up around me.  Rusty continued to trot and all of the moisture left my mouth dry and went straight to my palms.  I wiped my hands off on my pants as I went deeper into town and continued to act as natural as possible.  Rusty stopped walking on his own and I had to lead him.  I didn’t know where the pharmacy was, so we walked blindly through the streets.
              Bald women were outside digging on their gardens.  I saw a child painting a picket fence white.  Men sat outside playing cards and smoking on the lawns.  The town was lively with people all too busy to recognize that a wanted person with a bounty on his head was trotting on a horse before them.
              I passed by the Theatre, seeing that the Wanted!!! posters for Saul and I were scattered among the side of the great structure.  The pharmacy wasn’t far passed that.  It was a wooden building with a big painted sign above indicating that medicines were sold there.  I tied Rusty to a railing outside and went in.
              The building was full of all different scents mixed together to smell like a hospital.  An old man was sitting behind the counter with his feet up reading a newspaper.  I walked all the way up to the counter and he just continued to read and didn’t acknowledge me.  “Hello,” I said.
              The man didn’t remove the newspaper from his face, but began to rant.  “Have you heard about this?  Can you believe this?”  he slammed the newspaper down on the counter making me jump.  He was an old man and his crinkled Salyer head was festered with brown sun spots.  “The rest of the Grecos have sent down a letter saying that they don’t want anything to do with Ramus!  Can you believe that?  The nerve!  You know, we built this whole country for them and if they don’t want to be a part of it, then they can go die out in the woods!”
              I nodded.
              His face was mean and mad.  He looked me over and then smiled.  “How can I help you?” he asked.
              “My dad’s sick.  He says that it’s Mungus fever and that I should come here and talk to you.”
              The man put up a long slender finger to me and then disappeared into the back room.  ‘What if he alerts the authorities?’ I thought.  I ran a hand over my head.  For the most part it was entirely smooth, but a few places had prickly patches.
              When the man came back he had a corked vile of pink liquid.  He held it out before me and said, “Have you pap drink half of this vile tonight, half in the morning.  He’ll feel better then.”
              I reached for the vile and the man pulled it out of my reach.  “It’s going to cost you, though.  This stuff is expensive.  Did your pap give you the money for it?”
              The money!  My mind reeled.  I had none.  I didn’t even know what Ramus currency looked like.  Burl must have forgotten about that in his sick state.  The man saw the look on my face and said, “You can always come back tomorrow and buy it.  Although, grown people with Mungus fever don’t usually last long.”
              “I can’t take the medicine today and return with the money tomorrow?”
              The man shook his head.  A thin smile spread across his lips.  “Although,” he rubbed his hands together.  “If you had something of equal value I could be persuaded.  You have a necklace tucked into your shirt.  Let me see it.”
              I took out my necklace so that my turtle was dangling before my chest.
              The man bent nearly all the way over the counter examining it.  “What a work of art!  What a piece of craftsmanship!  You know, I could take that for the medicine, my nephew would love it.”
              “I can’t,” I said.  “My dad made this and it isn’t for sale.”
              “I guess the question is,” the man said, “whether you would rather have something that your father made or your father himself.”
              Saul’s baseball was gone and my turtle was the last thing that we owned that my parents had made.  I remembered those times when my mother used to pull me close to her at night and give me ‘turtle bites’ on my nose.  Tears came to my eyes and I wiped them away.  Burl wasn’t going to die because I was emotional.  I took the thing off of my neck and handed it over.  The man snatched it up like a pack rat and looked it over.
              I took the vile of medicine and went out to get onto my horse.  I was on the verge of tears, but I wouldn’t let them lose until I was out of town.  I didn’t want to draw any more attention to myself than there needed to be.  I tucked the vile away in my pocket and rode.  I was lost in thought, thinking about memories with my parents as I passed through the streets.  I was thinking so hard that I didn’t notice him until he was only a few feet away from me, staring into my face.
              Hank stood outside the Theatre.  He was wearing a new uniform now and holding a gun in his hands.  He looked up at me and smiled, almost laughed.  I half expected him to turn the gun on me and shoot me off of the horse.  The bounty on my head was a sizable amount, from what I had been told, and I didn’t think that he was above it.  But he just nodded and I trotted on.  My heart was pounding and I felt sick.  Rusty walked me back to Burl’s and I couldn’t stop wondering if Hank hadn’t known it was me or if he had spared his life.  Whatever the case, I felt lucky.
              By the time that Rusty trotted back onto Burl’s land the sun had gone down.  I locked the horse away in the pin and then jogged over to Burl’s house.  I had been gone for hours and all sorts of scenarios ran through my mind.  What if Burl had stopped breathing?  What if in a fit of rage he had killed Saul?  What if Saul caught Mungus fever too?
              I turned the doorknob and entered the front of the house.  The kitchen and living room area were vacant so I went into Burl’s bedroom.  Burl was naked and lying with his head where his feet normally do on his bed.  He was on his stomach and his back was hairy in the light of a burning candle on his nightstand.
              “Walt!” Saul said.  He got up and hugged me.
              “Way-ult-t-t-t!” said Burl.  He looked drunk, belligerent.
              “How has he been?” I asked
              “Not good,” said Saul.  “He’s acting so strange.”
              “Get me some beer,” said Burl.  He was pointing fingers and cursing.
              There was a cup half full of water on the night stand.  I went over, chugged it dry and poured half of the vile of medicine into the glass.  “We’re supposed to give him half of this tonight and half of it in the morning.”
              “And you think that he will get better?” Saul asked.
              “He’s supposed to.”
              “Give me some beer,” Burl cried.  He threw his fist into the wall shaking the entire room.
              “Here’s some beer,” I said, handing him the glass.  “Drink this.”
              I was scared that he would throw it up against the wall or onto the floor.  Then we would really be in trouble.  He didn’t though, he just smelled inside and then chugged the cup.  He screamed for more and in a few minutes he was asleep.
              Saul and I were sitting in wooden chairs watching Burl rest.  He was sweating in his sleep and often twitching and mumbling or whispering unconnected words.  We were quiet for a while.
              “Hey, Walt?”
              “Yeah?”
              “I’m going to go back to try to get some of the people at the farm.”
              “What do you mean?”
“I’m going to sneak up to Glen’s and bust a few people out.”
“Why?  They’ll kill you!”
              “Please, listen.  I’m going to sneak in at night and go in the same way we came out.  All of the guards are usually sleeping at night and not keeping guard, you said yourself.  So if I can get over the fence then I can let some people out of their cabins and help them escape.”
              “Where would you take them?”
              “Burl and I talked about this when you were gone.  For a long time his fever broke and he wasn’t acting so drunk.”  Burl snored and twisted.  “He said that I could bring them here.”
              I shook my head.  “Why would you want to risk everything like that?”
              “Why not?  I’d be risking my life to save a lot of others.  You can come if you want, Walt.  But I’m going.”
              I didn’t want to go.  I wanted to stay on Burl’s land and grow old there, away from danger, away from the Theatre.  Saul’s words were so unlike him.  They were so calm and intelligent.  I was being the dumb one this time.  He was right, we should go back, and he had thought of the idea first.  He was going to go with or without me and I had made a promise to keep him alive.
              “I’ll go,” I said.  “When are you leaving?”
              “After we give Burl his medicine tomorrow.”
              We didn’t talk much after that.  We were tired but we didn’t want to go to bed for fear that Burl would have an episode while we were gone.  As time went on our heads drooped down, and the candle went out in a pool of wax.  We got down off of our chairs and slept on the hardwood floor that night.  I began to think of the journey ahead.  Just when I got back from the town, where I was a wanted man sentenced to the death penalty, I was going to leave again to break people out of the farm that Saul and I had been runaway slaves.  It had been a busy month for both Saul and I.
 
 
15
The Underground Railroad
 
              Saul yawned and sat up looking around Burl’s bedroom.  Morning light fell through the window.  He had been sleeping with his cheek pressed against the wooden floor all night and red swirls and ovals were imprinted onto his face.
              I sat up from where I slept and stretched my back out.  My joints were stiff from sleeping on the hard floor all night.  “Where’s Burl?” Saul said.
              I got to my knees and looked over his bed.  A mess of sheets, blankets, and pillows were scattered above the mattress but there was no one there.  “Burl?” I called out.  I got to my feet grabbing the vile of purple medicine from the nightstand and I entered the kitchen.
              “Good morning,” Burl said.  He stood in the kitchen completely naked except for his underwear.  Bacon was sizzling on a frying pan, eggs were cooking in a skillet, and Burl was packing our satchel full of loafs of bread and canned fruits from his garden.
              “What are you doing?  You should be in bed.”  I said.
              “I was packing ye’ some stuff for yer’ trip.  And I feel fine,” Burl said.  He bent over coughing until his face turned red.  He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and smiled at me.  He didn’t look fine, but he did look better.  He was standing upright with the help of his cane and his face was pale and sagging in between the bundles of red hair.
              “Drink this,” I said, handing him the purple vile.
              He opened it up and chugged it, gulping down all the way passed the last drop.  “Uggh, what was that?”  Burl looked at the bottle in disgust.
               “You should probably ask that before you drink something.  That was the second half of your medicine.”
              “Well, I trust ye’, you’ve given me no reason to be suspicious,” he said.
              We sat down at the table and had a quiet breakfast.  Burl ate some, but mostly he just shoved his eggs around his plate with his fork.  His chin rested in his hand and after some time his face crumpled and his shoulders began to jerk up and down.
              “I don’t want ye’ guys to go,” he cried.  He shrieked like a hurt dog and then began to wail through his open mouth.
              “Oh, Burl, we’ll be back,” said Saul.
              Burl sniffed and whipped his sleeve under his nose, “I have faith that ye’ will, it’s just scary, ye know?  I love ye’ so much!  And I’m gonna miss ye’.”  At that he broke into another sobbing cry.
              After breakfast Saul and I gathered up our things.  The satchel was strapped over Saul’s shoulder and I was in my old clothes except for the leather Salyer shoes that I had worn to town.  They were comfortable and Burl said that I could have them so I decided to keep them.  We stood outside on the lawn with Snuggles barking and thrashing at us and Burl crying profusely and telling us thank you for helping him get well and pleading that we be safe.  We told him goodbye and then we were off.
              Saul had talked to Burl the day before about where exactly Burl’s house was situated on Mungus in relation to the town.  With that knowledge he looked up at the sun for guidance and we walked off into the woods.  “And you’re sure you know where to go?” I asked.
              “I hope that I do.”
              That whole day we spent walking through the forest.  When night fell, even though we had been moving for many hours, I felt as though we hadn’t covered a lot of ground.  Much of our energy was spent crossing over dry creek beds and then climbing up dirt banks or zig zagging around the trees.  Even though we became hungry while walking under the sun we never stopped to eat.  After running out of food twice while wandering through the woods before, we knew what real hunger felt like and so we knew that our bread and jam were precious.  It was only after night fell that we ate, and even then, we did so sparingly.
              Saul was motivated to get a good start the next day and while we were still both groggy from sleep we began to walk.  Around noon, the land changed and we were walking over grassland instead of forest.  Over the fields we were deprived of the blanket of leaves and tree branches ahead.  It was hot and we were dripping with sweat.  I began to think that I was a fool earlier for getting upset about the forested terrain and would have traded the cool shade with zig-zags for the blistering hot straight-aways if I could.
              Night fell and again we stopped and ate a light dinner.  I covered a piece of bread with jam and asked Saul, “how far away do you guess we are?”
              “Not very far.  We should get there a little after noon the next day.”  Saul gobbled up his last bite, took a few gulps of water, and lay down in the tall grass.  “I am tired, though,” he yawned.
              “We should keep going and try to reach the farm tonight.”
              He sat up.  “Why?”
              “Because, if we do that then we can sleep all day tomorrow.  We were planning on sneaking in at night, and this way we’ll get to sleep before we have to climb those fences.”
              Saul grumbled and got to his feet.  “All right,” he said, and we began to walk again.
              As we moved over the grass I thought about the last interaction between Saul and I.  I had asked him for permission to keep moving instead of telling him to.  Since when did he become the leader?  It didn’t bother me, I thought that he was a fine leader.  I looked up at his face, tired and big in the starlight.  He had grown so much more mature since that day on the ship when I shared my meatloaf with him.
              We made it to the farm quicker than expected.  Flames flickered in the distance beside the gate and the dogs barked in the moonlight.  Being around Snuggles gave me a new appreciation for that type of dog.  They were mean, uncivilized creatures.  Burl was crazy for keeping one like he did.
              We climbed up into a swanness tree in the forested area beside the farm.  Once we were safe and in the trees Saul talked to me about Cy Young and how he changed the way baseball was played.  We ate fruit and talked until the sun rose.  When the day began and the workers on the farm rose for the day, we went to sleep.
              
“Saul, wake up!”  It was dark out and the moon was high in the sky.
              He sat up, thrashing his arms throughout the open air.  “What!  Who’s there?”
              “Shhhh, it’s me.”
              He turned and a smile broke out over his face.  “Oh, hi Walt!”
              “I think that we should go,” I said.
              His smile vanished and he looked around.  “What time is it?”
              “I don’t know, but it’s been dark for over an hour.  No one seems to be moving on the farm.  Should we leave the bag here?”
              “Really?” asked Saul.  “You think that we should go right now?”  He looked over the farm scratching his head.
              “Yes, really,” I said.  “Now let’s go.”  I climbed down a few branches before realizing that Saul hadn’t moved.  “C’mon,” I whispered up at him.
              He peaked his head over the branch and looked down at me.  “I don’t know if I can.”
              “What?”
              “I’m scared.”
              I sighed and climbed back up the branches to have a meeting with Saul.
              “It’s just that it’s dangerous,” he said.  “And I don’t know if we can do it.”
              “Saul, we can do this.  And even if it is dangerous, it’s the right thing to do.  You convinced me of that.”
              “That’s true,” Saul said.  “And you don’t think that anything will happen to us?”
              “Saul, what did I promise you that night in the cabin?”
              “What night?”
              “Right after we got on the farm.  What did I promise you?”
              Saul’s forehead wrinkled in concentration.  “Oh!  I know!  You promised that you would keep us alive.”
              “Right,” I said.  “And I intend to keep that promise.”
              Saul and I made our way down the branches to the forest floor.  A warm breeze stirred through the trees to our faces.
              “Can we go over the plan again?” asked Saul.
              “Yeah, it’s easy.  We’re just going over the fence the way we came out, opening cabin doors and leaving.”
              “And what if they catch us?”
              I shook my head.  “They won’t catch us.  Didn’t I tell you about running over the farm at night?”
              “Yeah.”
              “And I never got caught them.  No one patrols the place at night.  Let’s go.”
              I led the way.  We jogged out of the tree line and over the high grass towards the tall farm fence.  As soon as we were a few hundred yards away the guard dogs either heard, smelled, or saw us.  They jumped up onto the fence, snarling and biting at the metal.  We kept jogging and I could hear Saul’s heavy breath puffing the night’s air in and out of his body.
              I was determined to go as quick as possible.  I got out the knife when we got close to the fence and as soon as we reached it I stabbed it through the gaps, penetrating muzzles and open jaws.  When the dogs had stopped snapping I put my fingers through the holes and began to climb.  I got to the top, pulled down the faux barbed wire and made my way onto the center fence separating two groups of angry dogs.  I looked over the sleepy farm for any sign of life.  None.  I shimmied over.  “C’mon, Saul,” I called.
              “Coming,” he said.  He stabbed his knife through the fence and when the dogs retreated he started to climb.
              By the time Saul made it to the top I was already on the ground on the inside of the farm, waiting.  The stalks swayed behind me in the breeze and as I looked around I felt as though I hadn’t been to the farm before in real life, but in some strange dream.  Saul shimmied over a few feet and then he froze.
              “C’mon,” I whispered.  “Hurry!”
              Even though I was relatively sure that there were no guards on duty, the incessant barking of the dogs jumping up and biting at Saul’s heels made me nervous.
              “Hurry!” I repeated.
              He didn’t move.  “I can’t.
              “Why not?”
              “I’m scared.”
              I heard an unmistakable noise behind me: horses.  “Hurry, Saul.”
              He looked out over the farm and saw something that I couldn’t.  His eyes widened and he began to shimmy over the fence as fast as he could.  The horses were getting closer.
              “Hurry,”
              He shimmied.
              Even closer.
              Bang!  A shot rang out in the quiet night and blood exploded from Saul’s back.  His body was thrown backward onto the top of the fence and then he rolled onto his side where he fell into the mouths of hungry dogs.  I was too terrified to scream, but Saul wasn’t.  He filled his lungs to the max with air and then threw his vocal cords around with all of his might.  The sound broke out over the still night, found its way into my ears, and shook something inside of me.  The dogs ripped him apart and spilled his blood under the stars.
              I was so caught up at watching him, so disturbed by his screams, that I hadn’t even heard them coming.  It wasn’t until much later, and through the help of many nightmares, that I was able to remember what they said.  I was in a trance.  This isn’t real.
              Di and Lauren were behind me on their horses.  They had heard noises and had come out to investigate.  Di had the riffle and had shot my brother, killed him, in fact.  And then, he pointed the gun at me.
              “Don’t shoot him!” Lauren cried.  She sounded scared like a protecting mother.
              “Why not?” demanded Di.  “He killed Glen!”
              Lauren cleared her throat of all of the fear and said in an angry voice, “because… because…because I want to see him rot in the Cell.”
              Di pointed the gun, getting my head in the sights.  Saul had stopped screaming at that point and for some reason I was on my knees.  “But it would be so easy just to, BANG, pull the trigger.”
              “But look at him,” Lauren said.  “Can you see his pale face, the way his hands are shaking?”
              ‘My hands are shaking?’ I thought numbly.
              Lauren continued, “He wouldn’t feel a thing.  He probably doesn’t even know what’s going on.  Don’t you want to make him suffer?  Don’t you want to make an example out of him?”
              The dogs were eating him, actually eating him!  The dogs in the cage over begged and whined.  They were hungry too.
              “I guess that you’re right,” Di said, lowering his gun.
              Di got down off of his horse and told me to stand up.
              “I broke my promise,” I whispered.
              “What?” Di asked.
              I didn’t answer.  I got up and they walked me to the Cell.
 
              Saul was dead.  I broke my promise.  It’s my fault.  He is dead.  He is dead.  He is dead.  HE IS DEAD.  Saul has death.  He has been dead, for what?  Seven, eight hours now?  Saul is dead.  He’s no longer with us.  He has passed away.  He’s in a better place now.  I laughed.  Saul must have died.  Dying is something that he has done.  On the ground, hole in his body, mutts pulling him apart.  Saul was dead.
              The guilt was going to kill me before thirst did.  That first day in the Cell I didn’t feel the heat much.  I was done with life, leaning over, my head in my hands.  I was wrapped in a cocoon of pain.  The guards came over to taunt me.  They threw rocks at me and called me names.  When I looked at them, though, something funny happened.  Even though I was locked behind bars, fear shown in their eyes.  They quickly shook their heads clear of emotions and hid how they felt with their laughter and taunts, but it had been there.  Fear.  Maybe something in my eyes had shown them something about humanity.  Perhaps it was something ugly, something that you’re not supposed to see.
              Time went by and the guilt was killing me, eating me up inside.  I kept on replaying the time in my head when I had promised Saul that I would keep him safe.  I played it over like I was watching a scene in a movie.  Then, I watched him die and heard him scream, over and over again.  The image of him falling into those hungry jaws was burned onto my brain like light gets burned onto a reel of film.  I thought of the Cell and how I had feared it so much before I escaped.  At that time, though, as I was wrapped up in the fetal position in it, I welcomed it.  It made me feel comfortable to be in there.  I deserved it.
              “Hey,” said a gruff voice.  My head was in my hands and I didn’t look up.  “I heard what happened,” the voice went on.  “Do you want to talk about it?”
              I looked up.  Bradley was standing outside of the Cell, his thick hands wrapped around the bar.  “Are you allowed to be here?” I asked.  I hadn’t spoken since my brother died.  My voice was raw and harsh.
              “Anyone’s allowed to be here.  You’re supposed to be an example, remember?”
              I looked around the bars.  They were made of solid, heavy steel.  There was no way out.  “Oh yeah.”
              “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked again.
              “Go away.”
              Bradley stood there for a long time not saying anything.  At last he said, “I want to talk about something.  Is that okay?”
              I didn’t answer, but just looked out over the sea of green crops, every single one selfish and stretching up to steal as much sunlight as possible.
              Bradley laughed nervously.  “I guess you don’t have a choice.  I wanted to say a few things.  One is that,” he cleared his throat and kicked some gravel around.  “I’m sorry.”
              I looked up at him.
              “I’m sorry about that time when you brought Hank to Lauren’s house.  I bailed on you.  I was pathetic.”
              “Yeah, you were.”  I spat.
              Bradley leaned back against the metal and looked out into the sky.  “Glen killed my brother, too.  I know that he didn’t actually kill your brother, but in a way, he brought about his death.”  Bradley ran a hand through his hair.  He chuckled and wiped his face with his sleeve.  “My brother was a good guy.  He was my little brother, in stature and age.  Glen, for whatever reason, hated him.  He whipped him like he didn’t whip anyone else; he hit him like he didn’t hit anyone else…he despised my brother.
              “One morning, after I had watched James get hit, spit on, and stomped on for ten years we were eating breakfast together outside of our hut.  We were just boys then.  I was 13 and James was 11.  Breakfast was breakfast as usual-cold slop served from a wheel barrow.  James had lost weight since we got off of the ship and he needed all of the food he could get.  Glen was a young guy then, probably 20 or so, and his dad was in charge.  Glen was just one of the guards.  He walked up and down the row of cabins while we were eating, and for no reason, when he got to James and I he kicked the food out of James’s bowl.”
              Bradley sniffled.  “Umm.”  His voice was slow and rumbling.  “And.  And.”  He looked up at the sky before continuing.  “And I lost it.  I had had enough.  I got up and I charged at Glen.  I got one good punch on his face and then I was on the ground, Salyer guards punching and kicking me.
              “’Stop hitting him, just hold him down,’ Glen said, and they did.  They held me down and Glen told my little brother to take his shirt off and bend over.
              “At that point I was screaming for him to stop.  After Glen had brought that whip down twenty or so times down on my brother’s back I was silent.”  Bradley didn’t turn around, but his shoulders moved up and down with his sobs.  “He just kept whipping him, until he was dead.  He bled so much.  He whipped him fifty, one hundred, two hundred times.  He tore a hole all the way through his torso.  He was a mad man, bringing that whip down onto the back of a mutilated corpse.  Then Glen turned to me and said, ‘that’s why you don’t help people.’  He tossed his whip down in the dirt and walked away.”
              Bradley cried for some time and didn’t speak.  I looked at his back and what he said soaked into me.
              He cleared his throat.  “I’m sorry,” he said.  “I’m sorry that I left.  I was just scared.”
              “It’s okay,” I whispered.
              Bradley turned around to me, his eyes puffy and red.  “The worst part wasn’t watching him die, Walt.  The worst part was thinking that I brought on his death.”  Bradley stuck his finger through the Cell at me and said with defiance in his voice, “but let me tell you something!  I didn’t kill him!  Glen did!  And you didn’t kill Saul!  You loved him.  You would do anything for him.  You didn’t kill him.  This farm did.  Do you understand?”
              I nodded.
              Bradley smiled and looked around at the bars of my prison.  “It took me a long time to realize that about my life, that it wasn’t my fault.  It looks like you don’t have a lot of time to figure that out.  So I thought that I would just tell you.”
              Bradley stayed with me for a long time.  I crawled over to where he stood at the edge of the Cell and I reached my hand through the bar and grabbed his.  He missed dinner for me and just waited patiently with me in silence.  After some time I began to weep.  He put his arms through the bar and pulled me towards him.  We hugged with metal poles in between us and he began to weep too.
              Finally, guards came and took Bradley away.  He went back into his cabin and I was left outside lying on my back looking at the stars.
              I started to feel better.  Thirst came to me and I realized that I had a headache from being in the sun all day.  I wasn’t as numb as I had been.
              I thought of how much Saul knew about baseball and smiled.  He had been a great person and if he had to die, he would have liked it to have been helping other people.  I chuckled to myself remembering how hard he laughed in the UV room that time while he was reading his comic books.  He bothered everyone in there, but he didn’t know; he was in his own little world.  A tear ran down my face and I stared into the night sky.  “Say hello to mom and dad for me, Saul.”
              And I went to sleep.
 
 
 
16
The Sun
 
              The sun was drying me out like a raisin.  I smacked my dry lips together and looked over the metal bars of the Cell.  Mixed in with the rust on the metal was dried blood.  I imagined someone going mad from thirst and banging their head on the metal until they were dead.  I wondered if that would happen to me.
              I turned over and looked out at the fields.  I saw heads moving and dipping into the rows of green as the slaves picked the cotton.  Saul should still be out there picking.  He should still be alive.  Then I looked over Lauren’s house, standing tall and white in the sun.  I should still be reading in the library instead of shriveling in blistering summer.  I closed my eyes and tried not to think about water.  My mind went off into odd thoughts and disjointed dreams and I stayed that way for some time.
              Something hit me in the arm.
              I didn’t move.
              Something else hit me in the arm.
              “Hey!”
              I rolled over and peaked under my eyelids.  Di and a gang of Salyer guards were standing beside the Cell.  Di was holding a canteen and with his free arm he threw another pebble that hit me squarely in the forehead.  “Get up,” he demanded.  I opened my eyes all the way.
              “What?” I asked.  With no water in my throat my voice was cracked and dry.
              Di shook the canteen so that I could hear the liquid sloshing inside.  “Thirsty?”
              I nodded and gazed longingly at the canteen.
              All of the Salyers laughed.  Apparently my thirst was funny to them.  Even though I thought that it was more than likely that they were just taunting me with the canteen, I couldn’t help but wish for it.  “Can you answer a few questions for me?”
              “I would love to,” I said and the Salyers cracked up again.
              “Okay,” Di said.  “What were you two doing last night?  Why were you sneaking in?”
              I had nothing to lose, I was already going to die and my brother was dead, so I answered honestly.  “We were sneaking in to break a few servants out.”
              “How’s that going for you, Little Salyer?” Di laughed and his cronies followed.  “And speaking of you being a Little Salyer, why is your head shaved?”
              “I had to go to town to get,” I paused and looked down at my leather shoes.  “Some food.”
              “And you didn’t want to get caught, right?” Di asked.
              “Right.”
              “That’s pretty smart.  Way to go, Little Salyer.  Here’s your water.”  Di tossed me the canteen and I caught it in fumbling hands.  I opened up the top and gulped a few mouthfuls down my throat.  An awful feeling came over me.  I turned and vomited.  Something wasn’t right.  The guards were laughing their heads off.  I walked over to the bars and threw up all of the liquid that I had just consumed and then more.
              “It was rubbing alcohol, you idiot!” Di said.  The guards were laughing uncontrollably now.  Strings of mucus were hanging from my mouth.  I had almost no moisture left in my body and I couldn’t afford to throw up so much.  It was just speeding up the process though, I thought.
              Di tried to talk to me some more, taunting me about my brother and such, but I didn’t respond.  When the Salyers saw that I wasn’t going to be fun anymore, they left.
              In the distance, out on a dirt road, I saw Lauren riding on a black horse.  Behind her, Julia was holding onto her mother and bouncing up and down as the horse went.  Lauren hadn’t come to visit me once yet.  They rode along the farm and went out the front gate together.  ‘Where are they going?’ I thought.  ‘To town?  When I’m dying?  I thought that she cared about me.’
              Feeling even worse, I fell into a sleep full of wild dreams.
              
“Get up!  Now!  Stand!”
              I opened my eyes and saw that Lauren was standing before the Cell.  The black horse was snorting behind her.  She was wearing a long leather coat in the hot sun and was sweating profusely.  Her face danced back and forth in my vision and I felt like I was going to be sick again.
              “Get up!” she screamed.  “I’m not kidding, now!”
              I didn’t budge, but only looked at her in the face.  How had she become so corrupted in the little time that I was away from the farm?
              Lauren then looked around to see if anyone was within earshot and then whispered to me.  “I’m saving you.  I love you.  Stand up.”
              My brain was fried, and I didn’t have the energy to work out what she had said.  I didn’t know if I could trust her, but I didn’t really have another option.  I got to my feet and stumbled to the front door of the Cell.  Lauren took out a set of keys from her pockets and unlocked the door.  The hinges squealed and it opened.
              “What’s happening?” I asked.
              “C’mon,” she said.
              Lauren helped me up onto the back of the black horse and then she got onto the saddle herself.  “Where are we going?” I asked again.  She didn’t answer and I rested my dizzy head against her back.  She slapped the reigns, squeezed her heels, and the black horse jolted out into a sprint over the dirt roads.
              I held on tight to Lauren’s slender body as we jostled up and down over the land.  Around us, crops danced in the wind and sweaty Beardsleys and Grecos were bending over to pick cotton.  A cold sweat ran over my face and I kept my mouth shut for fear that the motion would make me vomit.  I looked around Lauren’s leather coat and saw that we were headed straight for the gate at the front of the farm.
Lauren pulled the reigns and the horse skidded to a stop at the gate.  A tall Salyer with a golden earring stood in front of the entrance.  He had a sword in a sheath beside his hip and his arms were crossed.  “What can I do for you, Lauren?”
“Open the gate,” Lauren said.
The guard kept his arms crossed and shook his bald head.  “I’m afraid that I can’t do that, seeing as you have a prisoner with you,” he said, nodding at me.
“I’m taking him to the Theatre.  I demand you to open the gate for us.”
The Salyer laughed.  “I don’t think so, sweetie.  Something that you need to understand is that you’re not in charge here anymore and Di said that…”
Lauren pulled a musket out of her heavy coat making the guard freeze midsentence.  “Open the gate,” she said sternly.  The guard swallowed then nodded.  He took his key ring off of his hip, flipped to the correct key, and twisted the lock.  He pushed the gate open and Lauren put the weapon back into her coat and we took off.
The grass whipped underneath us and Lauren pushed the horse to a pounding pace.  I wrapped my arms all the way around Lauren’s midsection as the wind whistled off of her coat.  I was being jostled up and down as the animal dug into the earth and sprang itself forward.  We rode like that for twenty minutes; we held on tight and the horse kept an incredible pace.  Lauren directed the horse over to the tree line and then pulled the animal to a stop.
When the horse was still, Lauren jumped off and walked over to her daughter who was tied to a nearby tree.  “I tied her here this morning,” she said.  “I didn’t think that I could get both of you out at the same time.”  She looked off in the direction of the farm.  “We need to be quick.”
“Can I have some water?” I asked.  “And where are we going?”  I was hunched over on the saddle with my eyes closed trying not to be sick.  Lauren handed me a canteen and I began to gulp the water down.
“I don’t know where we’re going,” she said.  “I figured that you had a place.”  Fresh sweat sat on her forehead as she hoisted Julia up and put her in front of me on the saddle.
I drank down some more water.  “Yeah, I have a place.  It’ll be hard to find though.”
“But can you get me there?”
“I can try.”
I drank the last of my water and put the canteen around my shoulder.  Lauren hopped onto the front of the horse and grabbed the reigns.  “Hold on,” she said.
I wrapped my arms around Julia and grabbed onto her mother in front of her.  The horse jerked and we were flying forward again.  With some water in my stomach my head began to clear some, but I still didn’t feel like riding a horse at full speed.  We ran over the land until the neat fields were behind us and the trees grew wild with clouds of green leaves.  The Salyer guards never caught us and I wasn’t even ever sure that they followed us.  I pointed and told Lauren to go this way and that.  I didn’t have as good of a sense of direction as Saul or Rusty, the horse that took me to town, but with days of wandering through the forests and a few trips to Burl’s of experience to work with, I was able to get us close.  That’s where we ran into the trouble.  We wandered around the area that Burl’s house was in for hours.  I saw meadows that I recognized, big trees, and then I pointed and somehow never was able to find the place.  Julia began to cry and the sun went down.  Lauren was understanding with me, but she was upset that we hadn’t found it yet.
“Are you positive it’s around here?” she asked.
“Yes, I’m certain.  I remember that tree specifically.  Saul and I stopped there and camped one night.  So I think that if we just head in that direction then we should be there soon.”
Just then, the sound of a dog barking rang out from the opposite direction that I had pointed in.  Lauren looked at me.  “What was that?” she said, her face had grown worried.
I was scared at first too; a wild pack of dogs could have easily overtaken us.  But then I remembered and a grin spread across my face.  The dog sounded vicious and its vocal cords strained with anger.  “That’s Snuggles,” I said.
“Snuggles?”
“Yes, Snuggles.  It’s Burl’s dog.  Follow the sound of that bark.”
From there the house was easy to find.  The snarls and barks were loud and vicious, leading us right to Burl’s house.  The brick structure sat dark under the moon.  No flame flickered in the windows.  “Is this it?” Lauren asked.  From where we sat we could see Snuggles thrashing about in his cage, throwing its body against the walls.
“This is Burl’s.”
We went and put the horse in the pasture with the rest of Burl’s livestock.  Lauren took off its saddle and it slumped off, tired from a hard day’s work.  We walked along the little paths in the land toward Burl’s house.  Snuggles had stopped barking and it was quiet except for the chirping insects.  “You’re going to love Burl,” I said.
“He is a good guy?” asked Julia.  She was trotting along beside her mother, walking fast to keep up with our longer strides. 
“Oh, the best.  He’s the nicest guy.”
“And he won’t mind having us?” Lauren asked.
“No, not at all.  The reason that Saul and I were going to the farm was because Burl said that he would house some escapees.  He’s lonely out here all by himself.  He’ll enjoy the company.”  We walked across the lawn and to the front door.  “Here it is,” I said.  I opened the door and we stepped into the quiet house.  It was all dark in there and the candles sat cold and unused.  Silver light projected in from the windows and spilled onto the floor.
“Burl?” I called out, looking around.
“Bu-urr!” squeaked Julia.
I went throughout the house, into the guest room, Burl’s bedroom, and again I checked in the kitchen; no one was home.  I got a match out of the pantry and lit a few candles.  The orange flame flickered and filled the room with a soft light.  Lauren pulled Julia onto her lap and sat down at the table.  I searched the room with my eyes looking for some clue as to where Burl had gone.
“Where do you think he is?” asked Lauren.
I sat down at the table and looked around the room once more.  “I don’t know,” I said.  “He was acting as though he would be here when we got back.  I guess that we are a little late though.  I hope that he is okay.”
I fixed us all something to eat.  We split loafs of bread and drank glasses of water.  It wasn’t an extravagant meal, but we were hungry.
“So how did you find this place?” Lauren asked.
I told her the story starting with my escape from the farm.  As I talked, Lauren listened and petted the little girl who had fallen asleep in her arms.  When I was done the room became silent and Lauren held onto Julia in the light of the candle.
After some time Lauren looked at me and whispered, “I’m sorry about Saul.  If I could have done anything to stop it I would have.”
“I know,” I said.
Lauren got up, put Julia to bed in the back room and then came and sat back down at the table.  I got up and fixed us both glasses of water and we sipped slowly and sat still as if we were waiting on something.  The night dragged on and the candles grew low around the kitchen.  I sat staring out of the window wondering where Burl was sleeping that night and if he was okay.  When Lauren’s water was all gone she stood up, walked over to where I sat and kissed me on the forehead.  She retired to Burl’s room and I stayed up late that night by myself wondering when he was coming home.
 
I was up early the next morning and moving around the house.  Burl’s bedroom door was shut tight and I didn’t want to bother either Lauren or Julia.  I cut myself some bread and covered it in peach jam for breakfast.  Burl’s pantry was filled with a variety of jarred fruits and jams.
I paced around the Burl’s living room for a while, trying to figure out in my head where he could have gone.  I guessed that town was the most likely option.  He said that he sometimes traded in town.  I knew that he had done it before and that he knew what he was doing, but still, it made me nervous.  I wanted him to be back, to be okay.  I cared about him.  After I had paced around for a little over an hour I decided that I had to get out and do something to occupy myself.  I wrote a note on some old yellowed parchment and left it on the kitchen counter.
 
Lauren,
I’ve gone out to work on the farm.  I’ll be back before dark.
Walt
 
I went out the front door and although it was still early the day was muggy and hot.  Snuggles was barking in his kennel so I went to the chicken coup, picked some eggs, and rolled them under the food slot of his cage.  He devoured four eggs and when he was done he glared at me with angry eyes and egg running down his muzzle.  He snarled and showed me his teeth.
Then, I went up to the garden.  I took a big bucket and picked all of the ripe fruits and vegetables that I could carry.  Then I climbed the swanness tree and ate some of its fruit.  The inside was runny and even though I was careful, the purple juices ran down my chin and stained my shirt.  I laughed out loud remembering the time that I had woken up to find Saul’s lips and chin covered purple.  When I was done laughing I started to hurt and miss him.  So I got down from the tree and kept working.
I walked by the pasture and saw cows and horses bending down and chewing on the grass.  I hadn’t noticed last night, but Rusty was gone.  I looked up at the clouds and again hoped that Burl was okay.
The lake was smooth and still.  I entered the shed and grabbed three of Burl’s fishing poles.  I put some wiggling worms that I found in the damp earth near a tree onto the hooks and then cast them out into the lake.  When the lines were tight I thrust the end of the poles into the dirt so that they would be held upright.  While I was waiting for a fish, I got water from the lake and shined my shoes.  When that was done, I cleaned the poles.  Then I cleaned the shed, inside and out.  I cleaned the baseball bats, I cleaned the shovels, hoes, rakes, I cleaned the wrenches, hammers, screwdrivers, and I cleaned all of the cobwebs out of the windows until they were sparkling and clear.  When that was done I went and sat back down by the poles.  I reeled each one in to find that all of the hooks were still baited.  When that was done I cast them back out and waited.  I looked around, nervous, trying to find something else to clean.  I looked down at my shoes.  They had gotten dirty from walking around, so I cleaned them again.  When that was done I sat looking at the water.  I looked around me again; the shed was nearly sparking in the sun.  I couldn’t find anything else to do.  I sat, wrapped my arms around my knees, and did what I had been afraid to do for the last few hours-I cried.
 
When the sun was getting close to the ground I packed up my things and headed back toward Burl’s cabin.  I had caught two fish that day, but neither of them had been big enough to be worth keeping.  I wiped the tears out of my puffy eyes.  I had a calm about me as I walked back.  I was still sniffling from crying and I found that after I had gotten all of those tears out of my body I felt good.  I breathed in deep clean breaths as I walked.
I walked past the pasture and peaked inside.  The animals were still grazing and I scanned along the grass for Rusty.  He wasn’t there.  I took a deep breath and headed back to Burl’s.
Snuggles started barking at me before I could see the house.  I turned the corner and I saw Rusty standing beside the house and Burl sitting high up on the saddle.
“Hiya, Walt!” Burl said.
My faced beamed with delight and I ran over to greet him.
 
 
17
The Midnight Plan
 
              Rusty looked tired and was weighed down with different barrels and sacks tied along his saddle.  “Where have you been?” I asked Burl.
              “I should ask you the same question,” he said.  “Ye’re late, you know.”  He hopped down from the horse, landing on his good leg, and wrapped me in a strong embrace.  “Where’s the big ‘un?” he said, smiling.
              Burl must have seen something on my face because his smile began to waver.
              “Well,” said Burl.  “Where is he?”
              I looked away from Burl’s face and said, “shouldn’t we start unloading these things?”  I began to reach for a burlap sack tied around Rusty when Burl grabbed me by the shoulder and forced me to look at him in the eyes.
              “Where’s Saul?” he asked.
              I pulled my lips together and shook my head.  “He’s gone.”
              “Gone where?” asked Burl.  He was fighting to not understand it.
              “He’s dead, Burl,” I said.
              Burl’s face froze like a statue for a moment and then he looked over at the trees and drew a heavy breath.  A tear ran down his face and he wiped it away with a forced smile.  “Help me unload Rusty,” he said.
              We unloaded the horse and put him back into his pasture without a word.  I walked beside Burl back to his house.  He was limping along on his cane and we still hadn’t exchanged another word.  He began to sniffle and then he stopped walking.  He plopped down on his bottom in the dirt road and began to wail and blubber like a baby.  I sat down beside him and ran my hand over his back.
              “Saul!” he yelled.
              “Shh, it’s okay.”
              He cried like that for some time and when he was done the sky was dark.  I sat with him in the dirt and rubbed his back as he cried with tears running into his long wiry facial hair.  He sniffled a few times and then wiped his tears away.  “How did it happen?” he asked.
              I told him, sometimes pausing for minutes to keep from crying.  I explained how I got out and that Lauren was in the cabin waiting for us at that time.
              “Ye’ didn’t tell me that I had company,” Burl said.  “Oh, how embarrassing!  They probably think that I’m an awful host,” said Burl while he ran his hands over his tangle of hair, trying to fix it.
              “No they don’t.  They’re just thankful to have a place to stay.”
              “Well, can you help me up?”
              I stood up and helped Burl to his feet.  He grabbed his cane and limped beside me back to his house.  When we opened the front door Lauren and Julia were on the floor playing with some blocks that they had found.
              “Hello,” Lauren said.
              “Lauren and Julia, this is Burl.  Burl, this is Lauren and Julia.”
              “Nice to meet ye’,” said Burl.  His face had turned red as he looked over Lauren.  She stood up and they shook hands.  She was much taller than he was and looked beautiful in the flickering candle light.
              “Are ye’ hungry?” Burl asked.  We were and so he made us a big meal, cooking some beef that he had bought in town.  We sat around the table eating, talking, and laughing.  Lauren seemed to enjoy Burl’s company.  He wasn’t the most handsome man, but he was nice.  He seemed to really like Julia and I was pleased to see that everyone was getting along so well.
              After dinner Burl got out his pipe and the rich aroma of burning tobacco filled the room.
“So Burl,” I said.  “You never did tell me where you where.”
Burl sucked on his pipe some and then blew out a cloud of smoke.  “I went te’ town, of course.  You know I do that, don’t you?  I had to visit my friend Teddy, give ‘im some food and I traded some myself.  Teddy’s who I stayed with.”
“Who’s Teddy?” I asked.
“He’s a friend of mine.  I’ve known ‘im for years.”
“Is he another Beardsley?” Lauren asked.
Burl shook his head and blew out smoke.  “He’s a Salyer.  He works for the government.  Red uniform and all.”
We were all shocked.  Even Julia looked up from her blocks.  Beads of sweat came onto Burl’s head and he wiped them away with a handkerchief.  “What?” he asked.
Lauren cocked her head.  “It’s just surprising that you’re such good friends with a Salyer guard.  Are you not afraid that he will report you?”
“Am I afraid that Teddy will report me?” Burl asked chuckling.  “No!  Not at all.  Teddy is a good guy.”  Burl sucked on his pipe a little more and the embers grew hot in the bowl.  “If ye’ heard how I’d met Teddy it wouldn’t seem so bizarre.  How about a story?”
We all were interested so Burl began.
“I was a much younger man when I met Teddy.  My beard was just long enough to cover my neck and nothing more.  I had built my house, but my farm wasn’t as good as it is now.  I had nearly fished my lake barren and I had no livestock to kill.  I was hungry.”  Burl puffed and more smoke came around him.
“The only horse I had at that point was Rusty, and he was just a little tike, walking around on skinny legs.  He was probably 6 months old and not nearly old enough for a journey into town.  So I slipped on my boots and I started the journey on foot, not even knowing how I was gonna get food if I made it to town.  I were walkin’ along one of the dirt roads when a group of four Salyers came trottin’ along, all in their uniforms and such.  I’ve never trusted those guards, pompous as hell if you ask me.
“Not to say that all of ye’ are like that, ‘cause I like some Salyers,” said Burl nodding to Lauren.
“I’m not offended,” Lauren said.  “I understand.  Some of us are mean.”
“There ye’ go,” said Burl.  He puffed on his pipe and continued on.  “So when I saw these fellers comin’ around I got scared and hid in them woods.  I had both of my legs then and even though I was quicker than I am now, I weren’t quick enough.  They spotted me, chased me down, and beat me up.  Teddy was one of ‘em.”
“And you trust him after that?” I said in disbelief.
Burl put a hand up to show that he understood where I was coming from.  “Just wait and you’ll see why.
“So these guys were beatin’ me up, kickin’ me and hitting me and such.  I tried to fight back but it were no use.  They had me four on one and they were going to show me what was what.  I noticed one thing though, while they were beatin’ me; one of ‘em weren’t hittin’ too hard at all.  The other three were rearin’ back and punching with all of their might, but one, a tall lanky one with big ears, seemed to be goin’ through the motions.  He seemed to just be hittin’ me ‘cause that’s what he was ‘sposed to do.
“Well, when they was done, they tied me up to a tree and started drinking.  Dark whiskey was their drink.  They told me that they were going to take me to the Theatre in the morning.  Boy, was I scared!  They started gettin’ drunk and rowdy, all four of ‘em, or so I thought.  They passed around the bottle, took swigs of it and talked about all kinds of vulgar things late into the night.
“I couldn’t sleep, o’course, I was wide awake, wondering what would happen in the morning.  They had tied me up real good like, feet and all.  I weren’t gettin’ away, no how.  Just when I was starting to feel real sad and somber like and I thought all of ‘em had fallen ter sleep, the one with the big ears sits up.  He looks around with big eyes like this, and ‘e sees that no one else is awake.  Then, he came walkin’ over to me.
“That made me more scared than ever.  I were lookin’ up at this guy wonderin’ what he was gonna do to me now that all of them others was asleep.  He told me to be quiet, and I obeyed out of fear.  He were walkin’ well and didn’t seem to be drunk at all.  Lookin’ back, I think that he was fake drinkin’.  So he came over and untied me.  ‘E said that ‘is name was Teddy, and ‘e let me go.  Boy, did I run away from there that night!
“A little while later I saw ‘im again and he invited me over to his house.  It’s a big house, and Teddy is such a nice guy.  He is always takin’ people in and helpin’ em out.  Why, right now he’s got a family living in his attic.  He feeds ‘em and everything.  It’s a sad story, really.  They were a Beardsley family and they were gonna get thrown in the Theatre, kids and all.  There were wanted posters up all around town for ‘em.  Luckily, Teddy found them before anyone else did and saved ‘em.”
“So you just went down and traded and gave him food?” I asked.  “What did you stay the night for?”
“Well,” Burl took a few more puffs of his pipe, “I was up there in town tradin’ food and what not.  I gave Teddy some loafs of bread that I had made.  He told me to stay the night.  He said that he had to work in the day and he had to talk to me.  So I did.”
“Why did he want you to stay the night?” Lauren asked.  In the candlelight, she leaned forward over the table and gazed at Burl as though she had never seen a more interesting man before.
Burl leaned back and blew smoke up towards the ceiling.  “I was gonna bring this up.  Walt, I have a question to ask ye’.”  Burl looked at me with serious eyes.
“What’s that?” I asked.
“I were talkin’ to Teddy, you see.  He works for the government up in town and he gets wind of things coming up sometimes.  He told me that the Salyers were getting ready to send another ‘care package’ up to the Grecos.”
Lauren shook her head and looked sad.
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“Member how I told you that the Beardsleys who didn’t want to sign the contract were drugged into coming down with that tea stuff?”
“Yeah,” I said.
“Well they’re going to do that to the Grecos now that the rest of the ones up there don’t seem interested in joining Ramus.”
“Oh, I remember when the drugged Beardsleys came to work on daddy’s farm when I was just a little girl,” said Lauren.  “It was awful.  They all had sunken in eyes, were terribly gaunt, and would do anything for a small bit of whatever drug was in that tea.”
Burl nodded and fear ran through me.  I thought of all of the people that I had grown up around in the ship being a slave with a strong addiction as their handcuffs.
Burl continued.  “So Teddy told me that they already have all of the stuff in barrels ready to go.  They’re gonna send it up any day now.  And.  I told Teddy that you would be coming back to my house.  And.  Well.”  Burl took another drag from his pipe and swallowed.  “Teddy was wondering if ye’ would help us out.”
“Help how?” I asked.
“Teddy was wondering if ye’ would be willing to sneak into one of the barrels tomorrow night.  He’s got a friend working then and he says that he’ll help you guys out.”
“No!” Lauren objected.  “He can’t!  The boy has been in so much danger so far, risking his life to save the people on Glen’s farm.  I forbid it!”
I sat quietly.
“I don’t think that it’s up to ye’ to forbid!” said Burl.  “Let the boy make up his mind.”
“Look at him!” said Lauren.  “Look at his face.  Can’t you see that he’s scared?”
“’Course he’s scared,” Burl threw back.  “It’s a dangerous thing, sneakin’ in there and such, but think of all the lives he would save.  A whole bunch of Grecos!”
Both of their faces had grown red and they were talking fast.  I didn’t know what to think.
“How is he going to save a whole bunch of Grecos if he’s dead?  How long is he going to be locked away in that barrel, anyway?” Lauren asked.
“I don’t know,” said Burl.
Lauren threw up her hands and laughed.  “You don’t know?  Well that’s great.  What if he dies in there?  Is that something you’re willing to live with?”
“S’matter of fact, it is!  If the boy don’t even try then all of the Grecos will be drug slaves.  Is that something ‘yer willing to live with?”
“But why does it have to be him?  Why not you, or me, or Teddy?” asked Lauren
“He’s the only one who’s small enough,” said Burl.  “E’s got to fit in a little barrel.”  Both Lauren and Burl were panting with anger.  Burl took a puff from his pipe and looked over at me.  “What do ye’ want to do?”
“Yeah,” Lauren chimed in.  “What do you want to do?”
Their eyes were heavy on me and I didn’t have a good answer.  I was scared.  “When would we leave here, if I decided to go?” I asked Burl.
“T’morrow morning.  Bright n’ early.”
“Can I sleep on it?” I asked.
“Sure you can,” said Lauren.
That night, Lauren and Julia slept in Burl’s bed, I slept in the guest bedroom and Burl slept on the couch.  I lay on top of the quilt with my hands under my head looking at the stars outside of the window.  I was awake and thinking over the options for a long while.  I wanted to help, but I also didn’t want to die.  It wasn’t until late into the night that I made my decision and went to sleep.
 
 
18
Teddy
 
              “Good mornin’, sunshine.”
              I opened my eyes to see Burl’s smiling face in the morning light.  “What time is it?” I asked.
              “Early,” he said.  “Look, Walt, I don’t wanna rush ye’, but if we’re gonna go to Teddy’s today, we need to go soon.  Have ye made a decision?”
              “I’m going.”
              Burl smiled.  “Excellent.  Well, come get ye’ some breakfast.”
              The sun was just beginning to shine light over the farm and Burl and I ate a quiet breakfast of eggs and ham.  “Yer hair is startin’ to grow back a little,” said Burl.  I reached my hand up and felt the top of my head.  The little hairs were prickly under my fingers.
              “Ye’ still can’t see it too well, but it’s there.”
              When I was done eating I knocked on the door to Burl’s bedroom.  Lauren opened up looking sleepy in a night gown.
              “Hello,” I said.
              “Hello,” she smiled.  She looked from me to Burl standing in the back of the kitchen.  “I guess that you’re going, then.”
              “Yeah.  I am,” I said.
              She nodded and then stepped out of the bedroom and hugged me.  Then she knelt down to eye level with me and put a stern finger in my face.  “You be safe now.”
              “I will be.”
              She hugged me once more and said, “You have a good heart, Walt.”
              Burl and I left shortly after that.  We got on top of Rusty and I sat behind Burl as we rode.  I looked back at Burl’s house for as long as I could and didn’t look forward until the trees had blocked my field of vision.  The horse rode on for a little over an hour until we came out of the forests and entered the roads that led to the town.
              “So why’d ye’ decide to do it?” Burl asked.  I couldn’t see his face and he didn’t turn around to look at me when he asked the question.
              I stared at his long red hair in the back of his head and answered.  “I was up thinking last night and,” I took a deep breath.  “And I figured that it’s what Saul would have wanted me to do.”
              “I bet ye’ that yer right,” said Burl, and we rode on.
              It was early morning by the time that we reached Teddy’s house.  Dew was still sitting on the grass but the rising sun was already heating up the day.  “This is it,” said Burl.
              I was looking at a two story wooden house at the far end of town.  It wasn’t made of clay, like many of the structures were; but rather, it was a neatly constructed building consisting mostly of wood.  “It’s a pretty house,” I said.
              “Sure is,” Burl said.  He tied Rusty up to a pole outside and we went up to the front door before any Salyer guards could spot us.
              Burl was about to knock when the front door swung open and in its place stood a smiling tall Salyer guard in full red uniform.  “Burl!” he said wrapped the hairy man in a warm embrace.
              “Hello, Teddy,” Burl said.  Teddy’s hands were the size of dinner plates and covered most of Burl’s back.
              “And this is Walt?” asked Teddy.
              “Tis,” Said Burl.
              “Oh, how nice to meet you,” said Teddy.  We shook hands and his slender fingers completely engulfed mine.  “Please,” Teddy said.  “Come in.”
              I entered the front door of Teddy’s home and the first thing that I noticed was that it was impeccably clean.  Most of the walls and doorways around the house were made of unpainted wood, but throughout the home there was not a speck of dust out of place.  “Are you two hungry?” asked Teddy.
              I wasn’t.  I had eaten a big meal with Burl right before we left but to my surprise, Burl responded, “I’m starving.”
              Teddy led us into his kitchen where we stood around the counter eating biscuits and eggs.  I ate little while Teddy and Burl ate enough for five people.  Even though they ate a large amount of food there were still heaps of eggs and biscuits when they were finished.
              “Looks like ye made too much food,” Burl said.
              “No such thing,” said Teddy.  “The Wilks will eat anything that we don’t.”  Teddy grabbed the plates of food in his long hands and we followed him into a hallway.  He pulled a string from the ceiling and a wooden staircase unfolded onto the floor.  In the hole of the ceiling a dirty faced man stuck his head out.  “Hungry?” asked Teddy.
              The man looked at the eggs and bacon and nodded.  Teddy handed them up to the man and then he shut the attic back up.
              “it’s a shame that they have to stay up in the attic,” Teddy said as we walked back into the kitchen.  “I think that Bernard from the government offices in onto me, though, and I can’t have runaway Beardsleys hanging around downstairs.”
              “Should we go up into the attic?” I asked.
              Teddy waved his hand.  “No, that won’t be necessary.  You’re hairs so short that you don’t even look like your pictures on the posters and Burl is free to come and go to town as he pleases.  And besides, you’ll only be here one day.”  Teddy looked up at the kitchen clock and his eyes widened.  “Oh,” he said.  “I’m late.  Well, I’ll be back after dark.  Make yourselves comfortable, eat anything that you want.”  Teddy then threw on his coat and rushed out the door.
              Burl laughed.  “He’s always late, that’s just like Teddy.  So unorganized.”
              I looked around the kitchen and furrowed my brow.  Shelves lined the walls and were stocked with all kinds of spices and peppers stacked in neat little rows.  The chairs at the kitchen table were pushed in and the table was set with napkins and silverware.  Hanging from the ceiling above the counter were pots and pans, put in order from biggest to smallest.  It appeared as though the man who lived there was incredibly organized, despite Burl’s comment.
              Burl saw my eyes and looked around this kitchen.  “Oh, yeah, this is organized, but he doesn’t do this.  The family in the attic comes down at night and dusts all of his things.”
              “Why do they do that?” I asked.
              Burl shrugged, “Teddy doesn’t ask ‘em to or nothing, they just do.  It’s probably a way to say ‘thank you’ to Teddy for all of his hospitality.”
              Burl and I went into the living room and plopped ourselves down onto soft couches in front of the fireplace.  Paintings depicting country life hung over the walls.  Soon after Burl got situated on the couch, I heard him snoring.  
              I was beginning to get worked up thinking about what would happen that night.  I wandered what would happen if I got caught.  I would go to the Theatre, surely, and maybe even be tortured.  The thought made me shiver.  Burl had explained the plan again to me that morning over breakfast. 
              Two Salyers were always on guard, watching over the barrels and sacks of food that were to be sent to the Grecos.  They watched it so that no one would tamper with it or try to steal it.  There were big barrels of black beans there.  The plan was to put me in one of those barrels.  Teddy was going to empty out one of the barrels slowly at work that day, and at the night time his friend was going to be on guard.  His friend, Fred I think his name was, was going to distract the other guard somehow and then Teddy was going to go and put me into the barrel.  It seemed like a solid enough plan, but I was still nervous.
              I closed my eyes and tried to calm down.  I thought about the time in my life when my whole family had been alive.  I imagined that I was still on the ship and that my mom, dad, Saul and I were all sitting around dinner and laughing.  Before too long, I was asleep.
              Burl shook me up and I looked around.  Teddy was back from work and sitting in a chair by the window.  It was pitch dark outside.  “What time is it?” I asked.
              “A little past midnight,” Teddy said.  “We’ll be leaving soon.”
              Fear shot in me and my heart started to beat quickly.  I thought that I would have more time.
              “I’ve cooked you something.  Are you hungry?”
              “Not really,” I said.
              “Oh, don’t be nervous.  You’ll be fine, I promise,” said Teddy.
              His promise did not make me feel better.  I had promised Saul that he would be okay and he’s not.  Some things you can’t promise.  I followed Burl and Teddy into the kitchen where they ate roast beef and pieces of bread and talked and laughed.  I remained quiet.
              “You okay?” Burl asked.
              I nodded.
              “You don’t have to do this.  Do ye’ still want to?”
              I nodded again.
              After Teddy and Burl had eaten Teddy took the food up to the attic and then I hugged Burl goodbye.  “Ye’ll be alright,” he told me.
              I could tell by the way that he was talking to me that I was visibly nervous.  I wandered if he had felt my heart thumping while I hugged him.
              Teddy looked at the clock and said, “Greg’s expecting us to be waiting soon.  We’d better get going.”
              I said goodbye to Burl before Teddy and I slinked out the backdoor.  I followed Teddy and he led me into the forest.  “Where is the place that they keep this food?” I asked him.
              “It’s out by the landing strip.  Is that where you flew in?”
              “I think so.”
              As we got closer, I found out that it was.  I saw the strip of grass that the carrier ship had landed in when I was brought down to Mungus.  About fifty yards to the side of that was a tent held up by wooden poles and ropes coming out of the ground.  The inside was lit with light from a lantern and I could see barrels of all shapes and sizes, boxes, and large burlap sacks sitting on the floor.  We watched them from the trees and kept a good distance so that they couldn’t see us.
              “And when are they supposed to actually send this stuff up?” I asked.
              “Should be soon,” said Teddy.  “They’re fixing a carrier ship and when it is in flying shape they are taking it up.”
              Two guards walked back and forth in front of the tent.  They were in red uniforms and looking around with watchful eyes.  “The short one’s Greg,” Teddy said.
              We were quiet for a while and we waited.  My heart was thumping up and down in my chest and my mouth was dry.  I couldn’t help but stare at the swords that were holstered in the guards’ sheaths.  I felt like I was there for ages, wondering what Greg would do to distract the other guard when I heard him scream.  I looked up and the smaller of the two guards was screaming and pointing.  “Dog!” he said.  He ran off to the side.  The other guard looked in the night air for the dog and when he couldn’t find one he sprinted after his partner, looking scared of the dog that wasn’t there.
              “Follow me,” said Teddy.  He stayed low and jogged out of the trees in a straight line headed for the tent.  I looked around, saw that the guards were out of sight, and followed.  We ran through the night and when we reached the tent Teddy ran for a barrel and opened up a lid.  “Get in,” he said, and I was just about to when the two Salyer guards that had run from the dog tackled us and shackled our hands behind our backs in heavy cuffs.  Teddy fought and kicked and tried to get away, but it was no use: We were trapped.
 
              They walked us to the Theatre.  One of the guards held onto each of us by the shoulder and Greg led holding a lantern to light up the paths in front of us.  The lantern shown orange on the walls of the corridors and we followed Greg towards the back and down a flight of stone steps.  In the dim light Teddy and I shared a worried look.  We were taken down and down and then put into a holding cell until morning.  Greg and the other guard left and Teddy and I were left alone in the dark.
              When the guards were both gone, Teddy started to weep.  “I’m so sorry,” he said.  “I never meant for you to get into trouble like this.  I thought that it would be okay.  I thought that I could trust Greg.”
              “Why did he do that?” I asked.
              “Probably for the money,” Teddy sniffed.  “There’s a big reward for catching criminals.”
              “Where are we?”
              “We’re bellow the Theatre.  They put people down here to await trial before they lock them up in the Theatre to die.”
              I swallowed hard and lay my head down.  Teddy was crying beside me and his sobs echoed off of the stone passageways.  I didn’t sleep that night, and a few hours later morning light started to creep down the steps and President Confagulous Dickerson came and stood in front of the holding cell with Greg by his side.
              “Hello,” said the president with a nasty smile.
              Neither Teddy or I said anything.
              “This man told me that you two were caught trying to steal food from the charity tent that we’re giving to the Grecos.  Is that true?” asked the president.
              Neither Teddy or I said anything.
              “Oh, it is?” said the President, as if we had answered.  “Did you hear them confess?” he asked Greg.
              “Sure did,” said Greg.
              “Great.  Get them ready for the Theatre.  Lucky for them they will only have to wait a few more hours until the big show.”
              Greg laughed and the president walked out.  A few guards came in and escorted Teddy and I to two separate cells at ground level in the Theatre.  Metal bars surrounded me and my cell was small with two locked doors.  One went into the halls of the Theatre and one looked out onto the sand which was stained red with blood from the shows that came before.  I entered through the hallway and would be exiting onto the sand.  People began to fill in their seats and I sat looking around at the other prisoners in the Theatre.  The cells were completely full.
              Down at the floor level the air smelled of manure.  I looked around for livestock and found none.  The prisoners had been locked away in their cells and hadn’t been allowed to get out to go to the bathroom.  I supposed that they were livestock.
              “Let me out!” cried a young Beardsley who was also locked into a cell flanking the Theatre floor.  “God!  Please!”
              Men and women screamed and rattled onto the bars, begging to be let out.  Teddy lay docile in the cell beside me.  His face was in his hands and I couldn’t tell if he was crying or not.
              As the crowd swept in to the stone seats surrounding the Theatre floor, I thought about what the President had said last time about all of the criminals in the Theatre being found guilty by a jury of their peers.  I had believed him and as the morning went on and I looked out at the sand behind the metal bars I felt foolish.
              When the crowd was flush and the morning was hot, Georgie the clown walked out onto the sand.
 
 
19
What a Show!
 
              I went over to the edge of the bars and looked over the clown as he took center stage.  The crowd cheered and clapped for him.  “I love you, Georgie!” shouted a female voice from above.  Georgie turned and smiled at her with his black lips.  From my cell I could see more detail in the clown than I could from high up in the stands.  His face was chapped and cracked dry.  His strands of black hair that hung from his head were greasy.  He was taller than Saul had been and his shoulders were wider than Burl’s.  He smiled showing his sharp canine incisors.
              “Good morning,” he said to the crowd.  They cheered and in a giddy dance the clown stomped his feet and clapped his hands.  “Oh, good morning, good morning, good morning!”  The crowd cheered some more and then the clown waved his arms for them to hush.  Guards were walking along the sand to get prisoners out of their cells while others were pushing out a large wooden contraption on wheels.  The contraption had a pole running horizontal twelve feet off of the ground.  Forty ropes tied into nooses hung off of it.  I sank back to the back of my cell, but luckily, no guard came and grabbed me.  From a distance, pushing the big machine in the sun, I thought that I saw Hank. 
              Guards flung open cell doors and with the use of force and weapons, they dragged screaming prisoners out of their cages.
              “For our first act of the morning, we have something that is sure to please the crowd.  It is a competition.  While all of the contestants will die, there will, in fact, be a champion.  The game is quite simple; all that you have to do is hold on.  Forty contestants will be put onto a wooden platform with a noose around their necks and a pole above them to hold onto.  When I say go, the platform will fall from underneath them and they had better hold on.”  The clown let out a little squawk of laughter as the contestants were situated onto the platform.
              “Walt,” Teddy whispered from beside me.  Tears were streaming down his face and he held his hand through the bars to me.  “Will you hold my hand?”
              I put my hand in his and his slender fingers wrapped tightly around my hand.  “I’m going to get you out of this,” he said, not taking his eyes off of the contestants with the nooses around their necks.  “I’m going to do anything I can.  I’m sorry.”
              “It’s okay, really.  I knew that I was taking my life into my own hands whenever I agreed to go.  I could have said no.”
              Teddy squeezed onto my hand and I saw that all of the contestants were ready.  Forty prisoners held onto a pole above them with a noose around their neck.  A wooden platform was underneath them and Georgie was holding a lever.  “Three,” Georgie whispered into his microphone.  “Two.”  Georgie smiled and looked around the audience.  All of the contestants were holding onto the pole above them, waiting for the platform to drop and for their lives to end.  People of all ages had ropes around their necks.  White haired Grecos, Beardsley children, and even a few Salyers were up there.  I didn’t know if I was thankful that I was still locked up.  Hanging to death would be a blessing compared to the gruesome death with dogs that I saw in my first trip to the Theatre.  “One,” Georgie said in a flash, and the platform dropped down.  Six of the forty contestants, three children, one old woman, and two middle aged Grecos all hanged right when the platform was dropped.  They either weren’t ready or didn’t have the strength to hold on.  Their bodies fell two feet before the rope snapped tight and their necks were crushed with their body weight.  I could hear the ropes straighten from where I sat and I wondered if they had microphones on them.
              Beside me, Teddy covered up his face.  I didn’t want to watch either, but just-a man fell with a scream that ended when the rope drew in on his neck-like the first time I went, I was having trouble looking away.  I looked up into the crowd and saw all of the citizens of Ramus watching on with fixed eyes.  “How can all of these people watch this?” I asked Teddy.
              “When something goes on for long enough, you just start to think that it’s normal,” he said.
              He must have been right.  The people in the audience certainly did act like what they were watching was ‘normal.’  A father had brought his son out to watch the show and he bought a bag of peanuts from a vendor.  Two women sat under an umbrella and gossiped as they glanced at the dead.  Pimple faced teens sniggered and made vulgar gestures at one of the hanging corpses who had big breasts.  It was like they didn’t even understand that they were real people.  I felt as though they didn’t know that I was real, like them, and being in the Theatre was actually happening to me.
              Half of the contestants were dead, and half held on.  It was hot outside and a few people seemed to slip because of sweaty palms.  The corpses swayed in the wind.  20.  21.  25.  29.  A Greco woman with blond hair running down her back was crying out for help.  She pulled herself up on the bar with her arms and then twisted back and got her legs onto the pole.
              Georgie sprinted, laughing while he went, at the woman.  When he reached her he leapt high up into the air, grabbed her hair, and pulled her body down with a nasty snap of the neck.  I heard a toddler giggle in the audience.  “Was that funny?” its mother asked it.  The toddler giggled some more.
              A minute later there were two left.  “This is it,” said Georgie.  He licked his lips and slicked his hair back.  “This is the big moment.  One of you two lucky contestants is about to be the champion.”
              A Greco girl who looked to be about 17 years of age and weigh 110 pounds, and a large Beardsley man with a long ponytail and arms the thickness of trash cans were still holding on.  The man’s face was red and he kept on jostling around on the bar and readjusting his grip.  The girl had her eyes closed and was trying to remain as calm as possible.  With a deep scream, the man’s hands slipped and he fell to his death.  The rope tightened and he was just another swinging corpse.
              “We have a winner!” said Georgie.  At this comment, the girl opened her eyes for the first time since the competition had begun.  She looked around her, saw the corpses and began to scream.  So many people who had been walking, talking, feeling, fearing, just a few moments ago were nothing more than dead bags of flesh and bones.  She screamed and thrashed and lost her grip and soon joined them.
              Georgie clapped his hands and jumped up and down.  “Excellent!  Excellent!” he said.  The contraption with the nooses was wheeled off, the corpses swinging into one another, and Georgie again took center stage.  He licked his lips with his long tongue and smiled up at the audience.  “Now, we have for you,” he said addressing the crowd, “the most basic form of contest.  It is, in my belief, the oldest for of competition.  A barbaric, bloody thing, but also entertaining.  War.”
              Guards were walking over the sand towards the cells.  Their boots made imprints and they unlocked cells and dragged people out.  Teddy and I were still safe for the time.  No guards walked our way.
              “For the remainder of our time today, ladies and gentlemen, for your viewing pleasure, there will be battles held upon the sand.  Yes, like the old ancient myth about the gladiators and the coliseum, we have for you criminals fighting to the death.”  A guard brought Georgie a big burlap sack and he dumped in out onto the middle of the sand.  Wooden bats, knifes, syringes, broken bottles, plates, and other crude weapons fell into the middle of the arena.  Six prisoners were standing with their arms held behind their backs by Salyer guards.  “And, like they did in ancient Rome, and a Theatre first, the winners of the fights will get to keep their lives, at least until next time.  Six people fight.  One wins.  Go!”
              The Salyer guards released the prisoners’ arms and pushed them onto the sand.  Four of them were wemon, all Grecos, and there was a Greco man and a Beardsley man.  The prisoners looked wildly around at each other.  The Greco man stood up and raised his arms wide at the audience.  “I’m not going to fight them.  You people are mad!”
              As if to prove him wrong, the Greco man was then taken down by the neck.  The Beardsley man was strangling him as he brought him to the ground.  The Greco man whirled and kicked while a woman in the group ran after the Beardsley and plunged a sword into his torso.  And it began.  An hour went by and the sand was crimson red with blood.  The game was a hit.  The crowd yelled and screamed and stood in their seats.  They were invigorated by all of the excitement.
              Teddy and I held hands until we were torn apart.  Two guards pulled open his cell on squeaking metal hinges and ripped him from my fingers.  He looked back at me with pleading eyes.  He was the sixth man to be pulled out in his group and I would be the next to go.  I looked around at who would be my competition next round.  Four grown Beardsley men and a little Greco boy of two or three.  The men were thick with heavy backs and strong shoulders.  I breathed in the air and knew that I was going to die.
              The guards pulled the contestants to different places around the Theatre.  Teddy fought and writhed in the guards arms, but couldn’t get loose.  He would have to kill a tall blond haired Greco man, two Beardsley little girls, and two old arthritic Grecos if he was going to save his life.  He was the tallest and the best built.  I thought that he had a shot.
              ”Go!” shouted Georgie with a shrill laugh and the contestants were released.  Teddy was off to a sprint the second that he was free.  He sped into the center of the sand where all of the weapons sat.  He reached the weapons before anyone else had.  Georgie was jumping up and down and clapping his hands with excitement.  Teddy grabbed an axe and ran off, the axe securely wrapped in his slender fingers.  He was running straight for an old woman who had closed her eyes shut to brace herself for death.  But, to my surprise, he ran right passed her.  She heard him go by and then looked around, baffled.
              By the time the guards realized what he was doing it was too late to stop him.  He ran right up to Georgie the clown and, despite Georgie’s shrieks for help and frantic attempts at dodging, Teddy lodged the axe deep into his skull.
              Georgie collapsed into the sand.  The crowd cheered louder than they ever had.  They weren’t looking for justice, they were looking for blood.  They had gotten it.
              That was the end of the show that day.  Guards rushed over and killed Teddy.  He didn’t scream, he didn’t fight, he just took it.  It was bizarre.  The other contestants on the sand were ushered back into their cells and me and the rest of the waiting prisoners were saved for the time.  There was not a torture show that day and the president did not make an appearance.  After Georgie was killed the auditorium was cleared and the fans were asked to leave.  Still, they had seen enough and I thought that everyone of them was surely satisfied with the show that they had seen.
 
              After the people left the Theatre it got lonely.  The other prisoners in the Theatre didn’t talk often, and when they did it was in slow quiet whispers.  The wind blew specks of red sand into my cell and I wondered if it was Teddy’s blood that made the grains red.
              I couldn’t get the look of Georgie’s face out of my head while I lay there, wondering when the next show would be.  They had drug the clown’s carcass right passed me.  Its eyes were open and a sick smile covered its face as it stared at me in my cell.
              When the sun went down we were brought dinner-moldy bread and water.  I ate in my cell alone, ripping the mold off of my bread and drinking my water.  There were no prisoners around me and I wondered how long it would take before the cells were filled with more innocent people waiting to die.
              Two guards stayed on duty at all times, walking in circles around the facility.  Their boots echoed off of the cold stone walls with every step that they took.  I watched them for hours while my mind wandered.  For the first time since I had been taken in I wondered if Lauren and Burl knew about my situation.  I suppose it didn’t matter.  It would be better if they thought that I was dead; it would save them some anxiety.
              The care package was still going to go up to the Greco ship.  Despite my efforts and despite Teddy’s death, the Grecos were not going to be saved.  I thought about the future and what it would hold.  Whenever the Grecos became addicted to that drug, which I was sure would happen, they would be powerless.  The nation of Ramus, no, the Salyers in charge of the government, would then have control of every human alive.  The only free people would be Burl, Lauren, and Julia.  They weren’t even guaranteed their freedom and with Burl making frequent trips to town it was a wonder that they weren’t yet caught.
              I looked up at the stars and into the black of night and thought about earth.  It was thought to have become barren hundreds of years ago.  The most popular prediction was that the planet was a desolate spinning ball of matter in the sky with people, plants and animals mummied under layers of harsh chemicals.  Why hadn’t there been rules written up before we left?  Why are the Salyers allowed to act this way?  Why do they even want to?
              I ran my hand over my head.  My hair was starting to grow back and soon I would look like my old self.  What then?  Would they discover that I was the boy in the wanted posters?  Would I be tortured?
              “Hey,” I heard a voice say and I looked up.  Hank was standing before my cell, his face dark under the stone tunnels of the Theatre.  He took a key off of his hip and unlocked my cell.  “Thanks for helping me that day on the farm.”
              I was dumfounded.  Speechless.  Before I could say anything, he was gone, his feet echoing off of the walls of the corridor and the door to my cell was ajar.  I looked over at him walking and then saw from across the sand that the other guard was on his way.  Before the other guard could have a chance to apprehend me, I pushed the metal door open and ran out into the night.
 
 
20
Into the Night
 
              I ran on light feet, careful to make as little noise as possible.  As soon as I was off of the hard stone of the Theatre I sprinted over the dirt roads in town, running in a straight line for the nearest trees.  The houses sped beside me as I sprinted and when I finally made it into the forest I slowed to a stop, resting my hands on my knees.
              I looked behind me into the town and saw no movement.  It seemed as though the town was still asleep and that no one had noticed me running over the roads.
              The night was clear with silver light coming off of the moon and falling through the trees.  Crazy black shadows spidered out into the forest.  The leaves and branches seemed to be the color of moonlight themselves and rustling leaves made noises that sounded like whispers.
              I turned around, trying to find my way.  I decided that I would go to Burl’s; I had nowhere else to go.  I looked around, got an idea for the shape of the town, and set off into the woods in the direction that I suspected would lead to the cabin.
              Starting off on a journey in the middle of the night was not a good idea.  The forest looked different in the night.  Out of every bush my eyes thought there was a pair of hungry jaws.  In every breeze my ears thought that there were hunting footsteps behind me.  I was scared and the deeper I walked, the more certain I became that I was lost.  I kept moving, each clearing looking more strange and bizarre than the last and each tree that I passed as unfamiliar as the one before.  I wasn’t recognizing anything and after a few hours I decided to go back to town so that I could start my journey in the morning light the next day.  I found though, in my attempts to back track, that I didn’t know which way town was.  I had been turned around twenty or more times, changing direction at bushes, trees, and clearings that my instincts told me were ‘good signs.’  My instincts had gotten me lost and then whenever I needed them the most they were quiet and offered me no advice.
              A snarl came from behind me and I was sure that this time my ears weren’t confused-a predator was coming.  I froze hearing the sniffing and the snarling come closer.  I didn’t turn around as I heard the leaves and grass move behind me, but remained still until I felt the warm breath on the back of my neck.
              “Walt?”
              I turned around.  I had hallucinated my name and now I was staring into the face of a huge beast, it’s black nose puffing warm air into my face.
              “Walt?”
              There it was again.  I wondered if everyone hallucinated before death.
              “Walt?  What are ye’ doin’?”
              I took a step back and saw that the beast who had been stalking me was Snuggles.  The huge dog was smiling with its tongue hanging out of its mouth to the side.  It stepped forward and licked my face, covering me with warm saliva.  On top of the dog was Burl and Lauren.  Burl was in front and holding a saddle.
              “How did ye’ escape?” asked Burl.
              I wiped my face off with my shirt.  “How did you get Snuggles to act like this?”
              Burl laughed and pointed a thumb at Lauren behind him.  “That was Lauren’s deal.  Turns out that after a certain surgical procedure Snuggles became quite nice.”
              Lauren smiled and nodded.
              “So how did you get out?”
              “Hank let me out,” I said.
              “Hank?” Lauren asked.  “From the farm?”
              “Yes,” I said.  “He works at the Theatre now.  He let me out and told me thank you for saving him that day.”
              “Well isn’t that just wonderful?” said Burl grinning.  “Now hop onto the dog.  We’ve got te’ get ye’ in one of those barrels!”
              “What?” I asked.  “I thought that I was going back to your house.”
              Burl ran a hand over his beard.  “Well, ye’ can if ye’ want, but Lauren and I just assumed that ye’ would still want to help.  The package is going to be taken up any day now, ye’ know!”
              I looked from Lauren to Burl and then to Snuggles.  “Wait, why are you guys even out here anyways?”
              “We were goin’ te’ get ye’, of course.”
              “Going to get me?”
              “Yeah,” said Burl.  “From the Theatre.”
              “How?” I asked.
              Lauren shrugged.  “We hadn’t figured that part out yet, but we were going to try.”
              “We love ye’, and that’s what ye’ do for people that ye’ love,” Burl added.
              “Where’s Julia?” I asked.
              “She’s with the Wilks.  After Teddy was put into the Theatre, Burl put them in his house.  They’re there right now, and Julia is staying with them.”
              My mind reeled.  I wanted to go back.  I didn’t want any more adventure.  I hadn’t asked for any.  My thoughts returned to images of sunken in eyes of drug addicts and of Ramus controlling the whole human race.  “I’ll do it,” I said.  “So what’s the plan?”
              I hopped onto Snuggles in between Lauren and Burl and as we rode Lauren told me how they were going to try to get me into a barrel.  Snuggles was fast, sprinting across the forest floor.  I held on tight to his black fur all the way to town.  Burl navigated the dog by turning its reigns until we walked up to the same place that Teddy and I had been sitting just 24 hours ago.
              We sat on Snuggles looking through the branches of the trees.  To the right was the landing strip where I had stepped foot onto Mungus for the first time.  Straight ahead, two guards were standing in front of a tent of barrels and sacks of supplies.
              “I don’t like this plan,” I said.  “We should think of something else.”
              “We got no time,” whispered Burl.  “We got to do this now!  Hop down.”
              I hugged Burl’s thick back from behind, putting my face into his tangles of red hair, and then I leapt off of Snuggles and onto the ground.  As soon as Lauren and I were on the ground, Burl took off.  He snapped the reigns and Snuggles sprinted off towards the supplies before I could get one last look on his face.  Lauren gave my shoulder a tight squeeze as I watched Burl running over the grass.
              He was yelling profanities at the guards and calling them names.  “Come and get me ye’ sack of useless animals!” cried Burl.  It was an odd insult, but it worked.  The guards drew their weapons and chased after Burl.  Snuggles ran by the tent, Burl bent down and grabbed a sack of grain, and then they sprinted off across the fields with the guards chasing them.
              “Now,” said Lauren.  We ran over the fields side by side until we were under the tent.  Lauren looked over the wooden barrels and sacks.  “Which barrel is it?” Lauren asked.
              “It’s this one.  Teddy was going for this one.”
              With shaking, nervous hands Lauren opened up the barrel and I jumped inside.  She gave me a kiss on the cheek, and then I ducked down into the barrel.  Before she closed the lid on me, she dropped a wooden block into the barrel.  The block landed on my knees and Lauren closed the lid above my head, covering me in darkness.  I heard her muffled footsteps as she ran for cover and then I was alone.
              When she was gone, my heart dropped in sorrow.  The corners of my mouth fell down and I began to cry.  I ran the block that she had given me over my fingers.  It was 2 inches by 2 inches by 2 inches and along the sides I felt engravings.  It was one of the wooden blocks that the huboons had given to Saul and I.  I pulled the block up to my cheek and felt it.  In the distance I heard gunshots.  They were low and muffled.  I couldn’t tell what had happened.
 
              I had been put into the barrel just in time.  A few hours later, I was jostled around and thrown into a new location.  I couldn’t see where I was, all I knew that I was hot.  As I was being moved, I was afraid that the lid would come off, revealing me to the guards.  I would have been killed had that happened, but it never did.
              The Grecos found the barrel and I was pulled out in time to warn them about the tea.  President Strunk wrote a letter down to the Salyers letting them know that the two people groups were not on good terms.
              Miss Marianna’s son adopted me, although I never could discover why.  He was a thin man with sallow skin and had no interest at all in playing boyish things with me.  He was depressing.  Miss Marianna came over often though, brought her son soup, and told him that he had to cheer up.  He would mutter something under his breath about how life is meaningless and disappear to his bedroom.  Miss Marianna made it her mission to keep me up in my studies and taught me different subjects every day.
              Besides school, though, I had little to do.  There were no people on the ship who were my age because all of them were forced in to signing the contracts.  I was the youngest person on the ship by seven years.  I spent a good amount of my time in the auditorium, watching old baseball games on the big screen and remembering how I used to be annoyed at Saul dragging me there.  I missed him.
              At night I would sneak out, climb over the counter and scale the ladder to the projection room behind the auditorium.  I sat in the room where Saul, Blaine and I had first heard about Mungus.  I wished that the Greco ship had never made it.  I felt like a ghost, wandering the halls at night.  I looked out at the planet, glowing in blue, green, and white and I thought about when Saul told me that he was going back to Glen’s farm to try to sneak people out.  The more I thought about that statement in my mind, testing it and running it over, the more convinced I was that it was the noblest thing that I had ever heard.  Saul had been a good person, and if more people wanted to help then maybe Ramus could be brought down.  As I watched the clouds glide over the planet I vowed to become one of those people and to try to save as many as possible.  It was a promise that I wouldn’t break.
 
 
Hello Reader,
 
              I hope that you have enjoyed Mungus. I wrote this novel over the course of 10 months in 2011: This was my third novel to write, and my first that I was proud of.
As a reminder, every cent that I receive as an author goes to the support of Doctors Without Borders. 
For more information see:
http://chadleito.blogspot.com
Your donation has contributed to the help of individuals in need.
For those of you unaware of how my project works, I will give you a quick summary: Each month I post proof of my earnings as an author, and a receipt from Doctors Without Borders verifying that I paid them that amount. I have pledged to continue this project at least through March 2014, (the project lasts 24 months total), and foresee a commitment beyond that likely.
The reader is offered multiple things by this project: First, they are allowed the great opportunity that all independent books offer customers—the ability to read great novels at a fraction of the price traditional publishers offer. These novels are free from adherence to publishing guidelines and preferences: In this way, independent publishing offers a bigger creative spectrum than traditional publishing and give. Secondly, the reader is given the opportunity to donate in a meaningful and convenient way: All you have to do is press the “buy” button on your Kindle, and you have contributed to things like latex gloves, antibiotics, soap, scalpels, and suture supplies that will help those in need. By buying this book, you have literally helped to give an ill or injured person much needed medical attention. You have also showed the sick person that people care about him or her. Thirdly, this project offers readers an opportunity to be activists. By telling their friends and family about my books, a reader has the ability to drastically increase this campaign’s earning potential. One reader could tell three friends about my books, and those three friends could each tell three more et cetera. In this way, a couple minute conversation could result in thousands of actual lives saved by Doctors Without Borders.
              One final comment: Amazon reviews have an incredible impact on how an author is doing. If you enjoyed this work or would like to support my project, please let others know how you feel by leaving book reviews.
 
              Thanks for reading,
              Chad Leito
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