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PART ONE

YOU ARE ENTERINGCAMP GREENLAKE

Thereisno lake at Camp Green Lake. There once was avery large lake here, the largest [akein Texas.
That was over ahundred years ago. Now it isjust adry, flat wasteland.

There used to be atown of Green Lake aswell. The town shriveled and dried up along with the lake,
and the people who lived there.

During the summer the daytime temperature hovers around ninety-five degreesin the shade—if you can
find any shade. There's not much shadein abig dry lake.

The only trees are two old oaks on the eastern edge of the "lake." A hammock is stretched between the
two trees, and alog cabin stands behind that.

The campers are forbidden to lie in the hammock. 1t belongs to the Warden. The Warden ownsthe
shade.

Out on the lake, rattlesnakes and scorpions find shade under rocks and in the holes dug by the campers.

Here'sagood rule to remember about rattlesnakes and scorpions:. If you don't bother them, they won't
bother you.

Usudly.

Being bitten by a scorpion or even arattlesnake is not the worst thing that can happen to you. Y ou won't
die

Usudly.

Sometimes a camper will try to be bitten by a scorpion, or even asmdl rattlesnake. Then hewill get to



spend aday or two recovering in histent, instead of having to dig ahole out on the lake

But you don't want to be bitten by ayellow-spotted lizard. That's the worst thing that can happen to you.
You will dieadow and painful death.

Always.

If you get bitten by ayelow-spotted lizard, you might aswell go into the shade of the oak treesand liein
the hammock.

Thereis nothing anyone can do to you anymore.

The reader is probably asking: Why would anyone go to Camp Green Lake?

Most campers weren't given a choice. Camp Green Lakeisacamp for bad boys.

If you take abad boy and make him dig ahole every day in the hot sun, it will turn him into agood boy.
That was what some people thought.

Stanley Ydnats was given achoice. Thejudge said, "You may gotojail, or you may go to Camp Green
Lake"

Stanley was from a poor family. He had never been to camp before.

Stanley Y dnats was the only passenger on the bus, not counting the driver or the guard The guard sat
next to the driver with his seat turned around facing Stanley A riflelay acrosshislap

Stanley was Sitting about ten rows back, handcuffed to his armrest His backpack lay on the seat next to
him It contained his toothbrush, toothpaste, and abox of stationery his mother had given him Hed
promised to write to her at least once aweek.

He looked out the window, athough there wasn't much to see—mostly fields of hay and cotton. He was
on along bus ride to nowhere The bus wasn't air-conditioned, and the hot, heavy air was almost as
difling asthe handcuffs.



Stanley and his parents had tried to pretend that he wasjust going away to camp for awhile, just like
rich kids do. When Stanley was younger he used to play with stuffed animals, and pretend the animals
were at camp. Camp Fun and Games he called it. Sometimes held have them play soccer with amarble.
Other timesthey'd run an obstacle course, or go bungee jumping off atable, tied to broken rubber
bands. Now Stanley tried to pretend he was going to Camp Fun and Games Maybe he'd make some
friends, hethought. At least held get to swimin the lake.

Hedidn't have any friends a home. He was overweight and the kids at his middle school often teased
him about hissze. Even histeachers sometimes made cruel comments without redizing it. On hislast day
of schooal, his math teacher, Mrs Bell, taught ratios. As an example, she chose the heaviest kid in the class
and thelightest kid m the class, and had them weigh themselves. Stanley weighed three times as much as
the other boy Mrs. Bell wrote theratio on the board, 3:1, unaware of how much embarrassment she had
caused both of them.

Stanley was arrested later that day.

Helooked at the guard who sat dumped in his seat and wondered if he had falen adeep. The guard was
wesaring sunglasses, so Stanley couldn't see hiseyes.

Stanley was not abad kid. He was innocent of the crime for which he was convicted He'd just beenin
the wrong place at thewrong time.

It was all because of his no-good-dirty-rotten-pig-stealing-great-great-grandfather!

He amiled. It was afamily joke. Whenever anything went wrong, they always blamed Stanley's
no-good-dirty-rotten-pig-stealing-great-great-grandfather.

Supposedly, he had a great-great-grandfather who had stolen a pig from a one-legged Gypsy, and she
put acurse on him and all his descendants. Stanley and his parents didn't believe in curses, of course, but
whenever anything went wrong, it felt good to be able to blame someone

Things went wrong alot. They aways seemed to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.

He looked out the window at the vast emptiness. He watched therise and fal of atelephonewire. In his
mind he could hear hisfather's gruff voice softly sngingto him

"If only, if only," the woodpecker sSighs,

"The bark onthetreewasjust alittle bit softer.”
While thewolf waits below, hungry and londly,
He cries to the moo—oo—oo0n,

"If only, if only."



It was asong hisfather used to sing to him. The melody was sweet and sad, but Stanley's favorite part
waswhen hisfather would howl theword "moon "

The bus hit asmall bump and the guard sat up, ingtantly aert.

Stanley'sfather was an inventor. To be asuccessful inventor you need three things: intelligence,
perseverance, and just alittle bit of luck.

Stanley'sfather was smart and had alot of perseverance. Once he started a project he would work on it
for years, often going days without deep. Hejust never had any luck.

Every time an experiment failed, Stanley could hear him cursing his
dirty-rotten-pig-stealing-great-grandfather.

Stanley'sfather was adso named Stanley Y dnats. Stanley'sfather's full name was Stanley Yenatslll.
Our Stanley isStanley Yenats|V.

Everyonein hisfamily had aways liked the fact that " Stanley Y dnats’ was pdled the same frontward
and backward. So they kept naming their sons Stanley. Stanley was an only child, aswas every other
Stanley Yenatsbefore him.

All of them had something e sein common. Despite their awful luck, they aways remained hopeful. As
Stanley'sfather liked to say, "I learn from failure.”

But perhapsthat was part of the curse aswell. If Stanley and hisfather weren't ways hopeful, then it
wouldn't hurt so much every time their hopes were crushed.

"Not every Stanley Y elnats has been afallure,” Stanley's mother often pointed out, whenever Stanley or
his father became so discouraged that they actudly started to believe in the curse. Thefirst Stanley
Y dnats, Stanley's great-grandfather, had made afortune m the stock market. "He couldn't have been too

unlucky."

At such times she neglected to mention the bad luck that befell thefirst Stanley Y elnats. He lost hisentire
fortune when he was moving from New Y ork to Cdifornia. His stagecoach was robbed by the outlaw
Kissn' Kate Barlow.

If it weren't for that, Stanley's family would now be living in amansion on abeach in Cdifornia. Instead,
they were crammed in atiny gpartment that smelled of burning rubber and foot odor.

If only, if only .. .

The gpartment smelled the way it did because Stanley's father wastrying to invent away to recycle old
sneskers. "Thefirgt person who findsause for old sneskers,”" he said, "will be avery rich man.”

It wasthislatest project that led to Stanley's arrest.
The bus ride became increasingly bumpy because the road was no longer paved.
Actudly, Stanley had been impressed when he first found out that his great-grandfather was robbed by

Kisan' Kate Barlow. True, he would have preferred living on the beach in Cdifornia, but it was il kind
of cool to have someone in your family robbed by afamous outlaw.



Kate Barlow didn't actudly kiss Stanley's great-grandfather. That would have been redlly cool, but she
only kissed the men shekilled. Instead, she robbed him and |eft him stranded in the middle of the desert.

"He was lucky to have survived," Stanley's mother was quick to point out.
The bus was dowing down. The guard grunted as he stretched hisarms.
"Welcometo Camp Green Lake," said the driver.

Stanley looked out the dirty window. He couldn't see alake.

And hardly anything was green.

Stanley felt somewhat dazed as the guard unlocked his handcuffs and led him off the bus. HEd been on
the busfor over eight hours.

"Becareful,” the bus driver said as Stanley waked down the steps.

Stanley wasn't sureiif the bus driver meant for him to be careful going down the steps, or if hewastelling
him to be careful at Camp Green Lake. "Thanksfor theride," he said. His mouth was dry and histhroat
hurt. He stepped onto the hard, dry dirt. There was aband of swesat around hiswrist where the handcuff
had been.

The land was barren and desolate. He could see afew rundown buildings and some tents. Farther away
there was a cabin beneath two tal trees. Those two trees were the only plant life he could see. There
weren't even weeds.

The guard led Stanley to asmdl building. A sgnon front said, YOU ARE ENTERING CAMP
GREEN LAKE JUVENILE CORRECTIONAL FACILITY. Next to it was another sign which
declared that it was aviolation of the Texas Pena Code to bring guns, explosives, weapons, drugs, or
acohol onto the premises.

As Stanley read the Sgn he couldn't help but think, Well, duh!

The guard led Stanley into the building, where he felt the welcome relief of ar-conditioning.

A man was sitting with hisfeet up on adesk. He turned his head when Stanley and the guard entered,
but otherwise didn't move. Even though he wasinside, he wore sunglasses and a cowboy hat. He dso

held acan of soda, and the sight of it made Stanley even more aware of hisown thirs.

He waited while the bus guard gave the man some papersto sign.



"That'salot of sunflower seeds," the bus guard said

Stanley noticed a burlap sack filled with sunflower seeds on the floor next to the desk.

"I quit smoking last month," said the man in the cowboy hat. He had atattoo of arattlesnake on hisarm,
and as he signed his name, the snake's rattle seemed to wiggle "1 used to smoke apack aday. Now | eat
asack of these every week "

The guard laughed.

There must have been asmall refrigerator behind his desk, because the man in the cowboy hat produced
two more cans of soda. For a second Stanley hoped that one might be for him, but the man gave oneto
the guard and said the other wasfor the driver.

"Nine hours here, and now nine hours back," the guard grumbled. "What aday."

Stanley thought about the long, miserable busride and felt alittle sorry for the guard and the bus driver.

The man in the cowboy hat spit sunflower seed shellsinto awastepaper basket. Then hewalked around
the desk to Stanley. "My nameisMr. Sir," he said "Whenever you speak to me you must cal me by my
name, isthat clear?'

Stanley hestated. "Uh, yes, Mr. Sir," he said, though he couldn't imagine that was redlly the man's name.

"You'renot in the Girl Scoutsanymore,” Mr. Sir said.

Stanley had to remove his clothesin front of Mr. Srr, who made sure he wasn't hiding anything. Hewas
then given two sets of clothesand atowe. Each set consisted of along-deeve orange jumpsuit, an
orange T-shirt, and yellow socks. Stanley wasn't sureif the socks had been yellow originaly.

He was a so given white sneakers, an orange cap, and a canteen made of heavy plastic, which
unfortunately was empty. The cap had a piece of cloth sawn on the back of it, for neck protection.

Stanley got dressed. The clothes smelled like soap.

Mr. Sir told him he should wear one set to work in and one set for relaxation. Laundry was done every
three days. On that day hiswork clothes would be washed. Then the other set would become hiswork
clothes, and he would get clean clothesto wear while resting.

"Y ou areto dig one hole each day, including Saturdays and Sundays. Each hole must befive feet deep,
and fivefeet acrossin every direction. Y our shove isyour measuring stick. Breskfast is served at 4:30."

Stanley must have looked surprised, because Mr. Sir went on to explain that they started early to avoid
the hottest part of the day. "No oneis going to baby-sit you,” he added. "The longer it takes you to dig,
the longer you will be out in the sun. If you dig up anything interesting, you areto report it to me or any
other counsglor. When you finish, the rest of the day isyours.”

Stanley nodded to show he understood.



"Thisisn't aGirl Scout camp,” said Mr. Sir.

He checked Stanley's backpack and allowed him to keep it. Then heled Stanley outsideinto the blazing
hegt.

"Take agood look around you,” Mr. Sir said. "What do you see?'

Stanley looked out across the vast wasteland. The air seemed thick with heat and dirt. "Not much,” he
sad, then hadtily added, "Mr. Sir."

Mr. Sir laughed. "Y ou see any guard towers?"

"No."

"How about an dectric fence?'

"No, Mr. Sir."

"Therésno fenceat dl, isthere?'

"No, Mr. Sr."

"Y ou want to run away?' Mr. Sir asked him.

Stanley looked back a him, unsure what he meant.

"If you want to run away, go ahead, start running. I'm not going to stop you."
Stanley didn't know what kind of game Mr. Sir was playing.

"I seeyou're looking a my gun. Don't worry. I'm not going to shoot you." He tapped hisholster. "Thisis
for yellow-spotted lizards. | wouldn't waste abullet on you.”

"I'm not going to run away," Stanley said.
"Good thinking," said Mr. Sir. "Nobody runs away from here. We don't need afence. Know why?
Because welve got the only water for ahundred miles. Y ou want to run away? Y ou'll be buzzard food in

three days."

Stanley could see some kids dressed in orange and carrying shovels dragging themselves toward the
tents.

"You thirsty?' asked Mr. Sir.
"Yes, Mr. Sir," Stanley said gratefully.

"Well, you better get used to it. Y ou're going to be thirsty for the next eighteen months."



There were six large gray tents, and each one had ablack letter onit: A, B, C, D, E, or F. Thefirst five
tents were for the campers. The counsdorsdeptin F.

Stanley was assigned to D tent. Mr. Pendanski was his counsdlor.

"My nameis easy to remember,” said Mr. Pendanski as he shook hands with Stanley just outside the
tent. "Three easy words. pen, dance, key."

Mr. Sir returned to the office.

Mr. Pendanski was younger than Mr. Sir, and not nearly as scary looking. Thetop of hishead was
shaved so closeit was dmost bald, but hisface was covered in athick curly black beard. His nose was
badly sunburned.

"Mr. Sirisn't really so bad," said Mr. Pendanski. "He's just been in abad mood ever since he quit
smoking. The person you've got to worry about isthe Warden. Theresredly only onerule at Camp
Green Lake: Don't upset the Warden.”

Stanley nodded, asif he understood.

"l want you to know, Stanley, that | respect you," Mr. Pendanski said. "'l understand you've made some
bad mistakesin your life. Otherwise you wouldn't be here. But everyone makes mistakes. Y ou may have
done some bad things, but that doesn't mean you're abad kid."

Stanley nodded. It seemed pointlessto try and tell his counsdlor that he was innocent. He figured that
everyone probably said that. He didn't want Mr. Pen-dance-key to think he had a bad attitude.

"I'm going to help you turn your life around,” said his counsglor. "But you're going to have to help, too.
Can| count on your hep?'

"Yes, gr," Stanley sad.
Mr. Pendanski said, "Good," and patted Stanley on the back.

Two boys, each carrying a shovel, were coming across the compound. Mr. Pendanski called to them.
"Rex! Alan! | want you to come say hello to Stanley. He's the newest member of our team.”

The boys glanced wearily a Stanley.

They were dripping with sweet, and their faces were so dirty that it took Stanley amoment to notice that
one kid was white and the other black.

"What happened to Barf Bag?' asked the black kid.

"Lewisisdill inthe hospitd," said Mr. Pendanski. "He won't be returning.” Hetold the boysto come
shake Stanley's hand and introduce themsdlves, "like gentlemen.”



"Hi," thewhite kid grunted.
"That's Alan," said Mr. Pendanski.
"My namésnot Alan," the boy said. "It's Squid. And that's X-Ray."

"Hey," said X-Ray. He smiled and shook Stanley's hand. He wore glasses, but they were so dirty that
Stanley wondered how he could see out of them.

Mr. Pendanski told Alan to go to the Rec Hall and bring the other boysto meet Stanley. Then heled him
inddethe tent.

There were seven cots, each one less than two feet from the one next to it.
"Which was Lewiss cot?' Mr. Pendanski asked.

"Barf Bag dept here,” said X-Ray, kicking at one of the beds.

"All right, Stanley, that'll be yours," said Mr. Pendanski.

Stanley looked at the cot and nodded. He wasn't particularly thrilled about deeping in the same cot that
had been used by somebody named Barf Bag.

Seven crates were stacked in two piles at one side of the tent. The open end of the crates faced
outward. Stanley put his backpack, change of clothes, and towe in what used to be Barf Bag's crate. It
was at the bottom of the stack that had threeiniit.

Squid returned with four other boys. The first three were introduced by Mr. Pendanski as Jose,
Theodore, and Ricky. They caled themsalves Magnet, Armpit, and Zigzag.

"They dl have nicknames," explained Mr. Pendanski. "However, | prefer to use the namestheir parents
gave them—the namesthat society will recognize them by when they return to become useful and
hardworking members of society.”

"It ain't just anickname," X-Ray told Mr. Pendanski. He tapped the rim of his glasses. "1 can seeinside
you, Mom. Y ou've got abig fat heart.”

Thelast boy either didn't have ared name or ese he didn't have a nickname. Both Mr. Pendanski and
X-Ray cdled him Zero.

"Y ou know why his name's Zerao?' asked Mr. Pendanski. "Because theré's nothing inside his head." He
gmiled and playfully shook Zero's shoulder.

Zero sad nothing.
"And that'sMom!" aboy said.

Mr. Pendanski smiled at him. "If it makes you fed better to cal me Mom, Theodore, go ahead and cdll
meMom." Heturned to Stanley. "If you have questions, Theodore will help you. Y ou got that,
Theodore. I'm depending on you."



Theodore spit athin line of sdliva between his teeth, causng some of the other boys to complain about
the need to keep their "home" sanitary.

"You weredl new hereonce," said Mr. Pendanski, "and you al know what it fedslike. I'm counting on
every oneof you to help Stanley.”

Stanley looked at the ground.

Mr. Pendanski |eft the tent, and soon the other boys began to file out aswell, taking their towelsand
change of clotheswith them. Stanley was relieved to be left alone, but hewas so thirsty hefelt asif he
would dieif he didn't get something to drink soon.

"Hey, uh, Theodore," he said, going after him. "Do you know where| canfill my canteen?’

Theodore whirled and grabbed Stanley by his collar. "My name's not Thee-o-dore," he said. "It's
Armpit." Hethrew Stanley to the ground.

Stanley stared up at him, terrified.
"Therésawater spigot onthewall of the shower sdl.”
"Thanks. .. Armpit," said Stanley.

As hewatched the boy turn and walk away, he couldn't for thelife of him figure out why anyonewould
want to be called Armpit.

Inaway, it made him fed alittle better about having to deep in a cot that had been used by somebody
named Barf Bag. Maybe it was aterm of respect.

Stanley took a shower—if you could cal it that, ate dinne—if you could call it that, and went to bed—if
you could cal hissmelly and scratchy cot a bed.

Because of the scarcity of water, each camper was only alowed afour-minute shower. It took Stanley
nearly that long to get used to the cold water. There was no knob for hot water. He kept stepping into,
then jumping back from, the spray, until the water shut off automatically. He never managed to use his
bar of soap, which wasjust aswell, because he wouldn't have had time to rinse off the suds.

Dinner was some kind of stewed meat and vegetables. The meat was brown and the vegetables had
once been green. Everything tasted pretty much the same. He ateit al, and used his dice of white bread
to mop up the juice. Stanley had never been oneto leave food on his plate, no matter how it tasted.

"What'd you do?" one of the campers asked him.



At firg Stanley didn't know what he meant.
"They sent you herefor areason.”
"Oh," heredized. "l stoleapair of snegkers.”

The other boys thought that was funny. Stanley wasn't sure why. Maybe because their crimes were alot
worse than stealing shoes.

"From astore, or-were they on someone's feet?" asked Squid.

"Uh, naither,” Stanley answered. "They beonged to Clyde Livingston.”
Nobody beieved him.

"Sweet Feet?' said X-Ray. "Yeah, right!"

"Noway," said Squid.

Now, as Stanley lay on his cot, he thought it was kind of funny in away. Nobody had believed him
when he said he was innocent. Now, when he said he stole them, nobody believed him either.

Clyde"Sweet Feet" Livingston was afamous basebd | player. Hed led the American Leaguein stolen
bases over the last three years. He was dso the only player in history to ever hit four triplesin one game.

Stanley had aposter of him hanging on the wall of his bedroom. He used to have the poster anyway. He
didn't know whereit was now. It had been taken by the police and was used as evidence of hisguilt in
the courtroom.

Clyde Livingston aso cameto court. In spite of everything, when Stanley found out that Sweet Feet was
going to bethere, he was actudly excited about the prospect of mesting his hero.

Clyde Livingston testified that they were his sneakers and that he had donated them to help raise money
for the homeless shdlter. He said he couldn't imagine what kind of horrible person would stedl from
homeless children.

That was the worst part for Stanley. His hero thought he was a no-good-dirty-rotten thief.

As Stanley tried to turn over on his cot, hewas afraid it was going to collapse under al hisweight. He
barely fit init. When hefinaly managed to roll over on his stomach, the smell was so bad that he had to
turn over again and try deeping on hisback. The cot smelled like sour milk.

Though it was night, the air was till very warm. Armpit was snoring two cots away.



Back at school, a bully named Derrick Dunne used to torment Stanley. The teachers never took
Stanley's complaints serioudy, because Derrick was so much smdler than Stanley. Some teachers even
seemed to find it amusing that alittle kid like Derrick could pick on someone as big as Stanley.

On the day Stanley was arrested, Derrick had taken Stanley's notebook and, after along game of
come-and-get-it, finaly dropped it in the toilet in the boys restroom. By thetime Stanley retrieved it, he
had missed his bus and had to walk home.

It was while he was walking home, carrying hiswet notebook, with the prospect of having to copy the
ruined pages, that the sneakersfdl from the sky.

"I was walking home and the sneakersfell from the sky," he had told the judge. "One hit me on the

It had hurt, too.

They hadn't exactly fallen from the sky. He had just walked out from under afreeway overpass when the
shoe hit him on the head.

Stanley took it as some kind of sign. Hisfather had been trying to figure out away to recycle old
sneekers, and suddenly a pair of sneekersfel on top of him, seemingly out of nowhere, like agift from
God.

Naturdly, he had no way of knowing they belonged to Clyde Livingston. In fact, the shoes were
anything but sweet. Whoever had worn them had had abad case of foot odor.

Stanley couldn't help but think that there was something special about the shoes, that they would
somehow provide the key to hisfather'sinvention. It was too much of a coincidence to beamere
accident. Stanley had felt like he was holding destiny's shoes.

Heran. Thinking back now, he wasn't sure why he ran. Maybe he wasin ahurry to bring the shoesto
hisfather, or maybe he wastrying to run away from his miserable and humiliating day at school.

A patrol car pulled dongside him. A policeman asked him why he was running. Then he took the shoes
and made acall on hisradio. Shortly thereafter, Stanley was arrested.

It turned out the sneakers had been stolen from adisplay at the homeless shelter. That evening rich
people were going to come to the shelter and pay a hundred dollarsto et the food that the poor people
ate every day for free. Clyde Livingston, who had once lived at the shelter when he was younger, was
going to spesk and sign autographs. His shoes would be auctioned, and it was expected that they would
sl for over five thousand dollars. All the money would go to help the homeless.

Because of the baseball schedule, Stanley'stria was delayed several months. His parents couldn't afford
alawyer. "You don't need alawyer," hismother had said. "Just tdll the truth.”

Stanley told the truth, but perhaps it would have been better if he had lied alittle. He could have said he
found the shoesin the street. No one believed they fdl from the sky.

It wasn't destiny, he redized. It was his no-good-dirty-rotten-pig-stealing-great-great-grandfather!

Thejudge caled Stanley's crime despicable. "The shoeswere valued at over five thousand dollars. It



was money that would provide food and shelter for the homeless. And you stole that from them, just so
you could have asouvenir.”

The judge said that there was an opening at Camp Green Lake, and he suggested that the discipline of
the camp might improve Stanley's character. It was either that or jail. Stanley's parents asked if they
could have some time to find out more about Camp Green Lake, but the judge advised them to make a
quick decision. "Vacanciesdon't last long at Camp Green Lake."

The shove felt heavy in Stanley's soft, fleshy hands. Hetried to jam it into the earth, but the blade
banged againgt the ground and bounced off without making a dent. The vibrations ran up the shaft of the

shovel and into Stanley'swrists, making his bonesrattle.

It was ill dark. The only light came from the moon and the stars, more stars than Stanley had ever seen
before. It seemed he had only just gotten to deep when Mr. Pendanski came in and woke everyone up.

Using dl his might, he brought the shovel back down onto the dry lake bed. The force stung his hands
but made no impression on the earth. He wondered if he had a defective shovel. He glanced at Zero,
about fifteen feet away, who scooped out a shovelful of dirt and dumped it on apile that was dready

dmog afoot tdl.

For breakfast they'd been served some kind of lukewarm cereal. The best part was the orangejuice.
They each got apint carton. The cered actudly didn't taste too bad, but it had smelled just like his cot.

Then they filled their canteens, got their shovels, and were marched out across the lake. Each group was
assgned adifferent area.

The shovelswere kept in a shed near the showers. They all looked the same to Stanley, athough X-Ray
had his own specia shovel, which no one else was dlowed to use. X-Ray claimed it was shorter than the

others, but if it was, it was only by afraction of aninch.

The shovels werefive feet long, from thetip of the stedl blade to the end of the wooden shaft. Stanley's
hole would have to be as degp as his shovel, and he'd have to be able to lay the shovd flat acrossthe
bottom in any direction. That was why X-Ray wanted the shortest shovel.

Thelakewas so full of holes and moundsthat it reminded Stanley of pictures held seen of the moon. "If
you find anything interesting or unusud,” Mr. Pendanski had told him, "you should report it either to me
or Mr. Sir when we come around with the water truck. If the Warden likes what you found, you'll get the

rest of the day off."
"What are we supposed to be looking for?' Stanley asked him.

"Y ou're not looking for anything. Y ou're digging to build character. It'sjust if you find anything, the
Warden would like to know about it."



He glanced helplesdy at hisshovd. It wasn't defective. He was defective.

He noticed athin crack in the ground. He placed the point of his shovel on top of it, then jumped on the
back of the blade with both fet.

The shove sank afew inchesinto the packed earth.

He smiled. For oncein hislifeit paid to be overweight.

He leaned on the shaft and pried up hisfirst shovelful of dirt, then dumped it off to the side.

Only ten million more to go, he thought, then placed the shove back in the crack and jumped on it again.

He unearthed severd shovefulsof dirt in this manner, before it occurred to him that he was dumping his

dirt within the perimeter of hishole. Helaid his shovd flat on the ground and marked where the edges of
his hole would be. Five feet was awfully wide.

He moved the dirt he'd aready dug up out past his mark. He took a drink from his canteen. Five feet
would be awfully deep, too.

The digging got easer after awhile. The ground was hardest at the surface, where the sun had baked a
crust about elght inches deep. Beneath that, the earth was looser. But by the time Stanley broke past the
crugt, ablister had formed in the middle of hisright thumb, and it hurt to hold the shovd.

Stanley's great-great-grandfather was named Elya Y elnats. He was born in Latvia. When he was fifteen
yearsold hefdl inlove with MyraMenke.

(He didn't know he was Stanley's great-great-grandfather.)

Myra Menke was fourteen. She would turn fifteen in two months, a which time her father had decided
she should be married.

Elyawent to her father to ask for her hand, but so did Igor Barkov, the pig farmer. Igor wasfifty-seven
yearsold. He had ared nose and fat puffy cheeks.

"I will trade you my fattest pig for your daughter,” Igor offered.
"And what have you got?' Myrasfather asked Elya

"A heart full of love" said Elya

"I'd rather have afat pig," said Myrasfather.

Desperate, Elyawent to see Madame Zeroni, an old Egyptian woman who lived on the edge of town.

He had become friends with her, though she was quite a bit older than him. She was even older than Igor
Barkov.

The other boys of hisvillage liked to mud wrestle. Elya preferred visiting Madame Zeroni and listening to



her many dories.

Madame Zeroni had dark skin and avery wide mouth. When she looked at you, her eyes seemed to
expand, and you fdt like she was | ooking right through you.

"Elya, what'swrong?' she asked, before he even told her he was upset. She was Sitting in a homemade
wheedlchair. She had no |eft foot. Her leg stopped at her ankle.

"I'minlovewith MyraMenke," Elyaconfessed. "But Igor Barkov has offered to trade hisfattest pig for
her. | can't compete with that."

"Good," said Madame Zeroni. "Y ou're too young to get married. Y ou've got your whole life ahead of
you."

"But | love Myra."

"Myras head is as empty as aflowerpot.”

"But she's beauttiful."”

"So isaflowerpot. Can she push aplow? Can she milk agoat? No, sheistoo ddicate. Can she have an

intelligent conversation? No, sheissilly and foolish. Will she take care of you when you are sck?No,
sheisspoiled and will only want you to take care of her. So, sheis beautiful. So what? Ptuui!

Madame Zeroni spat on the dirt.

Shetold Elyathat he should go to America. "Like my son. That'swhere your future lies. Not with Myra
Menke."

But Elyawould hear none of that. He was fifteen, and al he could see was Myras shallow beauty.
Madame Zeroni hated to see Elya so forlorn. Against her better judgment, she agreed to help him.

"It just so happens, my sow gave birth to alitter of pigletsyesterday,” she said. "Thereisonelittle runt
whom shewon't suckle. Y ou may have him. Hewould die anyway."

Madame Zeroni led Elya around the back of her house where she kept her pigs.

Elyatook thetiny piglet, but he didn't see what good it would do him. It wasn't much bigger than arat.
"Hell grow," Madame Zeroni assured him. "Do you see that mountain on the edge of the forest?"
"Yes'" sad Elya

"On the top of the mountain there is a stream where the water runs uphill. Y ou must carry the piglet
every day to thetop of the mountain and let it drink from the stream. Asit drinks, you areto sing to him."

She taught Elyaa specid song to sing to the pig.

"Onthe day of Myrasfifteenth birthday, you should carry the pig up the mountain for thelast time. Then
takeit directly to Myrasfather. It will be fatter than any of Igor's pigs.”



"If itisthat big and fat," asked Elya, "how will | be abdleto carry it up the mountain?'
"The piglet is not too heavy for you now, isit?" asked Madame Zeroni.

"Of course not,” said Elya.

"Do you think it will betoo heavy for you tomorrow?"

"No."

"Every day youwill carry the pig up the mountain. It will get alittle bigger, but you will get alittle
stronger. After you give the pig to Myrasfather, | want you to do one more thing for me."

"Anything," said Elya

"I want you to carry me up the mountain. | want to drink from the stream, and | want you to sing the
song tome."

Elyapromised he would.

Madame Zeroni warned that if hefailed to do this, he and his descendants would be doomed for al of
eternity.

At the time, Elyathought nothing of the curse. He wasjust afifteen-year-old kid, and "eternity” didn't
seem much longer than aweek from Tuesday. Besides, he liked Madame Zeroni and would be glad to
carry her up the mountain. Hewould have doneit right then and there, but he wasn't yet strong enough.

Stanley was il digging. His hole was about three feet deep, but only in the center. 1t doped upward to
the edges. The sun had only just come up over the horizon, but he already could fed its hot rays against
hisface.

As hereached down to pick up his canteen, he felt a sudden rush of dizziness and put his hands on his
kneesto steady himself. For amoment he was afraid he would throw up, but the moment passed. He
drank the last drop of water from his canteen. He had blisters on every one of hisfingers, and onein the
center of each pam.

Everyone ese'shole was alot degper than his. He couldn't actually see their holes but could tell by the
szeof their dirt piles.

He saw acloud of dust moving across the wasteland and noticed that the other boys had stopped
digging and were watching it, too. The dirt cloud moved closer, and he could seethat it trailed behind a
red pickup truck.

Thetruck stopped near where they were digging, and the boys lined up behind it, X-Ray in front, Zero
at therear. Stanley got in line behind Zero.

Mr. Sir filled each of their canteens from atank of water in the bed of the pickup. Ashetook Stanley's
canteen from him, hesaid, "Thisisn't the Girl Scouts, isit?"



Stanley raised and lowered one shoulder.
Mr. Sir followed Stanley back to hishole to see how hewas doing. "Y ou better get withit," he said. " Or

elseyou're going to be digging in the hottest part of the day.” He popped some sunflower seedsinto his
mouth, deftly removed the shellswith histeeth, and spat them into Stanley's hole.

Every day Elyacarried thelittle piglet up the mountain and sang to it asit drank from the stream. Asthe
pig grew fatter, Elyagrew stronger.

On the day of Myrasfifteenth birthday, Elyas pig weighed over fifty stones. Madame Zeroni had told
him to carry the pig up the mountain on that day aswell, but Elyadidn't want to present himsdlf to Myra
amdling likeapig.

Instead, he took a bath. It was his second bath in less than aweek.

Then heled the pig to Myras.

Igor Barkov was there with hispig aswell.

"These aretwo of thefinest pigs I've ever seen,” Myrasfather declared.

He was a so impressed with Elya, who seemed to have grown bigger and stronger in the last two
months. "I used to think you were a good-for-nothing book reader,” he said. "But | see now you could
be an excdlent mud wrestler.”

"May | marry your daughter?' Elyaboldly asked.

"Firg, | must weigh the pigs.”

Alas, poor Elyashould have carried his pig up the mountain onelast time. The two pigs weighed exactly
the same.

Stanley's blisters had ripped open, and new blisters formed. He kept changing his grip on the shovel to
try to avoid the pain. Finally, he removed his cap and held it between the shaft of his shove and hisraw
hands. This helped, but digging was harder because the cap would dip and dide. The sun beat down on
his unprotected head and neck.

Though hetried to convince himself otherwise, held been aware for awhile that his piles of dirt were too
closeto hishole. The pileswere outside hisfive-foot circle, but he could see he was going to run out of
room. Still, he pretended otherwise and kept adding more dirt to the piles, pilesthat he would eventualy
haveto move.

The problem was that when the dirt wasin the ground, it was compacted. It expanded when it was
excavated. The pileswere alot bigger than his hole was deep.

It was either now or later. Reluctantly, he climbed up out of hishole, and once again dug his shovd into



hisprevioudy dug dirt.

Myras father got down on his hands and knees and closdly examined each pig, tail to snout.

"Those are two of the finest pigs| have ever seen,” he said a last. "How am | to decide? | have only one

daughter.”

"Why not let Myradecide?' suggested Elya.
"That's preposterous!” exclaimed Igor, expelling sdivaas he spoke.

"Myraisjust an empty-headed girl," said her father. "How can she possibly decide, when I, her father,
can't?'

"She knows how shefedsin her heart,” said Elya

Myrasfather rubbed his chin. Then he laughed and said, "Why not?' He dapped Elya on the back. "It
doesn't matter to me. A pigisapig.”

He summoned his daughter.
Elya blushed when Myra entered the room. "Good afternoon, Myra," he said.
Shelooked a him. "Y ou're Elya, right?' she asked.

"Myra," said her father. "Elyaand Igor have each offered a pig for your hand in marriage. It doesn't
matter to me. A pigisapig. So | will let you make the choice. Whom do you wish to marry?"

Myralooked confused. "Y ou want me to decide?
"That'sright, my blossom,” said her father.

"Gee, | don't know," said Myra. "Which pig weighs more?"
"They both weigh the same," said her father.

"Golly," said Myra, "I guess | choose Elya— No, Igor. No, Elya No, Igor. Oh, | know! I'll think of a
number between one and ten. I'll marry whoever guesses the closest number. Okay, I'm ready.”

"Ten," guessed Igor.
Elyasad nothing.
"Elya?' said Myra. "What number do you guess?'

Elyadidn't pick anumber. "Marry Igor,” he muttered. "Y ou can keep my pig asawedding present.”



The next time the water truck came it was driven by Mr. Pendanski, who also brought sack lunches.
Stanley sat with hisback against apile of dirt and ate. He had aba oney sandwich, potato chips, and a
large chocolate-chip cookie.

"How you doin'?" asked Magnet.

"Not real good," said Stanley.

"Well, thefirst hol€'sthe hardest,” Magnet said.

Stanley took along, deep bresth. He couldn't afford to dawdle. He was way behind the others, and the
sun just kept getting hotter. It wasn't even noon yet. But he didn't know if he had the strength to stand up.

He thought about quitting. He wondered what they would do to him. What could they do to him?

His clothes were soaked with swest. In school he had learned that sweating was good for you. It was
nature'sway of keeping you cool. So why was he so hot?

Using his shove for support, he managed to get to hisfeet.

"Where are we supposed to go to the bathroom?' he asked Magnet.

Magnet gestured with hisarmsto the great expanse around them. "Pick ahole, any hole" he said.
Stanley staggered across the lake, dmost faling over adirt pile.

Behind him he heard Magnet say, "But first make sure nothing'sliving iniit.”

After leaving Myras house, Elyawandered aimlesdy through the town, until he found himsdf down by
the wharf. He sat on the edge of apier and stared down into the cold, black water. He could not
understand how Myra had trouble deciding between him and Igor. He thought she loved him. Eveniif she
didn't love him, couldn't she see what afoul person Igor was?

It was like Madame Zeroni had said. Her head was as empty as aflowerpot.

Some men were gathering on another dock, and he went to see what was going on. A sign read:

DECK HANDSWANTED

FREE PASSAGE TO AMERICA

He had no sailing experience, but the ship's captain sgned him aboard. The captain could seethat Elya
was aman of great strength. Not everybody could carry afull-grown pig up the side of amountain.

It wasn't until the ship had cleared the harbor and was heading out across the Atlantic that he suddenly



remembered his promise to carry Madame Zeroni up the mountain. He fdlt terrible,

He wasn't afraid of the curse. He thought that was alot of nonsense. He felt bad because he knew
Madame Zeroni had wanted to drink from the stream before she died.

Zero wasthe smdlest kid in Group D, but he wasthefirst oneto finish digging.
"You'refinished?' Stanley asked envioudly.
Zero sad nothing.

Stanley walked to Zero's hole and watched him measure it with his shovel. Thetop of hisholewasa
perfect circle, and the sides were smooth and steep. Not one dirt clod more than necessary had been
removed from the earth.

Zero pulled himself up to the surface. He didn't even smile. Helooked down at his perfectly dug hole,
spat in it, then turned and headed back to the camp compound.

"Zero'sonewerd dude," sad Zigzag.

Stanley would have laughed, but he didn't have the strength. Zigzag had to be the "weirdest dude”
Stanley had ever seen. He had along skinny neck, and abig round head with wild frizzy blond hair that
stuck out in al directions. His head seemed to bob up and down on his neck, like it was on aspring.

Armpit was the second oneto finish digging. He aso spat into his hole before heading back to the camp
compound. One by one, Stanley watched each of the boys spit into his hole and return to the camp
compound.

Stanley kept digging. His hole was dmost up to his shoulders, dthough it was hard to tell exactly where
ground level was because hisdirt piles completely surrounded the hole. The deeper he got, the harder it
wasto raise the dirt up and out of the hole. Once again, he redlized, he was going to have to move the
piles.

His cap was stained with blood from his hands. He felt like he was digging his own grave.

In America, Elyalearned to spesk English. Hefdll in love with awoman named Sarah Miller. She could
push aplow, milk agoat, and, most important, think for hersaf. She and Elya often stayed up half the
night talking and laughing together.

Their lifewas not easy. Elyaworked hard, but bad luck seemed to follow him everywhere. He dways
seemed to be in the wrong place a the wrong time.

He remembered Madame Zeroni telling him that she had asonin America. Elyawas forever looking for
him. Hed walk up to complete strangers and ask if they knew someone named Zeroni, or had ever heard
of anyone named Zeroni.

No onedid. Elyawasn't surewhat held do if he ever found Madame Zeroni's son anyway. Carry him up



amountain and Sng the pig lullaby to him?

After his barn was struck by lightning for the third time, he told Sarah about his broken promise to

Madame Zeroni. "I'm worse than apig thief,” he said. "Y ou should leave me and find someone who isnt
cursed.”

"I'm not leaving you," said Sarah. "But | want you to do one thing for me."
"Anything," said Elya

Sarah amiled. "Sing methe pig lullaby.”

Hesangit for her.

Her eyes sparkled. "That's so pretty. What doesit mean?"

Elyatried hisbest to trandate it from Latvian into English, but it wasn't the same. "It rhymesin Latvian,"
hetold her.

"l could tell," said Sarah.

A year later their child was born. Sarah named him Stanley because she noticed that " Stanley™ was
"Yenats' spelled backward.

Sarah changed the words of the pig lullaby o that they rhymed, and every night she sangit to little
Sanley.

"If only, if only," the woodpecker sighs,

"The bark on the tree was as soft asthe skies.”
While the wolf waits below, hungry and lonely,
Crying to the moo—oo—oon,

"If only, if only."

Stanley's hole was as degp as his shove, but not quite wide enough on the bottom. He grimaced as he
diced off achunk of dirt, then raised it up and flung it onto apile.

Helaid his shovel back down on the bottom of hishole and, to his surprise, it fit. He rotated it and only

had to chip off afew chunksof dirt, here and there, beforeit could lieflat across hisholein every
direction.

He heard the water truck approaching, and felt a strange sense of pride at being able to show Mr. Sir,
or Mr. Pendanski, that he had dug hisfirst hole.



He put his hands on the rim and tried to pull himsdf up.
He couldn't do it. Hisarms were too wesk to lift his heavy body.

He used hislegsto help, but he just didn't have any strength. He was trapped in hishole. It was amost
funny, but he wasn't in the mood to laugh.

"Stanley!" he heard Mr. Pendanski call.

Using his shove, he dug two footholdsin the hole wall. He climbed out to see Mr. Pendanski walking
overtohim.

"I was afraid you'd fainted,” Mr. Pendanski said. "Y ou wouldn't have been the firgt."
"I'm finished," Stanley said, putting his blood-spotted cap back on his head.

"All right!" said Mr. Pendanski, raising his hand for ahigh five, but Stanley ignored it. He didn't have the
drength.

Mr. Pendanski lowered his hand and looked down at Stanley's hole. "Well done," he said. "Y ou want a
ride back?'

Stanley shook hishead. "I'll walk."
Mr. Pendanski climbed back into the truck without filling Stanley's canteen. Stanley waited for him to
drive away, then took another look at his hole. He knew it was nothing to be proud of, but he felt proud

nonethd ess.

He sucked up hislast bit of salivaand spat.

A lot of people don't believein curses.

A lot of people don't believe in yellow-spotted lizards either, but if one bitesyou, it doesn't make a
difference whether you believeinit or not.

Actuadly, itiskind of odd that scientists named the lizard after its yellow spots. Each lizard has exactly
eleven yelow spots, but the spots are hard to see on its yellow-green body.

Thelizard isfrom six to ten incheslong and has big red eyes. In truth, itseyes are yellow, and it isthe
skin around the eyes which isred, but everyone always speaks of itsred eyes. It dso has black teeth and
amilky white tongue.

Looking at one, you would have thought that it should have been named a"'red-eyed" lizard, or a



"black-toothed” lizard, or perhgps a"white-tongued” lizard.
If you've ever been close enough to see the yellow spots, you are probably dead.
The ydlow-spotted lizards like to live in holes, which offer shade from the sun and protection from

predatory birds. Up to twenty lizards may livein one hole. They have strong, powerful legs, and can legp
out of very deep holesto attack their prey. They eat small animals, insects, certain cactus thorns, and the

shdlls of sunflower seeds.

Stanley stood in the shower and let the cold water pour over his hot and sore body. It was four minutes
of heaven. For the second day in arow he didn't use soap. He was too tired.

There was no roof over the shower building, and the wals were raised up six inches off the ground
except in the corners. Therewas no drain in the floor. The water ran out under the walls and evaporated

quickly inthe sun.

He put on his clean set of orange clothes. He returned to histent, put his duty clothesin his crate, got out
his pen and box of stationery, and headed to the rec room.

A sign on the door said WRECK ROOM.

Nearly everything in the room was broken; the TV, the pinball machine, the furniture. Even the people
looked broken, with their worn-out bodies sprawled over the various chairs and sofas.

X-Ray and Armpit were playing pool. The surface of the table reminded Stanley of the surface of the
lake. It wasfull of bumps and holes because so many people had carved their initidsinto the felt.

Therewasaholein thefar wall, and an dectric fan had been placed in front of it. Cheap
arr-conditioning. At least the fan worked.

As Stanley made hisway across the room, he tripped over an outstretched leg.
"Hey, watch it!" said an orange lump on achair.

"You watchiit," muttered Stanley, too tired to care.

"What'd you say?' the Lump demanded.

"Nothin'," said Stanley.

The Lump rose. He was dmost as big as Stanley and alot tougher. "Y ou said something.” He poked his
fat finger in Stanley's neck. "What'd you say?"



A crowd quickly formed around them.

"Becool," said X-Ray. He put his hand on Stanley's shoulder. "Y ou don't want to messwith the
Caveman,” he warned.

"The Caveman's cool," said Armpit.

"I'm not looking for trouble,” Stanley said. "I'm just tired, that'sall.”

The Lump grunted.

X-Ray and Armpit led Stanley over to a couch. Squid did over to make room as Stanley sat down.
"Did you see the Caveman back there?' X-Ray asked.

"The Caveman's one tough dude," said Squid, and he lightly punched Stanley'sarm.

Stanley leaned back againgt the torn vinyl upholstery. Despite his shower, hisbody il radiated heet. "l
wasn't trying to sart anything,” he said.

Thelast thing he wanted to do after killing himself dl day on thelake wasto get in afight with aboy
caled the Caveman. He was glad X-Ray and Armpit had cometo his rescue.

"Well, how'd you like your first hole?" asked Squid.
Stanley groaned, and the other boys laughed.
"Well, thefirst hol€sthe hardest,” said Stanley.

"Noway," said X-Ray. "The second hole'salot harder. Y ou're hurting before you even get started. If
you think you're sore now, just wait and see how you fed tomorrow morning, right?”

"That'sright,” said Squid.

"Plus, thefun'sgone,” said X-Ray.

"Thefun?' asked Stanley.

"Dont lietome,” said X-Ray. "I bet you dwayswanted to dig abig hole, right? Am | right?*

Stanley had never redly thought about it before, but he knew better than to tell X-Ray he wasn't right.
"Every kid in theworld wantsto dig agreat big hole," said X-Ray. "To China, right?"

"Right," said Stanley.

"Seewhat | mean,” said X-Ray. "That'swhat I'm saying. But now the fun's gone. And you till got to do
it again, and again, and again.”

"Camp Fun and Games," said Stanley.



"What'sin the box?" asked Squid.

Stanley had forgotten he had brought it. "Uh, paper. | was going to write aletter to my mother.”
"Y our mother?' laughed Squid.

"Shell worry if | don't.”

Squid scowled.

Stanley looked around the room. Thiswas the one place in camp where the boys could enjoy

themselves, and what'd they do? They wrecked it. The glass on the TV was smashed, asif someone had
put hisfoot through it. Every table and chair seemed to be missing at least one leg. Everything leaned.

Hewaited to write the | etter until after Squid had gotten up and joined the game of pool.

Dear Mom,

Today was my first day at camp, and I've aready made some friends. We've been out on the lake dl
day, so I'm pretty tired. Once | pass the swimming test, I'll get to learn how to water-ski. |

He stopped writing as he became aware that somebody was reading over his shoulder. He turned to see
Zero, standing behind the couch.

"I don't want her to worry about me," he explained.

Zero said nothing. He just stared at the letter with a serious, dmost angry look on hisface.
Stanley dipped it back into the stationery box.

"Did the shoes have red X's on the back?' Zero asked him.

It took Stanley amoment, but then he redlized Zero was asking about Clyde Livingston's shoes.

"Yes, they did,” he said. He wondered how Zero knew that. Brand X was a popular brand of sneakers.
Maybe Clyde Livingston made acommercid for them.

Zero sared a him for amoment, with the same intensity with which he had been staring at the letter.

Stanley poked hisfinger through aholein the vinyl couch and pulled out some of the stuffing. He wasn't
aware of what he was doing.

"C'mon, Caveman, dinner," said Armpit.

"Y ou coming, Caveman?' said Squid.



Stanley looked around to see that Armpit and Squid were talking to him. "Uh, sure," he said. He put the
piece of stationery back in the box, then got up and followed the boys out to the tables.

The Lump wasn't the Caveman. Hewas.

He shrugged hisleft shoulder. It was better than Barf Bag.
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Stanley had no trouble falling adeep, but morning came much too quickly. Every muscleand joint in his
body ached as hetried to get out of bed. He didn't think it was possible but his body hurt more than it
had the day before. It wasn't just his arms and back, but hislegs, ankles, and waist dso hurt. The only
thing that got him out of bed was knowing that every second he wasted meant he was one second closer
to the risng of the sun. He hated the sun.

He could hardly lift his spoon during breskfast, and then he was out on the lake, his spoon replaced by a
shovel. He found acrack in the ground, and began his second hole.

He stepped on the shove blade, and pushed on the very back of the shaft with the base of his thumb.
Thishurt lessthan trying to hold the shaft with his blistered fingers.

Ashe dug, hewas careful to dump the dirt far away from the hole. He needed to save the area around
the hole for when his hole was much deeper.

Hedidn't know if held ever get that far. X-Ray wasright. The second hole was the hardest. It would
takeamiracle.

Aslong asthe sun wasn't out yet, he removed his cap and used it to hel p protect his hands. Once the
sun rose, hewould have to put it back on his head. His neck and forehead had been badly burned the
day before.

Hetook it one shoveful at atime, and tried not to think of the awesome task that lay ahead of him. After
an hour or o, his sore muscles seemed to loosen up alittle bit.

He grunted as hetried to stick his shovd into the dirt. His cap dipped out from under hisfingers, and the
shove fdl free.

Helet it liethere.
Hetook adrink from his canteen. He guessed that the water truck should be coming soon, but he didn't
finish adl the water, just in case he waswrong. HEd learned to wait until he saw the truck, before drinking

thelast drop.

The sun wasn't yet up, but itsrays arced over the horizon and brought light to the sky.



He reached down to pick up his cap, and there next to it he saw awide flat rock. As he put his cap on
his head, he continued to look down at the rock.

He picked it up. He thought he could see the shape of afish, fosslizedinit.

He rubbed off some dirt, and the outline of the fish became clearer. The sun peeked over the horizon,
and he could actudly seetiny lineswhere every one of the fish's bones had been.

Helooked at the barren land adl around him. True, everyonereferred to thisareaas"the lake," but it was
gill hard to believe that this dry wasteland was once full of water.

Then he remembered what Mr. Sir and Mr. Pendanski had both said. If he dug up anything interesting,
he should report it to one of them. If the Warden liked it, he would get the rest of the day off.

Helooked back down at hisfish. Hed found hismiracle.

He continued to dig, though very dowly, as he waited for the water truck. He didn't want to bring
attention to hisfind, afraid that one of the other boys might try to take it from him. He tossed the rock,
face down, beside his dirt pile, asif it had no specid value. A short whilelater he saw the cloud of dirt
heading acrossthe lake.

Thetruck stopped and the boys lined up. They dwayslined up in the same order, Stanley redized, no
matter who got therefirst. X-Ray was dways at the front of the line. Then came Armpit, Squid, Zigzag,
Magnet, and Zero.

Stanley got in line behind Zero. He was glad to be at the back, so no one would notice thefossil. His
pants had very large pockets, but the rock still made abulge.

Mr. Pendanski filled each boy's canteen, until Stanley wasthe only one left.

"I found something," Stanley said, taking it out of his pocket.

Mr. Pendanski reached for Stanley's canteen, but Stanley handed him the rock instead.
"What'sthis?'

"It'safossl," said Stanley. "Seethefish?’

Mr. Pendanski looked at it again.

"See, you can even see dl of itslittle bones,” said Stanley.

"Interesting,” said Mr. Pendanski. "L et me have your canteen.”

Stanley handed it to him. Mr. Pendanski filled it, then returned it.

"Sodo | get therest of the day off?"



"What for?"'
"Y ou know, you said if | found something interesting, the Warden would give me the day off."

Mr. Pendanski laughed as he gave the fossil back to Stanley. "Sorry, Stanley. The Warden isn't
interested infossls”

"Let me seethat,” said Magnet, taking the rock from Stanley.
Stanley continued to stare a Mr. Pendanski.

"Hey, Zig, dig thisrock.”

"Cool," sad Zigzag.

Stanley saw hisfoss| being passed around.

"I don't see nothing," said X-Ray. He took off his glasses, wiped them on hisdirty clothes, and put them
back on.

"Seg, look at thelittlefishy," sad Armpit.
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Stanley returned to his hole. It wasn't fair. Mr. Pendanski had even said hisfossl wasinteresting. He
dammed his shovd into the ground and pried up another piece of earth.

After awhile, he noticed X-Ray had come by and was watching him dig.
"Hey, Caveman, let metak to you asecond,” X-Ray said.

Stanley put down his shovel and stepped up out of hishole.

"Say, ligen," said X-Ray. "If you find something else, giveit to me, okay?"

Stanley wasn't sure what to say. X-Ray was clearly the leader of the group, and Stanley didn't want to
get on hisbad side.

"You're new here, right?' said X-Ray. "I've been here for dmost ayear. I've never found anything. Y ou
know, my eyesight's not so good. No one knows this, but you know why my name's X-Ray?"

Stanley shrugged one shoulder.

"It'spig latinfor Rex. That'sdl. I'mtoo blind to find anything.”



Stanley tried to remember how pig latin worked.

"I mean," X-Ray went on, "why should you get aday off when you've only been here acouple of days?
If anybody getsaday off, it should be me. That'sonly fair, right?"

"l guess," Stanley agreed.

X-Ray smiled. "Y ou're agood guy, Caveman.”

Stanley picked up hisshovd.

The more he thought about it, the more he was glad that he agreed to let X-Ray have anything he might
find. If he was going to survive at Camp Green Lake, it wasfar more important that X-Ray think he was
agood guy than it wasfor him to get one day off. Besides, he didn't expect to find anything anyway.
There probably wasn't anything "of interest” out there, and even if there was, held never been what you
could cdl lucky.

He dammed his blade into the ground, then dumped out another shovelful of dirt. It wasalittle
surprising, he thought, that X-Ray was the leader of the group, since he obvioudy wasn't the biggest or
the toughest. In fact, except for Zero, X-Ray wasthe smdlest. Armpit was the biggest. Zigzag may have
been taler than Armpit, but that was only because of hisneck. Y et Armpit, and al the others, seemed to
be willing to do whatever X-Ray asked of them.

As Stanley dug up another shoveful of dirt, it occurred to him that Armpit wasn't the biggest. He, the
Caveman, was bigger.

Hewas glad they caled him Caveman. It meant they accepted him as a member of the group. He would
have been glad evenif they'd cdled him Barf Bag.

It wasredlly quite remarkable to him. At schoal, bullieslike Derrick Dunne used to pick on him. Y et
Derrick Dunne would be scared senseless by any of the boys here.

Ashedug hishole, Stanley thought about what it would be likeif Derrick Dunne had to fight Armpit or
Squid. Derrick wouldn't stand a chance.

Heimagined what it would be likeif he became good friendswith al of them, and then for some reason
they dl went with him to his school, and then Derrick Dunnetried to steal his notebook . . .

"Just what do you think you're doing?" asks Squid, as he dams his handsinto Derrick Dunne's smug
fece.

"Caveman'sour friend,” says Armpit, grabbing him by the shin collar.
Stanley played the scene over and over again in hismind, each time watching another boy from Group D

beat up Derrick Dunne. It helped him dig hishole and ease his own suffering. Whatever pain hefet was
being felt ten timesworse by Derrick.



12

Again, Stanley wasthe last oneto finish digging. It was late afternoon when he dragged himsdlf back to
the compound. Thistime he would have accepted aride on the truck if it was offered.

When he got to the tent, he found Mr. Pendanski and the other boys Sitting in acircle on the ground.
"Welcome, Stanley," said Mr. Pendanski.

"Hey, Caveman. Y ou get your hole dug?' asked Magnet.

He managed to nod.

"You spitinit?" asked Squid.

Henodded again. "You'reright,” he said to X-Ray. "The second hol€'s the hardest.”

X-Ray shook his head. "The third hole'sthe hardest,” he said.

"Comejoinour circle," said Mr. Pendanski.

Stanley plopped down between Squid and Magnet. He needed to rest up before taking a shower.

"Weve been discussing what we want to do with our lives," said Mr. Pendanski. "Were not going to be
a Camp Green Lake forever. We need to prepare for the day we leave here and join the rest of

society.”

"Hey, that's great, Mom!" said Magnet. "They're going to findly let you out of here?'
The other boys laughed.

"Okay, Josg," said Mr. Pendanski. "What do you want to do with your life?!

"I don't know," said Magnet.

"Y ou need to think about that," said Mr. Pendanski. "It'simportant to have goas. Otherwise you're
going to end up right back in jail. What do you like to do?"

"I don't know," said Magnet.

"Y ou must like something,” said Mr. Pendanski.

"l likeanimas," said Magnet.

"Good," said Mr. Pendanski. "Does anyone know of any jobsthat involve animals?!

"Veterinarian,” said Armpit.



"That'sright,” said Mr. Pendanski.

"He could work in azoo," said Zigzag.

"He belongsin the zoo," said Squid, then he and X-Ray laughed.

"How about you, Stanley? Any ideasfor Jos&?"

Stanley dghed. "Animd trainer," he said. "Likefor the circus, or movies, or something like that."
"Any of those jobs sound good to you, José?" asked Mr. Pendanski.

"Yeah, | likewhat Caveman said. About training animasfor movies. | think it would befuntotrain
monkeys."

X-Ray laughed.

"Don't laugh, Rex," said Mr. Pendanski. "We don't laugh at peopl€'s dreams. Someone is going to have
to train monkeysfor the movies.”

"Who are you kidding, Mom?" asked X-Ray. "Magnet's never going to be amonkey trainer.”

"Y ou don't know that," said Mr. Pendanski. "I'm not saying it'sgoing to be easy. Nothing in lifeis essy.
But that's no reason to give up. You'l be surprised what you can accomplish if you set your mind toit.
After dl, you only have onelife, so you should try to make the most of it."

Stanley tried to figure out what he'd say if Mr. Pendanski asked him what he wanted to do with hislife.
He used to think he wanted to work for the F.B.I., but this didn't seem the appropriate place to mention
that.

"So far you've al done apretty good job a messing up your lives," said Mr. Pendanski. "1 know you
think you're cool." Helooked a Stanley. " So you're Caverman, now, huh? Y ou like digging holes,
Caveman?'

Stanley didn't know what to say.

"Well, let metell you something, Caveman. Y ou are here on account of one person. If it wasn't for that
person, you wouldn't be here digging holesin the hot sun. Y ou know who that personis?"

"My no-good-dirty-rotten-pig-steaing-great-great-grand-father.”

The other boys howled with laughter.

Even Zero smiled.

It wasthefirgt time Stanley had ever seen Zero smile. He usualy had such an angry expression on his
face. Now he had such ahuge smileit almost seemed too big for hisface, likethesmileona

jack-0'-lantern.

"No," said Mr. Pendanski. "That personisyou, Stanley. Y oure the reason you are here. You're



responsible for yourself. Y ou messed up your life, and it'sup to you to fix it. No oneelseisgoing to do it
for you—for any of you."

Mr. Pendanski looked from one boy to another. "Y ou're dl specia inyour own way," hesaid. "Y ou've
all got something to offer. Y ou have to think about what you want to do, then do it. Even you, Zero.

Y ou're not completely worthless.”
The smilewas now gone from Zero'sface.
"What do you want to do with your life?" Mr. Pendanski asked him.
Zero's mouth was shut tight. As he glared at Mr. Pendanski, his dark eyes seemed to expand.

"What about it, Zero?" asked Mr. Pendanski. "What do you like to do?"

"l liketodig holes.
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All too soon Stanley was back out on the lake, sticking his shovd into the dirt. X-Ray wasright: the third
hole was the hardest. So was the fourth hole. And the fifth hole. And the sixth, and the.. . .

Hedug hisshovd into thedirt.

After awhile held lost track of the day of the week, and how many holes he'd dug. It all seemed like one
big hole, and it would take ayear and ahdlf to dig it. He guessed he'd lost at least five pounds. He
figured that in ayear and ahdf held be either in great physical condition, or else dead.

He dug hisshovel into thedirt.

It couldn't dways be this hot, he thought. Surely it got cooler in December. Maybe then they froze.

He dug hisshovel into thedirt.
His skin had gotten tougher. It didn't hurt so much to hold the shovel.

As he drank from his canteen he looked up at the sky. A cloud had appeared earlier in the day. It was
thefirgt cloud he could remember seeing since coming to Camp Green Lake.

He and the other boys had been watching it al day, hoping it would move in front of the sun.
Occasionaly it got close, but it was just teasing them.

Hishole was waist deep. He dug his shove into the dirt. Ashe dumped it out, he thought he saw
something glisten asit fell onto the dirt pile. Whatever it was, it was quickly buried.



Stanley stared a the pile amoment, unsureif held even seenit. Evenif it was something, what good
would it do him?Held promised to give anything he found to X-Ray. It didn't seem worth the effort to
climb out of hisholeto check it out.

He glanced up at the cloud, which was close enough to the sun that he had to squint to look at it.

He dug his shovel back into the earth, scooped out some dirt, and lifted it over hisdirt pile. But instead
of dumping it there, hetossed it off to the Sde. His curiosity had gotten the better of him.

He climbed up out of hishole and sifted hisfingersthrough the pile. He felt something hard and metdlic.

Hepulled it out. It was agold tube, about as long and as wide as the second finger on his right hand.
The tube was open at one end and closed a the other.

He used afew drops of his precious water to cleanit.

There seemed to be some kind of design on theflat, closed end. He poured afew more drops of water
on it and rubbed it on the ingde of his pants pocket.

Helooked again at the design engraved into the flat bottom of the tube. He could see an outline of a
heart, with the lettersK B etched ingdeit.

Hetried to figure out some way that he wouldn't haveto giveit to X-Ray. He could just keep it, but that
wouldn't do him any good. He wanted aday off.

Helooked at the large piles of dirt near where X-Ray was digging. X-Ray was probably amogt finished
for the day. Getting the rest of the day off would hardly do him much good. X-Ray would first haveto

show the tubeto Mr. Sir or Mr. Pendanski, who would then have to show it to the Warden. By then
X-Ray might be done anyway.

Stanley wondered about trying to secretly take the tube directly to the Warden. He could explain the
gtuation to the Warden, and the Warden might make up an excuse for giving him the day off, so X-Ray
wouldn't suspect.

He looked across the lake toward the cabin under the two oak trees. The place scared him. HE'd been
at Camp Green Lake dmost two weeks, and he gill hadn't seen the Warden. That was just aswell. If he
could go hisentire year and a half without seeing the Warden, that would be finewith him.

Besides, he didn't know if the Warden would find the tube "interesting.”" Helooked at it again. It looked
familiar. He thought he/d seen something like it, somewhere before, but couldn't quite placeit.

"What you got there, Caveman?' asked Zigzag.

Stanley'slarge hand closed around the tube. "Nothin', just, uh. . ." It was usdless. "I think | might have
found something.”

"Another foss|?
"No, I'm not surewhat itis."

"Let mesee" sad Zigzag.



Instead of showing it to Zigzag, Stanley brought it to X-Ray. Zigzag followed.

X-Ray looked at the tube, then rubbed his dirty glasses on hisdirty shirt and looked at the tube again.
One by one, the other boys dropped their shovels and came to look.

"It looks like an old shotgun shell,” said Squid.

"Y eah, that's probably what it is," said Stanley. He decided not to mention the engraved design. Maybe
nobody would noticeit. He doubted X-Ray could seeit.

"No, it'stoo long and thin to be a shotgun shell,” said Magnet.

"It'sprobly just apiece of junk,” said Stanley.

"Wel, I'll show it to Mom," said X-Ray. "See what he thinks. Who knows? Maybe I'll get the day off."
"Y our holésdmost finished,” said Stanley.

"Yegh, 07"

Stanley raised and lowered his shoulder. " So, why don't you wait until tomorrow to show it to Mom?'
he suggested. "Y ou can pretend you found it first thing in the morning. Then you can get the whole day

off, instead of just an hour or so this afternoon.”

X-Ray smiled. "Good thinking, Caveman." He dropped the tube into his large pocket on the right leg of
hisdirty orange pants.

Stanley returned to hishole.

When the water truck came, Stanley started to take his place a the end of the line, but X-Ray told him
to get behind Magnet, in front of Zero.

Stanley moved up one placeinline.
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That night, as Stanley lay on his scratchy and smelly cot, he tried to figure out what he could have done
differently, but there was nothing he could do. For oncein hisunlucky life, hewasin the right place at the
right time, and it il didn't help him.

"You got it?" he asked X-Ray the next morning at breakfast.

X-Ray looked at him with haf-opened eyes behind hisdirty glasses. "I don't know what you're talking
about," he grumbled.



"Youknow . .." said Stanley.
"No, | don't know!" X-Ray snapped. "So just leave me alone, okay? | don't want to talk to you."
Stanley didn't say another word.

Mr. Sir marched the boys out to the lake, chewing sunflower seeds dong the way and spitting out the
shdlls. He scraped the ground with his boot hedl, to mark where each boy was supposed to dig.

Stanley stamped down on the back of the blade of the shove, piercing the hard, dry earth. He couldn't
figure out why X-Ray snapped at him. If he wasn't going to produce the tube, why did he make Stanley
giveit to him?Was he just going to keep it? The tube was gold in color, but Stanley didn't think it was
redl gold.

The water truck came alittle after sunrise. Stanley finished hislast drop of water and stepped up out of
hishole. At thistime of day, Stanley sometimes could see some distant hills or mountains on the other
sdeof thelake. They were only visble for a short while and would soon disappear behind the haze of
heat and dirt.

The truck stopped, and the dust cloud drifted past it. X-Ray took his place at the front of theline. Mr.
Pendanski filled his canteen. "Thanks, Mom,” X-Ray said. He didn't mention the tube.

Mr. Pendanski filled all the canteens, then climbed back into the cab of the pickup. He still had to bring
water to Group E. Stanley could see them digging about two hundred yards avay.

"Mr. Pendanski!" X-Ray shouted from his hole, "Wait! Mr. Pendanski! | think | might have found
something!”

The boys dl followed Mr. Pendanski as he walked over to X-Ray's hole. Stanley could seethe gold
tube sticking out of some dirt on the end of X-Ray's shovdl.

Mr. Pendanski examined it and took along look at itsflat bottom. "I think the Warden isgoing to like
this"

"Does X-Ray get the day off?" asked Squid.

"Just keep digging until someone says otherwise,” Mr. Pendanski said. Then he smiled. "Buit if | were
you, Rex, | wouldn't dig too hard.”

Stanley watched the cloud of dust move across the lake to the cabin beneath the trees.

The boysin Group E werejust going to have to wait.

It didn't take long for the pickup to return. Mr. Pendanski stepped out of the cab. A tall woman with red
hair stepped out of the passenger side. She looked even taler than she was, since Stanley wasdownin
his hole. She wore ablack cowboy hat and black cowboy boots which were studded with turquoise
stones. The deeves on her shirt wererolled up, and her arms were covered with freckles, aswas her
face. Shewalked right up to X-Ray.

"Thiswhereyou found it?'



"Yes maam."

"Y our good work will be rewarded.” She turned to Mr. Pendanski. "Drive X-Ray back to camp. Let
him take a double shower, and give him some clean clothes. But first | want you to fill everyone's
"l just filled them alittlewhile ago,” said Mr. Pendanski.

The Warden stared hard at him. "Excuse me," she said. Her voice was soft.

"l had just filled them when Rex—"

"Excuseme," the Warden said again. "Did | ask you when you last filled them?”

"No, butit'sjust—"

"Excuseme”

Mr. Pendanski stopped talking. The Warden wiggled her finger for him to cometo her. "It's hot and it's
only going to get hotter,” she said. "Now, these fine boys have been working hard. Don't you think it
might be possible that they might have taken adrink since you last filled their canteens?’

Mr. Pendanski said nothing.

The Warden turned to Stanley. "Caveman, will you come here, please?’

Stanley was surprised she knew his name. He had never seen her. Until she stepped out of the truck, he
didn't even know the Warden was awoman.

He nervoudy went toward her.

"Mr. Pendanski and | have been having a discussion. Have you taken adrink since Mr. Pendanski last
filled your canteen?'

Stanley didn't want to cause any trouble for Mr. Pendanski. "1 ill got plenty left,” he said.
"Excuseme”

He stopped. "Yeah, | drank some.”

"Thank you. May | see your canteen please.”

Stanley handed it to her. Her fingernails were painted dark red.

She gently shook the canteen, letting the water swish inside the plastic container. "Do you hear the empty
spaces?' she asked.

"Yes," said Mr. Pendanski.

"Thenfill it,” shesaid. "And the next time tell you to do something, | expect you to do it without



questioning my authority. If it'stoo much trouble for you to fill acanteen, I'll give you ashovel. You can
dig the hole, and the Caveman can fill your canteen." She turned back to Stanley. "'l don't think that
would be too much troublefor you, would it?'

"No," sad Stanley.
"So what will it be?' she asked Mr. Pendanski. "Do you want to fill the canteens or do you want to dig?"
“I'll fill the canteens" said Mr. Pendanski.

“Thank you."
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Mr. Pendanski filled the canteens.

The Warden got a pitchfork out of the back of the pickup. She poked it through X-Ray's dirt pile, to see
if anything ese might have been buried in there aswell.

"After you drop off X-Ray, | want you to bring back three wheelbarrows," she said.
X-Ray got in the pickup. Asthetruck pulled away, he leaned out the wide window and waved.

"Zero," said the Warden. "I want you to take over X-Ray's hole." She seemed to know that Zero was
the fastest digger.

"Armpit and Squid, you will keep digging where you have been,” she said. "But you're each going to
have ahelper. Zigzag, you hep Armpit. Magnet will hep Squid. And Caveman, you'll work with Zero.
Werregoing to dig thedirt twice. Zero will dig it out of the hole, and Caveman will carefully shove it into
awhedbarrow. Zigzag will do the samefor Armpit, and the same with Magnet and Squid. We don't
want to miss anything. If either of you find something, you'll both get the rest of the day off, and adouble
shower.

"When the whedlbarrows are full, you are to dump them away from thisarea. We don't want any dirt
pilesto getintheway."

The Warden remained &t the Site for the remainder of the day, along with Mr. Pendanski and Mr. Sir,
who showed up after awhile. Occasionaly Mr. Sir would leave to take water to the other groups of
campers, but otherwise he and the water truck stayed parked there. The Warden saw to it that nobody
in Group D was ever thirsty.

Stanley did ashewastold. He carefully looked through al the dirt dug up by Zero, as he shoveed it into
awhed barrow, though he knew he wouldn't find anything.

It was easier than digging his own hole. When the whedlbarrow was full, he took it agood distance



away before dumpingit.

The Warden couldn't keep still. She kept walking around, looking over the boys shoulders, and sticking
her pitchfork through the dirt piles. Y ou're doing fine, just fine," shetold Stanley.

After awhile, shetold the boysto switch places, so that Stanley, Zigzag, and Magnet dug in the holes,
and Zero, Armpit, and Squid shoveled the excavated dirt into the wheelbarrows.

After lunch, Zero took over the digging again, and Stanley returned to the wheelbarrow. "Theres no
hurry," the Warden said severd times. "The main thing is not to miss anything."

The boys dug until each hole waswell over six feet degp and wide. Still, it was easier for two boysto
dig asix-foot hole than it wasfor one boy to dig afive-foot hole.

"All right, that's enough for today,” the Warden said. "I've waited thislong, | can wait another day.”
Mr. Sir drove her back to her cabin.
"1 wonder how she knew al our names," Stanley said as he walked back to the compound.

"Shewatchesusadl thetime," said Zigzag. " She's got hidden microphones and cameras dl over the
place. In the tents, the Wreck Room, the shower.”

"The shower?" asked Stanley. Hewondered if Zigzag wasjust being paranoid.
"The camerasaretiny,” said Armpit. "No bigger than the toenall on your littletoe.”

Stanley had his doubts about that. He didn't think they could make camerasthat smal. Microphones,
maybe.

He realized that was why X-Ray didn't want to talk to him about the gold tube at breskfast. X-Ray was
afraid the Warden might have been listening.

Onething was certain: They weren't just digging to "build character." They were definitely looking for
something.

And whatever they were looking for, they were looking in the wrong place.

Stanley gazed out across the lake, toward the spot where he had been digging yesterday when he found
the gold tube. He dug the hole into his memory.
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As Stanley entered the Wreck Room, he could hear X-Ray's voice from all the way across the room.



"Seewhat I'm saying," X-Ray said. "Am | right, or am | right?"

The other bodiesin the room were little more than bags of flesh and bones, dumped across broken
chairs and couches. X-Ray wasfull of life, laughing and waving hisarms around as he talked. "Y o,
Caverman, my man!" he caled out.

Stanley made hisway acrossthe room.
"Hey, dide on over, Squid,” said X-Ray. "Make room for the Caveman."
Stanley crashed on the couch.

He had looked for a hidden camerain the shower. He hadn't seen anything, and he hoped the Warden
hadn't either.

"What's the matter?' asked X-Ray. "Y ou guystired or something?' He laughed.
"Hey, keep it down, will you," groaned Zigzag. "I'm trying towatch TV.."

Stanley glanced uncertainly at Zigzag, who was staring very intently at the busted television screen.

The Warden greeted the boys at breakfast the next morning and went with them to the holes. Four dug
in the holes, and three tended to the wheel barrows. "Glad you're here, X-Ray," she said to him. "We
need your sharp eyes."

Stanley spent more time pushing the whedlbarrow than digging, because he was such adow digger. He
carted away the excess dirt and dumped it into previoudy dug holes. He was careful not to dump any of
it in the hole where the gold tube was actualy found.

He could till seethetubein hismind. It seemed so familiar, but hejust couldn't placeit. He thought that
it might have been thelid to afancy gold pen. K B could have been theinitias of afamous author. The
only famous authors he could think of were Charles Dickens, William Shakespeare, and Mark Twain.
Besides, it didn't redlly look like the top of a pen.

By lunchtime the Warden was beginning to lose her patience. She made them eat quickly, so they could
get back to work. "If you can't get them to work any faster,” shetold Mr. Sir, "then you're going to have
to climb down there and dig with them.”

After that, everyone worked faster, especidly when Mr. Sir was watching them. Stanley practicdly ran
when he pushed hiswhedbarrow. Mr. Sr reminded them that they weren't Girl Scouts.

They didn't quit digging until after every other group had finished.

Later, as Stanley sat sprawled across an understuffed chair, hetried to think of away to tell the Warden
where the tube was redlly found, without getting himself or X-Ray into trouble. It didn't seem possible.
He even thought about sneeking out at night and digging in that hole by himsdlf. But the last thing he
wanted to do after digging al day wasto "dig at night, too. Besides, the shovels were locked up at night,



presumably so they couldn't be used as weapons.

Mr. Pendanski entered the Wreck Room. " Stanley," he called as he made hisway to him.
"His name's Caveman,” said X-Ray.

"Stanley," said Mr. Pendanski.

"My name's Caveman,” said Stanley.

"Wdll, | have aletter here for someone named Stanley Yelnats," said Mr. Pendanski. He turned over an
envelopein hishands. "It doesn't say Caveman anywhere."

"Uh, thanks" Stanley said, takingit.

It was from his mother.

"Who'sit from?" Squid asked. "Y our mother?'
Stanley put it in the big pocket of his pants.
"Arent you going to read it to us?' asked Armpit.

"Give him some space,” said X-Ray. "If Caveman doesn't want to read it to us, he doesn't haveto. It's
probably from hisgirlfriend.”

Stanley smiled.

Heread it later, after the other boys had gone to dinner.

Dear Stanley,

It was wonderful to hear from you. Y our |etter made me fedl like one of the other momswho can afford
to send their kids to summer camp. | know it's not the same, but | am very proud of you for trying to
make the best of abad situation. Who knows? Maybe something good will come of this.

Y our father thinks heisreal closeto abreakthrough on his sneaker project. | hope so. Thelandlord is
threatening to evict us because of the odor.

| fed sorry for thelittle old lady who lived in ashoe. It must have smelled awful!

Lovefrom both of us,

"What's o funny?' Zero asked.



It startled him. He thought Zero had gone to dinner with the others.

"Nothing. Just something my mom wrote.”

"What'd she say?' Zero asked.

"Nothing."

"Oh, sorry," said Zero.

"Wdll, see my dad istrying to invent away to recycle old sneakers. So the gpartment kind of smellsbad,
because hel's dways cooking these old sneakers. So anyway, in the letter my mom said she felt sorry for
that little old lady who lived in a shoe, you know, because it must have smelled bad in there."

Zero sared blankly a him.

"Y ou know, the nursery rhyme?"

Zero said nothing.

"Y ou've heard the nursery rhyme about thelittle old lady who lived in ashoe?!

"No."

Stanley was amazed.

"How doesit go?" asked Zero.

"Didn't you ever watch Sesame Street?' Stanley asked.

Zero stared blankly.

Stanley headed on to dinner. He would have fdt pretty silly reciting nursery rhymes at Camp Green
Lake.
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For the next week and ahalf, the boys continued to dig in and around the area where X-Ray had
supposedly found the gold tube. They widened X-Ray's hole, aswell asthe holes Armpit and Squid had
been digging, until the fourth day, when al three holes met and formed one big hole.

Asthe dayswore on, the Warden became less and |ess patient. She arrived later in the morning and left
earlier in the afternoon. Meanwhile, the boys continued to dig later and later.

"Thisisno bigger than it waswhen | |eft you yesterday,” she said after arriving late one morning, well



after sunrise. "What have you been doing down there?"

"Nothing," said Squid.

It was the wrong thing to say.

At just that moment, Armpit was returning from a bathroom break.
"How niceof youtojoinus," shesad. "And what have you been doing?'
"l hadto. ..youknow ... go."

The Warden jabbed at Armpit with her pitchfork, knocking him backward into the big hole. The
pitchfork left three holesin the front of his shirt, and threetiny spots of blood.

"Y ou're giving these boys too much water," the Warden told Mr. Pendanski.

They continued to dig until late afternoon, long after al the other groups had finished for the day. Stanley
was down in the big hole, dong with the other six boys. They had stopped using the whedlbarrows.

He dug his shove into the side of the hole. He scooped up some dirt, and wasraising it up to the surface
when Zigzag's shove caught him in the Side of the head.

He collapsed.

Hewasn't sureif he passed out or not. He looked up to see Zigzag's wild head staring down at him. "I
an'tdigging that dirt up,” Zigzag said. "That'syour dirt."

"Hey, Mom!" Magnet caled. "Caveman's been hurt.”

Stanley brought hisfingers up the sde of hisneck. Hefdt hiswet blood and a pretty big gash just below
hisear.

Magnet hel ped Stanley to hisfeet, then up and out of the hole. Mr. Sir made a bandage out of a piece of
his sack of sunflower seeds and taped it over Stanley's wound. Then he told him to get back to work. "It
intngptime.”

When Stanley returned to the hole, Zigzag was waiting for him.
"That'syour dirt,” Zigzag said. "Y ou haveto dig it up. It's covering up my dirt."

Stanley felt alittle dizzy. He could seeasmall pile of dirt. It took him amoment to redizethat it wasthe
dirt which had been on his shovel when he was hit.

He scooped it up, then Zigzag dug his shovd into the ground undernesth where " Stanley's dirt" had been.
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The next morning Mr. Sir marched the boys to another section of the lake, and each boy dug hisown
hole, five feet deep and five feet wide. Stanley was glad to be away from the big hole. At least now he
knew just how much he had to dig for the day. And it was ardlief not to have other shovels swinging past
hisface, or the Warden hanging around.

He dug his shovd into the dirt, then dowly turned to dump it into apile. He had to make histurns
smooth and dow. If he jerked too quickly, he felt athrobbing pain just above his neck where Zigzag's
shove had hit him.

That part of hishead, between his neck and ear, was considerably swollen. There were no mirrorsin
camp, but he imagined he looked like he had a hard-boiled egg sticking out of him.

The remainder of hisbody hardly hurt at dl. His muscles had strengthened, and his hands were tough
and callused. Hewas Htill the dowest digger, but not dl that much dower than Magnet. Less than thirty
minutes after Magnet returned to camp, Stanley spat into hishole.

After his shower, he put hisdirty clothesin his crate and got out hisbox of stationery. He stayed in the
tent to write the letter so Squid and the other boys wouldn't make fun of him for writing to his mother.

Dear Mom and Dad,

Camp is hard, but chalenging. We've been running obstacle courses, and have to swim long distances
on the lake. Tomorrow welearn...

He stopped writing as Zero walked into the tent, then returned to hisletter. He didn't care what Zero
thought. Zero was nobody.

...torock climb. I know that sounds scary, but don't worry,

Zero was standing beside him now, watching him write,

Stanley turned, and felt his neck throb. "I don't like it when you read over my shoulder, okay?"

Zero sad nothing.

I'll be careful. It'snot al fun and games here, but | think I'm getting alot out of it. It builds character. The



other boys...

"] don't know how," said Zero.

"What?'

"Can you teach me?"

Stanley didn't know what he was talking about. " Teach you what, to rock climb?’
Zero stared at him with penetrating eyes.

"What?' said Stanley. He was hot, tired, and sore.

"l want to |learn to read and write," said Zero.

Stanley let out ashort laugh. He wasn't laughing at Zero. He was just surprised. All thistime he had
thought Zero was reading over his shoulder. "Sorry," he said. "I don't know how to teach.”

After digging dl day, he didn't have the strength to try to teach Zero to read and write. He needed to
save his energy for the people who counted.

"Y ou don't have to teach meto write," said Zero. "Just to read. | don't have anybody to writeto.”
"Sorry," Stanley said again.

His muscles and hands weren't the only parts of hisbody that had toughened over the past severd
weeks. His heart had hardened as well.

Hefinished hisletter. He barely had enough moisturein his mouth to seal and stamp the envelope. It
seemed that no matter how much water he drank, he was always thirsty.
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He was awakened one night by a strange noise. At first he thought it might have been some kind of
animd, and it frightened him. But asthe deep cleared from hishead, he redlized that the noise was
coming from the cot next to him.

Squid was crying.

"Y ou okay?" Stanley whispered.

Squid's head jerked around. He sniffed and caught hisbresth. "Yeah, | just. .. I'mfine" he whispered,



and sniffed again.

In the morning Stanley asked Squid if he wasfeding better.
"What are you, my mother?' asked Squid.

Stanley raised and lowered one shoulder.

"| got dlergies, okay?' Squid said.

"Okay," said Stanley.

"Y ou open your mouth again, and I'll break your jaw."

Stanley kept his mouth shut most of the time. He didn't talk too much to any of the boys, afraid that he

might say thewrong thing. They called him Caveman and dl that, but he couldn't forget thet they were
dangerous, too. They weredl herefor areason. AsMr. Sir would say, thiswasn't aGirl Scout camp.

Stanley was thankful that there were no racia problems. X-Ray, Armpit, and Zero were black. He,
Squid, and Zigzag were white. Magnet was Hispanic. On the lake they were dl the same reddish brown
color—the color of dirt.

Helooked up from his hole to see the water truck and itstrailing dust cloud. His canteen was still dmost
aquarter full. He quickly drank it down, then took his placein line, behind Magnet and in front of Zero.
Theair wasthick with heat, dust, and exhaust fumes.

Mr. Sir filled their canteens.

Thetruck pulled away. Stanley was back in his hole, shove in hand, when he heard Magnet call out.
"Anybody want some sunflower seeds?’

Magnet was standing at ground level, holding a sack of seeds. He popped a handful into his mouth,
chewed, and swallowed, shdlsand dl.

"Over here" caled X-Ray.
The sack |ooked to be about half full. Magnet rolled up the top, then tossed it to X-Ray.
"How'd you get them without Mr. Sir seeing you?" asked Armpit.

"l can't helpit,” Magnet said. He held both hands up, wiggled hisfingers, and laughed. "My fingersare
likelittle magnets.™

The sack went from X-Ray to Armpit to Squid.
"It's sure good to eat something that doesn't come from acan,” said Armpit.

Squid tossed the sack to Zigzag.



Stanley knew it would come to him next. He didn't even want it. From the moment Magnet shouted,
"Anybody want some sunflower seeds," he knew there would be trouble. Mr. Sir was sureto come
back. And anyway, the salted shellswould only make him thirsty.

"Coming your way, Caveman," sad Zigzag. "Airmall and specid ddlivery . . ."

It's unclear whether the seeds spilled before they got to Stanley or after he dropped the bag. It seemed
to him that Zigzag hadn't rolled up the top before throwing it, and that was the reason he didn't catchiit.

But it al happened very fast. One moment the sack was flying through the air, and the next thing Stanley
knew the sack wasin his hole and the seeds were spilled acrossthe dirt.

"Oh, man!" said Magnet.

"Sorry," Stanley said as he tried to sweep the seeds back into the sack.
"l don't want to eet dirt,” said X-Ray.

Stanley didn't know what to do.

"Thetruck's coming!" shouted Zigzag.

Stanley looked up at the approaching dust cloud, then back down at the spilled seeds. He wasin the
wrong place at the wrong time.

What elseisnew?
He dug hisshovel into hishole, and tried to turn over the dirt and bury the seeds.

Wheat he should have done, he redlized later, was knock one of hisdirt piles back into his hole. But the
ideaof putting dirt into his hole was unthinkable.

"Hello, Mr. Sir," said X-Ray. "Back so soon?"
"It ssemslike you were just here" said Armpit.
"Timeflieswhen you're having fun," saild Magnet.
Stanley continued to turn the dirt over in hishole.

"You Girl Scouts having agood time?' asked Mr. Sir. He moved from one hole to another. He kicked a
dirt pile by Magnet's hole, then he moved toward Stanley.

Stanley could see two seeds at the bottom of his hole. As hetried to cover them up, he unearthed a
corner of the sack.

"Well, what do you know, Caveman?' said Mr. Sir, standing over him. "It looks like you found
something.”

Stanley didn't know what to do.



"Digitout,” Mr. Sr said. "Well take it to the Warden. Maybe shell give you therest of the day off.”
"It'snot anything,” Stanley muttered.
"Let me bethejudge of that," said Mr. Sir.

Stanley reached down and pulled up the empty burlap sack. Hetried to hand it to Mr. Sir, but he
wouldn't takeit.

"So, tell me, Caverman,” said Mr. Sir. "How did my sack of sunflower seeds get in your hole?"
"l goleit from your truck."

"You did?'

"Yes, Mr. Sir."

"What happened to dl the sunflower seeds?”

"| atethem.”

"By yoursdf."

"Yes, Mr. Sir."

"Hey, Caveman!" shouted Armpit. "How come you didn't share any with us?'
"That's cold, man," said X-Ray.

"| thought you were our friend,” said Magnet.

Mr. Sir looked around from one boy to another, then back to Stanley. "Well see what the Warden has
to say about this. Let'sgo.”

Stanley climbed up out of his hole and followed Mr. Sir to the truck. He still held the empty sack.
It felt good to St insde the truck, out of the direct rays of the sun. Stanley was surprised he could fedl
good about anything at the moment, but he did. It felt good to sit down on acomfortable seat for a

change. And as the truck bounced along the dirt, he was able to appreciate the air blowing through the
open window onto his hot and swesty face.
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It felt good to walk in the shade of the two oak trees. Stanley wondered if this was how a condemned
man felt on hisway to the electric chair—appreciating dl of the good thingsin lifefor thelast time.



They had to step around holes to get to the cabin door. Stanley was surprised to see so many around
the cabin. He would have expected the Warden to not want the campers digging so close to her home.
But severd holeswereright up againgt the cabin wall. The holeswere closer together here aswell, and
were of different shapesand szes.

Mr. Sir knocked on the door. Stanley till held the empty sack.

"Yes?' the Warden said, opening the door.

"Therésbeen alittle trouble out on the lake," Mr. Sir said. "Caveman will tell you al about it."

The Warden stared at Mr. Sir amoment, then her gaze turned toward Stanley. He felt nothing but dread
now.

"Comein, | suppose," said the Warden. "Y ou're | etting the cold out.”

It was alr-conditioned inside her cabin. The television was going. She picked up the remote and turned it
off.

She sat down on a canvas chair. She was barefoot and wearing shorts. Her legs were as freckled as her
faceand arms.

"Sowhat isit you haveto tell me?

Stanley took abregth to steady himsdf. "While Mr. Sir wasfilling the canteens, | snuck into the truck
and stole his sack of sunflower seeds.”

"l see Sheturned to Mr. Sir. "That'swhy you brought him here?"

"Yes, but | think he'slying. | think someone else stole the sack, and Caveman is covering up for X-Ray
or somebody. It was atwenty-pound sack, and he clamsto have eaten them al by himself." He took the
sack from Stanley and handed it to the Warden.

"l see," the Warden said again.

"The sack wasn't full," said Stanley. "And | spilled alot. Y ou can check my hole.”

"In that room, Caveman, theresasmall flowered case. Will you get it for me, please?’ She pointed to a
door.

Stanley looked at the door, then at the Warden, then back at the door. He dowly walked toward it.

It was akind of dressing room, with asink and amirror. Next to the sink he saw the case, white with
pink roses.

He brought it back out to the Warden, and she st it on the glass coffee table in front of her. She
unclasped the latch and opened the case.

It was a makeup case. Stanley's mother had one smilar to it. He saw severd bottles of nail polish, polish
remover, acouple of lipstick tubes, and other jars and powders.



TheWarden held up asmall jar of dark-red nail polish. "Y ou seethis, Caveman?"

He nodded.

"Thisismy specid nail polish. Do you see the dark rich color? Y ou can't buy thet in astore. | haveto
makeit mysdf."

Stanley had no ideawhy she was showing it to him. He wondered why the Warden would ever have the
need to wear nail polish or makeup.

"Do you want to know my secret ingredient?”
He raised and lowered one shoulder.

The Warden opened the bottle. "Rattlesnake venom." With asmal paintbrush she began applying it to
the nails on her left hand. "It's perfectly harmless. . . whenit'sdry.”

Shefinished her left hand. Shewaved it in the air for afew seconds, then began painting the nails on her
right hand. "It'sonly toxic whileit'swet."

She finished painting her nails, then stood up. She reached over and touched Stanley's face with her
fingers. Sheran her sharp wet nails very gently down his cheek. Hefdt hisskintingle.

The nail on her pinkiejust barely touched the wound behind hisear. A sharp sting of pain caused himto
jump back.

The Warden turned to face Mr. Sir, who was sitting on the fireplace hearth.
"So you think he stole your sunflower seeds?’

"No, he says he stole them, but | think it was—"

She stepped toward him and struck him across the face.

Mr. Sir stared at her. He had three long red marks danting acrossthe left side of hisface. Stanley didn't
know if the redness was caused by her nail polish or hisblood.

It took amoment for the venom to sink in. Suddenly, Mr. Sir screamed and clutched his face with both
hands. He let himsdlf fdl over, ralling off the hearth and onto the rug.

The Warden spoke softly. "I don't especidly care about your sunflower seeds.”
Mr. Sir moaned.
"If you must know," said the Warden, "l liked it better when you smoked.”

For asecond, Mr. Sir's pain seemed to recede. He took several long, deep breaths. Then his head
jerked violently, and he let out a shrill scream, worse than the one before.

The Warden turned to Stanley. "1 suggest you go back to your hole now."



Stanley started to go, but Mr. Sir lay in the way. Stanley could see the muscles on hisface jump and
twitch. His body writhed in agony.

Stanley stepped carefully over him. "l1she—7?"
"Excuse me?' said the Warden.
Stanley was too frightened to speak.

"He'snot going to die," the Warden said. "Unfortunately for you."
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It was along walk back to his hole. Stanley looked out through the haze of heat and dirt at the other
boys, lowering and raising their shovels. Group D wasthe farthest away.

Heredlized that once again he would be digging long after everyone else had quit. He hoped held finish
before Mr. Sir recovered. He didn't want to be out there donewith Mr. Sir.

Hewon't die, the Warden had said. Unfortunately for you.

Walking across the desolate wasteland, Stanley thought about his great-grandfather—not the pig stedler
but the pig steder's son, the one who was robbed by Kissin' Kate Barlow.

Hetried to imagine how he must have felt after Kissin' Kate had left him stranded in the desert. It
probably wasn't awholelot different from theway he himsdf felt now. Kate Barlow had left his
great-grandfather to face the hot barren desert. The Warden had |eft Stanley to face Mr. Sir.

Somehow his great-grandfather had survived for seventeen days, before he was rescued by a couple of
rattlesnake hunters. He was insane when they found him.

When he was asked how he had lived so long, he said he "found refuge on God's thumb."”

He spent nearly amonth in a hospital. He ended up marrying one of the nurses. Nobody ever knew
what he meant by God's thumb, including himsdif.

Stanley heard atwitching sound. He stopped in mid-step, with onefoot ill inthe air.
A réttlesnake lay coiled benesth hisfoot. Itstail was pointed upward, rattling.
Stanley backed hisleg away, then turned and ran.

The rattlesnake didn't chase after him. It had rattled itstail to warn him to stay away.



"Thanksfor the warning,” Stanley whispered as his heart pounded.

The rattlesnake would be alot more dangerousif it didn't have arattle.

"Hey, Caveman!" cdled Armpit. "Youre dill dive."

"What'd the Warden say?" asked X-Ray.

"What'd you tell her?" asked Magnet.

"| told her | stolethe seeds,” said Stanley.

"Good going," said Magnet.

"What'd she do?' asked Zigzag.

Stanley shrugged one shoulder. "Nothing. She got mad a Mr. Sir for bothering her.”
Hedidn't fed like going into details. If hedidn't talk about it, then maybe it didn't happen.

Hewent over to hishole, and to his surpriseit was nearly finished. He Stared at it, amazed. It didn't
make sense.

Or perhapsit did. He smiled. Since he had taken the blame for the sunflower seeds, he redlized, the
other boys had dug his hole for him.

"Hey, thanks" he said.
"Don't look at me," said X-Ray.

Confused, Stanley looked around—from Magnet, to Armpit, to Zigzag, to Squid. None of them took
credit for it.

Then heturned to Zero, who had been quietly digging in hishole since Stanley'sreturn. Zero'shole was
gmdler than dl the others.
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Stanley wasthefirgt one finished. He spat in his hole, then showered and changed into his cleaner set of
clothes. It had been three days since the laundry was done, so even his clean set was dirty and smelly.
Tomorrow, these would become hiswork clothes, and his other set would be washed.

He could think of no reason why Zero would dig hisholefor him. Zero didn't even get any sunflower



seeds.

"l guesshelikesto dig holes” Armpit had said.

"Hesamole," Zigzag had said. "'l think he eatsdirt.”
"Molesdon' eat dirt," X-Ray had pointed out. "Worms et dirt."
"Hey, Zero?' Squid had asked. "Are you amole or aworm?”
Zero had said nothing.

Stanley never even thanked him. But now he sat on his cot and waited for Zero to return from the
shower room.

"Thanks," he said as Zero entered through the tent flap.

Zero glanced a him, then went over to the crates, where he deposited his dirty clothes and towd.
"Why'd you help me?' Stanley asked.

Zero turned around. "Y ou didn't steal the sunflower seeds," he said.

"So, neither did you," said Stanley.

Zero gared a him. His eyes seemed to expand, and it wasamost asif Zero werelooking right through
him. "Y ou didn't stedl the sneakers” he said.

Stanley said nothing.

He watched Zero walk out of the tent. If anybody had X-ray vision, it was Zero.
"Wait!" he called, then hurried out after him.

Zero had stopped just outside the tent, and Stanley ddmost ran into him.

"I'll try to teach you to read if you want," Stanley offered. "I don't know if I know how to teach, but I'm
not that worn-out today, since you dug alot of my hole.”

A big smile spread across Zero's face.

They returned to the tent, where they were lesslikely to be bothered. Stanley got hisbox of stationery
and apen out of hiscrate. They sat on the ground.

"Do you know the aphabet?' Stanley asked.
For a second, he thought he saw aflash of defiancein Zero's eyes, but then it passed.
"I think | know someof it," Zerosaid. "A, B, C,D."

"Kegp going,” said Stanley.



Zero'seyeslooked upward. "E .. . "

"F" sad Stanley.

"G," said Zero. Heblew someair out of theside of hismouth."H ... 1...K, P."
"H,1,J K, L," Stanley said.

"That'sright,” said Zero. "I've heard it before. | just don't have it memorized exactly.”

"That'sdl right," said Stanley. "Here, I'll say the whole thing, just to kind of refresh your memory, then
you cantry it."

He recited the aphabet for Zero, then Zero repeated it without asingle mistake.
Not bad for akid who had never seen Sesame Strest!

"Well, I've heard it before, somewhere," Zero said, trying to act like it was nothing, but hisbig smile gave
him away.

The next step was harder. Stanley had to figure out how to teach him to recognize each letter. He gave
Zero apiece of paper, and took apiece for himsdf. "I guesswell start with A"

He printed acapital A, and then Zero copied it on his sheet of paper. The paper wasn't lined, which
made it more difficult, but Zero's A wasn't bad, just alittle big. Stanley told him he needed to write
smaller, or elsethey'd run out of paper rea quick. Zero printed it smaller.

"Actudly, there are two waysto write each letter,” Stanley said, as he redlized thiswas going to be even
harder than he thought. "That'sa capital A. But usudly you'll sseasmall a. Y ou only have capitas a the
beginning of aword, and only if it'sthe start of asentence, or if it'saproper noun, like aname.”

Zero nodded asif he understand, but Stanley knew he had made very little sense.

He printed alowercase a, and Zero copied it.

"So there arefifty-two," said Zero.

Stanley didn't know what he was talking abouit.

"Ingtead of twenty-six |etters. There areredly fifty-two."

Stanley looked at him, surprised. "I guessthat's right. How'd you figure that out?" he asked.

Zero sad nothing.

"Did you add?"

Zero sad nothing.

"Did you multiply?"



"That's just how many there are," said Zero.

Stanley raised and lowered one shoulder. He didn't even know how Zero knew there were twenty-six in
thefirg place. Did he count them as he recited them?

He had Zero write afew more upper- and lowercase A's, and then he moved on to acapitd B. This
was going to take along time, he redlized.

"Y ou can teach meten lettersaday,” suggested Zero. "Five capitds and five smdls. After fivedays|'ll
know them all. Except on thelast day I'll haveto do twelve. Six capitalsand six smalls.”

Again Stanley stared a him, amazed that he was ableto figure dl that out.

Zero must have thought he was staring for a different reason, because he said, "I'll dig part of your hole
every day. | can dig for about an hour, then you can teach mefor an hour. And since I'm afaster digger
anyway, our holeswill get done about the sametime. | won't haveto wait for you.”

"Okay," Stanley agreed.

AsZero was printing his B's, Stanley asked him how hefigured out it would take five days. "Did you
multiply? Did you divide?'

"That'sjust what itis," Zero said.
"It'sgood math,” said Stanley.

"I'm not stupid,” Zero said. "1 know everybody thinks| am. | just don't like answering their questions.”

Later that night, as he lay on his cot, Stanley reconsidered the deal he had made with Zero. Getting a
break every day would be ardlief, but he knew X-Ray wouldn't like it. He wondered if there might be
some way Zero would agreeto dig part of X-Ray's hole aswell. But then again, why should he? I'm the
oneteaching Zero. | need the bresk so I'll have the energy to ' teach him. I'm the one who took the
blame for the sunflower seeds. I'm the onewho Mr. Sir ismad at.

He closed his eyes, and images from the Warden's cabin floated inside his head: her red fingernails, Mr.
Sir writhing on the floor, her flowered makeup kit.

He opened his eyes.
He suddenly realized where he'd seen the gold tube before.

He'd seen it in his mother's bathroom, and held seen it again in the Warden's cabin. It was half of a
lipgtick container.

KB?

KB?



Hefdt ajolt of astonishment.

His mouth slently formed the name Kate Barlow, as he wondered if it really could have belonged to the
kissin' outlaw.
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One hundred and ten years ago, Green Lake wasthe largest I1ake in Texas. It wasfull of clear cool
water, and it sparkled like agiant emerad in the sun. It was especialy beautiful in the spring, when the
peach trees, which lined the shore, bloomed with pink and rose-colored blossoms.

There was dways atown picnic on the Fourth of July. They'd play games, dance, sing, and swimin the
lake to keep cool. Prizes were awarded for the best peach pie and peach jam.

A specid prize was given every year to Miss Katherine Barlow for her fabulous spiced peaches. No one
€lse even tried to make spiced peaches, because they knew none could be as ddlicious as hers.

Every summer Miss Katherine would pick bushels of peaches and preserve them in jars with cinnamon,
cloves, nutmeg, and other spiceswhich she kept secret. The jarred peacheswould last al winter. They
probably would have lasted alot longer than that, but they were always eaten by the end of winter.

It was said that Green Lake was "heaven on earth” and that Miss Katherine's spiced peaches were
"food for the angels™

Katherine Barlow was the town's only schoolteacher. She taught in an old one-room schoolhouse. It
was old even then. The roof |eaked. The windows wouldn't open. The door hung crooked on its bent

hinges

She was awonderful teacher, full of knowledge and full of life. The children loved her.

She taught classesin the evening for adults, and many of the adultsloved her aswell. She was very
pretty. Her classes were often full of young men, who were alot more interested in the teacher than they
werein getting an education.

But al they ever got was an education.

One such young man was Trout Walker. Hisrea name was Charles Walker, but everyone called him
Trout because histwo feet smelled like a couple of dead fish.

Thiswasn't entirely Trout's fault. He had an incurable foot fungus. In fact, it was the same foot fungus
that ahundred and ten years|ater would afflict the famous balplayer Clyde Livingston. But at least Clyde
Livingston showered every day.

"| take abath every Sunday morning,” Trout would brag, "whether | need to or not."



Most everyone in the town of Green Lake expected Miss Katherine to marry Trout Walker. He wasthe
son of the richest man in the county. Hisfamily owned most of the peach treesand dl theland on the east
gdeof thelake.

Trout often showed up at night school but never paid attention. He talked in class and was disrespectful
of the students around him. He was |oud and stupid.

A lot of men in town were not educated. That didn't bother Miss Katherine. She knew they'd spent most
of their livesworking on farms and ranches and hadn't had much schooling. That waswhy she was
there—to teach them.

But Trout didn't want to learn. He seemed to be proud of his stupidity.

"How'd you like to take aride on my new boat this Saturday?' he asked her one evening after class.

"No, thank you," said Miss Katherine,

"Weve got abrand-new boat,” he said. "Y ou don't even haveto row it."

"Yes, | know," said Miss Katherine.

Everyonein town had seen—and heard—the Walkers new boat. It made a horrible loud noise and
spewed ugly black smoke over the beautiful lake.

Trout had aways gotten everything he ever wanted. He found it hard to believe that Miss Katherine had
turned him down. He pointed hisfinger at her and said, "No one ever says'No' to Charles Walker!"

"l believel just did," said Katherine Barlow.
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Stanley was hdf adegp ashegot inlinefor breakfast, but the sight of Mr. Sir awakened him. The left
side of Mr. Sir'sface had swollen to the size of half a cantd oupe. There were three dark-purple jagged
lines running down his cheek where the Warden had scratched him.

The other boysin Stanley's tent had obvioudy seen Mr. Sir aswell, but they had the good sense not to
say anything. Stanley put a carton of juice and aplastic spoon on histray. He kept his eyes down and
hardly breathed as Mr. Sir ladled some oatmedl-like stuff into his bowl.

He brought histray to the table. Behind him, aboy from one of the other tents said, "Hey, what
happened to your face?"

Therewasacrash.

Stanley turned to see Mr. Sir holding the boy's head against the oatmedl pot. "1s something wrong with



my face?'

The boy tried to speak but couldn't. Mr. Sir had him by the throat.

"Does anyone see anything wrong with my face?' asked Mr. Sir, as he continued to choke the boy.
Nobody said anything.

Mr. Sir let the boy go. His head banged againgt the table as he fell to the ground.

Mr. Sir stood over him and asked, "How does my face [ook to you now?"

A gurgling sound came out of the boy's mouth, then he managed to gasp the word, "Fine."

"I'm kind of handsome, don't you think?"

"Yes, Mr. Sr."

Out on the lake, the other boys asked Stanley what he knew about Mr. Sir's face, but he just shrugged
and dug hishole. If hedidn't talk about it, maybeit would go away.

He worked as hard and asfast as he could, not trying to pace himsalf. He just wanted to get off the lake
and away from Mr. Sir as soon as possible. Besides, he knew he'd get a break.

"Whenever you're ready, just let me know," Zero had said.

Thefirg timethe water truck came, it was driven by Mr. Pendanski. The second time, Mr. Sir was
driving.

No one said anything except "Thank you, Mr. Sir" as hefilled each canteen. No one even dared to look
at hisgrotesque face.

As Stanley waited, he ran histongue over theroof of his mouth and ingde his cheeks. His mouth was as
dry and as parched asthe lake. The bright sun reflected off the side mirror of the truck, and Stanley had
to shidd hiseyeswith hishand.

"Thank you, Mr. Sir," said Magnet, as he took his canteen from him.

"You thirsty, Caveman?' Mr. Sir asked.

"Yes, Mr. Sir," Stanley said, handing his canteen to him.

Mr. Sir opened the nozzle, and the water flowed out of the tank, but it did not go into Stanley's canteen.
Instead, he held the canteen right next to the stream of water.

Stanley watched the water splatter on the dirt, where it was quickly absorbed by the thirsty ground.

Mr. Sir let the water run for about thirty seconds, then stopped. ™Y ou want more?" he asked.



Stanley didn't say anything.

Mr. Sir turned the water back on, and again Stanley watched it pour onto the dirt.
"There, that should be plenty." He handed Stanley his empty canteen.

Stanley stared at the dark spot on the ground, which quickly shrank before his eyes.

"Thank you, Mr. Sir," he said.
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Therewas adoctor in the town of Green Lake, one hundred and ten years ago. His namewas Dr.
Hawthorn. And whenever people got sick, they would go see Doc Hawthorn. But they would also see
Sam, the onion man.

"Oniong! Swext, fresh onions!" Sam would cdl, as he and his donkey, Mary Lou, walked up and down
the dirt roads of Green Lake. Mary Lou pulled acart full of onions.

Sam's onion field was somewhere on the other side of the lake. Once or twice aweek he would tow
across the lake and pick anew batch tofill the cart. Sam had big strong arms, but it would still take all
day for him to row across the lake and another day for him to return. Most of the time he would leave
Mary Lou in ashed, which the Wakerslet him use at no charge, but sometimes he would take Mary Lou
on hisboat with him.

Sam clamed that Mary Lou was dmost fifty years old, which was, and il is, extraordinarily old for a
donkey.

"' She eats nothing but raw onions,”" Sam would say, holding up awhite onion between hisdark fingers.
"It's nature's magic vegetable. If aperson ate nothing but raw onions, he could live to be two hundred
yearsold."

Sam was hot much older than twenty, so nobody was quite sure that Mary Lou wasredly asold ashe
said she was. How would he know?

Stll, nobody ever argued with Sam. And whenever they were sick, they would go not only to Doc
Hawthorn but also to Sam.

Sam dways gave the same advice: "Eat plenty of onions.”

He said that onions were good for the digestion, the liver, the ssomach, the lungs, the heart, and the
brain. "If you don't believe me, just look at old Mary Lou here. She's never been sick aday in her life.”

He dso had many different ointments, lotions, syrups, and pastes al made out of onion juice and
different parts of the onion plant. This one cured asthma. That one was for warts and pimples. Another



was aremedy for arthritis.

He even had a specia ointment which he claimed would cure baldness. "Just rub it on your husband's
head every night when he's degping, Mrs. Collingwood, and soon his hair will be asthick and aslong as
Mary Lou'stal."

Doc Hawthorn did not resent Sam. The folks of Green Lake were afraid to take chances. They would
et regular medicine from Doc Hawthorn and onion concoctions from Sam. After they got over their
illness, no one could be sure, not even Doc Hawthorn, which of the two trestments had done the trick.

Doc Hawthorn was amost completely bald, and in the morning his head often smelled like onions.

Whenever Katherine Barlow bought onions, she dways bought an extraone or two and would let Mary
Lou eat them out of her hand.

"Is something wrong?' Sam asked her one day as she was feeding Mary Lou. "Y ou seem distracted.”
"Oh, just the wesather," said Miss Katherine. "It looks like rain clouds moving in."
"Meand Mary Lou, weliketherain," said Sam.

"Oh, I likeit fine," said Miss Katherine, as she rubbed the donkey's rough hair on top of itshead. "It's
just that the roof leaksin the schoolhouse.™

"l canfix thet," said Sam.
"What are you going to do?' Katherinejoked. "Fill the holes with onion paste?’

Sam laughed. "I'm good with my hands," hetold her. "1 built my own boat. If it leaked, I'd bein big
trouble”

Katherine couldn't help but notice his strong, firm hands.

They made adeal. He agreed to fix the leaky roof in exchange for six jars of spiced peaches.

It took Sam aweek to fix the roof, because he could only work in the afternoons, after school let out
and before night classes began. Sam wasn't allowed to attend classes because he was a Negro, but they
let him fix the building.

Miss Katherine usudly stayed in the schoolhouse, grading papers and such, while Sam worked on the
roof. She enjoyed what little conversation they were able to have, shouting up and down to each other.
She was surprised by hisinterest in poetry. When he took a break, she would sometimes read a poem to
him. On more than one occasion, she would start to read a poem by Poe or Longfellow, only to hear him
finishit for her, from memory.

She was sad when the roof was finished.

"Is something wrong?"' he asked.



"No, you did awonderful job," she said. "It'sjust thet . . . the windows won't open. The children and |
would enjoy abreeze now and then.”

"l canfix that," said Sam.
She gave him two more jars of peaches and Sam fixed the windows.

It was easier to talk to him when he was working on the windows. He told her about his secret onion
field on the other side of thelake, "where the onions grow al year round, and the water runs uphill.”

When the windows were fixed, she complained that her desk wobbled.

"l canfix thet," said Sam.

The next time she saw him, she mentioned that "the door doesn't hang straight,” and she got to spend
another afternoon with him while he fixed the door.

By the end of the first semester, Onion Sam had turned the old run-down schoolhouseinto a

well-crafted, freshly painted jewe of abuilding that the whole town was proud of. People passing by

would stop and admireit. "That's our schoolhouse. It shows how much we vaue education herein Green
Lake"

The only person who wasn't happy with it was Miss Katherine. Sheld run out of things needing to be
fixed.

She sat at her desk one afternoon, listening to the pitter-patter of the rain on the roof. No water |eaked
into the classroom, except for the few dropsthat came from her eyes.

"Onions! Hot sweet onions!" Sam called, out on the street.

She ran to him. She wanted to throw her arms around him but couldn't bring hersdlf to do it. Instead she
hugged Mary Lou's neck.

"Is something wrong?' he asked her.

"Oh, Sam," shesaid. "My heart isbresking."

"I canfix that," said Sam.

Sheturned to him.

He took hold of both of her hands, and kissed her.

Because of therain, there was nobody €l se out on the street. Even if there was, Katherine and Sam
wouldn't have noticed. They werelost in their own world.

At that moment, however, Hattie Parker stepped out of the genera store. They didn't see her, but she
saw them. She pointed her quivering finger in their direction and whispered, " God will punish you!"
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There were no telephones, but word spread quickly through the small town. By the end of the day,
everyonein Green Lake had heard that the schoolteacher had kissed the onion picker.

Not one child showed up for school the next morning.

Miss Katherine sat alone in the classroom and wondered if she had lost track of the day of the week.
Perhapsit was Saturday. It wouldn't have surprised her. Her brain and heart had been spinning ever
since Sam kissed her.

She heard anoise outside the door, then suddenly amob of men and women came storming into the
school building. They wereled by Trout Walker.

"Theresheid" Trout shouted. "The Devil Woman!"

The mob was turning over desks and ripping down bulletin boards.
"'She's been poisoning your children's brainswith books," Trout declared.
They began piling dl the booksin the center of the room.

"Think about what you aredoing!" cried Miss Katherine.

Someone made agrab for her, tearing her dress, but she managed to get out of the building. Sheranto
the sheriff'soffice.

The sheriff had hisfeet up on his desk and was drinking from a bottle of whiskey. "Mornin', Miss
Kathering," he said.

"They're destroying the schoolhouse," she said, gasping for breath. "They'll burn it to the ground if
someone doesn't stop them!™

"Just calm your pretty saf down asecond,” the sheriff said inadow drawl. "And tell me what youre
talking about." He got up from his desk and walked over to her.

"Trout Welker has—"

"Now don't go saying nothing bad about Charles Walker," said the sheriff.
"We don't have much time!" urged Katherine. "Y ou've got to stop them."
"You're sure pretty," said the sheriff.

Miss Katherine stared at himin horror.

"Kissme" sad the sheiff.



She dapped him across the face.

Helaughed. "Y ou kissed the onion picker. Why won't you kiss me?"

Shetried to dap him again, but he caught her by the hand.

Shetried to wrigglefree. "You're drunk!" sheydled.

"I dways get drunk before ahanging.”

"A hanging? Who—"

"It'sagaing the law for a Negro to kiss awhite woman."

"Well, then you'll have to hang me, too," said Katherine. "Because | kissed him back."

"It an't againg thelaw for you to kisshim," the sheriff explained. "Just for himto kissyou."
"Weredl equa under the eyes of God," she declared.

The sheriff laughed. "Then if Sam and | are equa, why won't you kissme?' He laughed again. "I'll make
you aded. One sweet kiss, and | won't hang your boyfriend. I'll just run him out of town."

Miss Katherine jerked her hand free. As she hurried to the door, she heard the sheriff say, "The law will
punish Sam. And God will punish you."

She stepped back into the street and saw smoke rising from the schoolhouse. She ran down to the
lakefront, where Sam was hitching Mary Lou to the onion cart.

"Thank God, | found you," she Sighed, hugging him. "Weve got to get out of here. Now!"
IIWI,H_II

"Someone must have seen uskissing yesterday," she said. "They st fire to the schoolhouse. The sheriff
said hes going to hang you!"

Sam hesitated for amoment, asif he couldn't quite believeit. He didn't want to believeit. "C'mon, Mary
Lou.

"We haveto leave Mary Lou behind,” said Katherine.
Sam stared at her amoment. There weretearsin hiseyes. "Okay."

Sam's boat was in the water, tied to atree by along rope. He untied it, and they waded through the
water and climbed aboard. His powerful arms rowed them away from the shore,

But his powerful armswere no maich for Trout Walker's motorized boat. They were little more than
halfway across the lake when Miss Katherine heard the loud roar of the engine. Then she saw the ugly
black smoke. . .



These arethe facts:

The Walker boat smashed into Sam's boat. Sam was shot and killed in the water. Katherine Barlow was
rescued against her wishes. When they returned to the shore, she saw Mary Lou's body lying on the
ground. The donkey had been shot in the head.

That al happened one hundred and ten years ago. Since then, not one drop of rain hasfalen on Green
Lake.

Y ou make the decison: Whom did God punish?

Three days after Sam's death, Miss Katherine shot the sheriff while hewas sitting in hischair drinking a
cup of coffee. Then she carefully gpplied afresh coat of red lipstick and gave him the kiss he had asked
for.

For the next twenty years Kissin' Kate Barlow was one of the most feared outlawsin al the West.
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Stanley dug his shove into the ground. His hole was about three and a haf feet deep in the center. He
grunted as he pried up some dirt, then flung it off to the Sde. The sun was dmost directly overhead.

He glanced a his canteen lying beside hishole. He knew it was hdf full, but he didn't take adrink just
yet. He had to drink sparingly, because he didn't know who would be driving the water truck the next
timeit came.

Three days had passed since the Warden had scratched Mr. Sir. Every time Mr. Sir delivered water, he
poured Stanley's Sraight onto the ground.

Fortunately, Mr. Pendanski delivered the water more often than Mr. Sir. Mr. Pendanski was obvioudy
aware of what Mr. Sir was doing, because he dways gave Stanley alittle extra. Hed fill Stanley's
canteen, then let Stanley take along drink, then top it off for him.

It helped, too, that Zero was digging some of Stanley's hole for him. Although, as Stanley had expected,
the other boys didn't like to see Stanley sitting around while they were working. They'd say thingslike
"Who died and made you king?" or "1t must be nice to have your own personal dave.”

When hetried pointing out that he was the one who took the blame for the sunflower seeds, the other
boys said it was his fault because he was the one who spilled them. "1 risked my life for those seeds,”
Magnet had said, "and dl | got was onelousy handful.”



Stanley had aso tried to explain that he needed to save his energy so he could teach Zero how to read,
but the other boys just mocked him.

"Same old story, ain't it, Armpit?' X-Ray had said. "The white boy sits around while the black boy does
al thework. Ain't that right, Caveman?"

"No, that's not right," Stanley replied.

"No, itant,"” X-Ray agreed. "It aintright at al."

Stanley dug out another shovelful of dirt. He knew X-Ray wouldn't have been talking like that if he was
the one teaching Zero to read. Then X-Ray would be talking about how important it was that he got his
rest, right? So he could be a better teacher, right?

And that was true. He did need to save his strength so he could be a better teacher, although Zerowasa
quick learner. Sometimes, in fact, Stanley hoped the Warden was watching them, with her secret

cameras and microphones, so she'd know that Zero wasn't as stupid as everyone thought.

From across the lake he could see the gpproaching dust cloud. He took adrink from his canteen, then
waited to see who was driving the truck.

The swelling on Mr. Sir'sface had gone down, but it was il alittle puffy. There had been three scratch
marks down his cheek. Two of the marks had faded, but the middle scratch must have been the deepest,
becauseit il remained. It was ajagged purple line running from below his eye to below hismouth, likea
tattoo of ascar.

Stanley waited in line, then handed him his canteen.

Mr. Sir held it up to his ear and shook it. He smiled at the swishing sound.
Stanley hoped he wouldn't dump it out.

To hissurprise, Mr. Sir held the canteen under the stream of water and filled it.
"Wait here," he said.

Still holding Stanley's canteen, Mr. Sir walked past him, then went around the side of the truck and into
the cab, where he couldn't be seen.

"What'she doing in there?' asked Zero.

"l wish | knew," said Stanley.

A ghort whilelater, Mr. Sir came out of the truck and handed Stanley his canteen. It was il full.
"Thank you, Mr. Sir."

Mr. Sir amiled a him. "What are you waiting for?' he asked. "Drink up." He popped some sunflower
seedsinto hismouth, chewed, and spit out the shdlls.



Stanley was afraid to drink it. He hated to think what land of vile substance Mr. Sir might have put iniit.
He brought the canteen back to his hole. For along time, hel€ft it beside his hole as he continued to dig.
Then, when he was s0 thirsty that he could hardly stand it anymore, he unscrewed the cap, turned the

canteen over, and poured it all out onto the dirt. He was afraid that if he'd waited another second, he
might have taken adrink.

After Stanley taught Zero the fina six letters of the dphabet, he taught him to write his name.
"Capita Z-e-r-0."

Zero wrote the letters as Stanley said them. "Zero," he said, looking at his piece of paper. His smile was
too big for hisface.

Stanley watched him write it over and over again.

Zero Zero Zero Zero Zero Zero Zero . . .

Inaway, it made him sad. He couldn't help but think that a hundred times zero was till nothing.
"Y ou know, that's not my rea name,” Zero said as they headed to the Wreck Room for dinner.
"Wadl, yeah," Stanley said, "I guess| knew that." He had never really been sure.

"Everyone's aways caled me Zero, even before | came here.”

"Oh. Okay."

"My red nameisHector."

"Hector," Stanley repeated.

"Hector Zeroni."
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After twenty years, Kate Barlow returned to Green Lake. It was a place where nobody would ever find
her—a ghost town on aghost lake.

The peach trees had dl died, but there were a couple of small oak trees till growing by an old
abandoned cabin. The cabin used to be on the eastern shore of the lake. Now the edge of the lake was
over five milesaway, and it waslittle more than asmall pond full of dirty water.



Shelived in the cabin. Sometimes she could hear Sam's voice echoing across the emptiness. "Onions!
Sweset fresh onions.”

She knew shewas crazy. She knew she'd been crazy for the last twenty years.

"Oh, Sam," shewould say, peaking into the vast emptiness. "I know it ishaot, but | fed so very cold.
My hands are cold. My feet are cold. My faceiscold. My heart is cold.”

And sometimes shewould hear him say, "I can fix that," and sheéd fed hiswarm arm across her
shoulders.

Sheld been living in the cabin about three months when she was avakened one morning by someone
kicking open the cabin door. She opened her eyesto see the blurry end of arifle, two inches from her
nose.

She could smell Trout Waker'sdirty feet.

"Y ou've got exactly ten secondsto tell me where you've hidden your loot," said Trout. "Or ese I'll blow
your head off."

She yawned.

A redheaded woman was there with Trout. Kate could see her rummaging through the cabin, dumping
drawers and knocking things from the shelves of cabinets.

Thewoman cameto her. "Whereisit?' she demanded.
"LindaMiller?' asked Kate. "Isthat you?'

Linda Miller had been in the fourth grade when Kate Barlow was till ateacher. She had been acute
freckle-faced girl with beautiful red hair. Now her face was blotchy, and her hair was dirty and scraggly.

"It's LindaWaker now," said Trout.

"Oh, Linda, I'm so sorry,” said Kate.

Trout jabbed her throat with therifle. "Wherésthe loot?"

"Thereisnoloot," said Kate.

"Don't give methat!" shouted Trout. "Y ou've robbed every bank from here to Houston."

"You better tell him,” said Linda. "Were desperate.”

"Y ou married him for hismoney, didn't you?" asked Kate.

Lindanodded. "But it'sall gone. It dried up with the lake. The peach trees. The livestock. | kept
thinking: It hasto rain soon. The drought can't last forever. Buit it just kept getting hotter and hotter and

hotter . . ." Her eyesfixed on the shove, which wasleaning up against the fireplace. "She'sburied it!" she
declared.



"l don't know what you're talking about,” said Kate.

Therewas aloud blast as Trout fired hisrifle just above her head. The window behind her shattered.
"Where'sit buried?' he demanded.

"Go ahead and kill me, Trout," said Kate. "But | sure hope you liketo dig. ‘Cause you're going to be
digging for along time. It'sabig vast wasteland out there. Y ou, and your children, and their children, can
dig for the next hundred years and you'll never find it."

Linda grabbed Kate's hair and jerked her head back. "Oh, we're not going to kill you," she said. "But by
the time we're finished with you, you're going to wish you were dead.”

"I've been wishing | was dead for the last twenty years,” said Kate.

They dragged her out of bed and pushed her outside. She wore blue silk pgjamas. Her
turquoi se-studded black boots remained beside her bed.

They loosaly tied her legs together so she could walk, but she couldn't run. They made her walk
barefoot on the hot ground.

They wouldn't let her stop walking.
"Not until you take usto theloot,” said Trout.

Lindahit Kate on the back of her legs with the shovel. "Y ou're going to take usto it sooner or later. So
you might aswell makeit sooner.”

She walked one way, then the other, until her feet were black and blistered. Whenever she stopped,
Lindawhacked her with the shovel.

"I'mlosing my patience," warned Trouit.

Shefdt the shovd jab into her back, and shefel onto hard dirt.
"Get up!" ordered Linda.

Kate struggled to her feet.

"Weé're being easy on you today,” said Trout. "It's just going to keep getting worse and worse for you
until you tekeustoit.”

"Look out!" shouted Linda
A lizard legped toward them. Kate could seeits big red eyes.
Lindatried to hit it with the shovel, and Trout shot at it, but they both missed.

Thelizard landed on Kate's bare ankle. Its sharp black teeth bit into her leg. Its white tongue lapped up
the droplets of blood that leaked out of the wound.



Kate amiled. There was nothing they could do to her anymore. "Start digging,” she said.
"Whereisit?' Linda screeched.
"Where'd you bury it?" Trout demanded.

Kate Barlow died laughing.

PART TWO

THELAST HOLE
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There was a change in the wegther.
For the worse.

The ar became unbearably humid. Stanley was drenched in sweet. Beads of moisture ran down the
handle of hisshovel. It wasamogt asif the temperature had gotten so hot that the air itself was swesting.

A loud boom of thunder echoed across the empty lake.

A storm wasway off to the west, beyond the mountains. Stanley could count more than thirty seconds
between the flash of lightning and the clap of thunder. That was how far away the storm was. Sound
travels agreat distance across a barren wasteland.

Usualy, Stanley couldn't see the mountains at thistime of day. The only time they werevisiblewasjust
at sunup, before the air became hazy. Now, however, the sky was very dark off to the west, and every
timethe lightning flashed, the dark shape of the mountainswould briefly appesr.

"Cmon, ran!" shouted Armpit. "Blow thisway!"

"Maybeitll rain so hard it will fill up thewholelake," said Squid. "We can go svimming.”

"Forty days and forty nights," said X-Ray. "Guess we better start building us an ark. Get two of each
animd, right?'

"Right," said Zigzag. "Two rattlesnakes. Two scorpions. Two yellow-spotted lizards."

The humidity, or maybe the dectricity in the air, had made Zigzag's head even more wild-looking. His



frizzy blond hair stuck amost straight out.

The horizon lit up with ahuge web of lightning. In that split second Stanley thought he saw an unusua
rock formation on top of one of the mountain peaks. The peak looked to him exactly like agiant fist, with
the thumb gticking straight up.

Then it was gone.

And Stanley wasn't sure whether held seen it or not.

"I found refuge on God's thumb.”

That was what his great-grandfather had supposedly said after Kate Barlow had robbed him and left him
stranded in the desert.

No one ever knew what he meant by that. He was ddlirious when he said it.
"But how could helive for three weeks without food or water?' Stanley had asked hisfather.
"l don't know. | wasn't there,” replied hisfather. "1 wasn't born yet. My father wasn't born yet. My

grandmother, your great-grandmother, was anurse in the hospital where they treated him. Hed aways
talked about how she'd dab his forehead with acool wet cloth. He said that'swhy hefell inlove with her.

He thought she was an angd.”
"A red angd?"
Hisfather didn't know.

"What about after he got better? Did he ever say what he meant by God's thumb, or how he survived?
"No. Hejust blamed his no-good-pig-steding-father.”
The storm moved off farther west, dong with any hope of rain. But the image of the fist and thumb

remained in Stanley’s head. Although, instead of lightning flashing behind the thumb, in Stanley's mind, the
lightning was coming out of the thumb, asif it were the thumb of God.
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The next day was Zigzag's birthday. Or so he said. Zigzag lay in his cot as everyone headed outside. "'l
get to deepin, becauseit's my birthday."

Then alittlewhile later he cut into the breskfast line, just in front of Squid. Squid told him to go to the
end of theline. "Hey, it'smy birthday,” Zigzag said, staying where he was.



"It'snot your birthday," said Magnet, who was standing behind Squid.
"Istoo," sad Zigzag. "July 8."

Stanley was behind Magnet. He didn't know what day of the week it was, let aone the date. It could
have been July 8, but how would Zigzag know?

Hetried to figure out how long he'd been at Camp Green Lake, if indeed it was July 8. "1 came hereon
May 24," he said doud. " So that means|'ve been here . . ."

"Forty-six days," said Zero.

Stanley was il trying to remember how many days there werein May and June. He looked at Zero.
Hed learned not to doubt him when it came to math.

Forty-six days. It felt more like athousand. He didn't dig ahole that first day, and he hadn't dug one yet
today. That meant he'd dug forty-four holes—if it redly was July 8.

"Can | have an extracarton of juice?' Zigzag asked Mr. Sir. "It'smy birthday."

To everyonessurprise, Mr. Sir gaveit to him.

Stanley dug hisshovd into the dirt. Hole number 45. "The forty-fifth holeisthe hardest," he said to
himsdf.

But that redly wasn't true, and he knew it. He was alot stronger than when hefirst arrived. His body
had adjusted somewheat to the heat and harsh conditions.

Mr. Sir was no longer depriving him of water. After having to get by on lesswater for aweek or o,
Stanley now felt like he had dl the water he could wart.

Of courseit helped that Zero dug some of his holefor him each day, but that wasn't as greet as everyone
thought it was. He dwaysfdt awkward while Zero was digging his hole, unsure of what to do with

himsdf. Usudly he sood around awhile, before Sitting off by himsdf on the hard ground, with the sun
besting down on him.

It was better than digging.
But not alot better.

When the sun came up a couple of hourslater, Stanley looked for "the thumb of God.” The mountains
were little more than dark shadows on the horizon.

He thought he could make out a spot where the top of one mountain seemed to jut upward, but it didn't
seem very impressive. A short time later the mountains were no longer visible, hidden behind the glare of
the sun, reflecting off thedirty air.

It was possible, he realized, that he was somewhere near where Kate Barlow had robbed his



great-grandfather. If that wasredlly her lipstick tube he'd found, then she must have lived somewhere
around here.

Zero took histurn before the lunch break. Stanley climbed out of hishole, and Zero climbed down into
it.

"Hey, Caveman,” said Zigzag. "Y ou should get awhip. Then if your dave doesn't dig fast enough, you
can crack it across his back."

"He'snot my dave," said Stanley. "Wehaveaded, that'sal.”
"A good ded for you," said Zigzag.
"It was Zero'sidea, not mine."

"Don't you know, Zig?' said X-Ray, coming over. "Caveman's doing Zero abig favor. Zero likesto dig
holes™

"Hesureisaniceguy tolet Zero dig hisholefor him," said Squid.

"Well, what about me?' asked Armpit. "l liketo dig holes, too. Can | dig for you, Caveman, after Zero's
finished?'

The other boys laughed.

"No, | want to," said Zigzag. "It'smy birthday."

Stanley tried hisbest to ignore them.

Zigzag kept at it. "Come on, Caveman. Beapd. Let medig your hole."
Stanley amiled, asif it weredl abig joke.

When Mr. Pendanski arrived with water" and lunch, Zigzag offered Stanley hisplaceinline. "Since
you're so much better than me."

Stanley remained where hewas. "I didn't say | was bet—"

"You'reinsulting him, Zig," said X-Ray. "Why should Caveman take your place, when he deservesto be
a the very front? He's better than dl of us. Aren't you, Caveman?'

"No," said Stanley.
"Sureyou are," said X-Ray. "Now cometo the front of the line where you belong.”
"That'sokay," said Stanley.

"No, it'snot okay," said X-Ray. "Get up here."



Stanley hestated, then moved to the front of theline.

"Well, thisisafirst," Mr. Pendanski said, coming around the side of the truck. Hefilled Stanley's canteen
and handed him asack lunch.

Stanley was glad to get away. He sat down between his hole and Zero's. He was glad that held be
digging hisown holefor the rest of the day. Maybe the other boys would leave him alone. Maybe he
shouldn't let Zero dig his hole for him anymore. But he needed to save his energy to be agood teacher.

He bit into his sandwich, which contained some kind of meat-and-cheese mixture that camein acan.
Just about everything at Green Lake camein acan. The supply truck came once amonth.

He glanced up to see Zigzag and Squid walking toward him.

"I'll giveyou my cookieif you let me dig your hole" said Zigzag.

Squid laughed.

"Here, take my cookie," said Zigzag, holding it out for him.

"No, thanks" said Stanley.

"C'mon, take my cookie," said Zigzag, gticking it in hisface.

"Leavemedone" said Stanley.

"Please eat my cookie," said Zigzag, holding it under Stanley's nose.

Squid laughed.

Stanley pushed it away.

Zigzag pushed him back. "Don't push me!”

"l didnt..." Stanley got to hisfeet. He looked around. Mr. Pendanski wasfilling Zero's canteen.
Zigzag pushed him again. "'l said, 'Don't push me."

Stanley took a step backward, carefully avoiding Zero's hole.

Zigzag kept after him. He shoved Stanley and said, "Quit pushing!™

"Lay off,” said Armpit, as he, Magnet, and X-Ray joined them.

"Why should he?' snapped X-Ray. "Caveman's bigger. He can take care of himself."
"I don't want any trouble," Stanley said.

Zigzag pushed him hard. "Eat my cookie," he said.

Stanley was glad to see Mr. Pendanski coming toward them, aong with Zero.



"Hi, Mom," said Armpit. "Wewere just fooling around.”

"l saw what was going on," Mr. Pendanski said. He turned to Stanley. "Go ahead, Stanley,” he said. "Hit
him back. Y ou're bigger.”

Stanley stared at Mr. Pendanski in astonishment.
"Teach the bully alesson," said Mr. Pendanski.
Zigzag hit Stanley on the shoulder with his open hand. "Teach me alesson," he challenged.

Stanley made afeeble attempt to punch Zigzag, then hefdt aflurry of fists againgt his head and neck.
Zigzag hed hold of his collar with one hand and was hitting him with the other.

The collar ripped and Stanley fell backward onto the dirt.
"That'senough!" Mr. Pendanski yelled.

It wasn't enough for Zigzag. He jumped on top of Stanley.
"Stop!" shouted Mr. Pendanski.

The sde of Stanley'sface was pressed flat against the dirt. He tried to protect himsdlf, but Zigzag'sfists
dammed off hisarms and pounded his face into the ground.

All he could do waswait for it to be over.

Then, suddenly, Zigzag was off of him. Stanley managed to look up, and he saw that Zero had hisarm
around Zigzag'slong neck.

Zigzag made agagging sound, as he desperatdly tried to pry Zero'sarm off of him.
"Youregoing to kill him!" shouted Mr. Pendanski.
Zero kept squeezing.

Armpit charged into them, freeing Zigzag from Zero's choke hold. The three boysfell to the ground in
different directions.

Mr. Pendanski fired hispigtol into the air.

The other counselors came running from the office, the tents, or out on the lake. They had their guns
drawn, but holstered them when they saw the trouble was over.

The Warden waked over from her cabin.

"Therewasariot," Mr. Pendanski told her. "Zero amost strangled Ricky."



The Warden looked at Zigzag, who was still stretching and massaging his neck. Then she turned her
attention to Stanley, who was obvioudy in the worst condition. "What happened to you?'

"Nothing. It wasn't ariot.”

"Ziggy was begting up the Caveman,” said Armpit. "Then Zero started choking Zigzag, and | had to pull
Zero off of Zigzag. It wasal over before Mom fired hisgun.”

"They just got alittle hot, that'sall,” said X-Ray. "Y ou know how it is. Inthe sun al day. People get hat,
right? But everything's cool now."

"l seg," the Warden said. Sheturned to Zigzag. "What's the matter? Didn't you get a puppy for your
birthday?'

"Zig'sjus alittle hot," said X-Ray. "Out in the sun dl day. Y ou know how it is. The blood starts to bail "
"|sthat what happened, Zigzag?" asked the Warden.

"Yeah," said Zigzag. "Like X-Ray said. Working so hard in the hot sun, while Caveman just Stsaround
doing nothing. My blood boiled.”

"Excuse me?' said the Warden. "Caveman digs hisholes, just like everyone e
Zigzag shrugged. " Sometimes.”

"Excuseme?!

"Zero's been digging part of Caveman's hole every day," said Squid.

The Warden looked from Squid to Stanley to Zero.

"I'm teaching him to read and write," said Stanley. "It's sort of atrade. The hole still gets dug, so what
doesit matter who digsit?"

"Excuse me?' said the Warden.

"lsn't it more important for him to learn to read?' Stanley asked. "Doesn't that build character more than
digging holes?"

"That's his character,” said the Warden. "What about your character?'

Stanley raised and lowered one shoulder.

The Warden turned to Zero. "Well, Zero, what have you learned so far?"

Zero said nothing.

"Have you just been digging Caveman's hole for nothing?" the Warden asked him.

"Helikesto dig holes," said Mr. Pendanski.



"Tel mewhat you learned yesterday,” said the Warden. " Surely you can remember that.”
Zero said nothing.

Mr. Pendanski laughed. He picked up ashovel and said, "Y ou might aswell try to teach this shove to
read! It'sgot more brainsthan Zero."

"The'at' sound," said Zero.

"The'at' sound,” repeated the Warden. "Well then, tell me, what does c-a-t spdll?’
Zero glanced around uneasily.

Stanley knew he knew the answer. Zero just didn't like answering questions.
"Cat," Zero said.

Mr. Pendanski clgpped his hands. "Bravo! Bravo! The boy'sageniud”

"F-at?" asked the Warden.

Zero thought amoment.

Stanley hadn't taught him the "f" sound yet.

"Eff," Zero whispered. "Eff-at. Fat."

"How about h-a-t?" asked the Warden.

Stanley hadn't taught him the "h" sound ether.

Zero concentrated hard, then said, "Chat.”

All the counselorslaughed.

"He'sagenius, dl right!" said Mr. Pendanski. "He's so stupid, he doesn't even know he's stupid.”

Stanley didn't know why Mr. Pendanski seemed to haveit in for Zero. If Mr. Pendanski only thought
about it, hed redize it was very logica for Zero to think that the letter "h" made the"ch" sound.

"Okay, from now on, | don't want anyone digging anyone e se's hole," said the Warden. "And no more
reading lessons.”

"I'm not digging another hole," said Zero.
"Good," said the Warden. She turned to Stanley. "Y ou know why you're digging holes? Becauseit's
good for you. It teaches you alesson. If Zero digs your hole for you, then you're not learning your lesson,

areyou?'

"I guessnot,” Stanley mumbled, dthough he knew they weren't digging just to learn alesson. Shewas
looking for something, something that belonged to Kissin' Kate Barlow.



"Why can't | dig my own hole, but still teach Zero to read?' he asked. "What's wrong with that?"
"I'll tell you what'swrong with thet," the Warden said. "It leadsto trouble. Zero dmost killed Zigzag."

"It causes him stress," said Mr. Pendanski. "I know you mean well, Stanley, but face it. Zero'stoo stupid
to learn to read. That's what makes his blood boil. Not the hot sun."

"I'm not digging another hole," said Zero.

Mr. Pendanski handed him the shovel. "Here, takeit, Zero. It'sal you'l ever be good for."
Zero took the shovdl.

Then he swung it like abasebal bat.

The metd blade smashed across Mr. Pendanski's face. His knees crumpled beneath him. He was
unconscious before he hit the ground.

The counsdorsdl drew their guns.

Zero held the shove out in front of him, asif he were going to try to bat away the bullets. "I hate digging
holes," he said. Then he dowly backed away.

"Don't shoot him,” said the Warden. "He can't go anywhere. The last thing we need isan investigation.”

Zero kept backing up, out past the cluster of holes the boys had been digging, then farther and farther
out onto the lake.

"He's going to have to come back for water," the Warden said.

Stanley noticed Zero's canteen lying on the ground near hishole.

A couple of the counsdors helped Mr. Pendanski to hisfeet and into the truck.
Stanley looked out toward Zero, but he had disappeared into the haze.

The Warden ordered the counselors to take turns guarding the shower room and Wreck Room, al day

and dl night. They were not to let Zero drink any water. When he returned, he was to be brought directly
to her.

She examined her fingernailsand sad, "It'samost time for meto paint my nailsagan.”

Before sheleft, shetold the six remaining members of Group D that she till expected seven holes.
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Stanley angrily dug his shove into the dirt. He was angry at everyone—Mr. Pendanski, the Warden,
Zigzag, X-Ray, and his no-good-dirty-rotten-pig-stealing-great-great-grandfather. But mostly he was
angry a himsdf.

Heknew he never should have let Zero dig part of hishole for him. He till could have taught him to
read. If Zero could dig al day and gtill have the strength to learn, then he should have been ableto dig all
day and gill have the strength to teach.

What he should do, he thought, was go out after Zero.
But hedidnt.

None of the others helped him dig Zero's hole, and he didn't expect them to. Zero had been helping him
dig hishole. Now he had to dig Zero's.

Heremained out on the lake, digging during the hottest part of the day, long after everyone else had
gonein. He kept an eye out for Zero, but Zero didn't come back.

It would have been easy to go out after Zero. There was nobody to stop him. He kept thinking that's
what he should do.

Maybe they could climb to the top of Big Thumb.

If it wasn't too far away. And if it was redly the same place where his great-grandfather found refuge.
And if, after ahundred years or so, water was till there.

It didn't seem likely. Not when an entire lake had gone dry.

And even if they did find refuge on Big Thumb, he thought, they'd till have to come back here,
eventudly. Then they'd both have to face the Warden, and her rattlesnake fingers.

Instead, he came up with a better idea, dthough he didn't haveit quitedl figured out yet. He thought that
maybe he could make aded with the Warden. Hed tell her where heredlly found the gold tube if she
wouldn't scratch Zero.

He wasn't sure how he'd make this dedl without getting himsalf in deeper trouble. She might just say, Tell
me where you found it or I'll scratch you, too. Plus, it would mean X-Ray would get in trouble, too.
Sheld probably scratch him up aswell.

X-Ray would be out to get him for the next sixteen months.

He dug hisshovel into thedirt.

By the next morning, Zero gtill hadn't returned. Stanley saw one of the counselors sitting guard by the
water spigot outside the shower wall.

Mr. Pendanski had two black eyes and a bandage over hisnose. "'l always knew he was stupid,”



Stanley heard him say.

Stanley was required to dig only one hole the next day. As he dug, he kept a constant watchout for
Zero, but never saw him. Once again he considered going out on the lake to look for him, but he began
to redizethat it was aready too late.

His only hope was that Zero had found God's thumb on his own. It wasn't impossible. His
great-grandfather had found it. For some reason his great-grandfather had felt the urge to climb to the top
of that mountain. Maybe Zero would fed the same urge.

If it was the same mountain. If water was il there.

Hetried to convince himsdlf it wasn't impaossible. There had been astorm just afew days ago. Maybe
Big Thumb was actualy somekind of natural water tower that caught and stored therain.

It wasn't impossible.

He returned to histent to find the Warden, Mr. Sir, and Mr. Pendanski dl waiting for him.
"Have you seen Zero?' the Warden asked him.

"No."

"Noggnof himat dl?'

"No."

"Do you have any ideawhere he went?"

"NO_"

"Y ou know you're not doing him any favorsif you'relying,” said Mr. Sir. "He can't survive out there for
more than aday or two."

"] don't know where heis."

All three stared at Stanley asif they weretrying to figure out if he wastelling the truth. Mr. Pendanski's
face was so swollen, he could barely open hiseyes. They werejust dits.

"Y ou sure he has no family?' the Warden asked Mr. Pendanski.

"He'saward of the state," Mr. Pendanski told her. "He wasliving on the streets when he was arrested.”
"Isthere anyone who might ask questions? Some social worker who took an interest in him?”

"He had nobody," said Mr. Pendanski. "He was nobody."

The Warden thought amoment. "Okay, | want you to destroy al of hisrecords."



Mr. Pendanski nodded.
"Hewas never herg," said the Warden.
Mr. Sir nodded.

"Can you get into the state files from our computer?' she asked Mr. Pendanski. "I don't want anyonein
the A.G.'s office to know he was here."

"I don't think | can erase him completely from dl the statefiles" said Mr. Pendanski. " Too many
cross-references. But | can makeit so it would be very difficult for anyoneto ever find arecord of him.
Like said, though, no onewill ever look. No one cares about Hector Zeroni."

"Good," said the Warden.
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Two days later anew kid was assigned to Group D. His name was Brian, but X-Ray called him Twitch
because he was always fidgeting. Twitch was assigned Zero's bed, and Zero's crate.

Vacanciesdon't last long at Camp Green Lake.

Twitch had been arrested for stealing acar. He claimed he could bresk into a car, disconnect the alarm,
and hot-wirethe engine, dl inlessthan aminute.

"I never planto, you know, stedl one," he told them. "But sometimes, you know, I'll bewalking past a
real nice car, parked in adeserted area, and, you know, I'll just start twitching. If you think | twitch now,
you should see me when I'm around acar. The next thing | know, I'm behind the whed."

Stanley lay on his scratchy sheets. It occurred to him that his cot no longer smelled bad. He wondered if
the smell had gone away, or if he had just gotten used to it.

"Hey, Caveman,”" said Twitch. "Do weredly haveto get up at 4:307"
"You get used toit,” Stanley told him. "It'sthe coolest part of the day.”
Hetried not to think about Zero. It wastoo late. Either heéld madeit to Big Thumb, or . ..

What worried him the most, however, wasn't that it wastoo late. What worried him the most, what
redly ate at hisinsdes, wasthe fear that it wasn't too late,

What if Zero was Hill dlive, desperately crawling across the dirt searching for water?

Hetried to force theimage out of hismind.



The next morning, out on the lake, Stanley listened as Mr. Sir told Twitch the requirementsfor hishole:
"...aswide and as deep as your shovd."

Twitch fidgeted. Hisfingers drummed against the wooden shaft of his shove, and his neck moved from
Sdetoside

"Y ou won't be twitching so much after digging dl day,” Mr. Sir told him. ™Y ou won't have the Strength to
wiggle your pinkie." He popped some sunflower seedsin his mouth, deftly chewed them, and spat out the
ghdlls. "Thisisnt aGirl Scout camp.”

The water truck came shortly after sunrise. Stanley got in line behind Magnet, ahead of Twitch.

What if it'snot too late?

Hewatched Mr. Sir fill X-Ray's canteen. The image of Zero crawling acrossthe hot dry dirt remained in
his head.

But what could he do about it? Even if Zero was somehow alive after more than four days, how would
Stanley ever find him? It would take days. HE'd need acar.

Or apickup truck. A pickup truck with atank of water in the back.
Stanley wondered if Mr. Sir had left the keysin theignition.

He dowly backed away from the line, then circled over to the side of the truck. He looked through the
window. The keyswere there, dangling in theignition.

Stanley fet hisfingers start to twitch.
He took a deep breath to steady himsalf and tried to think clearly. He had never driven before.
But how hard could it be?

Thisisredly crazy, hetold himself. Whatever he did, he knew held haveto do it quickly, before Mr. Sir
noticed.

It'stoo late, he told himsdlf. Zero couldn't have survived.
But what if it wasn't too late?

He took another deep breath. Think about this, he told himsdlf, but there wasn't time to think. He flung
open the door to the truck and climbed quickly insde.

"Hey!" shouted Mr. Sir.
He turned the key and stepped on the gas pedal. The engine revved.

Thetruck didn't move.



He pressed the pedal to the floor. The engine roared, but the truck was motionless.
Mr. Sir came running around the side of the truck. The door was still open.
"Putitingear!" shouted Twitch.

The gear shift was on the floor next to the seat. Stanley pulled the lever back until the arrow pointed to
theletter D, for Drive.

Thetruck lurched forward. Stanley jerked back against the seat and tightly gripped the whedl asthe
truck accelerated. His foot was pressed to the floor.

Thetruck went faster and faster across the dry lake bed. It bounced over apile of dirt. Suddenly
Stanley was dammed forward, then instantly backward as an airbag exploded in hisface. Hefell out of
the open door and onto the ground.

He had driven Straight into ahole.

Helay onthe dirt staring at the truck, which stuck lopsided into the ground. He sighed. He couldn't
blame his no-good-dirty-rotten-pig-steding-great-great-grandfather thistime. Thistime it was hisown
fault, one hundred percent. He had probably just done the stupidest thing he had ever donein his short
and miserablelife.

He managed to get to hisfeet. He was sore but didn't think he had broken any bones. He glanced back
a Mr. Sir, who remained where he was, staring at Stanley.

He ran. His canteen was strapped around his neck. It banged against his chest as heran, and every time
it hit againgt him, it reminded him that it was empty, empty, empty.

He dowed to awak. Asfar as he could tell, nobody was chasing him. He could hear voices coming
from back by the truck but couldn't make out the words. Occasiondly held hear the revving of the
engine, but the truck wasn't going anywhere anytime soon.

He headed in what he thought was the direction of Big Thumb. He couldn't see it through the haze.

Walking helped calm him down and alowed him to think clearly. He doubted he could makeit to Big
Thumb, and with no water in his canteen, he didn't want to risk hislife on the hope that hedd find refuge
there. HE'd have to return to camp. He knew that. But hewasin no hurry. It would be better to return
later, after everyone had a chance to cdm down. And aslong ashe'd comethisfar, he might aswell ook
for Zero.

He decided he would walk aslong as he could, until he was too wesk to go any farther, then held turn
around and go back.



He amiled as he redlized that wouldn't quite work. He would only go halfway—hdfway asfar ashe
thought he could go, so that he'd still have the strength to return. Then held have to make adedl with the
Warden, tell her where he found Kate Barlow's lipstick tube, and beg for mercy.

He was surprised by how far out the holes extended. He couldn't even see the camp compound
anymore, but he till kept passing holes. Just when he thought he'd passed the last hole, hed come across
another cluster of them, alittle farther away.

Back at the compound, they had dug in a systematic order, row upon row, alowing space for the water
truck. But out here there was no system. It was asif every oncein awhile, in afit of frustration, the
Warden would just pick aspot at random, and say, "What the hell, dig here. It waslike trying to guess
the winning numbersin alottery.

Stanley found himsdf looking down into each hole he passed. He didn't admit to himself what hewas
looking for.

After more than an hour had gone by, he thought he had surely seen the last hole, but then off to the left
he saw another cluster of them. He didn't actualy see the holes. He saw the mounds of dirt that
surrounded them.

He stepped over the mounds and looked into the first hole. His heart stopped.

Down at the bottom was afamily of yellow-spotted lizards. Their large red eyeslooked up at him.

He legpt back over the mound and ran.

Hedidn't know if they were chasing after him. He thought he might have seen one legp out of the hole.
Heran until he couldn't run any farther, then collgpsed. They hadn't come after him.

He sat there awhile and caught his bresth. As he got back to hisfeet, he thought he noticed something on
the ground, maybe fifty yards away. It didn't look like much, maybe just abig rock, but in aland of
nothingness, any little thing seemed unusudl.

Hewaked dowly toward it. The encounter with the lizards had made him very cautious.

It turned out to be an empty sack of sunflower seeds. He wondered if it was the same one Magnet had
golen from Mr. Sir, dthough that didn't seem likely.

Heturned it insde out and found one seed stuck to the burlap.

Lunch.



The sun was aimost directly overhead. He figured he could walk for no more than another hour, maybe
two, before he had to turn back.

It seemed pointless. He could see there was nothing ahead of him. Nothing but emptiness. He was hot,
tired, hungry, and, most of al, thirsty. Maybe he should just turn around now. Maybe hed aready gone
halfway and didn't know it.

Then, looking around, he saw apool of water lessthan a hundred yards away from where he was
standing. He closed his eyes and opened them to make sure he wasn't imagining it. The pool was il
there.

He hurried toward it. The pool hurried away from him, moving as he moved, stopping when he stopped.

There wasn't any water. It was amirage caused by the shimmering waves of heat rising off the dry
ground.

He kept walking. He il carried the empty sack of sunflower seeds. He didn't know if he might find
something to put iniit.

After awhile he thought he could make out the shape of the mountains through the haze. At first he
wasn't sureif thiswas another kind of mirage, but the farther he walked, the clearer they cameinto a
view. Almogt straight ahead of him, he could see what looked like afigt, with its thumb sticking up.

Hedidn't know how far away it was. Five miles? Fifty miles? One thing was certain. It was more than
hafway.

He kept walking toward it, although he didn't know why. He knew he'd have to turn around before he
got there. But every time he looked at it, it seemed to encourage him, giving him the thumbs-up sign.

As he continued waking, he became aware of alarge object on the lake. He couldn't tell what it was, or
evenif it wasnaturd or man-made. It looked alittle like afdlen tree, dthough it didn't seem likely that a
tree would grow here. Morelikely, it wasaridge of dirt or rocks.

The object, whatever it was, was not on the way to Big Thumb but off to the right. He tried to decide
whether to go toit or continue toward Big Thumb. Or maybe just turn around.

There was no point in heading toward Big Thumb, he decided. He would never makeit. For al he knew
it was like chasing the moon. But he could make it to the mysterious object.

He changed directions. He doubted it was anything, but the fact that there was something in the middle
of al thisnothing made it hard for him to pass up. He decided to make the object his halfway point, and
he hoped he hadn't dlready gonetoo far.

Helaughed to himself when he saw what it was. It was a boat—or part of aboat anyway. It struck him
asfunny to see aboat in the middle of thisdry and barren wasteland. But after dl, he redlized, thiswas
oncealake.



The boat lay upside down, haf buried in thedirt.

Someone may have drowned here, he thought grimly—at the same spot where he could very well die of
third.

The name of the boat had been painted on the back. The upside-down red | etters were pedled and
faded, but Stanley could till read the name: Mary Lou.

On one side of the boat there was a pile of dirt and then atunnel leading down below the boat. The
tunnel looked big enough for agood-sized animd to crawl through.

He heard anoise. Something stirred under the boat.

It was coming out.

"Hey!" Stanley shouted, hoping to scare it back insde. His mouth was very dry, and it was hard to shout
very loudly.

"Hey," the thing answered weskly.

Then adark hand and an orange deeve reached up out of the tunnel.
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Zero'sface looked like ajack-0'-lantern that had been left out too many days past Halloween—half
rotten, with sunken eyes and adrooping smile. "Isthat water?' he asked. His voice was weak and raspy .
Hislipswere so paethey were dmost white, and histongue seemed to flop around usalesdy in hismouth

as he spoke, asif it kept getting in the way.

"It'sempty,” said Stanley. He stared at Zero, not quite believing that hewasredl. "l tried to bring you the
whole water truck, but,” he smiled sheepishly, "I droveit into ahole. | can't believeyoure. . ."

"Meneither," said Zero.

"C'mon, we got to get back to camp.”
Zero shook hishead. "I'm not going back.”
"Y ou have to. We both haveto."

"Y ou want some sploosh?' Zero asked.

"Whet?'



Zero shaded hiseyeswith hisforearm. "It's cooler under the boat,” he said.

Stanley watched Zero crawl back through hishole. It was amiracle hewas il dive, but Stanley knew
he would have to get him back to camp soon, even if he had to carry him.

He crawled after him, and was just able to squeeze his body through the hole. He never would have fit
when hefirst came to Camp Green Lake. Hed logt alot of weight.

As he pulled himsdlf through, hisleg struck something sharp and hard. It was ashovel. For asecond
Stanley wondered how it got there, but then remembered that Zero had taken it with him after striking
Mr. Pendanski.

It was cooler under the boat, which was hdf buried in the dirt. There were enough cracks and holesin
the bottom of the boat, now the roof, to provide light and ventilation. He could see empty jars scattered
about.

Zero held ajar in his hand and grunted as he tried to unscrew the lid.

"What isit?'

"Sploosh!™ Hisvoice was strained as heworked on thejar. "That'swhat | cdl it. They were buried
under the boat.”

Hedtill couldn't get thelid off. "I found sixteen jars. Here, hand methe shove.”

Stanley didn't have alot of room to move. He reached behind him, grabbed the wooden end of the
shovel, and held it out to Zero, bladefirst.

"Sometimesyou just haveto. . ." Zero said, then he hit the jar againgt the blade of the shovel, breaking
the top of thejar clean off. He quickly brought the jar to his mouth and licked the sploosh off the jagged
edges before it spilled.

"Careful,” Stanley warned.

Zero picked up the cracked lid and licked the sploosh off that as well. Then he handed the broken jar to
Stanley. "Drink some."

Stanley held it in hishand and stared at it amoment. He was afraid of the broken glass. Hewas aso
afraid of the sploosh. It looked like mud. Whatever it was, he redlized, it must have been in the boat
when the boat sank. That meant it was probably over ahundred years old. Who knew what kind of
bacteriamight beliving init?

"It'sgood,” said Zero, encouraging him.
He wondered if Zero had heard of bacteria. Heraised the jar to his mouth and carefully took asip.

It was awarm, bubbly, mushy nectar, sweet and tangy. It felt like heaven asit flowed over hisdry mouth
and down his parched throat. He thought it might have been some kind of fruit at some time, perhaps

peaches.

Zero smiled a him. "I told you it was good.”



Stanley didn't want to drink too much, but it was too good to resst. They passed the jar back and forth
until it was empty. "How many areleft?’ he asked.

"None," said Zero.

Stanley's mouth dropped. "Now | have to take you back," he said.

"I'm not digging any more holes" said Zero.

"They won't make you dig," Stanley promised. "They'll probably send you to ahospita, like Barf Bag.”
"Barf Bag stepped on arattlesnake,” said Zero.

Stanley remembered how he'd amost done the same. "I guess he didn't hear the rattle.”
"Hedid it on purpose,” said Zero.

"Youthink?'

"Hetook off his shoe and sock first."

Stanley shivered ashetried to imagineit.

"What's Mar-ya L uh-oh-00?7" asked Zero.

"Wha?'

Zero concentrated hard. "Mar ya, Luh oh 00."

"l havenoidea”

"I'll show you," said Zero. He crawled hack out from under the boat.

Stanley followed. Back outside, he had to shield his eyes from the brightness.

Zero walked around to the back of the boat and pointed to the upside-down letters. "Mm-ar-yuh.
Luh-oh-00."

Stanley smiled. "Mary Lou. It'sthe name of the boat."
"Mary Lou," Zero repeated, studying the letters. "1 thought 'y' made the 'yuh' sound.”

"It does," said Stanley. "But not when it's at the end of aword. Sometimes'y' isavowd and sometimes
it'saconsonant.”

Zero suddenly groaned. He grabbed his ssomach and bent over.
"Areyou dl right?'

Zero dropped to the ground. He lay on hisside, with hisknees pulled up to his chest. He continued to



groan,

Stanley watched helplesdy. He wondered if it was the sploosh. He looked back toward Camp Green
Lake. At least he thought it was the direction of Camp Green Lake. He wasn't entirely sure.

Zero stopped moaning, and his body sowly unbent.
"I'm taking you back," said Stanley.
Zero managed to Sit up. He took severd deep breaths.

"L ook, | got aplan so youwon't get introuble,” Stanley assured him. "Remember when | found the gold
tube. Remember, | gaveit to X-Ray, and the Warden went crazy making us dig where she thought
X-Ray found it. | think if | tell the Warden where | redly found it, | think shelll let us off."

"I'm not going back," said Zero.

"You've got nowhere elseto go," said Stanley.

Zero sad nothing.

"Youll dieout here" said Stanley.

"Then I'll die out here"

Stanley didn't know what to do. He had come to rescue Zero and instead drank the last of his sploosh.
He looked off into the distance. "'l want you to look at something.”

||Ilm not_ll

"l just want you to look at that mountain up there. See the one that has something sticking up out of it?

"Yeah, | think."

"What doesit look liketo you? Doesit look like anything?"

Zero sad nothing.

But as he studied the mountain, hisright hand dowly formed into afist. He raised histhumb. Hiseyes
went from the mountain, to his hand, then back to the mountain.
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They put four of the unbroken jarsin the burlap sack, in case they might be able to use them. Stanley
carried the sack. Zero held the shovd.



"I should warnyou," Stanley said. "I'm not exactly the luckiest guy intheworld.”

Zero wasn't worried. "When you spend your wholelifeliving inahole™ he said, "the only way you can
goisup.”

They gave each other the thumbs-up sign, then headed ouit.
It was the hottest part of the day. Stanley's empty-empty-empty canteen was still strapped around his

neck. He thought back to the water truck, and wished he'd at least stopped and filled his canteen before
running off.

They hadn't gone very far before Zero had another attack. He clutched his somach ashe let himself fdll
to the ground.

Stanley could only wait for it to pass. The sploosh had saved Zero'slife, but it was now destroying him
from the insde. He wondered how long it would be before he, too, felt the effects.

Helooked at Big Thumb. It didn't seem any closer than when they first started out.
Zero took adeep breath and managed to sit up.
"Canyouwdk?' Stanley asked him.

"Just give me asecond,” Zero said. He took another breath, then, using the shovel, pulled himself back
to hisfeet. He gave Stanley the thumbs-up sign and they continued.

Sometimes Stanley would try to go for along while without looking at Big Thumb. Hed make amental
sngpshot of how it looked, then wait maybe ten minutes before looking at it again, to seeif it seemed
closer.

It never did. It waslike chasing the moon.

And if they ever reached it, he redlized, then they'd till haveto climbit.

"] wonder who shewas,” said Zero.

"Who?'

"Mary Lou," said Zero.

Stanley smiled. "I guess she was once ared person on ared lake. It's hard to imagine.”

"| bet shewas pretty,” said Zero. "Somebody must have loved her alot, to name aboat after her."

"Yeah," said Stanley. "'l bet shelooked great in abathing suit, Stting in the boat while her boyfriend
rowed."

Zero used the shovel asathird leg. Two legs weren't enough to keep him up. "1 got to stop and rest,” he



sad after awhile.

Stanley looked a Big Thumb. It ill didn't look any closer. Hewas afraid if Zero stopped, he might
never get started again. "We're dmost there,” he said.

He wondered which was closer: Camp Green Lake or Big Thumb?
"l redlly haveto st down.”
"Just seeif you cango alittle—"

Zero collapsed. The shovel stayed up afraction of asecond longer, perfectly balanced on the tip of the
blade, then it fdl next to him.

Zero knelt, bent over with his head on the ground. Stanley could hear a very low moaning sound coming
from him. Helooked at the shovel and couldn't help but think that he might need it to dig agrave. Zero's
last hole,

And who will dig agrave for me? he thought.

But Zero did get up, once again flashing thumbs-up.

"Give me somewords," he said weakly.

It took Stanley afew secondsto realize what he meant. Then he smiled and said, "R-u-n."

Zero sounded it out to himsdlf. "Rr-un, run. Run.”

"Good. F-u-n."

"Hfun."

The spelling seemed to help Zero. 1t gave him something to concentrate on besides his pain and
weakness.

It distracted Stanley aswell. The next time he looked up a Big Thumb, it redlly did seem closer.

They quit spelling words when it hurt too much to talk. Stanley's throat was dry. He was weak and
exhausted, yet as bad as he felt, he knew that Zero felt ten timesworse. Aslong as Zero could keep
going, he could keep going, too.

It was possible, he thought, he hoped, that he didn't get any of the bad bacteria. Zero hadn't been able
to unscrew thelid. Maybe the bad germs couldn't get in, either. Maybe the bacteriawere only inthe jars
which opened easily, the ones he was now carrying in his sack.

What scared Stanley the most about dying wasn't his actua death. He figured he could handle the pain.
It wouldn't be much worse than what he felt now. In fact, maybe at the moment of his death he would be
too wesk to fed pain. Death would be ardief. What worried him the most was the thought of his parents
not knowing what happened to him, not knowing whether he was dead or dive. He hated to imagine
what it would be like for his mother and father, day after day, month after month, not knowing, living on
fase hope. For him, at least, it would be over. For his parents, the pain would never end.



Hewondered if the Warden would send out asearch party to look for him. It didn't seem likely. She
didn't send anyone to look for Zero. But no one cared about Zero. They smply destroyed hisfiles.

But Stanley had afamily. She couldn't pretend he was never there. He wondered what she would tell
them. And when?

"What do you think's up there?' Zero asked.

Stanley looked to the top of Big Thumb. "Oh, probably an Itaian restaurant,” he said.
Zero managed to laugh.

"I think I'll get a pepperoni pizzaand alarge root beer," said Stanley.

"I want an ice cream sundae," said Zero. "With nuts and whipped cream, and bananas, and hot fudge.”

The sun was dmogt directly in front of them. The thumb pointed up toward it.

They cameto the end of the lake. Huge white stone cliffs rose up before them.

Unlike the eastern shore, where Camp Green Lake was Situated, the western shore did not slope down

gradudly. It was asif they had been walking across the flat bottom of agiant frying pan, and now they
had to somehow climb up out of it.

They could no longer see Big Thumb. The dliffs blocked their view. The dliffsaso blocked out the sun.
Zero groaned and clutched his ssomach, but he remained standing. "I'm al right," he whispered.

Stanley saw arut, about afoot wide and six inches deep, running down acliff. On either sde of the rut
were aseries of ledges. "Let'stry there," he said.

It looked to be about afifty-foot climb, straight up.

Stanley ill managed to hold the sack of jarsin hisleft hand as he dowly moved up, from ledge to ledge,

crisscrossing therut. At times he had to use the side of the rut for support, in order to make it to the next
ledge.

Zero stayed with him, somehow. Hisfrail body trembled terribly as he climbed the sonewall.

Some of the ledges were wide enough to sit on. Others stuck out no more than afew inches—just

enough for aquick step. Stanley stopped about two-thirds of the way up, on afairly wide ledge. Zero
came up aongsde him.

"You okay?' Stanley asked.
Zero gave the thumbs-up sign. Stanley did the same.

He looked above him. He wasn't sure how he'd get to the next ledge. It wasthree or four feet above his



head, and he didn't see any footholds. He was afraid to ook down.

"Givemeaboog,” said Zero. "Then I'll pull you up with the shove."

"Y ouwon't be ableto pull meup,” said Stanley.

"Yes, | will," said Zero.

Stanley cupped his hands together, and Zero stepped on hisinterwoven fingers. Hewas able to lift Zero
high enough for him to grab the protruding dab of rock. Stanley continued to hep him from below as
Zero pulled himsdlf onto the ledge.

While Zero was getting himsdlf situated up there, Stanley ' attached the sack to the shove by poking a
hole through the burlap. He held it up to Zero.

Zerofirst grabbed hold of the sack, then the shovel. He set the shovel so that half the blade was
supported by the rock dab. The wooden shaft hung down toward Stanley. "Okay," he said.

Stanley doubted thiswould work. It was onething for him to lift Zero, who was half hisweight. It was
quite another for Zero to try to pull him up.

Stanley grabbed hold of the shove as he climbed up the rock wall, using the sides of therut to help
support him. His hands moved one over the other, up the shaft of the shovel.

Hefdt Zero'shand clasp hiswrigt.
Helet go of the shaft with one hand and grabbed the top of the ledge.

He gathered his strength and for a brief second seemed to defy gravity as he took aquick step up the
wall and, with Zero'shelp, pulled himself the rest of the way over the ledge.

He caught his breath. There was no way he could have done that afew months ago.
He noticed alarge spot of blood on hiswrigt. It took him amoment to realize that it was Zero's blood.

Zero had degp gashesin both hands. He had held on to the metd blade of the shovd, keeping itin
place, as Stanley climbed.

Zero brought his hands to his mouth and sucked up his blood.

One of the glassjars had broken in the sack. They decided to save the pieces. They might need to make
aknife or something.

They rested briefly, then continued on up. It was afairly easy climb the rest of the way.

When they reached flat ground, Stanley looked up to see the sun, afiery bal balancing on top of Big
Thumb. God was twirling abasketball.

Soon they were waking in the long thin shadow of the thumb.
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"We're damost there," said Stanley. He could see the base of the mountain.

Now that they really were dmost there, it scared him. Big Thumb was hisonly hope. If therewas no
water, no refuge, then they'd have nothing, not even hope.

There was no exact place where the flat |and stopped and the mountain began. The ground got steeper
and steeper, and then there was no doubt that they were heading up the mountain.

Stanley could no longer see Big Thumb. The dope of the mountain wasin the way.

It became too steep to go straight up. Instead they zigzagged back and forth, increasing their dtitude by
smal increments every time they changed directions.

Patches of weeds dotted the mountainside. They walked from one patch to another, using the weeds as
footholds. Asthey got higher, the weeds got thicker. Many had thorns, and they had to be careful
walking through them.

Stanley would have liked to stop and rest, but he was afraid they'd never get started again. Aslong as
Zexro could keep going, he could keep going, too. Besides, he knew they didn't have much daylight left.

Asthe sky darkened, bugs began appearing above the weed patches. A swarm of gnats hovered around
them, attracted by their sweat. Neither Stanley nor Zero had the strength to try to swat at them.

"How are you doing?' Stanley asked.

Zero pointed thumbs up. Then he said, "If agnat lands on me, it will knock me over.”
Stanley gave him some more words. "B-u-g-s," he spelled.

Zexro concentrated hard, then said, "Boogs.”

Stanley laughed.

A wide smile spread across Zero's sick and weary face aswell. "Bugs,” he said.

"Good," said Stanley. "Remember, it'sashort U’ if theré'sno '€ a the end. "Okay, herésahard one.
How about, I-u-n-c-h?"

"Luh— Luh~un—" Suddenly, Zero made a horrible, wrenching noise as he doubled over and grabbed
his ssomach. Hisfrail body shook violently, and he threw up, emptying his ssomach of the sploosh.

Heleaned on his knees and took severa deep breaths. Then he straightened up and continued going.

The swarm of gnats stayed behind, preferring the contents of Zero's ssomach to the sweet on the boys



faces.

Stanley didn't give him any more words, thinking that he needed to save his strength. But about ten or
fifteen minuteslater, Zero said, "Lunch.”

Asthey climbed higher, the patches of weeds grew thicker, and they had to be careful not to get their
feet tangled in thorny vines. Stanley suddenly realized something. There hadn't been any weeds on the
lake.

"Weeds and bugs," he said. "There's got to be water around somewhere. We must be getting close.”
A wide clown-like smile spread across Zero's face. He flashed the thumbs-up sign, then fell.

Hedidn't get up. Stanley bent over him. "C'mon, Zero," he urged. "We're getting close. C'mon, Hector.
Weeds and bugs. Weeds and boogs."

Stanley shook him. "I've dready ordered your hot fudge sundae,” he said. "They're making it right now."

Zero said nothing.
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Stanley took hold of Zero's forearms and pulled him upright. Then he stooped down and let Zero fdll
over hisright shoulder. He stood up, lifting Zero's worn-out body off the ground.

He left the shovel and sack of jars behind as he continued up the mountain. Zero'slegs dangled in front
of him.

Stanley couldn't see hisfeet, which made it difficult to walk through the tangled patches of weeds and
vines. He concentrated on one step at atime, carefully raising and setting down each foot. He thought
only about each step, and not the impossible task that lay before him.

Higher and higher he climbed. His strength came from somewhere deegp inside himself and also seemed
to come from the outside as well. After focusing on Big Thumb for so long, it was asif therock had
absorbed his energy and now acted like akind of giant magnet pulling him toward it.

After awhile he became aware of afoul odor. At first he thought it came from Zero, but it seemed to be
intheair, hanging heavy dl around him.

He aso noticed that the ground wasn't as steep anymore. Asthe ground flattened, a huge stone
precipice rose up ahead of him, just barely visiblein the moonlight. It seemed to grow bigger with each
step he took.

It no longer resembled athumb.



And heknew hed never be ableto climbit.

Around him, the smell became stronger. It was the bitter smell of despair.

Even if he could somehow climb Big Thumb, he knew he wouldn't find water. How could there be water
at the top of agiant rock? The weeds and bugs survived only by an occasiona rainstorm, like the one he
had seen from camp.

Still, he continued toward it. If nothing else, he wanted to &t |east reach the Thumb.

He never madeit.

Hisfeet dipped out from under him. Zero's head knocked against the back of his shoulder as he fell and
tumbled into asmal muddy gully.

Ashelay face down in the muddy ditch, he didn't know if held ever get up again. He didn't know if held
eventry. Had hecomeal thisway just to . . . Y ou need water to make mud!

He crawled aong the gully in the direction that seemed the muddiest. The ground became gloppier. The
mud splashed up as he dapped the ground.

Using both hands, he dug a hole in the soggy soil. It was too dark to see, but he thought he could fed a
tiny pool of water a the bottom of his hole. He stuck his head in the hole and licked the dirt.

He dug deeper, and as he did so, more water seemed to fill the hole. He couldn't seeit, but he could fedl
it—firg with hisfingers, then with histongue.

He dug until he had ahole that was about as deep as his arm was long. There was enough water for him
to scoop out with his hands and drop on Zero's face.

Zero'seyesremained closed. But histongue poked out between hislips, searching out the droplets.

Stanley dragged Zero closer to the hole. He dug, then scooped some more water and let it pour out of
his handsinto Zero's mouth.

As he continued to widen his hole, his hand came across a smooth, round object. It was too smooth and
too round to be arock.

He wiped the dirt off of it and redlized it was an onion.

Hebit into it without pedling it. The hot bitter juice burst into his mouth. He could fed it al theway up to
his eyes. And when he swallowed, hefdt its warmth move down histhroat and into his ssomach.

He only ate hdf. He gave the other half to Zero.
"Here, egt this”
"What isit?" Zero whispered.

"A hot fudge sundae.”
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Stanley awoke in ameadow, looking up at the giant rock tower. It was layered and streaked with
different shades of red, burnt orange, brown, and tan. It must have been over ahundred feet tall.

Stanley lay awhile, just looking at it. He didn't have the strength to get up. It felt likethe insdes of his
mouth and throat were coated with sand.

And no wonder. When he rolled over he saw the water hole. It was about two and a half feet deep and
over three feet wide. At the bottom lay no more than two inches of very brown water.

His hands and fingers were sore from digging, especidly under hisfingernails. He scooped some dirty
water into hismouth, then swished it around, trying to filter it with histeeth.

Zero moaned.

Stanley started to say something to him, but no words came out of his mouth, and he had to try again.
"How you doing?" It hurt to talk.

"Not good," Zero said quietly. With greet effort, he rolled over, raised himself to his knees, and crawled
to thewater hole. Helowered hishead into it and |apped up some water.

Then hejerked back, clutched hiskneesto his chest, and rolled to hisside. His body shook violently.

Stanley thought about going back down the mountain to look for the shovel, so he could make the water
hole deegper. Maybe that would give them cleaner water. They could use the jars as drinking glasses.

But he didn't think he had the strength to go down, let done make it back up again. And he didn't know
whereto look.

He struggled to hisfeet. Hewasin afield of greenish white flowers that ssemed to extend al the way
around Big Thumb.

Hetook a deep breath, then walked the last fifty yards to the giant precipice and touched it.

Tag, youreit.

Then he walked back to Zero and the water hole. On the way he picked one of the flowers. It actually
wasn't one big flower, he discovered, but instead each flower was redlly acluster of tiny little flowers that
formed around ball. He brought it to his mouth but had to spit it out.

He could see part of thetrail he had made the night before, when he carried Zero up the mountain. If he

was going to head back down and look for the shove, he redlized, he should do it soon, while the trail
was fresh. But he didn't want to leave Zero. He was afraid Zero might die while he was gone.



Zerowas il lying doubled over on hisside. "'l got to tel you something,” he said with agroan.
"Dont tak," said Stanley. " Save your strength.”

"No, ligten," Zero inssted, then he closed his eyes as hisface twisted with pain.

"I'm ligtening,” Stanley whispered.

"| took your shoes," Zero said.

Stanley didn't know what he was talking about. His shoeswere on hisfeet. "That's dl right,” he said.
"Judt rest now."

"It'sdl my fault,” said Zero.

"It'snobody'sfault," said Stanley.

"l didn't know," Zero said.

"That'sokay," Stanley said. "Just rest.”

Zero closed hiseyes. But then again he said, "1 didn't know about the shoes."
"What shoes?'

"From the shelter."

It took amoment for Stanley to comprehend. " Clyde Livingston's shoes?
"I'm sorry," said Zero.

Stanley stared at him. It wasimpossible. Zero was ddlirious.

Zero's"confession” seemed to bring him somerdief. The musclesin hisface rdaxed. Ashe drifted into
deep, Stanley softly sang him the song that had been in hisfamily for generations.

"If only, if only," the woodpecker sighs,

"The bark on the tree was just allittle bit softer.”
While thewolf waits below, hungry and londly,
He cries to the moo—oo—oo0n,

"If only, if only."



When Stanley found the onion the night before, he didn't question how it had cometo bethere. He ate it
gratefully. But now as he sat gazing a Big Thumb and the meadow full of flowers, he couldn't help but
wonder about it.

If there was one wild onion, there could be more.

He intertwined hisfingers and tried to rub out the pain. Then he bent down and dug up another flower,
thistime pulling up the entire plant, including the roat.

"Oniong! Fresh, hot, sweet onions,” Sam called as Mary Lou pulled the cart down Main Street. "Eight
centsadozen."

It was abeautiful spring morning. The sky was painted pale blue and pink—the same color asthelake
and the peach treesalong its shore,

Mrs. Gladys Tennyson was wearing just her nightgown and robe as she came running down the street
after Sam. Mrs. Tennyson was normaly avery proper woman who never went out in public without
dressing up in fine clothes and a hat. So it was quite surprising to the people of Green Lake to see her
running past them.

"Sam!" she shouted.

"Whoa, Mary Lou," said Sam, stopping hismule and cart. "G'morning, Mrs. Tennyson,” he said. "How's
little Beccadoing?'

Gladys Tennyson was dl smiles. "1 think she'sgoing to be dl right. The fever broke about an hour ago.
Thanksto you."

"I'm sure the good L ord and Doc Hawthorn deserve mogt of the credit.”

"The Good Lord, yes," agreed Mrs. Tennyson, "but not Dr. Hawthorn. That quack wanted to put
leeches on her stomach! Leeches! My word! He said they would suck out the bad blood. Now you tell
me. How would aleech know good blood from bad blood?"

"I wouldn't know," said Sam.

"It was your onion tonic,” said Mrs. Tennyson. "That'swhat saved her."

Other townspeople made their way to the cart. "Good morning, Gladys," said Hattie Parker. "Don't you
look lovely thismorning.”

Severa people snickered.

"Good morning, Hattie," Mrs. Tennyson replied.



"Does your husband know you're parading about in your bed clothes?' Hattie asked.

There were more snickers.

"My husband knows exactly where | am and how | am dressed, thank you,” said Mrs. Tennyson. "We
have both been up al night and half the morning with Rebecca. She dmost died from stomach sickness.
It seems she ate some bad mest."

Hattie's face flushed. Her hushand, Jim Parker, was the butcher.

"It made my husband and me sick aswell," said Mrs. Tennyson, "but it nearly killed Becca, what with
her being 0 young. Sam saved her life”

"It wasn't me," said Sam. "It wasthe onions.”

"I'm glad Beccasadl right,” Hattie said contritely.

"| keep telling Im he needs to wash hisknives," said Mr. Pike, who owned the generd store.
Hattie Parker excused hersdlf, then turned and quickly walked away.

"Tell Beccathat when shefedsup to it to come by the store for a piece of candy,” said Mr. Pike.
"Thank you, I'll dothat.”

Before returning home, Mrs. Tennyson bought adozen onions from Sam. She gave him adime and told
him to keep the change.

"| don't take charity,” Samtold her. "But if you want to buy afew extraonionsfor Mary Lou, I'm sure
shed gppreciaeit.”

"All right then," said Mrs. Tennyson, "give me my changein onions.”

Sam gave Mrs. Tennyson an additiona three onions, and she fed them one at atimeto Mary Lou. She
laughed asthe old donkey ate them out of her hand.

Stanley and Zero dept off and on for the next two days, ate onions, al they wanted, and splashed dirty
water into their mouths. In the late afternoon Big Thumb gave them shade. Stanley tried to make the hole
deeper, but he redly needed the shovd. His effortsjust seemed to stir up the mud and make the water
dirtier.

Zero was degping. Hewas il very sick and weak, but the deep and the onions seemed to be doing
him some good. Stanley was no longer afraid that he would die soon. Still, he didn't want to go for the
shove while Zero was adeep. He didn't want him to wake up and think he'd been deserted.

Hewaited for Zero to open his eyes.

"I think I'll go look for the shovd," Stanley said.



"I'll wait here," Zero said feebly, asif he had any other choice.

Stanley headed down the mountain. The deep and the onions had done him alot of good aswell. Hefdt
srong.

It wasfairly easy to follow thetrail he had made two days earlier. There were afew places where he
wasn't sure he was going the right way, but it just took alittle bit of searching before he found the trail

again.

He went quite aways down the mountain but till didn't find the shovel. He looked back up toward the
top of the mountain. He must have walked right past it, he thought. There was no way he could have
carried Zero dl the way up from here.

Still, he headed downward, just in case. He came to a bare spot between two large patches of weeds
and sat down to rest. Now he had definitely gone too far, he decided. He wastired out from walking
down the hill. It would have been impossible to have carried Zero up the hill from here, especidly after
walking al day with no food or water. The shovel must be buried in some weeds.

Before starting back up, hetook onelast look around in al directions. He saw alarge indentation in the
weeds alittle farther down the mountain. It didn't seem likely that the shovel could be there, but hed
dready comethisfar.

There, lying in sometall weeds, he found the shovel and the sack of jars. He was amazed. He wondered
if the shovel and sack might have rolled down the hill. But none of the jars were broken, except the one
which had broken earlier. And if they had rolled down the hill, it is doubtful that he would have found the
sack and shovel side by side.

On hisway back up the mountain, Stanley had to St down and rest several times. It wasalong, hard
dimb.
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Zero's condition continued to improve.
Stanley dowly peded an onion. He liked eating them onelayer at atime.

The water hole was now almost aslarge as the holes he had dug back at Camp Green Lake. It
contained almost two feet of murky water. Stanley had dug it dl himself. Zero had offered to help, but
Stanley thought it better for Zero to save his strength. It was alot harder to dig in water than it wasina
dry lake.

Stanley was surprised that he himself hadn't gotten sick—either from the sploosh, the dirty water, or
from living on onions. He used to get sick quite alot back at home.



Both boys were barefoot. They had washed their socks. All their clotheswere very dirty, but their socks
were definitely thewordt.

They didn't dip their socksinto the hole, afraid to contaminate the water. Instead they filled the jarsand
poured the water over their dirty socks.

"I didn't go to the homeless shdlter very often,” Zero said. "Just if the weather wasredlly bad. I'd haveto

find someone to pretend to be my mom. If I'd just gone by myself, they would have asked me abunch of
questions. If they'd found out | didn't have amom, they would have made me award of the state.”

"What's award of the state?"
Zero smiled. "l don't know. But | didn't like the sound of it."

Stanley remembered Mr. Pendanski telling the Warden that Zero was award of the state. He wondered
if Zero knew held become one.

"l liked deeping outside," said Zero. "I used to pretend | was a Cub Scout. | dways wanted to be a Cub
Scout. I'd see them at the park in their blue uniforms.”

"I was never aCub Scout,” said Stanley. "'l wasn't good at socia stuff like that. Kids made fun of me
because | wasfat."

"| liked the blue uniforms,” said Zero. "Maybe | wouldn't have liked being a Cub Scout.”
Stanley shrugged one shoulder.

"My mother was once aGirl Scout,” said Zero.

"| thought you said you didn't have amother.”

"Everybody hasto have amother."

"Widl, yeah, | know that."

"She said she once won a prize for selling the most Girl Scout cookies,” said Zero. "Shewasred proud
of thet."

Stanley peded off another layer of hisonion.

"We awaystook what we needed,” Zero said. "When | waslittle, | didn't even know it was stedling. |
don't remember when | found out. But we just took what we needed, never more. So when | saw the
shoeson display in the shelter, | just reached in the glass case and took them.”

"Clyde Livingston's shoes?' asked Stanley.

"l didn't know they were his. | just thought they were somebody's old shoes. It was better to take
someone's old shoes, | thought, than steal apair of new ones. | didn't know they were famous. There
wasasign, but of course| couldn't read it. Then, the next thing | know everybody's making this big deal
about how the shoes are missing. It was kind of funny, in away. The whole placeisgoing crazy. Therel
was, wearing the shoes, and everyone's running around saying, "What happened to the shoes? 'The



shoesare gone!' | just walked out the door. No one noticed me. When | got outside, | ran around the
corner and immediately took off the shoes. | put them on top of aparked car. | remember they smelled
redly bad."

"Y eah, those werethem,” said Stanley. "Did they fit you?"'

"Pretty much.”

Stanley remembered being surprised a Clyde Livingston's small shoe size. Stanley's shoes were bigger.
Clyde Livingston had smdll, quick feet. Stanley'sfeet were big and dow.

"I should have just kept them," said Zero. "1'd dready made it out of the shelter and everything. | ended

up getting arrested the next day when | tried to walk out of a shoe store with anew pair of snegkers. If |
had just kept those old smelly sneakers, then neither of uswould be here right now.”

42

Zero became strong enough to help dig the hole. When he finished, it was over six feet deep. Hefilled
the bottom with rocks to help separate the water from the dirt.

Hewas 4till the best hole digger around.
"That'sthelast hole | will ever dig," he declared, throwing down the shovel.

Stanley smiled. He wished it were true, but he knew they had no choice but to eventudly return to Camp
Green Lake. They couldn't live on onionsforever.

They had been completdly around Big Thumb. It waslike agiant sundid. They followed the shade.

They were ableto see out in al directions. There was no place to go. The mountain was surrounded by
desert.

Zero gared a Big Thumb. "It must haveaholeinit," he said, "filled with weter."
"Youthink?"
"Where ese could the water be coming from?' Zero asked. "Water doesn't run uphill.”

Stanley bit into an onion. It didn't burn hiseyes or nose, and, in fact, he no longer noticed a particularly
strong taste.

He remembered when he had first carried Zero up the hill, how the air had smelled bitter. It wasthe
smell of thousands of onions, growing and rotting and sprouting.

Now hedidnt smdl athing.



"How many onions do you think we've eaten?"' he asked.
Zero shrugged. "1 don't even know how long weve been here.”

"I'd say about aweek," said Stanley. "And we probably each eat about twenty onionsaday, so that's. .

"Two hundred and eighty onions," said Zero.

Stanley smiled. "1 bet weredly stink."

Two nightslater, Stanley lay awake staring up at the star-filled sky. He was too happy to fall adeep.

He knew he had no reason to be happy. He had heard or read somewhere that right before a person
freezes to death, he suddenly feds nice and warm. He wondered if perhaps he was experiencing
something likethat.

It occurred to him that he couldn't remember the last time he felt happiness. It wasn't just being sent to
Camp Green Lake that had made hislife miserable. Before that he'd been unhappy at school, where he
had no friends, and bullieslike Derrick Dunne picked on him. No one liked him, and the truth was, he
didn't especidly like himsdif.

Heliked himsdf now.
Hewondered if hewas ddlirious.

Helooked over at Zero deeping near him. Zero'sface waslit in the starlight, and there was aflower
petd in front of his nose that moved back and forth as he breathed. It reminded Stanley of something out
of acartoon. Zero breathed in, and the petal was drawn up amost touching his nose. Zero breathed out,
and the petal moved toward his chin. It stayed on Zero's face for an amazingly long time before fluttering
off tothesde.

Stanley considered placing it back in front of Zero's nose, but it wouldn't be the same.

It seemed like Zero had lived at Camp Green Lake forever, but as Stanley thought about it now, he
realized that Zero must have gotten there no more than a month or two before him. Zero was actudly
arrested aday later. But Stanley'strial kept getting delayed because of baseball.

He remembered what Zero had said afew days before. If Zero had just kept those shoes, then neither
of them would be here right now.

As Stanley stared at the glittering night sky, he thought there was no place he would rather be. Hewas
glad Zero put the shoes on the parked car. He was glad they fell from the overpass and hit him on the
head.

When the shoesfirg fell from the sky, he remembered thinking that destiny had struck him. Now, he
thought so again. It was more than a coincidence. It had to be destiny.



Maybe they wouldn't have to return to Camp Green Lake, he thought. Maybe they could make it past
the camp, then follow the dirt road back to civilization. They could fill the sack with onions, and the three
jarswith water. And he had his canteen aswell.

They could refill their jars and canteen at the camp. Maybe sneak into the kitchen and get some food.

He doubted any counsdlors were gill on guard. Everyone had to think they were dead. Buzzard food.

It would mean living therest of hislife asafugitive. The police would aways be after him. At least he
could call his parents and tell them hewas till dive. But he couldn't go visit them, in case the police were
watching the gpartment. Although, if everyone thought he was dead, they wouldn't bother to watch the
gpartment. He would have to somehow get anew identity.

Now, I'm redlly thinking crazy, he thought. He wondered if a crazy person wondersif he's crazy.

But even as he thought this, an even crazier idea kept popping into his head. He knew it wastoo crazy
to even congder. Still, if hewas going to be afugitive for therest of hislife, it would help to have some
money, perhaps atreasure chest full of money.

You'recrazy! hetold himsdlf. Besides, just because he found alipgtick container with K B onit, that
didn't mean there was treasure buried there.

It was crazy. It was all part of his crazy feding of happiness.

Or maybe it was destiny.

He reached over and shook Zero'sarm. "Hey, Zero," he whispered.
"Huh?' Zero muttered.

"Zero, wake up.”

"What?" Zero raised up hishead. "What isit?"

"Y ou want to dig one more hole?" Stanley asked him.

"Wewerent dwayshomedess" Zero said. "'l remember ayedlow room."

"How old wereyouwhenyou. . ." Stanley started to ask, but couldn't find the right words. . . . moved
out?'

"I don't know. | must have been red little, because | don't remember too much. | don't remember
moving out. | remember standing in acrib, with my mother singing to me. She held my wrists and made



my hands clap together. She used to sing that song to me. That oneyou sang . . . It was different, though

Zero spoke dowly, asif searching his brain for memories and clues. "And then later | know welived on
the street, but | don't know why we left the house. I'm pretty sure it was a house, and not an apartment. |
know my room wasyelow."

It was |ate afternoon. They were resting in the shadow of the Thumb. They had spent the morning
picking onions and putting them in the sack. It didn't take long, but long enough so thet they had to wait
another day before heading down the mountain.

They wanted to leave at the first hint of daylight, so they'd have plenty of time to make it to Camp Green
Lake before dark. Stanley wanted to be sure he could find the right hole. Then, they would hide by it until
everyone went to deep.

They would dig for aslong asit seemed safe, and not a second longer. And then, treasure or no
treasure, they'd head up the dirt road. If it was absolutely safe, they'd try to steal some food and water
from the camp kitchen.

"I'm good at sneaking in and out of places," Zero had said.

"Remember,” Stanley had warned. " The door to the Wreck Room sguesks.”

Now helay on hisback, trying to save his strength for the long days ahead. He wondered what
happened to Zero's parents, but he didn't ask. Zero didn't like answering questions. It was better to just
let him talk when hefdt likeit.

Stanley thought about his own parents. In her last |etter, his mom was worried that they might be evicted
from their gpartment because of the smell of burning snegkers. They could easily become homelessas
wall.

Again, he wondered if they'd been told that he ran away from camp. Were they told that he was dead?

Animage gppeared in his head of his parents hugging each other and crying. He tried not to think about
it.

Instead he tried to recapture the fedings held had the night before—the inexplicable feding of happiness,
the sense of destiny. But those fedings didn't return.

Hejust felt scared.

The next morning they headed down the mountain. They'd dunked their capsin the water hole before
putting them on their heads. Zero held the shovel, and Stanley carried the sack, which was crammed with
onions and the three jars of water. They |eft the pieces of the broken jar on the mountain.

"Thisiswhere| found the shovd," Stanley said, pointing out a patch of weeds.

Zero turned and looked up toward the top of the mountain. "That'salong way."



"Youwerelight,” Stanley said. "Y oud dready thrown up everything that wasinsde your ssomach.”

He shifted the sack from one shoulder to the other. It was heavy. He stepped on aloose rock, dipped,
then fell hard. The next thing he knew he was diding down the steep side of the mountain. He dropped
the sack, and onions spilled around him.

Hedid into a patch of weeds and grabbed onto athorny vine. The vine ripped out of the earth, but
dowed him enough so that he was able to stop himsdlf.

"Areyou dl right?' Zero asked from above.

Stanley groaned as he pulled athorn out of the pam of hishand. "Y eah," he said. Hewasdl right. He
was worried more about the jars of water.

Zero climbed down after him, retrieving the sack dong the way. Stanley pulled somethorns out of his
pant legs.

Thejars hadn't broken. The onions had protected them, like Styrofoam packing materid. "Glad you
didn't do that when you were carrying me," Zero said.

They'd lost about athird of the onions, but recovered many of them asthey continued down the
mountain. When they reached the bottom, the sun was just rising above the lake. They walked directly
toward it.

Soon they stood on the edge of acliff, looking down on the dry lake bed. Stanley wasn't sure, but he
thought he could see the remains of the Mary Lou off in the distance.

"You thirsty?' Stanley asked.
"No," said Zero. "How about you."

"No," Stanley lied. He didn't want to be thefirst oneto take adrink. Although they didn't mention it, it
had become akind of challenge between him and Zero.

They climbed down into the frying pan. It was adifferent spot from where they had climbed up. They
eased themsel ves down from one ledge to another, and let themselves dide in other places, being
especidly careful with the sack.

Stanley could no longer seethe Mary Lou, but headed in what he thought was theright direction. Asthe
sun rose, so did the familiar haze of heat and dirt.

"You thirsty?" Zero asked.
"No," said Stanley.

"Because you havethreefull jars of water," said Zero. "I thought maybe it was getting too heavy for you.
If you drink some, it will lighten your load."

"I'm not thirdty," said Stanley. "But if you want adrink, I'll give you some.”

"I'm not thirsty,” said Zero. "l wasjust worried about you."



Stanley smiled. "I'macamd,” hesaid.

They waked for what seemed like avery long time, and still never came acrossthe Mary Lou. Stanley
was pretty sure they were heading in the right direction. He remembered that when they |eft the boat,
they were headed toward the setting sun. Now they were headed toward the rising sun. He knew the sun
didn't rise and set exactly in the east and west; more southeast and southwest, but he wasn't sure how
that made adifference.

Histhroat felt asif it was coated with sandpaper. "Y ou sure you're not thirsty?' he asked.

"Not me," said Zero. Hisvoice was dry and raspy.

When they did findly take adrink, they agreed to do it at the sametime. Zero, who was now carrying
the sack, set it down and took out two jars, giving one to Stanley. They decided to save the canteen for
last, Snceit couldn't accidentally break.

"You know I'm not thirsty," Stanley said, as he unscrewed thelid. "I'm just drinking so you will."

"I'mjust drinking so you will," said Zero.

They clinked the jars together and, each watching the other, poured the water into their stubborn
mouths.

Zero wasthefirgt to spot the Mary Lou, maybe aquarter mile away, and just alittle off to the right.
They headed for it.

It wasn't even noon yet when they reached the boat. They sat against the shady side and rested.
"l don't know what happened to my mother," Zero said. " Sheleft and never came back."
Stanley peded an onion.

" She couldn't dways take me with her," Zero said. " Sometimes she had to do things by hersdlf.”
Stanley hed the fedling that Zero was explaining thingsto himsdif.

"Sheld tell meto wait in acertain place for her. When | wasred little, | had to wait in small aress, like on
aporch step or adoorway. 'Now don't leave here until | get back,’ she'd say.

"I never liked it when sheleft. | had astuffed animdl, alittle giraffe, and I'd hug it the whole time she was
gone. When | got bigger | was alowed to stay in bigger aress. Like, 'Stay on thisblock.' Or, 'Don't leave
the park.' But even then, | till held Jaffy."

Stanley guessed that Jaffy was the name of Zero's giraffe.

"And then one day she didn't come back,” Zero said. His voice sounded suddenly hollow. "1 waited for
her at Laney Park."



"Laney Park," said Stanley. "I've been there.”
"Y ou know the playscape?' asked Zero.
"Yeah. I'veplayed onit."

"I waited there for more than amonth,” said Zero. ™Y ou know that tunnd that you crawl through,
between the dide and the swinging bridge? That'swhere | dept.”

They ate four onions apiece and drank about half ajar of water. Stanley stood up and looked around.
Everything looked the samein al directions,

"When | left camp, | was heading straight toward Big Thumb," he said. "1 saw the boat off to theright.
So that meanswe haveto turn alittleto the left.”

Zerowaslogt in thought. "What? Okay," he said.

They headed out. It was Stanley's turn to carry the sack.

"Some kids had a birthday party,” Zero said. "I guessit was about two weeks after my mother |eft.
There was apicnic table next to the playscape and balloons were tied to it. The kidslooked to be the
same age asme. Onegirl said hi to me and asked meif | wanted to play. | wanted to, but | didn'. |
knew | didn't belong at the party, even though it wasn't their playscape. There was this one mother who
kept staring at melike I was some kind of monster. Then later aboy asked meif | wanted a piece of
cake, but then that same mother told me, ‘Go away!" and shetold al the kidsto stay away fromme, so |
never got the piece of cake. | ran away so fadt, | forgot Jaffy."

"Did you ever find him—it?"

For amoment, Zero didn't answer. Then he said, "Hewasn't redl.”

Stanley thought again about his own parents, how awful it would be for them to never know if he was
dead or dive. He redlized that was how Zero must have felt, not knowing what happened to hisown
mother. He wondered why Zero never mentioned hisfather.

"Hold on," Zero said, stopping abruptly. "We're going the wrong way."

"No, thisisright,” said Stanley.

"Y ou were heading toward Big Thumb when you saw the boat off to your right,” said Zero. "That means
we should have turned right when we | eft the boat.”

"Y ou sure?'

Zero drew adiagram inthedirt.

Stanley Hill wasn't sure.

"We need to go thisway," Zero said, first drawing aline on the map and then heading that way himself.

Stanley followed. It didn't fed right to him, but Zero seemed sure.



Sometime in the middle of the afternoon, a cloud drifted across the sky and blocked out the sun. It was
awedcomereief. Once again, Stanley fet that destiny was on hisside.

Zero stopped and held out his arm to stop Stanley, too.

"Ligten," Zero whispered.

Stanley didn't hear anything.

They continued walking very quietly and Stanley began to make out the faint sounds of Camp Green
Lake. They were il too far away to see the camp, but he could hear ablend of inditinct voices. As
they got closer he occasiondly could hear Mr. Sir'sditinctive bark.

They waked dowly and quietly, aware that soundstravel in both directions.

They approached acluster of holes. "Let'swait here, until they goin," said Zero.

Stanley nodded. He checked to make sure there was nothing living in it, then climbed down into ahole.
Zero climbed into the one next to him.

Despite having gone the wrong way for awhile, it hadn't taken them nearly aslong as Stanley had
expected. Now, they just had to wait.

The sun cut through the cloud, and Stanley felt its rays beating down on him. But soon more cloudsfilled
the sky, shading Stanley and hishole.

Hewaited until he was certain the last of the campers had finished for the day.
Then hewaited alittlelonger.

Asquietly as possible, he and Zero climbed up out of their holes and crept toward camp. Stanley held
the sack in front of him, cradled in hisarms, instead of over his shoulder, to keep the jars from clanking
againsgt each other. A wave of terror rushed over him when he saw the compound—the tents, the Wreck
Room, the Warden's cabin under the two oak trees. The fear made him dizzy. He took a breath,
summoned his courage, and continued.

"That'sthe one," he whispered, pointing out the hole where he had found the gold tube. 1t was still about
fifty yards away, but Stanley was pretty sure it was the right hole. There was no need to risk going any
closer.

They climbed down into adjacent holes, and waited for the camp to fal adeep.



Stanley tried to deep, not knowing when he'd get the chance again. He heard the showers and, later, the
sounds of dinner. He heard the creaking of the Wreck Room door. Hisfingers drummed against the sde
of the hole. He heard his own heart hest.

Hetook adrink from the canteen. He had given Zero the water jars. They each had agood supply of
onions.

He wasn't sure how long he remained in the hole, maybe five hours. He was surprised when he heard
Zero whispering for him to wake up. He didn't think held fallen adeep. If he had, he thought it must have
just been for the last five minutes. Although, when he opened his eyes, he was surprised how dark it was.

Therewas only one light on a camp, in the office. The sky was cloudy, so there was very little starlight.
Stanley could see adiver of amoon, which appeared and disappeared among the clouds.

He carefully led Zero to the hole, which was hard to find in the darkness. He sumbled over asmal pile
of dirt. "I think thisisit," he whispered.

"You think?' Zero asked.

"It'sit," said Stanley, sounding more certain than he redlly was. He climbed down. Zero handed him the
shovdl.

Stanley stuck the shovd into the dirt at the bottom of the hole and stepped on the back of the blade. He
felt it ank beneath hisweight. He scooped out some dirt and tossed it off to the Side. Then he brought the
shovel back down.

Zero watched for awhile. "I'm going to try to refill the water jars," he said.

Stanley took adeep breath and exhaed. "Be careful,” he said, then continued digging.

It was s0 dark, he couldn't even see the end of his shovd. For dl he knew he could be digging up gold
and diamondsinstead of dirt. He brought each shovelful closeto hisface, to try to seeif anything was
there, before dumping it out of the hole.

As he made the hole deeper, it became harder to lift the dirt up and out. It wasfive feet deep before he
even started. He decided to use his efforts to make it wider instead.

This made more sense, hetold himself. If Kate Barlow had buried a treasure chest, she probably
wouldn't have been able to dig much deeper, so why should he?

Of course, Kate Barlow probably had awhole gang of thieves helping her.

"Y ou want some breskfast?"

Stanley jumped at the sound of Zero's voice. He hadn't heard him approach.

Zero handed down abox of cered. Stanley carefully poured some ceredl into his mouth. He didn't want
to put hisdirty handsinside the box. He nearly gagged on the ultra-swest taste. They were sugar-frosted

flakes, and after eating nothing but onions for more than aweek, he had trouble adjusting to the flavor.
He washed them down with aswig of water.



Zero took over the digging. Stanley sfted hisfingers through the fresh piles of dirt, in case he had missed
anything. He wished he had aflashlight. A diamond no bigger than a pebble would be worth thousands of
dollars. Y et therewas no way he'd seeit.

They finished the water that Zero had gotten from the spigot by the showers. Stanley said held gofill the
jarsagain, but Zero insgsted that he do it instead. "No offense, but you make too much noise when you
walk. Youretoo big."

Stanley returned to the hole. Asthe hole grew wider, parts of the surface kept caving in. They were
running out of room. To make it much wider, they would first have to move some of the surrounding dirt
piles out of the way. He wondered how much time they had before the camp woke up.

"How'sit going?"' Zero asked when he returned with the water.

Stanley shrugged one shoulder. He brought the shovel down the side of the hole, shaving off adice of
thedirt wall. Ashedid so, he felt the shovel bounce off something hard.

"What wasthat?' Zero asked.

Stanley didn't know. He moved his shovel up and down the side of the hole. Asthe dirt chipped and
flaked away, the hard object became more pronounced.

It was gticking out of the side of the hole, about afoot and ahalf from the bottom. He fdlt it with his
hands.

"What isit?' Zero asked.

He could just fed acorner of it. Most of it was dtill buried. It had the cool, smooth texture of metal. |
think I might have found the treasure chest,”" he said. His voice wasfilled more with astonishment than
with excitement.

"Redlly?' asked Zero.

"| think s0," Stanley said.

The hole was wide enough for him to hold the shovel lengthwise and dig Sdewaysinto thewall. He
knew he had to dig very carefully. He didn't want the side of the hole to collgpse, dong with the huge pile
of dirt directly aboveit.

He scraped at the dirt wall, until he exposed one entire side of the box-like object. Heran hisfingers
over it. It felt to be about eight inchestall, and dmost two feet wide. He had no way of knowing how far
into the earth it extended. Hetried pulling it out, but it wouldn't budge.

He was afraid that the only way to get to it was to start back up at the surface, and dig down. They
didn't have timefor that.

"I'm going to try to dig ahole underneath it,”" he said. "Then maybe| can pull it down and dip it out.”
"Goforit," said Zero.

Stanley jammed the shovd into the bottom edge of his hole, and carefully began to dig atunnel



underneath the metal object. He hoped it didn't cavein.

Occasiondly held stop, stoop down, and try to feel the far end of the box. But even when the tunnel was
aslong ashisarm, he till couldn't fed the other side.

Once again hetried pulling it out, but it wasfirmly in the ground. If he pulled too hard, he feared, he'd
cause acave-in. He knew that when he was ready to pull it out, he would have to do it quickly, before
the ground above it collgpsed.

Ashistunnel grew deeper and wider—and more precarious—Stanley was able to fed latches on one
end of the box, and then aleather handle. It wasn't really abox. "I think it might be somekind of metal
suitcase," hetold Zero.

"Canyou pry it loose with the shovel?' Zero suggested.

"I'm afraid the Sde of the holewill collapse.”

"You might aswdl giveit atry,” sad Zero.

Stanley took asip of water. "Might aswell," he said.

Heforced the tip of the shovel between the dirt and the top of the metal case and tried to wedgeit free.
He wished he could see what he was doing.

Heworked the end of the shovel, back and forth, up and down, until he felt the suitcase fdl free. Then
he fdt the dirt come piling down on top of it.

But it wasn't ahuge cave-in. Ashe knelt down in the hole, he could tell that only asmall portion of the
earth had collapsed.

He dug with his hands until he found the leather handle, and then he pulled the suitcase up and out of the
dirt. "I got it!" heexclamed.

It was heavy. He handed it up to Zero.
"Youdidit," Zero sad, taking it from him.
"Wedidit," sad Stanley.

He gathered hisremaining strength, and tried to pull himsdf up out of the hole. Suddenly, abright light
was shiningin hisface.

"Thank you," said the Warden. "Y ou boys have been abig help.”



The beam of the flashlight was directed away from Stanley's eyes and onto Zero, who was Sitting on his
knees. The suitcase was on hislap.

Mr. Pendanski was holding the flashlight. Mr. Sir stood next to him with his gun drawn and pointed in
the same direction. Mr. Sir was barefoot and bare-chested, wearing only his pgjama bottoms.

The Warden moved toward Zero. She was aso in her bed clothes, wearing an extra-long T-shirt. Unlike
Mr. Sir, however, she had on her boots.

Mr. Pendanski was the only one fully dressed. Perhaps he had been on guard duty.

Off in the distance, Stanley could see two more flashlights bobbing toward them in the darkness. He felt
helplessinthe hole,

"Y ou boys arrived just in the nick—" the Warden started to say. She stopped talking and she stopped
walking. Then she dowly backed away.

A lizard had crawled up on top of the suitcase. Itsbig red eyes glowed in the beam of the flashlight. Its
mouth was open, and Stanley could see its white tongue moving in and out between its black teeth.

Zero sat as Hill as astatue.

A second lizard crawled up over the side of the suitcase and stopped less than an inch away from Zero's
littlefinger.

Stanley was afraid to look, and afraid not to. He wondered if he should try to scramble out of the hole
before the lizards turned on him, but he didn't want to cause any commotion.

The second lizard crawled across Zero's fingers and hafway up hisarm.
It occurred to Stanley that the lizards were probably on the suitcase when he handed it to Zero.

"Theré€'s another one!" gasped Mr. Pendanski. He shined the flashlight on the box of Frosted Flakes,
which lay on its Sde beside Stanley'shole. A lizard was crawling out of it.

Thelight dso illuminated Stanley's hole. He glanced downward and had to force himsdlf to suppressa
scream. Hewas standing in alizard nest. He fdt the scream explode inside him.

He could see six lizards. There were three on the ground, two on hisleft leg, and one on hisright
Sheaker.

Hetried to remain very sill. Something was crawling up the back of his neck.

Three other counsel ors approached the area. Stanley heard one say, "What's going—" and then
whisper, "Oh my God."

"What do we do?' asked Mr. Pendanski.

"Wewait," said the Warden. "It won't be very long."



"At least well have abody to give that woman," said Mr. Pendanski.

"Shel'sgoing to ask alot of questions,” said Mr. Sir. "And thistime shell havethe A.G. with her."

"Let her ask her questions,” said the Warden. "Just so long as | have the suitcase, | don't care what
happens. Do you know how long . . ." Her voicetrailed off, then started up again. "When | waslittlel'd

watch my parents dig holes, every weekend and holiday. When | got bigger, | had to dig, too. Even on
Chrigmas."

Stanley fdt tiny clawsdig into the Sde of hisface asthe lizard pulled itself off his neck and up past his
chin.

"It won't belong now," the Warden said.

Stanley could hear his heart beat. Each beat told him hewas il dive, at least for one more second.

Five hundred seconds later, his heart was till beating.
Mr. Pendanski screamed. The lizard which had been in the ceredl box was springing toward him.
Mr. Sir shot it inmidair.

Stanley felt the blast shatter the air around him. The lizards scurried frantically across his very till body.
Hedid not flinch. A lizard ran across his closed mouth.

He glanced a Zero and Zero's eyes met his. Somehow they were both till alive, at least for one more
second, one more heartbest.

Mr. Sir lit acigarette.
"| thought you quit," said one of the other counsdors.

"Y eah, wdll, sometimes sunflower seedsjust won't cut it." Hetook along drag on hiscigarette. "I'm
going to have nightmaresthe rest of my life."

"Maybe we should just shoot them," suggested Mr. Pendanski.
"Who?" asked acounsdor. "Thelizards or the kids?"

Mr. Pendanski laughed grimly. "Thekids are going to die anyway." He laughed again. "At least we got
plenty of gravesto choose from.”

"Welve got time," said the Warden. "I've waited thislong, | can wait another few . . ." Her voicetrailed



off.
Stanley fdlt alizard crawl in and out of his pocket.

"We're going to keep our story smple," said the Warden. "That woman's going to ask alot of questions.
The A.G. will most likely initiate an investigation. So thisiswhat happened: Stanley tried to run away in
the night, fell in ahole, and the lizards got him. That'sit. We're not even going to give them Zero's body.
Asfar asanybody knows, Zero doesn't exist. Like Mom said, we got plenty of gravesto choose from.”

"Why would he run away if he knew he was getting released today?" asked Mr. Pendanski.

"Who knows? He's crazy. That was why we couldn't release him yesterday. He was delirious, and we
had to keep watch over him so he wouldn't hurt himself or anybody else.”

"She'snot going to likeit," said Mr. Pendanski.

"She's not going to like anything wetell her,” said the Warden. She stared at Zero and at the suitcase.
"Why aren't you dead yet?' she asked.

Stanley only haf listened to the talk of the counsdors. He didn't know who "that woman" was or what
"A.G." meant. He didn't even redize they wereinitials. It sounded like one word, "Age-ee." Hismind was
focused on thetiny claws that moved up and down his skin and through hishair.

Hetried to think about other things. He didn't want to die with theimages of the Warden, Mr. Sir, and
the lizards etched into his brain. Instead, he tried to see his mother's face.

Hisbrain took him back to atime when he was very little, al bundled up in asnowsuit. He and his
mother were walking, hand in hand, mitten in mitten, when they both dipped on someice and fell and
rolled down a snow-covered hillsde. They ended up at the bottom of the hill. He remembered he dmost
cried, but instead he laughed. His mother laughed, too.

He could fed the same light-headed fedling he fdlt then, dizzy from rolling down the hill. He fdt the sharp
coldness of the snow againgt his ear. He could see flecks of snow on his mother's bright and cheery face.

This was where he wanted to be when he died.

"Hey, Caveman, guesswhat?' said Mr. Sir. Y ou're innocent, after al. | thought you'd like to know that.
Y our lawyer came to get you yesterday. Too bad you weren't here.”

Thewords meant nothing to Stanley, who was still in the snow. He and his mother climbed back up the
hill and rolled down again, thistime on purpose. Later they had hot chocolate with lots of melted
marshmallows

"It's getting closeto 4:30," said Mr. Pendanski. "They'll be waking up.”

The Warden told the counsel ors to return to the tents. She told them to give the campers breakfast and
to make sure they didn't talk to anyone. Aslong asthey did asthey were told, they wouldn't haveto dig
any more holes. If they talked, they would be severely punished.



"How should we say they will be punished?’ one of the counselors asked.

"Let them usether imaginations,” said the Warden.

Stanley watched the counselors return to the tents, leaving only the Warden and Mr. Sir behind. He
knew the Warden didn't care whether the campers dug any more holes or not. She'd found what she was
looking for.

He glanced a Zero. A lizard was perched on his shoulder.

Zero remained perfectly still except for hisright hand, which dowly formed into afist. Then heraised his
thumb, giving Stanley the thumbs-up sign.

Stanley thought back to what Mr. Sir had said to him earlier, and the bits of conversation held
overheard. He tried to make sense out of it. Mr. Sir had said something about alawyer, but Stanley
knew his parents couldn't afford alawyer.

Hislegs were sore from remaining rigid for so long. Standing still was more strenuous than walking. He
dowly dlowed himsdlf to lean againg the Sde of the hole.

Thelizards didn't seem to mind.
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The sun was up, and Stanley's heart was gtill beating. There were eight lizards in the hole with him. Each
one had exactly eleven ydlow spots.

The Warden had dark circles under her eyesfrom Jack of deep, and lines across her forehead and face
which seemed exaggerated in the stark morning light. Her skin looked blotchy.

"Satan, "said Zero.

Stanley looked at him, unsureif Zero had even spoken or if hed just imagined it.
"Why don't you go seeif you can take the suitcase from Zero," the Warden suggested.
"Yeah, right,” said Mr. Sir.

"Thelizards obvioudy aren't hungry,” said the Warden.

"Then you go get the suitcase,” said Mr. Sir.

They waited.

"Satanleg" sad Zero.



Sometime later Stanley saw atarantulacrawl acrossthe dirt, not too far from hishole. He had never
seen atarantula before, but there was no doubt what it was. He was momentarily fascinated by it, asits
big hairy body moved dowly and steedily adong.

"Look, atarantula," said Mr. Sir, also fascinated.

"I've never seen one," said the Warden. "Except in—"

Stanley suddenly felt asharp sting on the side of hisneck.

Thelizard hadn't bitten him, however. It was merdly pushing off.

It leapt off Stanley's neck and pounced on the tarantula. The last Stanley saw of it was one hairy leg
gticking out of the lizard's mouth.

"Not hungry, huh?' said Mr. Sir.

Stanley tried to return to the snow, but it was harder to get there when the sun was up.

Asthe sun rose, the lizards moved lower in the hole, kegping mainly in the shade. They were no longer
on his head and shoulders but had moved down to his ssomach, legs, and fest.

He couldn't see any lizards on Zero, but believed there were two, between Zero's knees, shaded from
the sun by the suitcase.

"How are you doing?" Stanley asked quietly. He didn't whisper, but his voice was dry and raspy.
"My legsare numb,” said Zero.
"I'm going to try to climb out of the hole," Stanley said.

Ashetried to pull himsdlf up, using just hisarms, hefdt aclaw dig into hisankle. He gently eased himsdlf
back down.

"Isyour last name your first name backward?' Zero asked.

Stanley stared at him in amazement. Had he been working on that al night?
He heard the sound of approaching cars.

Mr. Sir and the Warden heard it aswell.

"You think it'sthem?" asked the Warden.

"It an't Girl Scouts sdlling cookies," said Mr. Sir.



He heard the cars come to a stop, and the doors open and shut. A little while later he saw Mr.
Pendanski and two strangers, coming across the lake. Onewas atal man in abusiness suit and cowboy
hat. The other was a short woman holding a briefcase. The woman had to take three steps for every two
taken by the man. "Stanley Y enats?' she caled, moving out ahead of the others.

"l suggest you don't come any closer,” said Mr. Sir.

"Y ou can't sop me," she snapped, then took a second glance at him, wearing pagjama pants and nothing
else. "WEell get you out of there, Stanley,” she said. "Don't you worry." She appeared to be Hispanic,
with straight black hair and dark eyes. She spoke with alittle bit of aMexican accent, trilling her r's.

"What intarnation?’ thetall man exclaimed, as he came up behind her.

Sheturned on him. "I'm telling you right now, if any harm comesto him, wewill befiling charges not only
againgt Ms. Walker and Camp Green Lake but the entire state of Texas aswell. Child abuse. False
imprisonment. Torture.”

The man was more than ahead taler than she, and was able to look directly over her as he spoketo the
Warden.

"How long have they beenin there?"

"All night, asyou can see by the way werre dressed. They snuck into my cabin while | was adeep, and
stole my suitcase. | chased after them, and they ran out here and fell into the lizards nest. | don't know
what they were thinking."

"That'snot true!" Stanley said.

"Stanley, asyour atorney, | advise you not to say anything," said the woman, "until you and | have had a
chanceto tak in private.”

Stanley wondered why the Warden lied about the suitcase. He wondered who it legally belonged to.
That was one thing he wanted to ask hislawyer, if sheredly washislawyer.

"Itsamiraclethey're ill dive" said thetal man.
"Yes, itis" the Warden agreed, with just atrace of disappointment in her voice.

"And they better come out of thisdive,"” Stanley’'slawyer warned. "Thiswouldn't have happened if you'd
released him to me yesterday.”

"It wouldn't have happened if he wasn't athief,” said the Warden. "I told him he would be set free today,
and | guess he decided held try to take some of my vauables with him. He's been deliriousfor the last
week."

"Why didn't you release him when she came to you yesterday?' the tall man asked.

"Shedidn't have proper authorization,” said the Warden.



"1 had a court order!"

"It was not authenticated,” the Warden said.

"Authenticated? It was Signed by the judge who sentenced him.”

"I needed authentication from the Attorney Generd," said the Warden. "How do | know it'slegitimate?
The boysin my custody have proven themsalves dangerous to society. Am | supposed to just turn them
loose any time someone hands me a piece of paper?’

"Yes" said thewoman. "If it'sacourt order.”

"Stanley has been hospitdized for the last few days," the Warden explained. "He's been suffering from
hallucinations and ddlirium. Ranting and raving. He wasin no condition to leave. Thefact that he was
trying to steal from me on the day before hisrelease proves. . ."

Stanley tried to climb out of his hole, using mostly hisarms so as not to disturb the lizards too much. As
he pulled himsdf upward, the lizards moved downward, keeping out of the sun's direct rays. He swung
hislegs up and over, and the last of the lizards hopped off.

"Thank God!" exclaimed the Warden. She started toward him, then stopped.

A lizard crawled out of his pocket and down hisleg.

Stanley was overcome by arush of dizziness and dmost fell over. He steadied himself, then reached
down, took hold of Zero'sarm, and hel ped him dowly to hisfeet. Zero still held the suitcase.

Thelizards, which had been hiding under it, scurried quickly into the hole.
Stanley and Zero staggered away.

The Warden rushed to them. She hugged Zero. "Thank God, you're alive," she said, as shetried to take
the suitcase from him.

Hejerked it free. "It belongsto Stanley,” he said.

"Don't cause any moretrouble,” the Warden warned. "Y ou tole it from my cabin, and you've been
caught red-handed. If | press charges, Stanley might haveto return to prison. Now I'm willing, in view of
al the circumstances, to—"

"It'sgot hisnameonit,” said Zero.

Stanley's lawyer pushed past the tall man to have alook.

"See" Zero showed her. "Stanley Yenats."

Stanley looked, too. There, in big black |etters, was STANLEY YELNATS.

Thetal man looked over the heads of the others at the name on the suitcase. "Y ou say he stoleit from
your cabin?"'



The Warden stared at it in disbelief. "That'sim.. . . imposs.. . . It'simposs.. . ." She couldn't even say it.

They dowly walked back to camp. Thetall man wasthe Texas Attorney Generd, the chief law
enforcement officer for the state. Stanley's lawyer was named Ms. Morengo.

Stanley held the suitcase. He was so tired he couldn't think stiraight. Hefdlt asif hewaswalking ina
dream, not quite able to comprehend what was going on around him.

They stopped in front of the camp office. Mr. Sir went insde to get Stanley's belongings. The Attorney
Generd told Mr. Pendanski to get the boys something to drink and est.

The Warden seemed as dazed as Stanley. "Y ou can't even read,” she said to Zero.
Zero said nothing.

Ms. Morengo put ahand on Stanley's shoulder and told him to hang in there. He would be seeing his
parents soon.

She was shorter than Stanley, but somehow gave the gppearance of being tall.

Mr. Pendanski returned with two cartons of orange juice and two bagels. Stanley drank the juice but
didn't fed like esting anything.

"Wait!" the Warden exclaimed. "I didn't say they stole the suitcase. It's his suitcase, obvioudy, but he put
my thingsfrom my cabiningdeit.”

"That isn't what you said earlier,” said Ms. Morengo.

"What'sin the suitcase?' the Warden asked Stanley. "Tell uswhat'sin it, then well open it and see!”

Stanley didn't know what to do.

"Stanley, asyour lawyer, | advise you not to open your suitcase,” said Ms. Morengo.

"Hehasto openit!" said the Warden. "I have the right to check the personal property of any of the
detainees. How do | know there aren't drugs or weaponsin there? He stole a car, too! I've got
withessedl" She was nearly hysterical.

"Heisno longer under your jurisdiction,” said Stanley'slawyer.

"He has not been officiadly released,” said the Warden. "Open the suitcase, Stanley!”

"Do not openit,” said Stanley's lawyer.



Stanley did nothing.

Mr. Sir returned from the office with Stanley's backpack and clothes.

The Attorney Genera handed Ms. Morengo a sheet of paper. Y ourefreeto go,” he said to Stanley. "I
know you're anxiousto get out of here, so you can just keep the orange suit asasouvenir. Or burniit,

whatever you want. Good luck, Stanley."

He reached out his hand to shake, but Ms. Morengo hurried Stanley away. "C'mon, Stanley,” she said.
"We havealot to talk about.”

Stanley stopped and turned to look at Zero. He couldn't just leave him here.
Zero gave him thumbs-up.

"| can't leave Hector,” Stanley said.

"l suggest we go," said hislawyer with asense of urgency in her voice.

"I'll be okay," said Zero. His eyes shifted toward Mr. Pendanski on one side of him, then to the Warden
and Mr. Sir on the other.

"Therésnothing | can do for your friend," said Ms. Morengo. "Y ou are released pursuant to an order
from thejudge.”

“Theyll kill him," sad Stanley.

"Your friend isnot in danger,” said the Attorney Generd. "There's going to be an investigation into
everything that's happened here. For the present, | am taking charge of the camp.”

"C'mon, Stanley,” said hislawyer. "Y our parents are waiting.”

Stanley stayed where he was.

Hislawyer sghed. "May | have alook at Hector'sfile?" she asked.
"Certainly,” said the Attorney Generd. "Ms. Walker, go get Hector'sfile."
Shelooked at him blankly.

"Wdl?'

The Warden turned to Mr. Pendanski. "'Bring me Hector Zeroni'sfile.”
He stared &t her.

"Get it!" she ordered.

Mr. Pendanski went into the office. He returned afew minutes later and announced thefilewas
gpparently misplaced.



The Attorney Generd was outraged. "What kind of camp are you running here, Ms. Walker?"

The Warden said nothing. She stared at the suitcase.
The Attorney General assured Stanley's lawyer that he would get the records. "Excuse me, whilel call

my office." He turned back to the Warden. "1 assume the phone works." He walked into the camp office,
damming the door behind him. A little while later he regppeared and told the Warden he wanted to talk

to her.
She cursed, then went inside.
Stanley gave Zero thumbs-up.
"Caverman? Isthat you?"'

He turned to see Armpit and Squid coming out of the Wreck Room. Squid shouted back into the
Wreck Room, "Caveman and Zero are out herel”

Soon al the boysfrom Group D had gathered around him and Zero.

"Good to seeyou, man," Armpit said, shaking his hand. "We thought you were buzzard food.”
"Stanley isbeing released today," said Mr. Pendanski.

"Way to go," said Magnet, hitting him on the shoulder.

"And you didn't even have to step on arattlesnake," said Squid.

Even Zigzag shook Stanley'shand. "Sorry about . . . you know."

"It'scool," said Stanley.

"We had to lift the truck clear out of the hole," Zigzag told him. "It took everybody in C, D, and E. We
just picked it right up.”

"It wasredly cool," said Twitch.

X-Ray wasthe only one who didn't come over. Stanley saw him hang back behind the others amoment,
then return to the Wreck Room.

"Guesswhat?' said Magnet, glancing a Mr. Pendanski. "Mom sayswe don't haveto dig any more
holes™

"That'sgreat,” Stanley sad.
"Will you do meafavor?' asked Squid.
"l guess" Stanley agreed, somewhat hesitantly.

"l want you to—" He turned to Ms. Morengo. "Hey, lady, you have a pen and paper | can borrow?"



Shegaveit to him, and Squid wrote down a phone number which he gave to Stanley. "Cal my mom for
me, okay? Tell her ... Tdl her | said | was sorry. Tell her Alan said hewas sorry.”

Stanley promised he would.

"Now you be careful out in thered world,” said Armpit. "Not everybody isasniceasus.”

Stanley smiled.

The boys departed when the Warden came out of the office. The Attorney Generd was right behind her.
"My officeis having some difficulty locating Hector Zeroni'srecords,” the Attorney Genera said.

"So you have no claim of authority over him?" asked Ms. Morengo.

"l didn't say that. HE'sin the computer. We just can't access hisrecords. It'slike they've fallen through a
hole in cyberspace.”

"A holein cyberspace," Ms. Morengo repeated. "How interesting. When is his rel ease date?”

"l don't know."
"How long has he been here?'

"Likel sad, we can't—"

"So what are you planning to do with him? Keep him confined indefinitely, without justification, while you
go crawling through black holesin cyberspace?!

The Attorney Generd stared at her. "He was obvioudy incarcerated for areason.”

"Oh? And what reason was that?"
The Attorney Genera said nothing.

Stanley'slawyer took hold of Zero's hand. ""C'mon, Hector, you're coming with us.”
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There never used to be yellow-gpotted lizards in the town of Green Lake. They didn't cometo the area

until after the lake dried up. But the townsfolk had heard about the "red-eyed mongters' living in the
desart hills.

One afternoon, Sam, the onion man, and his donkey, Mary Lou, were returning to his boat, which was



anchored just alittle off shore. It was late in November and the peach trees had lost most of their leaves.
"Sam!" someone called.

He turned around to see three men running after him, waving their hats. He waited. "Afternoon, Walter.
Bo, Jesse," he greeted them, asthey walked up, catching their breath,

"Glad we caught you," said Bo. "Were going rattlesnake hunting in the morning.”

"Wewant to get some of your lizard juice," said Walter.

"| ain't a-scared of no rattlesnake," said Jesse. "But | don't want to come across one of those red-eyed
monsters. | seen one once, and that was enough. | knew about the red eyes, of course. | hadn't heard
about the big black teeth.”

"It's the white tongues that get me," said Bo.

Sam gave each man two bottles of pure onion juice. He told them to drink one bottle before going to
bed that night, then ahdf bottle in the morning, and then ahaf bottle around lunchtime,

"Y ou sure this stuff works?' asked Walter.

"I tel you what," said Sam. "If it doesn't, you can come back next week and I'll give you your money
back."

Walter |looked around unsure, as Bo and Jesse laughed. Then Sam laughed, too. Even Mary Lou let out
arare hee-haw.

"Just remember,” Sam told the men before they Ieft. "It's very important you drink a bottle tonight. You
got to get it into your bloodstream. The lizards don't like onion blood.”

Stanley and Zero sat in the backseat of Ms. Morengo's BMW. The suitcase lay between them. It was
locked, and they decided they'd let Stanley's father try to open it in hisworkshop.

"Y ou don't know what'sin it, do you?" she asked.
"No," said Stanley.
"l didn't think so."

The air-conditioning was on, but they drove with the windows open aswell, because, "No offense, but
you boysredly smell bad.”

Ms. Morengo explained that she was a patent attorney. "'I'm helping your father with the new product
he'sinvented. He happened to mention your Stuation, so | did alittle investigating. Clyde Livingston's
sneakers were stolen sometime before 3:15. | found ayoung man, Derrick Dunne, who said that at 3:20
you werein the bathroom fishing your notebook out of the toilet. Two girls remembered seeing you come
out of the boys restroom carrying awet notebook."



Stanley felt his ears redden. Even after everything heldd been through, the memory il caused himto fedl
shame.

"So you couldn't have stolen them,” said Ms. Morengo.
"Hedidn't. | did,” said Zero.
"You did what?' asked Ms. Morengo.

"| gole the sneakers.”

The lawyer actudly turned around while driving and looked at him. "I didn't hear that,” shesaid. "And |
advise you to make sure| don't hear it again.”

"What did my father invent?" Stanley asked. "Did hefind away to recycle sneakers?'

"No, he's dtill working on that," explained Ms. Morengo. "But he invented a product that eliminates foot
odor. Here, I've got asamplein my briefcase. | wish | had more. Y ou two could bathein it."

She opened her briefcase with one hand and passed a small bottle back to Stanley. It had afresh and
somewhat spicy smell. He handed it to Zero.

"What'sit caled?' Stanley asked.

"We haven't come up with anameyet," said Ms. Morengo.

"It smelsfamiliar,” sad Zero.

"Peaches, right?' asked Ms. Morengo. "That's what everyone says."

A short whilelater both boysfell adeep. Behind them the sky had turned dark, and for thefirgt timein
over ahundred years, adrop of rain fell into the empty lake.

PART THREE

FILLING IN THE HOLES

Stanley's mother ingsts that there never was a curse. She even doubts whether Stanley's
great-great-grandfather really stole apig. The reader might find it interesting, however, that Stanley's



father invented his cure for foot odor the day after the great-great-grandson of ElyaY enats carried the
great-great-great-grandson of Madame Zeroni up the mountain.

The Attorney Generd closed Camp Green Lake. Ms. Walker, who wasin desperate need of money,
had to sall the land which had been in her family for generations. It was bought by anationa organization
dedicated to the well-being of young girls. In afew years, Camp Green Lake will become a Girl Scout
camp.

Thisis pretty much the end of the story. The reader probably still has some questions, but unfortunately,
from here on in, the answerstend to be long and tedious. While Mrs. Bell, Stanley's former math teacher,
might want to know the percent change in Stanley'sweight, the reader probably cares more about the
changein Stanley's character and self-confidence. But those changes are subtle and hard to measure.
Thereisno smple answer.

Even the contents of the suitcase turned out to be somewhat tedious. Stanley'sfather pried it openin his
workshop, and at first everyone gasped at the sparkling jewels. Stanley thought he and Hector had
become millionaires. But the jewels were of poor qudity, worth no more than twenty thousand dollars.

Underneath the jewelswas a stack of papers that had once belonged to the first Stanley Y elnats. These
consisted of stock certificates, deeds of trust, and promissory notes. They were hard to read and even
more difficult to understand. Ms. Morengo's law firm spent more than two months going through al the

papers.

They turned out to be alot more va uable than the jewels. After legd fees and taxes, Stanley and Zero
each recaived lessthan amillion dollars.

But not alot less.

It was enough for Stanley to buy hisfamily anew house, with alaboratory in the basement, and for
Hector to hire ateam of private investigators.

But it would be boring to go through dl the tedious details of dl the changesin their lives. Instead, the
reader will be presented with one last scene, which took place admost ayear and a hdf after Stanley and
Hector left Camp Green Lake.

Y ouwill havetofill inthe holesyoursdf.

Therewasasmal party at the Y enats house. Except for Stanley and Hector, everyone therewas an
adult. All kinds of snacks and drinks were set out on the counter, including caviar, champagne, and the
fixings to make ice cream sundaes.

The Super Bowl was on television, but nobody was redlly watching.

"It should be coming on at the next bregk," Ms. Morengo announced.



A time-out was cdled in the footbal game, and acommercia came on the screen.
Everyone stopped talking and watched.

The commercid showed abasebdl game. Amid acloud of dust, Clyde Livingston did into home plate as
the catcher caught the ball and tried to tag him out.

"Safel" shouted the umpire as he sgnaled with hisarms.
The people a Stanley's house cheered, asif the run really counted.

Clyde Livingston got up and dusted the dirt off his uniform. As he made hisway back to the dugout, he
spoke to the camera. "Hi, I'm Clyde Livingston, but everyone around here calls me 'Sweet Feet.™

"Way to go, Sweet Feet!" said another baseball player, dapping hishand.
Besides being on the television screen, Clyde Livingston was a so Stting on the couch next to Stanley.

"But my feet weren't dways sweet," the television Clyde Livingston said as he sat down on the dugout
bench. "They used to smell so bad that nobody would St near mein the dugout.”

"They redlly did stink," said the woman sitting on the couch on the other sde of Clyde. She held her nose
with one hand, and fanned the air with the other.

Clyde shushed her.

"Then ateammate told me about Sploosh,” said the television Clyde. He pulled a can of Sploosh out
from under the dugout bench and held it up for everyoneto see. "l just spray alittle on each foot every
morning, and now | redlly do have sweet feet. Plus, | likethetingle.

"Sploosh,” said avoice. "A treat for your feet. Made from dl natura ingredients, it neutraizes
odor-causing fungi and bacteria Plus, youll likethetingle."

Everyone at the party clapped their hands.

"Hewasnt lying," said the woman who sat next to Clyde. "I couldn't even be in the same room with his
socks."

The other people at the party laughed.
The woman continued. "I'm not joking. It was so bad—"

"Y ou've made your point,” said Clyde, covering her mouth with his hand. He looked back at Stanley.
"Will you do meafavor, Stanley?"

Stanley raised and lowered hisleft shoulder.

"I'm going to get more caviar," said Clyde. "Keep your hand over my wife's mouth.” He patted Stanley
on the shoulder as he rose from the couch.

Stanley looked uncertainly &t his hand, then at Clyde Livingston'swife.



Shewinked at him.

Hefdt himsdf blush, and turned away toward Hector, who was sitting on the floor in front of an
overduffed chair.

A woman gtting in the chair behind Hector was absent-mindedly fluffing his hair with her fingers. She
wasn't very old, but her skin had aweathered look to it, dmost like leather. Her eyes seemed weary, as
if she'd seen too many thingsin her life that she didn't want to see. And when she smiled, her mouth
seemed too big for her face.

Very softly, she haf sang, half hummed a song that her grandmother used to sing to her when shewasa
litlegirl.

If only, if only, the moon speaks no reply;
Reflecting the sun and dl that's gone by.

Be strong my weary wolf, turn around boldly.
Fly high, my baby bird,

My angd, my only.



