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Prologue 

 

 

 

Wright House Farm 

East Landing, MO 

1927 

 

JP was fairly certain that this day, the last one of summer, was so good and so bad that he would cry at 

the end of it. 

It didn’t matter that he was always the first one off the rope swing and into the stream, the one not 

afraid to climb the tallest rocks in his bare feet, or the last one to get out of the frigid water when the sun 

had set and people were hollering for them to get back to the house.  

No matter that he wasn’t afraid of snakes or lizards or spiders the size of his fist, which all sounded 

pretty good considering he was a city boy through and through. All summer long, he’d laughed off threats 

from the maids of getting his hide whipped and his ears boxed, ducking under their swinging arms and 

taking off for the fields to hide out instead.  

All that and almost sixty days of swearing, spitting, scratching and belching in clear earshot and view 

of any and all adults, and JP Timmerman was going to lose it all to a bout of tears at the end of this last, 

perfect summer’s day. 

Jackson Cartwright would have the last laugh after all.  

JP held it off as long as he could, the sun becoming his barometer, his gold pocket watch. When it 

hung high in the sky during lunch, he relished in knowing the day was only half over. When it started to 

dip down, so did his spirits. It was reaching seven o’clock now and the boys had been outside the entire 

day and JP had only snapped at Jackson a total of three times. Once for being a big baby and twice for 



reminding him that the day, and with that their summer, was almost over. JP didn’t have it in his stomach 

to apologize.  

Jackson, to his credit, didn’t hold a grudge, not ever. He’d shrugged him off and made suggestions 

instead, a sometimes habit that would become a telltale trait of his for the rest of their lives- a perpetual 

desire to change the subject. He did so now with a lopsided shrug of his bony shoulders, and dropped 

down on his back next to JP, who had given up on their game of throwing rocks at the big oak tree and 

was now seized with a fit of despair and struggling to battle it down.  

His friend glanced over and then back up at the sky without saying a word. They were equals here, 

lying down on their backs in the tall grass. Someone passing by could only make out the shapes of two 

lean twelve-year-old boys. When those boys stood up and dusted the grass off their short pants, they’d 

have to reveal what they really were- Theodore Cartwright’s only heir and his poor orphan friend. 

For now, though, they were the same. Jackson was content in the quiet grass, watching the clouds, but 

the stillness soon made JP antsy for conversation. Maybe it would keep him from losing his marbles for 

another minute.  

He took a deep breath. “You think the note worked? Must be dinnertime by now.”  

They had left one on the kitchen counter, intended for anyone who would pass. It politely informed the 

reader that they intended to skip dinner to get in their last hours of play. Jackson had wanted the note to 

ask for permission. JP had disagreed. 

Jackson was not thoughtful about whether or not the scheme had worked. His voice was flat and final 

and sure. “No.” 

“Really?” JP grimaced, as if he was seconds away from a walloping, which he probably was since 

Jackson was always, always right about such things. He quickly pondered their options. “Well, if they call 

for us, we just won’t come in. I mean, we did leave them a note.” 

Still no answer from his friend, which was not good news. JP couldn’t stand it anymore. “Will that 

work? What’s gonna happen? Tell me, Jack.” 

“Um.” Jackson’s face scrunched up, his forehead crinkled with concentration. “Mother will send Jane 

to the porch to call for us. And then we won’t come so Mother will get real mad and have Jane come out 

to the field to drag us in.” 

“And we won’t go,” JP piped up. 

“Right.” Jackson flicked a lady bug off his stomach. “And then Mother will call for my father. And 

she’ll say, ‘Your son has to learn a thing or two about respect, Theodore, or I don’t know what. That other 

one-” he caught himself and stopped. 

JP, despite the knot that had just formed in his stomach, couldn’t help but grin when he caught Jackson 

shrug, though his shoulders were laid flat against the grass and he faced no one but the sky. The grin 



faded then, and the knot won. He grabbed a clump of grass in his hand and pulled. “What else? It’s ok. 

It’s not you who’s saying it, I know that.” 

But Jackson didn’t continue. He sat up instead and looked down at his friend. “I asked them last night. 

My folks, I mean.” 

JP had been trying to whistle through a blade of grass and now it almost sucked back into his mouth. 

He spit it out and sat up too. “What? You did?” 

Jackson nodded and looked down at his hands, marred with dirt and scrapes from the best summer of 

his whole life. “They said no.”  

They’d said a lot more than that. And they’d laughed too but it was a mean laugh and it made 

Jackson’s stomach hurt to remember it. They’d said that little hooligan was nothing but trouble and he 

should be thankful that he’d had this summer at all. The Cartwrights would not be so generous again.  

The boys sat there for a second, lost in their own thoughts. JP turned and caught a glimpse of the 

rambling farmhouse at the far end of the field. It was the biggest house he’d ever seen, with more rooms 

than he could count, and big, wide windows that looked over the whole world. 

JP thought of the huge porch that wrapped all the way around, where him and Jack had played cards 

when it rained and drank sugary lemonade until their stomachs hurt and the back of their teeth ached. He 

cast his gaze around the rest of the property, the towering trees cutting through faded sunlight, more sky 

than they had in St. Louis, more stars too. He could see glimpses of wood from old forts and broken 

swords, that pile of logs that the boys had planned to turn into a raft. If he laid still enough, he could even 

hear the stream.  

“S’ok, Jack. I did push my luck. Maybe if I had smiled and said thank you and been nice, they’d have 

thought different. My own fault.” But deep down, he doubted this was the case. Jackson was all those 

things, did all those things, and his parents barely spoke to him any better than they did him. JP 

Timmerman might’ve been a dirty, sweaty, foul-mouthed little orphan but he wasn’t blind or stupid. 

He didn’t know what Jackson was thinking but suddenly his friend’s wide, freckled face split into a 

wide smile. “Got you a present.” 

“No way!” JP grinned back, happy for the distraction. “What is it?” 

Jackson reached into his pocket and pulled out his tattered copy of Tom Sawyer, where a wad of paper 

sat sandwiched between the pages. He tried to smooth the creases out on the grass and JP leaned forward, 

impatient to see the contents. As soon as he realized what it was, he gave a yelp and snatched it up.  

Scrawled over the yellowing paper, in brilliant color and incredible detail, Jackson had drawn, with his 

admittedly limited talents, the most beautiful map he’d ever seen. JP gaped over the familiar sights. 

“There’s Enchanted Woods! And the Merry Men ride! And Dracula’s castle and the shark tank! And the 

pirate boat! You remembered everything!” His eyes were lost in the crude drawings of rides and rivers 



and castles, his brain drowning in changes he could make, now that it was all on paper. “Wow. Thanks, 

Jack. I can’t believe you remembered all this stuff.” 

Jack grinned, pleased his friend liked the gift. “You talk about it all the time. Wasn’t that hard.”  

Together, they crouched over the map, JP muttering to himself with statements like, “That would have 

to go over there so there’s room for that ” and “Maybe a ride right there, maybe even two.”  He was 

chewing on his lower lip as he plotted his future fortune. “I wish I could take that book back with me, 

study it some more.” The very first day, he’d found a huge picture book depicting the 1904 World’s Fair 

in St. Louis while wandering around his new home for the summer. The whole fair was spread out in 

vivid detail, right down to the flavored popcorn they served. JP hadn’t been able to get it out of his mind 

since.  

Jackson shrugged. “You’ve practically memorized the old fairgrounds by now anyway.” 

The boys went back to making their big plans, moving attractions back and forth. They were arguing 

over the placement of Robin Hood’s forest village and getting right heated about it when they dimly heard 

a voice calling their names from the direction of the old farmhouse. It was Jane’s voice, just as Jackson 

had predicted. The sound of their names had JP casting worried eyes up at the fading sun. They had time 

yet before an irritated Jane would march across the field to haul them back herself but it seemed like it 

was too late. The light and hope that Jackson’s gift had kindled dulled once more. JP felt his shoulders 

droop a little, his head drop down.  

Tomorrow, they’d put him on a train bound for St. Louis. Mrs. Ketchum, the old bat, would meet him 

at the train station and his colorful life would fade back to black and white.  

He cleared his throat. “The tree houses go over here, it’s the only thing that makes sense.” He sounded 

like he was ready for a fight and he was; he was ready for ten of them.  

Jackson looked down at the map and then carefully took it from JP’s hands. He made a show of 

studying it for a second and then nodded solemnly. “All right, all right. I guess that’s the way to do it.”  

JP sighed and shook his head, taking the map back and cramming it into the back pocket of his pants. 

He gave his friend a shove. “You just stick to the money and let me handle the details. You got it, rich 

boy?”  

Jackson nodded and turned his head toward where they heard a rustle of grass and stomping feet. “It’ll 

be the best park in the states.” 

From most, it just would’ve been something to say, a foolishly optimistic statement, a show of 

stubborn support, a shared dream between friends. But Jackson Cartwright was not like anyone else and 

now JP Timmerman, currently of Nowhere, USA, ignored the threat of the furious housekeeper marching 

their way and looked his only friend right dead in the eye. “You mean it, Jack? Really?” 



Jackson, for his part, was always on the lookout for threats and trouble. And no matter what he saw in 

their futures, if JP asked him outright, he always told him the truth.  

But this time, he was quiet. All he had to do was smile. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PART ONE 

  



 

 

 

Chapter 1 

 

 

 

Middleton, MI 

Present Day 

 

When Principal Richter made the suggestion that she abandon her only son at the amusement park 

during the fall field trip, Sheila Monroe wondered if her prayers had finally been answered. 

In truth, the only reason she had moved them to Middleton at all was to send her son Sean to 

Middleton Middle School. There was pretty much nothing else to draw them to the tiny town, which 

boasted only a post office and a small restaurant on the narrow Main Street. She had moved them there 

over a year ago, planted them in a small, rented row house near the school, then set about wearing down 

the manager at Primrose Bank until he hired her as a teller.  

And then they waited. Or rather, Sean went about his twelve-year-old business and Sheila waited.  

All things considered, it wasn’t such a complicated task, she thought now, sweating in the principal’s 

office. Her mission had been a simple one, after all; move to Middleton, Missouri and wait.  

The woman in Fallbridge had seemed so sure. She was slight and stooped and told Sheila exactly 

what to do, where to go and what to say. And Sheila, without any other option, had followed her 

instructions to the letter. A solid year of silence passed before she wondered if she had lost her mind. 

When he finally said it, actually uttered the words, she wondered if she had hallucinated, merely 

willed them to being in her mind. Sheila leaned forward and gripped the purse on her lap. “Would you 

mind repeating that, Mr. Richter?” They were sitting in his office at the school and the small room 

smelled like old paint, pencils and bubblegum. 

Principal Richter leaned forward in his creaky leather chair, his arms on top of the desk, his hands 

neatly folded. “The amusement park, Ms. Monroe. The field trip.” He regarded her with incredible 



seriousness. “It is my suggestion that you act as chaperone on this trip, spend the day, and then leave your 

son there and return home. Alone.” 

It occurred to Sheila that she had spent a year anticipating a conversation just like this and had never 

considered what she would say in return. Now it was happening and she just sat there, still as a stone, and 

stared at the principal. Taking her silence as shock, he rose hastily to explain, his voice soothing and 

calm, his Southern accent smoothly coating his strange words. “It sounds very unusual. And, of course, I 

don’t mean to offend.” He cast a glance her way. “Are you offended, Ms. Monroe?”  

Because it was the truth, it was easy to shake her head no. “No, I’m not offended. Just confused.” 

“I didn’t think you would be. Offended, I mean.” Mr. Richter was almost ridiculously tall. If he 

continued to stand through this speech, Sheila would need a neck brace by the end of it. “We take 

children very seriously in this part of the world.” He waved a hand. “And I don’t really mean the world as 

much as I mean Middleton and the surrounding counties. It doesn’t matter what circumstance or situation, 

our children are paramount here. Their safety, their well-being, their overall happiness.”  

He raised an eyebrow at her. “When it seems like the child is better off elsewhere than with his or her 

own parents,” he continued smoothly. The words brought a chill to Sheila’s skin. “Whether it’s mentally, 

emotionally, physically, we take a different approach than other places. Now, I know you asked Mrs. 

Prescott about who handles the social services matters locally.” 

She had wondered which of the Middleton ladies had spilled the beans about her situation. “Yes. And 

she told me the four counties aren’t affiliated with state social services at all.” 

“Which isn’t true,” Mr. Richter replied and he looked at her sternly, as if she had been the one 

spreading the rumor around town. “Of course, Middleton and the other counties keep in close contact with 

the state authorities. And, for the record, our state services are beyond reproach. No doubt about that. 

What Mrs. Prescott was referring to was our, erm, unique handling of certain situations. And from what 

I’ve gathered since you arrived in town, it seems you are now in need of such information, such options,” 

he concluded carefully. He let her absorb that as he took his seat once more behind his scarred desk. 

Sheila’s heart was pounding. She forced out a light laugh. “Mr. Richter, I am really just at a loss 

here.”  

“Well, lucky for you, I am now going to be quite frank.” He clasped his hands and they formed a 

temple, resting against his chin. “It has come to my attention, through a number of extremely reliable 

sources,” he paused now and his smile was gentle, “that you no longer wish to be a mother.” 

She knew her reaction here would be paramount to getting what she needed. Sheila dropped her head. 

She took the moment she needed and then murmured, “I was never meant to be a mother.”  

She looked up and their eyes met. Hers were dry but pleading. “It’s not that I don’t love Sean, in my 

way. He’s a good boy. I just…” and she let the words trailed off. Then, she took a deep, steadying breath 



as if she was about to share a dark secret. “I’m all alone. And I’ve been going down this road for so long 

and it’s just too much. Sometimes, I-” she broke off and dropped her eyes shamefully. If this worked, she 

vowed to buy herself one of those fake Oscars. “Sometimes, I think I just wasn’t meant to be a mother at 

all,” she whispered.  

In a show of support and copious understanding, Mr. Richter extended his hand and covered her own. 

“It’s very brave of you to be so honest about it. Those who feel like you do are often not capable of facing 

such a thing and everyone suffers as a result, especially the child.”  

Almost there. She dropped her eyes and prayed for a miracle to take her the rest of the way. “Are you 

trying to tell me that you understand?” She shook her head. “That you can help me?” 

Mr. Richter smiled thinly and opened his desk drawer. “You could’ve gone anywhere at all and yet 

the tide brought you here, to Middleton.”  

He pulled the brochure out slowly and placed it gently on the desk in front of Sheila Monroe, the 

familiar, gleaming tower of Timmerman Adventureland Park piercing through a too-blue sky.  

Sheila raised her eyes to his and the principal smiled.  “I’m not a man who believes in coincidences, 

Ms. Monroe.” 

 

 

Sean Monroe was putting his books away in his locker when his friend Chris walked up, punched him 

in the shoulder and said, “Yo, Monroe, your mom’s in with Richter. What’d you do?” 

Sean frowned and looked down the hall toward the principal’s office. “Nothing. I don’t think.” Still, 

his stomach instinctively lurched a little.  

Chris nodded. “That’s good, stick to that. Don’t do that thing where they make you guess what you’re 

in for. I ratted myself out twice that way.” 

“No, really. I don’t think I did anything.” He had gotten a 78 on a math test, had just found out about 

it that morning. Could that be it? “Maybe it’s for something else,” he muttered under his breath.  

Mike, plowing through a bag of chips, leaned against the bed of lockers as Sean shouldered his old 

backpack. “You better watch it, Seanie. Sometimes a kid’s mom goes into the principal office- next day, 

they are out of here.” He made a noise and pretended to slash his throat with his finger. 

Sean snorted but Chris and Tim were nodding in agreement. “Oh, c’mon.” 

Tim’s eyes were wide and red, as always, a combination of allergies and staying up late in his room 

playing video games. He rubbed at them now and nodded even more vigorously. “No, man, it’s true. Dan 

Colber? One minute he was here, everything’s cool. The kid doesn’t even get into trouble ever, doesn’t 

even swear or anything. His mom goes into Richter’s office? A week later and he is gone. Just gone.” 



“They move or something? People move all the time.” Some people were professionals at it, he 

thought bitterly. His own mother had once packed up his entire bedroom while he slept, completely 

oblivious. He woke up to find it empty, his suitcase by the door, and wondered if she had been a ninja in 

another life. 

Tim shook his head. “That’s the weird thing. Dan’s parents are still around, they live a few blocks 

away from me. And they never said what happened to Dan, not a thing. Weird. That was in the fourth 

grade too, and I’ve never seen Dan again, not once.” 

Mike could barely swallow before taking up the next part of the story. The boys flanked Sean as they 

started making their way down the crowded hall towards the buses. “I still think he was murdered.” 

Now Sean rolled his eyes. “Murdered? By who? Richter? You guys are full of-” but broke off as his 

friends coughed then, loudly and obviously, and he shut up in time to smile nervously at Mrs. Lombardo 

who was standing in the doorway of her classroom and giving them all a fierce stare down. “Anyway,” 

Sean continued as his friends snickered and jostled each other once they were free of the old lady. “I’d 

better not be in trouble, ‘cause there is no way I can miss that field trip.”  

His friends agreed that it would be the worst punishment imaginable. Sean had only been in 

Middleton for a year but his new friends had immediately confirmed his suspicions that nothing ever 

happened in the town and there was practically nothing to look forward to ever. Chris had overheard his 

father say once that if the town hadn’t been so close to the famous amusement park, they would’ve 

mowed down Main Street years ago and set up another row of soil farms, dirt being the most valuable 

resource in those four counties.  

The boys fell into their usual conversation about the field trip. They debated what rides they would 

tackle first, how much food they could  eat in one sitting, and bizarre combinations the others had tried 

over the years, like corn dogs in an ice cream shake, which Mike continued to swear by to the others’ 

revulsion. It was one thing to try it on a dare, Tim had pointed out in disgust, but it was another thing to 

go back for seconds.  

Sean let the others argue and debate the glories of certain rides over others. As he had never been to 

the park, all he could really add to the conversation was his own honest disgust at Mike’s obsession with 

ketchup on funnel cake.  

The talk had intensified now that the trip was only two days away. His friends hardly noticed when 

Sean backed off a little, slowing down as they shuffled past Richter’s office. The door was shut and Sean 

could only wonder what his mother and principal discussed behind it, what enormous life change they 

could possibly be cooking up, behind Sean’s back. He scowled and ran to catch up with his friends. 

 

 



If Sean had waited only five seconds more, the principal’s door would’ve opened and he could have 

just asked his mother himself. As it was, Sheila walked out in time to see her son running up the hall to 

his friends, his old red and gray bag flapping against his back. She thought about calling out to him, just 

for a smile or a wave, and thought better of it as she watched his friends shove and tease him as they 

made their way outside to the waiting school bus. He was twelve now, she reminded herself. The days of 

smiles and waves from Mom, especially in public, were over.  

She walked out to the parking lot, pulling back slightly to watch Sean in line for the bus. Strange to 

watch him here, this boy she had raised, this person who now acted of his own accord with his friends, 

unaware that his mother watched, that she was just days away from doing the unthinkable.  

She saw him duck his head as a group of eighth grade girls pushed through their group. The boys 

laughed as his friend Chris, who was nothing but polite whenever he was over their house, imitated their 

walk, his chest far out as he pretended to walk on heels. They hit each other a lot. Now they were 

pretending to box each other. Sheila raised her eyebrows at Sean’s mock stance, the way he pretended to 

knock out one of his other friends with a right hook, all in exaggerated slow motion. Where did he learn 

that, she wondered. A movie? One of his comic books? 

The boys boarded the bus and Sheila hustled to her car, her head rattling as she thought about her 

child, his friends, the conversation that had just transpired in the principal’s office. She eased in behind 

the wheel of her old Toyota and pulled out her phone. Her phone only listed two phone numbers. She hit 

the second one and waited. “Grace?” 

“Hey!” Sheila could almost see Grace, her short, spiky blonde hair, polishing glasses behind the bar 

where she worked, in the same dusty town where they’d been foster kids together. “So?” 

“So.” 

“Sheila! You talked to the old man, right?” She heard Grace let out an impatient breath. “So? Did he 

do it?”  

“Yup.” Out of habit, she looked around the car to make sure no one could hear her. “He did it, he told 

me about the park. Said he would help me leave Sean there. It’s real, Grace, the whole thing. I can’t 

believe it.” She felt the chills run up her arms once more. 

“Neither can I.” Grace’s throat was deep and hoarse, a gift from the pack of cigarettes she’d smoked 

every day since the girls were Sean’s age. “I can’t believe it. So all those rumors were true.” 

“I guess so.” 

“I can’t believe it worked, that he bought it. You must’ve been pretty good at the desperate mother 

act,” she mused. Sheila wanted to remind her that it wasn’t really an act. “So, when is it all going down?” 



“In two days. I’m supposed to go with the other parents to chaperone. And then there’s something 

about meeting some woman at Lost and Found. Richter said he’d talk to her, take care of whatever he 

could. He said nothing was final, it was just to give me, you know, an option.” 

“So, what’s the deal? Like, where will Sean live and stuff?” 

Sheila told her what Richter had told her of the situation, her heart pounding all the while as she 

absorbed the information once more, the words seeming more real as she recounted them aloud. It was 

one thing to imagine the whole scenario, to plot and plan theoretically for over a year.  

It was entirely different now that she was here, in her car, talking about it. Abandoning her son. 

It was as if Grace could hear her thoughts behind the weight of Sheila’s silence. “You have to do this, 

Sheila. It’s the only way. We’ve been over and over this.” 

“He’s not going to understand.” She said it so softly that she wasn’t sure Grace could even hear her. 

“He’ll be scared. He’ll hate me.” 

She heard Grace let out a sympathetic sigh. “You can still leave him here, with me, you know.” 

“I can’t. You know I can’t,” she replied. “It’s not safe.” She leaned her head back and watched as 

Sean’s bus idled past. “I appreciate the offer, but I think this is the only way.” Her voice trailed off and 

she closed her eyes, still so unsure. 

She heard the sound of a glass hitting the wood bar on Grace’s end. Through the lazy chatter of the 

locals, her oldest friend cleared her throat and said firmly, “You are his mother. Your job is to love and 

protect him at all costs. You did the running thing and it is not working. You have to leave him some 

place where he’s safe and hidden and this place sounds perfect. But, you know, see for yourself. Go to the 

park, check it out,” she said soothingly. “And if it’s not right, well, no one says you have to go anywhere 

near that Lost and Found.” 

There were a few more consoling words, only half of which Sheila actually heard. She promised to 

keep Grace updated and hung up the phone.  

 

 

Later, Sean would regret that he didn’t realize the morning of the field trip was the last he would 

spend in his room. Had he known that, he thought later, he would’ve taken more care to look around him 

as he packed his old school bag for the trip. He would’ve stashed some other things in that bag, stuff he 

would miss like his signed Lou Gehrig baseball, his all-time favorite T-shirt, and the small stuffed dog 

sitting on his shelf, long ago abandoned for video games and the old comics that littered his floor.  

Instead, since he was late as always, he just grabbed his old sunglasses, put on his favorite hat and 

grabbed a couple of comics he’d been meaning to read. He looked around to make sure he hadn’t missed 

anything important and dashed out into the hall.   



Sheila was sipping her second cup of coffee at the table in their tiny kitchen, marveling at how steady 

her hands were, despite the jumping nerves in her stomach. She heard the thump-thump-thump down the 

hall and saw the flash of Sean’s red hood as he steered toward the front door. “Sean!” 

Sean had his hand on the front door knob and felt a flash of irritation, followed instantly by panic. 

They hadn’t really spoken for two days, aside from the typical stuff. She had seemed busy and he was 

determined to avoid any conversation that started with, “I’m sorry, sweetie, but…” He cocked his head 

toward the kitchen. “Yeah?” he called warily.  

Sheila appeared in the narrow hall, both hands wrapped around the cup. The tiny house was like ice in 

the morning, though it was barely October. “I forgot to tell you no bus today. I’m driving you to the 

amusement park myself.” Her voice was normal, even and calm. She had always tended to be graceful 

under pressure, even as a girl.  

Eyes narrowed, Sean took a step away from the door and looked at her warily. He had shot up again 

over the summer and it wouldn’t be long before they were eye-to-eye. It had amazed her the first morning 

she noticed it, back in late August, and it had saddened her too, like he was suddenly a different person, 

just growing up and becoming stranger, separate, from her. “What do you mean? Why can’t I take the 

bus? I gotta go to school first and then we go to the park.” He spoke slowly and carefully, the way a 

person speaks to a very young, very slow child.  She felt her jaw clench at the tone. 

Sheila dropped a hand onto his shoulder and spoke equally slowly. “I’m driving you myself.” 

Automatically, she called on the excuse she had prepared the night before. “Mr. Richter and I had a 

conversation about my getting more involved with the school and he suggested I chaperone the field trip 

today. I already got the time off.” She offered a small smile and headed back to the kitchen. “So, no rush, 

we don’t have to leave for another half an hour or so.”  

Sean let his bag slide off his shoulder and hit the linoleum. So he wasn’t in trouble. And better yet, it 

didn’t sound like they were moving again either! The relief faded as quickly as it had come. His mother 

wanted to get more involved? 

She had gotten the day off, she’d said. Sean narrowed his eyes. As far as Sean could remember, his 

mother had never taken a day off ever in her life, except for when they were moving. She worked through 

colds, bouts with the flu, and they never took vacations. She had no family, aside from his Aunt Grace 

who they hadn’t seen in years. Even if it snowed a million feet, she worked. Even if the bank was closed, 

she found a way to get there and put in a few hours.  

The only time they went anywhere at all was to find a new city, a new town. Then it was job, house, 

school. Job, house, school. 

It had taken him two whole months in Middleton to convince her that he was now old enough to go 

ride his bike on his own, go to the movies or the arcade with his friends. Sean trudged out of the hall, 



incredibly confused and more than a little annoyed at the sudden turn around. Was she going to insist on 

following him around all day? Checking up on him? Chris would never let him hear the end of it. 

Sheila was on her way into the bathroom to check her makeup when she caught a glimpse of Sean in 

the living room, slumped on the couch. The TV blared with something low and strange, at least to Sheila, 

who couldn’t remember the last time she’d indulged in daytime television.  

She stepped into the dimly lit bathroom and hit the light, examining herself in the mirror. It seemed 

every time she really looked at herself, there were a few new lines to account for around her eyes and 

mouth and it made the whole experience a surprise every time. She sighed over the dark circles 

underneath them. Running a hand through her choppy blonde hair, she winced as she remembered the last 

time she’d had her hair cut, let alone styled. She couldn’t even remember which town they were living in 

the last time she’d stepped foot in a real salon. 

Her clothes weren’t much better. She picked at the ancient cardigan she wore, in the pale color she 

used to love, the ancient jeans that were beginning to fray at the knees. She’d lost more weight, she 

realized balefully and it was not the good kind of weight loss. She was starting to look hollowed out, 

older than her thirty-two years. 

She heard the canned laughter in the living room and checked the time on her drugstore watch. They 

might as well leave now. Wouldn’t hurt to beat the bus, she thought. The truth was that every second she 

stayed in her son’s vicinity, the harder it became to think of leaving him.  

She stepped into the doorway of the living room. Sean was frowning at the TV.  

The last two moves had been extremely hard for him, the last one culminating in a yelling match in 

the middle of the night, in the middle of their old street. They’d stood, arguing in front of the parked 

moving truck, with her trying to reason as best she could with her only son, whom she’d managed to turn 

from a sweet, cuddly baby into a hurt, angry and terribly lonely ten-year-old boy.  

She was leaning against the doorway, replaying Grace’s reassurances in her head when Sean turned 

and looked at her expectantly, his familiar face, the features they shared, his messy blonde hair, causing 

her heart to twist uncomfortably in her chest. “Ready to go?” she asked. She tried to smile. 

Sean shot to his feet like he’d accidentally sat on something sharp and Sheila let out a shaky little 

laugh after he’d push past her to head for the car. “Apparently you are.” 

She’d reached the garage door when she saw he had dropped his hat in his rush. She reached over to 

pick it up and her hand closed over the line of dried dirt on the brim. It occurred to her that this was the 

last time there would be evidence of her boy in this house. The thought was almost paralyzing.  

Somehow, she made it to her purse, got the keys and locked the door behind her. Perhaps, in the far 

reaches of her mind, she believed she wouldn’t go through with the whole thing, that she’d back out, take 

him home at the end of the day. Buy him a pizza, try to talk to him, nudge him into a game of cards. 



She’d laugh to herself about the whole thing later that night while laying alone in her bed, praying for 

sleep, battling back the terror that the windows weren’t locked, that the front door wasn’t heavy enough, 

that her nightmares would come to life once more. 

They had pulled out of the driveway, Sean sprawled across the backseat and already dozing, when she 

caught a glimpse of the red car parked down the block. Another car drove past them, giving her the 

chance to put on the brakes and really get a look at it, her pulse going crazy at the sight of it, that same 

dented bumper.  

She couldn’t be sure it was him but the doubt and the fear suddenly clogging her throat was enough. 

Suddenly, she had a whole new reason to move her hands, her feet, to steer the car down the road. Every 

inch away from that car made it easier to breathe.  

Grace had been right. This was the only way.  

  



 

 

 

Chapter 2 

 

 

 

The ride to Timmerman Adventureland Park took up half of Sean’s life. When he woke up and 

checked the time on the dash, he already felt like he’d been sleeping forever.  

With a grunt, he dropped his head back against the door and felt the painful dig of the small armrest 

into the back of his head. He shifted until his body once more hunched down the length of the back seat 

and nestled his head on the makeshift pillow of one bent arm. 

His mother was listening to the soft rock station and she was softly singing along. Though she kept it 

pretty low, the slow, plodding music still made him want to jump through the window. He imagined her 

look of shock when he’d crouch low in the seat to shoot through the closed window like a leaping 

panther, glass spraying everywhere, the sudden, shattering blast drowning out her goodbye to the yellow 

brick road. The image cheered him immensely. 

Sean rolled onto his back and looked up and out the window, watching the very tips of the trees flash 

by, their branches cutting into the pure, crisp blue sky. It was a perfect day, he could be grateful for that. 

And once they got there and he found his friends and they went their separate ways from the adults, 

everything would be perfect, he was sure of it. 

 

 

Sheila’s voice tapered off a little as she glanced back at Sean sprawled out on the backseat. She itched 

to tell him to sit up, to put on his seatbelt properly, but the words wouldn’t come. She had no right to tell 

him what to do today, she thought. Not today. Not with what she was planning to do. 

It was incredible, the effect of seeing a car that looked an awful lot like Brad’s. It had instantly put 

her back on track, a swift reminder from the gods to stay on course and do what she had set out to do.  



Sean would hate her, yes, but he would be safe. She just had to get through the day. Once he was 

tucked away, she could move on to the next phase in her plan.  

The first part had pretty much taken care of itself. Mr. Richter had promised to take care of the story 

at school, that a family emergency had prompted Sheila to take Sean out of school and move back to 

where her “parents” lived in Wisconsin. He’d handle the transcripts and the paperwork for her and she 

could slip out of the town, maybe even out of the state, without having to worry about a thing. It seemed 

Principal Richter had this all down to a science. 

It was strange, making plans without Sean. He’d been the center of her life through all of his, the 

driving force behind every decision she’d made over the last twelve years. The one constant in a 

revolving door of changing faces, towns, jobs, rented homes and tiny apartments. For the second time that 

day, Sheila felt her certainty shimmer and fade as she imagined moving on without him. 

The Monroes got their first glimpse of Timmerman’s Adventureland Park at exactly the same time. 

Two exits away, over the tops of the crowded trees and their shaking, changing leaves, they saw the steep 

loop of a gleaming red rollercoaster track. Next to that, the very tip top of a silver tower appeared, both 

majestic and terrifying as it jutted out into the sky, guarded by a row of snarling gargoyles on its ledge.    

Both immediately straightened up, two hearts hammering for entirely different reasons. Sheila 

dropped her eyes back to the row of cars in front of her, all of them slowing down in preparation for the 

next exit. She imagined a sharp swerve into the other lanes and slamming her foot down on the gas pedal, 

her old car gaining speed, leading them away from this place.  

Instead, she glanced back into the rearview mirror and watched her son in the backseat, his blonde 

hair falling over his forehead as he pressed it against the window, his eyes up to whatever resided beyond 

the trees. 

 

 

It took some time to park the car in what seemed like an endless row of parking lots. Sheila made a 

note of the gypsy woman on the flag nearest their car and was startled by the slow, pumping music from 

the loudspeakers, the thematic instrumental song that was both sad and rousing at the same time, their 

own movie soundtrack as they made their way with the other families to the trams. She hefted the purse 

over her shoulder as they waited for the approaching tram with a large clump of other people, families 

with their oversized tote bags and sun visors, their children clamoring to be first in line as mothers 

reached out to slather sunscreen on noses and shoulders and arms. 

The tram was so clean and white that it practically sparkled in the morning sun. The driver announced 

cheerily for everyone to make some room for the new passengers and she and Sean walked to the back.  



Sean was quiet as the tram wound its way through the rest of the “Gypsy” lot and then through 

adjoining lots that had names like “Merry Men”, “Sailor Sam” and “Pixies Park.” The other children on 

the tram were practically buzzing with excitement, laughing, shouting, pushing each other. Sheila 

watched a man pluck his four-year-old daughter from the seat to his lap, both of them laughing as the 

driver made a sharp turn and pushed on the horn, causing their car to erupt in cheers. The tram had pulled 

away from the parking lot and now headed down a long road, framed by thick, towering trees. Sheila 

wondered if they were heading for some Southern plantation instead of an enormous theme park.  

She laughed a little to herself, surprised at how excited everyone seemed, even the adults. Like Sean, 

she had never been to such a place before. It was amazing to see so many smiles in one place, and all 

because the tram had pulled up to the end of the road, to a towering brown and white fence, at the center 

of which was a huge set of doors. 

Sheila jumped down off the tram and followed Sean and the others past the grinning driver. Though 

she was dying to look for herself as they walked through the immense gate, she found herself looking 

over at Sean’s face instead and was immediately glad she did. 

His head was back and his eyes were wide with wonder, the same miraculous expression as the small 

girl next to him, whose little pink mouth had formed an awed, “Oh.” Sheila watched as her father pulled 

her up into his arms and held her aloft to get a better look.  

She watched her son as the moment passed and Sean’s face recovered and dropped back to its usual 

blankness. He didn’t smile, didn’t reveal any excitement like the others. If he had shrugged and mumbled, 

“Whatever,” she wouldn’t have been much surprised.  

 Free to look now herself, Sheila’s eyes were immediately drawn past the neat little row of ticket 

booths, the tents of security personnel and beaming staff to a visual barrage of strange and wonderful 

things, an explosion of color, movement and sound. Castles and Ferris wheels stood like sentinels in the 

distance, with large, vibrant signs welcoming visitors to a different area of the park.  

There was one for Enchanted Woods, the words etched in elegant gray stone. Sherwood Forest was 

carved into a wide plank of wood, The Leagues in basic black against a plain, faded white background. It 

was lined in blue and the paint was chipping in all the right places, a clump of seaweed dripping from one 

corner. The sign for Carnivale practically glowed, all flashing lights and glitter. Directly across from it, 

Transylvania Village was set a bit further back than the others and was by far the darkest, with its gloomy 

gothic scrawl and ancient letters.  

Though it was early, it seemed like the place teemed with people as droves made their way to the 

ticket booths and excitedly ran through the booming Welcome sign that boomed over their heads.  



Sheila realized there was new music flowing through the speakers, a chipper, infectious beat that 

seemed to pulse through the crowd and send the children skipping around to get a better look at what lay 

before them. 

By the time they found the school group, the music had seemed to hit Sean and he was practically 

jumping out of his skin. For her part, Sheila was starting to feel nauseated. When Sean said, “Bye” and 

dashed away, it took all of her willpower not to grab him by the collar and hold him to her side. Instead, 

she let him go and watched him make a beeline for his friends, who were standing in a huddle behind the 

mass of excited classmates and nervous teachers.  

Sheila cleared her throat and approached, trying to bypass the awkwardness by busying herself with 

adjusting the strap on her purse. Mrs. Fleck, one of Sean’s teachers, spotted her on the outskirts of the 

group and beckoned her over with a polite smile. Sheila moved closer to the small group of parents and 

teachers and heard the tail end of Mrs. Fleck’s instructions for the day.  

Mrs. Fleck was about twice Sheila’s age, and had a way of pursing her lips and clearing her throat 

that kept generations of her students referring to her as Mrs. Flem behind her back. She was attacking the 

field trip as if they were preparing for war. 

“Now. Let us remember these are twelve and thirteen-year-old boys and girls we’re dealing with here. 

They will go their own way as soon as we go in. Trying to keep them in one large group would be tiring, 

not to mention impossible. I have tried.” Mrs. Fleck pushed her wire-rimmed glasses up her nose and 

Sheila cast a look at the rest of the woman’s outfit, the hunter green vest that looked to be fashioned out 

of some old carpet bag, ill-fitting navy blue polyester pants and orthopedic black shoes. She was pretty 

sure her biology teacher in high school had worn the exact same uniform.  

Sheila half-listened to Mrs. Fleck’s instructions on where to meet for lunch, “The Tortoise and The 

Hare cafeteria in ‘Enchanted Woods.’ Please consult your maps for its location” and what time the bus 

was to depart, “7pm sharp!”, but was really wondering if all teachers were required to adhere to some 

kind of dress code once they hit a certain age. 

“And, of course, all students with phones have been given a list of phone numbers in case of an 

emergency. Make sure to keep your phone on you and handy just in case,” Mrs. Fleck continued as she 

handed out thin, laminated sheets with a list of names and phone numbers.  

Sheila took hers, impressed with the professionalism of a piece of paper she’d never have to use again 

in her lifetime, and dimly heard Mrs. Fleck call the children to attention. She called out for them to get 

into a line to receive their tickets and instructions for when they would meet up at the end of the day. 

Sheila fell into step with the small group of parents as they all surged ahead toward the entrance where 

they would hand over their tickets.  



She glanced up to find one of the other mothers next to her, a short, pert brunette with an energetic 

step. “Hi, I’m Laura Begrossi. Jackie’s mom?” She pointed to a similarly short, dark-haired girl who was 

practically bouncing with her friends to the front entrance. “Which one’s yours? Sean, isn’t it?” 

“Yes.” She looked hopelessly through the crowd of yelling children that surrounded them. “He’s here 

somewhere. I’m Sheila. It’s nice to meet you.”  

“Same here. You work over at Colson Bank, don’t you?” Off Sheila’s surprised nod, she barked a 

laugh. “I thought that’s where I’ve seen you. I work in that gray building across the street? I must be in 

Colson’s at least once a week. This your first field trip?” 

Sheila smiled thinly. “My first anything. Field trips have changed since I went on one.” She lifted the 

phone list. “This is definitely new.”  

Mrs. Begrossi laughed. “Definitely. That’s signature Fleck, as my daughter Jackie would say. She 

told me on the first day of school, the woman had a whole dossier prepared on different brands of safety 

goggles to use. What’s funny?”  

Sheila bit her lip. “Nothing. Just thinking about my old science teacher. I was wondering if they’re 

related.” 

The other woman gave her a strange look and Sheila was grateful when one of the other mothers 

called her away. Mrs. Begrossi excused herself and left Sheila to inch her way through the park entrance 

with everyone else. There was a crush of people around them, families on vacations, men with black 

socks and women with straw hats, young mothers pushing strollers and chasing after their young ones.  

In truth, it was beginning to feel a little suffocating. She paused for a moment to get her bearings and 

glanced up at the looming green sign over the entrance, where the words Timmerman Adventureland Park 

seemed to burst through the top of a range of evergreen mountains. She stood on her tiptoes and saw over 

the crowd that there was a tall, silver statue in the square, one of an enormous man with a short beard and 

a welcoming smile, arms crossed over his broad chest. A Santa Clause in overalls. It had to be 

Timmerman himself.  

Sheila studied his face, the wide smile and remembered finding a book about him in the library when 

she was young. He was a large man in life, she remembered thinking, and he was always surrounded by 

children. 

Sheila had stood for just a moment too long and found herself jostled by an oversized woman in a 

muumuu. Sheila took a step forward, startled, and her purse slid off her shoulder and flopped to the floor. 

She reached down to pick it up and fell to her knees to grab a few stray items that had rolled free, which 

she instantly realized was a dangerous move considering the stampede of feet determined not to let her 

trouble slow them down.  



She risked the parade of feet and reached for the last thing, a pen, and instead met another hand. 

Immediately, she pulled back, apologized and looked up to see a man about her age in faded jeans and a 

plain white T-shirt crouched down with her, effectively blocking her from the hordes. He was unshaven, 

dark-haired and did not return her tentative smile of thanks. Instead, he grimly handed her the pen and 

grabbed her elbow to help her stand.  

“Thank you.” Sheila straightened her cardigan. She turned to slip her purse back over her shoulder 

and was startled to find the man’s hand still under her elbow, the grip more proprietary than courteous. 

She felt the first lick of panic then. She tried to tug it free without causing alarm to the people around 

her, realizing then that he was staring at her with eyes that were intensely green and very unhappy. 

“Excuse me,” she said firmly. She wrenched her arm away, keeping the other hand on her bag, thinking of 

places to kick him, how loudly she could scream. “I need to get back to my group. I’m with a field trip.”  

 “I know.” He narrowed his eyes. “I know exactly who you are.” 

The words and the way he said it chilled her. “Mrs. Monroe! Over here! We’re going through this 

way!” Sheila, her heart pounding, looked over to see Mrs. Fleck’s broad wave from across the gate.  

When she turned back, the man was gone.  

  



 

 

 

 

Chapter 3 

 

 

 

 

Sean would never have admitted it out loud, but he held his breath when he walked through the 

Timmerman gates for the first time. His friend’s voices, their laughs, their shoves and playful ribbing 

seemed to dim behind him as he took in his first real look at the park. He stepped to the side to let the 

others pass and just looked.  

He’d seen his first commercial for the place when he was just a little kid. It had looked like the best 

place on Earth, an impossibly perfect place. He’d begged his mother to take him there. Every morning 

during breakfast for weeks and weeks, Sean would plead. 

She’d always smiled and said the same thing. “Maybe next year, Sean.”  

As he got older, his hopes that they would ever take a trip to such a place had faded away. They 

didn’t have the money, they were too far away, she needed to work. The excuses soon all blended 

together, an impenetrable wall of “No.” 

When he looked up Middleton, Missouri on a map, its proximity to Timmerman’s Adventureland 

Park was the first thing he noticed. It was the lone bright spot in their most miserable move to date. 

The entrance fed them into an enormous square with cobblestone paths that led to a huge, silver 

statue, the outer edges lined with flowers and perfectly trimmed hedges. The larger bushes were twice the 

size of a man and delicately shaped into figures.  

Sean quickly realized that they represented the different areas of Timmerman’s park. There was a 

princess, her long hair dotted with real flowers, a man with a bow and arrow, a towering vampire, a 

strongman, and a fisherman. Their massive forms stood guard in front of their respective areas of the 

park. And in the middle of them all, as if he directed the crowd, was a real silver statue of a grinning old 

man. He towered over them all. 



Though each area of the park was accessible from the square, Sean noticed that almost all of the 

newcomers moved as one to a paved street that sat to the right of the entrance, with Carnivale flanking it 

on the left. Sean’s friends were no exception. They moved with the throng, hollering at him to keep up. 

Sean glanced up and saw an old-fashioned street sign amidst the stores. He elbowed Tim, who was 

nearest. “Where are we going?”  

“Summertown. You have to go through here first. It’s like a tradition.” Tim point to the welcome sign 

that Sean had almost missed, trying to take in all the sights.  

The sign was painted a cheery blue, and the bright white letters read, in their old-fashioned script: 

 

Summertown 

where it’s always summer, 

the season of adventure. 

 

He looked beyond it to the picture-perfect replica of a small town Main Street in high summer. He 

even felt a blast of heat, seemingly from nowhere. 

He and his friends walked briskly down the Main Street, Sean wishing silently they didn’t have to 

rush through. The rest of their class seemed to be looking around and taking their time, but Chris turned 

back and grabbed his arm. “Summertown is lame. Let’s get to The Monster before the line gets too long.”  

Sean wanted to ask why they even bothered coming this way since it looked like The Monster was on 

the opposite end of the square. Luckily for him, Tim and Mike were pointing out some of the sights to 

each other. Chris huffed and tried to get them to hurry up too. 

All at once, the surging crowd in front of them slowed to watch an ice cream truck pass by. A 

cheerful man in a starched white uniform and matching paper hat poked his head out the window. “Free 

ice cream! Who wants an ice cream? Red rockets and rainbow snow cones! Push-pops and swirly cones! 

Come and get it!”  

Sean snorted as his friends, including Chris, quickly abandoned their plan and darted toward the truck 

with everyone else. He watched the man hand out cones for a second and then turned back to the rest of 

Main Street, more interested in the sights than getting stuck in a crowd that was suddenly rabid for free 

ice cream.  

From what he could see, Summertown had shops and storefronts, a couple of restaurants, and a few 

hot dog stands. Lampposts and barber shop poles dotted the road and a huge movie theater with its 

flashing marquee presided over the center of the street. He walked past one of the buildings, boasting a 

doctor’s office and a travel agency with their colorful signs, and saw a short row of little houses, all of 

them painted a different, bright color with the same gleaming white trim.  



The trees were cut into perfect triangles, and identical bushes surrounded each square front lawn, the 

sharply cut grass such a bright green that it had to be fake. A few of the little houses had sprinklers 

running on the lawns and Sean watched some of the younger kids splash around in the water in their 

bathing suits, their parents standing out of the spray’s path with strollers and diaper bags and indulgent 

smiles. He saw one little girl run towards her father and launch herself into his arms, even though she was 

soaking wet and got her father’s shirt wet too. Sean found himself annoyed with both of them. Now that 

guy had to walk around all day with a wet shirt. Didn’t people have any brains? 

Chris was right. Summertown was lame.  He looked around for his friends and saw two of them 

emerge, victorious with their ice creams in hand. Mike was still waiting, big surprise; he always let 

everyone push in front of him.  

Sean looked at Chris’ massive chocolate cone and felt a pang of envy. “I can’t believe that was free.” 

Chris took a massive lick and nodded. “They only do it like once a week or something. Guess we got 

lucky.” He glanced back where Mike was finally walking back over with his cone. “Jeez, dude, finally.” 

“Come on. I want to see if there’s a game later.”  

The big white truck was slowly making its way down the street again, a couple of kids waving good-

bye after it. The street was a litter of wrappers and melted ice cream. It took him a minute to clue in to 

what Mike had said. “What game?” 

“Duh, the baseball game.” Mike rolled his eyes and got a massive smear of vanilla on his cheek in the 

process. “Oh right, you’ve never been here.” He pointed with his cone to the end of the street. “They have 

a big field back there and they have baseball games. You can sit in the bleachers and watch.”  

“Weird,” Sean replied, intrigued. He wondered who played in the games.  

The boys trooped toward the end of Main Street and sure enough, there was a regulation size baseball 

field. It had everything, with bleachers and dugouts and a scoreboard, all ready to go, like a game could 

start at any moment. The dirt looked as if it had been professionally tended to, just like in the big leagues. 

There were even night lights.  

Tim pointed to a sign on the chain link fence that surrounded the field. “Game tonight at 5pm. 

Carnies vs. Sheriffs. Sweet. We should come back.” 

Chris snorted. “I’ll be on the Monster, but you guys have fun.”  

They started walking again, Sean and Chris falling behind the others. “What’s with you and The 

Monster? It’s just a rollercoaster.” 

His friend snorted, a curl of brown hair flopping over his forehead. “Yeah, ok. Just a rollercoaster. 

Are you kidding? There is only one rollercoaster in this whole park. Know why?” 

“No. Why?” 



Chris replied exasperatedly, “Because with The Monster, you don’t need another rollercoaster. It’s 

that good. You’ll see. It’s crazy, dude. It’s got all these massive dips and turns. It even goes into 

Dracula’s castle. My sister said that when she went, some guy puked into his lap the whole way. He was a 

big guy too.” 

Sean started to grin. “Yeah? Did any of it get on her?” 

Chris smirked. “Yeah. She got so mad. It was awesome. Shoot, we’re slow.” He pointed ahead to 

where Tim and Mike had pulled ahead, out of Summertown and into the rest of the park.  

Sean started to run too but something on the baseball field caught his eye. There was someone there, 

someone he hadn’t noticed before. 

Sean squinted and realized that it was a kid, a boy who looked a couple of years older than him. He 

was in a full baseball uniform, a white one with black stripes and an old fashioned cap was pulled low 

over his eyes. He was sitting on the bleachers, leaning over so that his forearms rested on his knees. He 

seemed to be staring right at Sean. 

Sean stopped and looked around to see if he was wrong, if there was someone behind him. When he 

turned back to the field, the kid wasn’t there. There was no trace of him at all. 

 

 

Sheila was still shaken up enough by the man at the gate to separate herself from the group as soon as 

they surged into Summertown after the children.  

Luckily, Mrs. Fleck had her hands full with two overprotective mothers, who were convinced the 

children needed to be better supervised if they were all to survive this day in one peace. It was easy 

enough for Sheila to drop back from the group, the blood pounding in her ears.  

She waited until some of the other parents had ducked into the first souvenir shop and then grabbed 

her map with trembling hands. If she could just find a bathroom stall and be alone for five seconds, she 

might be able to catch her breath, maybe figure out exactly what that man had meant. Could he know her? 

Did he work there?  

She didn’t even want to consider the other alternative, that it had something to do with Brad. It was 

too awful to think about.  

She had just flipped the map over for the third time and ordered herself to concentrate when she felt a 

presence at her elbow. A dark-haired girl now stood beside her. She appeared to be about nine or ten 

years old and had a high ponytail, large brown eyes and a very serious expression. “Are you looking for a 

bathroom?” the girl asked her.  

“Um,” Sheila hedged. “Yes, actually.” The little girl blinked up at her and Sheila suppressed a smile. 

“Do you work here?”  



The girl’s serious face melted immediately into a giggle. “No! I’m only ten.” 

Sheila was too taken aback by a new thought to feel foolish. She bent down hesitantly. “Do you, um, 

live here?” she whispered.  

The little girl burst into another laugh. “No. But I’ve been here nine times and I know where every 

bathroom is in the whole park. You had that look like you need to find a bathroom.” She was very matter 

of fact about the whole situation. “Most of the time, Moms look at the map just to find a bathroom or a 

restaurant, cause they’re tired all the time and they like to sit down.” 

Charmed, Sheila bit her lip to keep from laughing. “All right, I’ll bite. Where is the nearest 

bathroom?” 

The girl pointed across the fake Main Street. “Past that lamppost and down the alley. The third toilet 

on the left was busted the last time I was here but I wouldn’t worry.  They’re pretty good about fixing 

stuff.” Dimly, Sheila heard a woman call for a Katie and the girl jumped a little. 

“Is that your mother?” Sheila asked her. 

The girl, Katie, looked back where they’d heard her name called. “She’s not my mother.” In a flash, 

the serious look was back. “Good-bye.” 

“Bye. Thank you.” Sheila watched her cross the street to a frowning woman, who had her hands full 

with a baby in her arms, a toddler wailing in a double stroller and a scowling little boy with ice cream 

smeared over his shirt. 

Sheila happened to pass by the harried woman and her children, just as little Katie was being scolded, 

her little face staring down at her shoes. “I don’t want to remind you, Katherine, that we are because of 

you. Now you’re wandering off to who knows where and you know how much I hate being here. When 

are you going to start listening to me? That’s what I want to know.”  

Sheila noticed that the woman’s expression was pinched and tense, her grip on the wriggling baby a 

little too tight, her words a little too sharp. Sheila hurried up the sidewalk and away from the scene, 

something about it too familiar, an awful gnawing at the back of her mind.  

She made it to the lamppost as directed and, sure enough, there was a cheerful bathroom symbol fixed 

to it, pointing down the alley just as Katie had said. She joined a few other women waiting on line for the 

bathroom and watched a group of men dart into the empty men’s room. She sighed. Typical. 

She was gazing up at the buildings that surrounded them on both sides when something caught her 

attention. Along the second floor of the building across from her, there was one window where the shades 

were slightly pulled open. Sheila stared up at it, transfixed by what was certainly a desk lamp. 

She stood up on her tiptoes and, sure enough, she could just glimpse the other end of the dimly lit 

room. There was a door painted pink, with a bright poster of some young musician or actor on it. There 

were flowers pinned to the walls. 



Sheila realized with a start that some of the ladies on the line were now staring at her and she guiltily 

settled back down on the ground. When she looked back up, the curtains had been yanked shut. They 

waved slightly, the light just visible behind them.  

  



 

 

Chapter 4 

 

 

 

 

Sean had assumed that to get to The Monster, they would just cut through Transylvania Village. He 

was surprised, then, when Chris led the way through the main square and headed toward The Leagues. 

“Why are we going this way?” he asked Mike. 

His friend leaned forward to answer him but Sean nudged him back. Mike had a tendency to breathe 

through his mouth and somehow already smelled like onion rings. “We can walk through the village but 

it’s fastest to use the tunnel.” 

“Tunnel?” Sean looked beyond The League’s own rustic arch, dripping with seaweed, to a long 

stretch of boardwalk and a short set of stairs that led to caverns below. 

Sean took advantage of the crowd and got a good, long look at the massive wave pool that sat on one 

side of the boardwalk and the animatronic seagulls perched on poles. Down a ways, he could see a scarily 

realistic pub with its seaweed-clad life preserver over the doorway and sailors lounging outside.  

Tim tapped him on the shoulder and pointed beyond the pub to the massive man-made body of water 

where there was a bumper boats ride and, beyond that, an actual pirate ship. Sean had never been out on 

the water before and he made a mental note to check both out later.  

As soon as they descended the cold concrete stairs into The Tunnel with the hordes of other people, 

Sean could easily imagine himself in another world. The walls felt cold to the touch and were a heady mix 

of clay and granite, giving the whole tunnel a humid, misty feel like they were in the mouth of a seaside 

cave.  

Small, dangling bulbs glided their way along the ceiling and it was even brighter up ahead. A moment 

later, he could see why. The walls on either side of him quietly turned from clay into thick glass and 

Sean’s eyes widened as he realized they were walking between two massive saltwater tanks.  



It looked like every picture he’d ever seen in a science textbook, down to the plankton and small trails 

of seaweed floating in the bubbly water. The crowd moves to the right but Sean kept his eyes trained on 

the other side of the tank, curious as to why it was devoid of any fish. 

He swallowed a yelp of surprise as a huge gray shape shimmied past him. When his eyes adjusted, he 

saw the slinky tail of a bottlenose dolphin hurrying away and became self-consciously aware that a wide 

grin had spread over his face. When he looked back over his shoulder at the other glass wall, his eyes 

widened.  

Another dolphin was hovering just opposite him in the tank, staring  at him. Sean walked over to the 

glass and the dolphin stayed where it was, hovering, its dark eyes blank and yet watchful.  

Immediately, a dozen kids crowded around him, trying to see, but Sean paid no attention, mesmerized 

by the closeness of an animal he’d never seen before in real life. 

The dolphin stayed there, quite still, and Sean could not help thinking that it was watching him, 

studying him. He put his hand up to the thick glass, the surface already marked with dozens of pale 

fingerprints, big and small, the glass surprisingly warm under his hand. He was flabbergasted when the 

dolphin didn’t shy away but slowly thrust its forehead towards his hand, almost nuzzling his hand from 

the other side of the glass. The chattering children fell into a jealous silence and Sean could heard one of 

the fathers behind him let out a surprised, low whistle. “Get a load of that.”  

A sharp whistle in the tunnel jolted everyone out of the strange little moment and the dolphin 

scampered away. The children were pushed forward on the path and when Sean tried to follow, the 

whistle blower blocked his path.  

He was blonde and not much older than Sean. He wore a lifeguard pullover and looked at Sean 

curiously, the whistle still raised. His name tag read “Ray.”  

Ray narrowed his eyes. “Sean?”  

“Yeah?” Sean swallowed nervously, surprised that this kid knew his name. 

Ray looked at him for a second, almost glaring at him. He jerked his head toward the path ahead. 

“Your friends are waiting for you at the stairs. You should probably hurry.” He raised an eyebrow, as if 

daring him to question him. 

Sean reluctantly jogged down the remainder of the tunnel, dodging the parents and kids and some of 

his classmates. He headed past the schools of tropical fish in the tank on the right side of the tunnel and 

the hammerhead sharks and turtles before coming to a fork in the path. One way lead toward the pirate 

ship and the other to The Monster.  

When he made it out and blinked in the sun once more, only Mike was standing there. “God, you took 

forever!” his friend exclaimed impatiently. “Let’s go. Chris and Tim are probably already on line by 

now.”  



They turned to go and Sean saw another flash of red. He thought of Ray, the way he studied Sean 

with suspicious eyes, like he was in some deep trouble or something. “Why’d you tell that guy to come 

get me? He was a creep.” 

“What are you talking about?” Mike snorted. “You mean like we paged you? No. That would’ve been 

awesome though.” He switched into a high-pitched voice and sang, “Sean Monroe to The Monster, your 

friends are getting pissed. Sean Monroe to the Monster.” 

Sean stopped. “You didn’t tell anyone to go back there and get me? You didn’t tell him my name?”  

“No. Lame.” His friend rolled his eyes. “Can we go now?” 

Sean looked back at the tunnel but had no choice but to follow his friend. 

 

 

Timmerman Park was starting to give Sheila the creeps. 

After an eerie hour on her own, Sheila thought it might be best to spend a good chunk of the time 

with the other parents. In no time at all, she found a cluster of parents from the school and slid into the 

back of the group like she’d been there all along.  

She walked behind them and watched the way they interacted with one another, the jokes they made, 

the sights they pointed out. Sheila had always been enthralled by the other parents in Sean’s class, no 

matter where they were. She’d observed quite a lot of them over the years and had seen her fair share, 

unfortunately, as a foster child. 

She could tell immediately that these were first-time parents. Parents with older children tended to 

avoid these intensive activities, she’d noticed, preferring the ease of bake sales and sporting events.  

She believed Jackie Begrossi was an only child from the way her mother kept her hand firmly on her 

cell phone in a tight fist. She checked it often and would grimace a bit if her daughter hadn’t rung or sent 

her a message. If she did send her a message, Laura announced her daughter’s whereabouts to the whole 

group as if they were tracking the children like fugitives. “They’re in Sherwood now. Jackie says if we 

hurry we can catch the next archery show.”  

The group made their way through the square and entered Sherwood Forest, Robin Hood’s realm. 

Sheila mused that they had done a very good job transforming an abandoned lot of spruce trees into a 

medieval English forest. Some of those trees were positively massive and towering, really appearing as if 

they’d been there for centuries.  

As they made their way to the amphitheater, she could see the small cluster of huts that made up the 

villages and, further down, the rise of a turret over the trees. She assumed that was supposed to be 

Nottingham Castle. Sheila smiled. Robin Hood had always been one of Sean’s favorite stories. 



She and the rest of the parents settled on the bulging line for the archery show and Sheila found 

herself, as usual, at the fringes of their little group.  

Just ahead of them in the line, a father stood with his young son. Sheila watched as the father spotted 

something in one of the trees behind them and pointed it out for his son, who was all of four years old and 

already sporting more than a few Robin Hood souvenirs including a plumed hat that was too big for his 

head.  

When the boy shook his head, the man handed his soda cup to his wife, effortlessly picked the boy to 

settle against his shoulder and pointed again. This time, instead of looking where he pointed, the man 

watched his son’s face, the way his eyes widened. Behind them, one of Robin Hood’s men had just swung 

from one tree house to another. The boy clapped, his eyes like saucers. 

The line had moved up but she hadn’t and she could feel a few overextended parents beginning to 

grumble behind her. She had just about closed the gap when she suddenly heard a voice in her ear. “Nice 

scene, a parent and son.” It was a man’s voice, one unfamiliar to her, deep and male. “It’s not too late to 

change your mind, you know.” 

 Sheila whirled around but all she caught was a glimpse of the man’s head and a familiar white T-shirt 

as he retreated silently into the crowd.  

 

 

The day spun past Sean. By five-thirty he was sweaty, exhausted and thoroughly frustrated. His 

friends had already been to the park tons of times; to them, the best way to enjoy the park was to ride The 

Monster six times in a row, eat a bunch of chili dogs, hit the bumper boats and laugh at the actors in tights 

in the Sherwood part of the park. 

They hadn’t even gone into the Enchanted Woods. “It’s for little kids and babies,” Chris had said 

derisively. He’d also told them all that it was lame to even go to Carnivale before dark when “the carnies 

came out.”  

As a result, Sean had spent most of the day in the line for The Monster and down below in the tunnels 

of The Leagues waiting for a turn on the bumper boats, which turned out to be kind of dumb anyway. 

When Chris told them they should head back to The Monster to get one last ride in before they were 

supposed to meet the rest of the class, Sean grabbed his phone out of his pocket and picked it up as if it 

had rung. 

The guys stopped and waited while he pretended to answer it. “Mom?” He paused for effect. “What? 

No, I can’t, Mom, no, I’m going with the guys back to ride The Monster.” He waited a few beats and then 

groaned. “Ugh. Fine. Where are you? Ok, I’ll be right there. Yeah, I’ll call you when I get over there.” He 

hung up and rolled his eyes at his friends. “Sorry, guys. I gotta go meet my mom.” 



His friends rolled their eyes. Mike snorted, “That bites. Why is your mom always doing that?” He 

was, no doubt, thinking about all the times Sean’s mother called, demanding he come home early, 

whenever they were at the arcade or hanging out under the bleachers of the high school.  

“She’s super strict, man.” 

“Yeah, well. I gotta go see what she wants. I can’t get grounded this weekend. I’ll call one of you 

guys when she lets me loose, okay?” Sean stuffed his phone into his back pocket. 

Tim shrugged. “We can just go with you.” Chris immediately made a face. 

“That’s stupid. I’ll just meet up with you guys later.” Before they could argue, he turned heel and 

made a beeline for the first area he saw, Sherwood Forest.  

He glanced over his shoulder just in time to see his friends shrug and trudge off towards Transylvania 

Village again, feeling a slight twinge of guilt for lying to them.  

The guilt faded immediately. He could see being alone was infinitely better.  

Chris could be real bossy sometimes, he thought. He was kicking himself for not leaving them earlier. 

He could’ve done everything in the park by now. 

He liked Sherwood Forest immediately, now that he actually had a chance to look around. The sun 

was just starting to set and the lanterns in the tree houses had already been turned on, emitting a warm 

glow. The crowd had thinned out and it was easier to take his time, to look at the thatched huts and a few 

of the men dressed like Merry Men, swinging around on makeshift zip lines over the tree tops. He heard a 

man’s jovial roar behind him and quickly stepped aside to let the fat friar pass, astride a real-life donkey 

that ambled through the center of Sherwood’s long, dirt road. He waved a jar of ale at them, singing a tale 

of Robin Hood, a man of legend and lore.  

There was a swordfight going on near the amphitheater entrance, where Sean knew they put on the 

big Robin Hood show. 

He joined the crowd and watched for a few minutes as the snarling Sheriff clashed swords with a 

pretty girl, whom he assumed was Robin Hood’s girlfriend Maid Marian. Sean grinned and had to admit 

the swordfight was cheesy but sported some pretty good footwork. The pair circled each other like boxers, 

the swords looking heavy and giving off sparks as they swung and clashed in the air.  

He smirked as the Sheriff cornered the girl and a few people gasped and then cheered and clapped 

along with the rest of them when an arrow pierced through the sky out of nowhere and landed on the 

amphitheater wall, over their heads.  

Distracted, the Sheriff glared up at the sky and Marian had time to grab her sword and kick the 

Sheriff in the knees. He went down with a loud comical groan and hollered for his soldiers.  

Sean watched as another arrow sailed through the air and hit the wall of the amphitheater once more, 

now a heavy rope attached to it. The crowd cheered as Robin Hood sailed down the rope and kicked down 



the soldiers. The crowd parted, clearing a path for him and Marian to escape, Robin yelling over his 

shoulder, “Next time, Sheriff, I’ll get my girl to finish you off for good!”  

Sean watched them disappear and the soldiers got up, grunting, still in character, mumbling and 

yelling at the people to disperse and be on their way. Sean eyed the tree houses across the lane and made 

his way over to the winding line. 

He stared up at them, the low sun blinding him through the leaves. There was a planked pathway that 

connected the trees houses, along with a series of pulleys and levers for pulling up buckets of well water.  

Sean had a tree house once, when he was seven and they’d moved to Carsdale. His mom had fretted 

over that backyard tree house. It was obviously built by kids with the planks of woods held together with 

tap and crooked nails. Only when the landlord came by and promised her it was structurally sound did she 

let him go up there at all. 

Sean watched the people in front of him shuffle forward as the park employee directed them to the 

steps that led to the open tree house on their left. Sean looked up and saw that it was teeming with people, 

with kids hanging out the windows and running around the outside ledge until their nervous parents told 

them to slow down.  

Sean stepped forward for his turn as the employee, a bored man with a heavy gray beard beckoned 

him forward. Without a word, the man pointed to the tree house on the right side of the line. There was no 

line there, no children hanging from the windows. 

Sean clamored up the stairs, one hand on the rope banister. He wished it had something cool like a 

rope ladder to climb, like his old tree house.  

When he got to the top, he was pleased to see he had the place to himself. He glanced behind him, 

listening for footsteps but didn’t hear anyone coming up after him.  

Sean shrugged and looked around. The little hut was the size of their living room in the Middleton 

house. There were small swords and heavy, drawstring bags of coins nailed to the walls, with more bags 

strewn across the floor. In the corner, an old chest was open and brimming over with gold coins, jewels 

resting in a heap on the floor. There was even a table in the corner, covered with black stone bowls and 

loaves of real bread. 

“Hi there.” 

Sean turned around and faced the man leaning in the doorway, immediately recognizing him from his 

big entrance on the street below. 

Now face to face, Sean saw that Robin Hood was really just a few years old than him, a high school 

kid. He was tall with brown hair that almost reached the grassy ceiling of the hut and he was still in his 

Robin Hood getup. His clothes looked grungy and dirty, not like a costume at all. There was a tear on his 

sleeve and a smudge of dirt on his cheek.  



The boy who played Robin Hood grinned broadly at him. “I saw you down on the street, didn’t I?” 

Off of Sean’s nod, he pushed off against the makeshift door frame and asked, “What’d you think of the 

show?” 

 “It was ok.” He couldn’t think of anything else to say so he just shrugged lamely. He glanced back at 

the stairs, wondering why no one else was coming up. 

“I’m Jacob but everyone around here calls me-” 

“Robin?”  

He grinned again. “Actually, they call me Kiddo. I don’t know why.” He widened his stance and 

nodded toward the room. “What do you think of the camp? Better than ok, right?” He picked up a pouch 

off the old wooden table and tossed it to Sean. “Check it out. Real copper coins. And those are real 

swords. Replicas, obviously, but they could do some damage.”  

Sean opened the pouch and sure enough, it was filled with coins. They actually glinted in the sunlight 

that pierced through the windows.  

“What’s your name?”  

Sean frowned and hesitantly handed the coins back to him. “Sean.” 

Kiddo nodded. “Where are you from?” 

He hated that question. “All over.”  

“Really all over?” 

“We move around a lot,” Sean muttered. Now he wished someone else would come up. Maybe they’d 

directed him up there by mistake or something. 

“That sucks.” Kiddo peered around him and his eyes widened. He flashed a wink at Sean. “Gotta go. 

Welcome to Timmerman’s, Sean.” Before Sean could reply, the boy dashed out of the door where he’d 

come in. Sean watched him run, jump and grab a rope that dangled from a high branch.  

Just like in the movies, the boy swung from their tree house to one across the way and was gone, just 

as there was a clamor on the steps behind Sean and a noisy family of four made their way into the house.  

 

 

  



 

 

 

Chapter 5 

 

  

 

 The strange man continued to pop up in Sheila’s vicinity for the rest of the day.  

He was there when they met everyone for lunch, minus Sean and his friends who, she heard one of 

their classmates tell the monitors, had opted to skip it to ride The Monster for the eleventh time.  

She had walked out of The Tortoise and The Hare with her tray and there he was, across the seating 

area, drinking a soda and glaring at her. Chilled, she changed directions to sit on her own at a small table 

behind a trash can. She felt his gaze follow her there, like a burn on the back of her neck. 

The only thing keeping her from complete panic was the knowledge that there had never been anyone 

but Brad on her trail. He and he alone was her waking nightmare; it was a small but vital comfort.  

After a few hours of no sightings, she was feeling relaxed enough to let Laura Begrossi drag her into 

four identical gift shops in Enchanted Woods so she could find the perfect unicorn for her daughter’s 

collection. After listening to her coo over a particularly colorful collection of magical steeds, Sheila 

realized why the other parents had left Laura to her own devices. The woman was so ecstatic over the 

unicorns that Sheila was beginning to wonder if her daughter really did collect them or even liked them at 

all. In which case, she was fairly certain Mrs. Begrossi was a complete nutball. 

Sheila had ducked behind a shelf filled with scowling trolls when she thought, I’m leaving my kid in 

an amusement park and I think she’s a nutball? A tiny, hysterical giggle slipped out and Sheila clapped 

her hand over her mouth. Maybe she was losing her mind. Maybe the man she’d seen throughout the day 

was just a figment of her imagination, her brain’s way of coping with what she had decided to do. 

And like he had heard her very thought, suddenly there he was, leaning on the counter, chatting with 

the sales clerk. As soon as she spotted him, he and the young girl working behind the counter dropped 

their conversation to a whisper and both slid their gaze over to her. Sheila ducked out of the store quickly, 

her heart hammering in her chest, Laura’s protests fading behind her.  



This was getting ridiculous. She was positive she’d never seen him before today in her life. He didn’t 

know her. He may know what she was planning, she thought, but he didn’t have any idea what she was up 

against, what she was facing.  

Sheila swallowed, thinking of the cowardly shadow she cast. If she saw him again, she told herself, 

she would just ask him, straight out, why he had been harassing her all day.  

Sheila glanced down and her stomach lurched at the time. It was five-thirty. At seven o’clock, Mrs. 

Fleck would load up the buses and the trip monitors would do the head count and exchange their good-

byes with those parents who had driven themselves to the park.   

On trembling legs, Sheila sat down on the nearest empty bench and pulled the folded note out of her 

purse. All day, she’d been trying to ignore the little slip of paper, the instructions provided to her on how 

to leave her son. 

At 6:45, she would have Sean paged to Lost and Found over the park loudspeakers. The monitors 

would let him go, assuming from Sheila’s absence that she was at Lost and Found and looking for Sean. 

She would call Laura Begrossi and tell her she found Sean and they would be leaving shortly.  

In reality, Sean would go to Lost and Found but he would not find her there. He would find someone 

else. He would find a whole new life. 

Her head hurt suddenly, a sharp jab right behind her right eye. She winced and breathed out slowly, 

pressing her fingers to the sore spot on her temple, a move that unfortunately did nothing at all to relieve 

the pain.  

The light was starting to fade in the park. Time was running out. Sheila felt a cold breeze cut right 

through her and she shivered. 

 

 

And suddenly, there she was, standing outside the Lost and Found, the last hours little more than a 

blur.  

It was the simplest of buildings, just off the main square and close to the entrance, with walls 

constructed out of logs to look like some kind of remote outpost. It was small and squat and attached to a 

larger building where Sheila could see people entering to pull their items from lockers, return strollers and 

wheelchairs, and visit customer service.  

She went over the arguments in her mind one last time.  

It’s just temporary.  

She had combed the place, looking for flaws and could find none. It was spotless, the staff seemed 

genuine and nice.   



The bedroom she had spotted above Main Street looked sweet and homey. She had heard no tortured 

screams, had felt no undercurrent of misery and despair. She had caught the eye of a child wandering 

through Main Street alone, clutching a backpack and had met her eyes, wondering about her. She looked 

for signs of distress, of her hunger and pain. When the girl ran up to meet her parents, Sheila let out a 

long, shaking breath, not sure if she felt disappointed or relieved. 

She would assess the paperwork and the administrators to the best of her ability. She’d always had 

stellar instincts, she thought, with one large, notable exception.  

It wasn’t as if she really had a choice anymore, she told herself sharply. She had to trust them. She 

would use her judgment and have to hand over the rest of her doubts to faith.  

There was no alternative; the red car she’d seen that morning made sure of that. He was closing in, 

she could feel it. It had only been two weeks ago, after all, that Marjorie at the bank told her a man had 

called while she was at lunch. He’d asked for her but hadn’t given his name. A simple message to some, 

easily ignored. Sheila had felt her throat close up at the words, the threat behind it eminent to no one but 

her.  

That night, just two weeks ago, she stood in the doorway of Sean’s room while he slept. He was, as 

always, blissfully unaware of how close she came to losing him forever. Sheila had closed her eyes and 

pushed past her sadness, past that overwhelming mixture of guilt and grief that froze her where she stood.  

She had decided right then that the park was the only way, the only choice. She had no one else. And 

they could not keep running forever. 

Every part of her was shaking when she walked through the doors of Lost and Found. 

 

 

“I’m telling you, man, it was awesome,” Chris crowed. “You should’ve seen that lady’s face! I 

thought she was gonna call security or something. She looked so pissed. I can’t believe you missed it,” he 

moaned.  

“I know. My mom, though, you know. I had to go,” Sean shrugged, not really caring that he’d missed 

Mike eating three corndogs on a dare and then throwing up on some women’s shoes after they got off The 

Monster. Tim mimed the way Mike let it all go and Chris doubled over in laughter. 

“At least they tasted good going down.” Mike grinned. “I should eat a couple more before we get on 

the bus.” 

“You are disgusting, dude.” Chris looked around at the group of kids from their school who had 

assembled for the head count. “This sucks. Everyone knows Carnivale is only really good after dark. 

We’re missing the best part of the whole park.” 



Sean looked over his shoulder to where the arch announcing Carnivale was lit up with big, bright 

bulbs, the rides behind it all lit up as well and spinning, enticing visitors to come inside.  

Sean had spent the rest of his afternoon wandering around Sherwood and then headed back 

underground in The Tunnel. He’d only managed a few minutes in Carnivale, watching people play games 

and scream from the whirling rides, before reluctantly leaving to find his friends again. 

And the day was over already. He couldn’t believe it. He’d been waiting for this day for months and 

now it was gone, over. And who knew the next time he’d be back. Knowing his mother, probably never.  

Sean frowned. He didn’t actually see his mother anywhere. The other monitors were all clustered in a 

group, their clipboards out, waiting until it was officially 6:45 before starting the head count. He checked 

his phone and wondered idly where his mother was, cheered by the sudden, and very unlikely, thought 

that she had just driven home by herself and he could go back with his friends on the bus. The fact that 

she had let him out of her sight all day was a minor miracle in itself. 

A tinny voice suddenly rang out through the park over the loudspeakers. “Will Sean Monroe please 

report to Lost and Found? Sean Monroe, please report to the Lost and Found.”   

The monitors all turned to look for Sean and his friends looked at him too. He felt his stomach burn. 

Chris snorted. “What, is your mom lost or something?”  

Jackie Begrossi’s mom was standing nearby and hurried over. The boys immediately shut up, though 

Chris kept snickering. “Sean, your mother must be looking for you. Lost and Found is right over there.” 

She pointed to the log cabin near the entrance. “Go on.” She pushed him along and he could barely could 

wave to his friends before he heard her say, “What’s this I hear about you getting sick, Michael?” He 

smiled to himself and hurried away as Mike stammered to explain himself. 

  

******* 

 

 

Sheila was in a room in the back of Lost and Found. Through a small window in a closed door, she 

watched as Sean entered the building. He looked around, confused to find the room completely empty. 

Sheila turned away. Behind her, a second door opened. 

The man who entered the room was old and very short, the shortest man she’d ever seen, and barely 

came up to her shoulder. He fiddled with a pair of enormous glasses, tufts of soft white hair on his 

otherwise balding head. He smiled at her very gently, a load of papers and books in his small white hands. 

“Ms. Monroe, is it?” His accent was Irish and thick.  



She nodded once and he pointed to the chair at the round metal table that was in the center of a plain, 

unadorned room. It reminded Sheila of the interrogation room in a police station. She felt her nerves 

skitter under her skin. 

Once they had both sat down, the man pushed his glasses further up his nose and made a big show of 

spreading the papers out until they were facing her in perfect, even piles. “I’m Mr. Clancy,” he said as he 

worked. She watched, mesmerized, as he slowly gathered up each pile in turn and shuffling them until 

their edges lined up evenly. “I will be facilitating the paperwork necessary for this transaction.”  

Transaction. The word should have filled her with anger or shame but, instead, it calmed her 

immensely. Perhaps it was all those years she had spent working at banks. Perhaps this is how she would 

survive it; she could just pretend that this was about another matter entirely, rather than the signing away 

of her only child.  

It was almost as if the strange old man knew the word would help too, from the way he nodded at her 

encouragingly. When she still didn’t speak, he clasped his hands together. “The Timmerman Association 

welcomes everyone, as you know, of all ages, ethnicities, economic standing, etc. The park doors are 

open to the public from March to October and children from all over the world arrive to roam around the 

park and play and learn and dream all day long, along with their parents and friends and grandparents. 

Mr. Timmerman opened this park many years ago because that was his dream, to see happy children have 

a place to run and play.” He spoke warmly, as if it was the very first time he had said the words. 

“And then there are the special children,” he continued with a gentle smile. “Those who do not leave 

at the end of the day with all the rest. Our most special children. For whatever reason, they have come or 

have been brought to us. And they are adopted by this park. They are our greatest joys. Our secret ones.” 

Sheila stared at him. The words, the very notion, still sounded so strange. 

 “They live, work, and learn here until they come of age. This is where they start to feel safe. This is 

where they learn to dream. Some stay a bit longer than others but most walk away with their heads high. 

A select few never wish to part from us.” He smiled thinly. “In the fifty-odd year history of Timmerman 

Adventureland Park, I can honestly say that we have never had a child run away or request to go back into 

the system. There is a period of adjustment at first, of course, but all children desire the same thing; a 

place where they feel they belong. Timmerman Park is unique in seeming to offer just the right thing to 

make each of them feel that they do.”  

For a moment, his voice carried her out of the room and Sheila saw a flash of herself as a girl, the 

lonely, homeless girl she had been and her throat suddenly felt very dry.  

The old man pushed back his chair and, with a speed she hadn’t foreseen, hustled out of the room and 

was back in a moment with a glass of cold water. She drank it in three long gulps before nodding at him 

to continue. 



Mr. Clancy pushed the first pile of papers toward her. “All very standard, this first pile. These forms 

detail your current legal position as Sean’s legal guardian and transfer that authority to the park officials 

and our authorities.” He nudged the second pile toward her. “These papers outline what Sean’s daily life 

here will look like; his routine, his education, his work license, his interactions with society and the 

outside world.”  

“The outside world?” She thought of the red car, circling the park like a patient, hungry animal. 

He smiled. “Of course, he will have contact with the outside world. The park is not a prison nor 

rooted in ‘make believe.’ Sean will have the same interactions with the world as most teenaged boys. 

Completely supervised, of course, as he would with a parental figure. And like all good homes, his 

freedoms will be more restricted at first and grow with time, if he has earned our trust.”  

He continued with the third pile, “Now these are suggestions for a good transition for both of you. 

They are, of course, mere suggestions, but we encourage you to strongly consider how effective they have 

been in the past.”  

He smiled again and pushed back his chair. “I encourage you to read them and take your time. Sean 

will be apprised of the situation as you look them over. You cannot leave him here until all the paperwork 

has been signed in full.” He pointed to the indicated X’s on all of the relevant pages in the first pile and 

then turned to leave her.  

“Wait!” It was too fast, too soon. “Don’t you want to know why? Why I’m doing this?” Sheila looked 

down at the paperwork. The desire to explain was powerful. She wanted this odd little man to understand 

her, to know her. She wanted him to forgive her.  

Mr. Clancy inclined his head. “Mr. Richter has a talent for discerning which children are truly in need 

of our help; that is to say, those children who are truly meant to be with us. He has never been mistaken, 

not once in thirty-two years. We did not come by our decision lightly, Ms. Monroe,” he said calmly, “but 

that decision was made in your favor nevertheless. All I can offer you at this juncture is an understanding 

silence.” 

They stared at one another for a long minute. And then Sheila pulled the first pile toward her.  

Had Mr. Richter truly bought her unhappy mother act? Or did his superior instincts actually believed 

that Sean was better off without her? Such an idea had never occurred to her. 

She looked up and was struck by the sympathy and even pity that now appeared in Mr. Clancy’s pale 

eyes. “I realize it must seem strange and you might be experiencing some feelings of doubt, but you 

follow in the footsteps of countless men and women who, for one reason or another, found themselves at 

a loss, with nowhere to turn. There is nothing shameful about finding the right solution when it is one that 

provides happy lives for both you and your child.” 



The little old man stood up then. He left the room and shut the door behind him. The room was 

suddenly very quiet and very still.  

 

 

“Hello?”  

The Lost and Found was as strange on the inside as Sean’s first impression of the outside, which 

looked like a log cabin had just been plopped right into the middle of modern day life. He had pulled open 

the heavy front door to find a front desk, a few chairs, a giant stuffed grizzly bear in the corner and not 

much else. He called out again. “Hello? Anybody here?” 

A friendly woman’s voice sang out, “Just a minute!”   

Sean took a seat on one of the long benches along the wall, suddenly very tired and wanting to be in 

his room at home. It had been a long day. 

He didn’t even realize he had closed his eyes before he heard a giggle. He opened them again, startled 

by how close the laugh had sounded.  

Standing in front of him with hands clasped over their mouths were two little girls who had the 

giggles. They seemed, at first, like twins, though they looked nothing alike. But they were the same 

height and wore identical pink dresses. The one on the right had straight blonde hair that went all the way 

down to her waist. She whispered something in the other girl’s ear, whose hair was bright red and all 

curls, until the girl snorted, and both girls giggled even more. Sean had just about had enough of both of 

them when he heard that same woman’s voice ring out again. This time her voice had a scolding edge. 

“Girls!” 

Guiltily, the girls turned to face the broad-shouldered woman who had appeared out of nowhere to 

tower over them all. Sean had never seen a larger woman in his life. Maybe it was just his angle from that 

low bench or the way those beams in the ceiling seemed to bend to frame her huge, gray-haired head. Or 

maybe it had to do with how tiny the two girls seemed now, looking up at her with wide, innocent eyes, 

their giggles gone. “Sorry, Maman,” squeaked the blonde, and Sean was surprised to hear the girl’s thick 

French accent. The redhead, whose own voice was flatly American, piped up immediately after. “We just 

wanted a peek. Chloe and Lyle were first to see the new boy last time and they said-” she broke off when 

the woman glared down, nodding towards Sean. The blonde winced and the redhead stuck out her lip. 

“We’ll talk about this later, girls,” the woman said grimly and Sean realized for the first time that the 

large woman had an accent as well, a heavy British accent. “Believe you me, it will be a very lengthy 

conversation. I suggest the pair of you rest up for it. Go to your rooms and I will fetch you later.” The 

girls scattered. The big woman watched them disappear through a back door and turned to Sean. Her 

wide, moon-shaped face immediately relaxed into a smile and revealed a pair of kind brown eyes. 



“Well, you must be Sean Monroe. You come when asked, that’s a good start.” She took a step 

forward and held out one of her large hands to him. “I’m Mrs. Dearby.” They shook and she arched a 

brow. “Not a bad shake either. Why don’t you come up to the desk here so I can see what’s what.”  

She led the way to the front desk and now Sean knew why the desk was so tall. Mrs. Dearby plopped 

on a stool behind it and Sean took advantage of her getting settled to look at his watch. “Um, excuse me, 

but is my mother here? She had my name called over the loudspeaker, didn’t she?” He could barely see 

over the counter. 

The woman shrugged her huge shoulders and replied vaguely, “It was a bit your mother, a bit our 

doing. My, your mother’s young. Must’ve been just a kitten herself when she had you.” She eyed him 

carefully. When he looked at the clock on the wall, she bit her lip and leaned forward. “Sean, would you 

mind terribly if I asked you a few questions?”  

Sean blinked. “Questions?” 

The woman held up a hand. “Now, I need you to hear me out first. I have very low tolerance for 

asking serious, thought-provoking questions and getting careless answers in return. So before you agree,  

please understand that I will need you to think about what you’re going to answer first and then articulate 

it as best you can. Understood?” 

Sean nodded slowly and was rewarded by Mrs. Dearby’s wide smile. “Excellent! Did you enjoy the 

park today, Sean? I understand it was your first time here.” She waved a hand at his surprised look and 

continued, “I know certain things, never mind how I know them, I just do. It’s what I don’t know that I’m 

interested in, that’s what I would most like to know.” 

“Uh, yeah. It was fun.” From the drop in the woman’s face, Sean realized that he had answered too 

quickly, just like she had warned him against. He swallowed, wondering if he had been tricked into taking 

one of those random surveys. “I did like the park. A lot. I want to come back soon, I liked it so much.”  

She looked genuinely interested in his answer and Sean noted that she didn’t write anything down. 

She simply watched him. “And did you see everything you wanted to see today?” 

He thought about it. He couldn’t admit to wanting to see Enchanted Woods a little more, that was 

embarrassing. “My friend told me that Carnivale is really cool at night. I would’ve liked to have seen that. 

Oh, and I missed the dolphin show. And that wave pool over the shark tank looked really cool.” 

Mrs. Dearby looked amused. “Funny, those are three of our most popular attractions. Just what were 

you doing in our park all day, Sean Monroe?” 

He smiled back, a lopsided one. “My friends really like The Monster.” 

She nodded sagely. “Boys and that coaster. It’s a mean ride, that’s for sure. And I’m sure they’ve all 

been here before, seen everything, done everything a dozen times over, believing there’s nothing new to 

see or discover. Am I right?” He nodded. The woman clasped her hands together and leaned over the desk 



toward him. “Well, I appreciate your answering my questions. And now I have something to share with 

you.”  

She hesitated there, her next words coming out slow and uncertain. “Sean, there’s been a slight,” she 

cleared her throat. “There’s been a slight change as to how your life is going to play out from now on.” 

“What?” He frowned. “What does that mean?” 

Mrs. Dearby smiled brightly in return. “I think you need a little background information before I 

explain. You like movies, I assume?” 

He was too confused to bother to reply. Mrs. Dearby hopped off the stool, more gracefully than he 

would have guessed, and without another word, she beckoned him to follow her. 

They were on their way through a door in the back when they heard a creak. Mrs. Dearby stopped 

short. She turned around and peered over Sean’s head, back into the main room. Then, her face dropped 

into a slight, concerned frown. “How unusual,” she murmured to herself. She patted Sean on the shoulder 

and firmly turned him away from whatever it was she had just seen in the main room. “Through there, 

Sean, is a small theater. Go take a seat and I’ll be with you in a moment. Won’t be long.” She gave him a 

slight nudge to send him on his way. 

He found the theater easy enough and took a seat, wondering about how the strange woman’s mood 

had changed so quickly and why.  

His mother wasn’t there, as he had thought. He didn’t know if she was even still in the park. And the 

bus had surely left by now. And now this woman wanted to show him a movie that was supposed to give 

him “background information.” Information for what? What was happening?  

And as he was wondering about the situation he had found himself in, he thought back to the rest of 

the day and the strange sights he had seen. First the kid in the ball park, then the dolphin, Ray and Robin 

Hood had all acted so strange, the way they stared at him, watching him. And now, at the very end of it, 

this British giant of a lady had appeared to tell him that his life had just changed forever and his mother 

was nowhere to be seen and all Sean wanted, very much, at that moment was to go home.  

  



 

 

 

Chapter 6 

 

  

 

Mr. Clancy had tried to convince Sheila that she was not, in fact, a horrible person for wanting to 

abandon her son in an amusement park. Still, Sheila felt the shame of it most sharply after he had gone, as 

she sat alone in the quiet room with a pile of papers that would get the job done.  

Principal Richter had promised her it would be a relief. Even the girl at the Lost and Found counter, 

when Sheila had uttered the magic words, had just smiled encouragingly, without a trace of judgment or 

resentment. She hadn’t looked much older than Sean herself.  

Maybe someone had once left that girl too, Sheila thought now. Maybe she smiled at Sheila because 

she understood. And because she knew that Sean, like her, was better off here. The thought should’ve 

brought her comfort. It didn’t. 

She jolted when someone opened the door and looked up to see an enormous woman filling the 

frame.  

She was older, with graying hair and large dark eyes, and introduced herself briskly. “Hello, Mrs. 

Monroe. I am Mrs. Dearby, Park Manager. I believe Henry Richter told you about me?”  

Her British accent was clipped but not unfriendly. Still, Sheila could do little more than nod. 

“Excellent. Mr. Clancy has given you the paperwork, I see.” She pulled up the empty chair across from 

Sheila. “A bit daunting, I’m afraid. We do try to streamline the process as much as possible.” Mrs. 

Dearby smoothed a frayed curl of graying hair back from her face and her smile warmed a touch. “Do you 

have any questions for me?” 

“Yes.” Sheila sat back, grateful for a break from reading the fine print. “Have you told him yet? Told 

Sean, I mean?” She tried not to imagine his reaction, his confusion. 

“In a manner of speaking.” Mrs. Dearby sighed. Sheila detected the trace of weariness behind it. “It’s 

a difficult task, I’m afraid. All these years and it’s something I have yet to master. Sean is older than most 



of our children are when they arrive here but, really, the reaction depends on personality, on what a child 

is capable of understanding.”  

“Right.” Sheila shook her head. She had to believe he was better here than with her. She could not 

waver now. Under the table, her fist clenched against her knee. “Mr. Richter gave me all the basics. He 

said you have an excellent school here and that your graduation rates are very impressive by the state’s 

standards.” 

“It’s true.” Mrs. Dearby smiled proudly. “We have roughly two hundred children and our classes for 

each grade are rather small. The individual attention helps and we have very stringent standards for our 

students.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Well, park privileges are tied very closely to performance. The harder you try, the more privileges 

you are entitled to. The test scores and grades are not the ultimate goal but, well, we must be doing 

something right.” Mrs. Dearby leaned back in her own chair and it let out a strained squeak. “Our children 

are taught first and foremost that education is, as they say, the golden ticket. It will enable them to go 

wherever they wish to go. For nearly all of them, that is incentive enough, the ability to determine the 

course of their own future.” 

Her words immediately turned Sheila’s thoughts to Paula Chapel, a particularly kind foster mother 

she’d had when she was Sean’s age. She had been a teacher in her youth. 

For a moment, Sheila’s heart constricted as she wondered what Ms. Chapel would think, if she were 

alive today, at her pulling Sean from school each year, at his attempts to catch up or slow down 

depending on where they ended up. It was just another of Sheila’s failings to add to her list of regrets. 

She glanced back at Mrs. Dearby, who was watching her curiously, and apologized. “My mind was 

wandering, I’m sorry. I was just thinking of my own- I was in the system myself, as a child.” She shut her 

mouth as abruptly as she had spoken. She hadn’t intended to share such information with anyone. 

Mrs. Dearby raised an eyebrow. She opened her mouth to reply and the door behind her opened. The 

young girl who had greeted Sheila at the front desk bent down to whisper. Mrs. Dearby frowned. “Thank 

you, Amy.” 

When they were alone again, she stood and Sheila was struck once more by the woman’s size. “Will 

you excuse me for a moment, Ms. Monroe? There is something I need to take care of in the front office.” 

She was halfway to the door when Sheila leapt up from her chair as well. “Wait!” 

Mrs. Dearby turned, surprised. “Yes?” 

“I have one last question, it’s important.” Sheila cleared her throat, her pulse jumping. “Do you 

know- is there a man who works for you?  He’s got brown hair, green eyes, kind of scruffy looking? My 

age. He was wearing jeans and a white shirt. I saw him all day.” 



Mrs. Dearby looked at her, her eyes surprised and a bit wary. “Sounds a bit like our Joe.” She tapped 

a finger on the side of the door. “Joe handles the maintenance for the park home. Could be a number of 

employees, I suppose, but most of them wear a uniform.” 

Sheila tried to remember anything else distinctive from when she’d seen the man throughout the day 

and suddenly flashed back to when she saw him in the gift shop in Enchanted Woods. “He was carrying a 

duffel bag, a blue duffel bag.” 

“Yes, that’s Joe. Joe Kimble.” Mrs. Dearby narrowed her eyes as Sheila all but sagged with relief. 

“Why do you ask?” 

“No reason,” she replied immediately. She started to sit back down and Mrs. Dearby cleared her 

throat. “Did you say something?” 

“I was just thinking that you don’t seem very far along in the paperwork yet.” 

Sheila had only made it through the first of the three stacks. At this rate, with her heart and her brain 

playing tug of war over every line, the task could take days. “Is that a problem?” 

“No, no.” Mrs. Dearby continued, “We’ve just got a bit of a situation here. A double-booking, you 

might say. This is quite unusual for us, two new secret ones at once.” Sheila frowned, not following her. 

There was that term again, the secret ones. That was how they referred to the children, she realized. 

Mrs. Dearby forged on. “The thing is, I may need this room for a moment. But I think I have a 

marvelous idea of how you can spend the fifteen minutes I need. Will you please come with me?” 

Sheila looked uncertainly at the stacks of her paperwork on the table and the woman waved a hand. 

“Leave them be. Mr. Clancy will keep them safe for you and we won’t be long.” She looked back over 

her shoulder and the look alone had Sheila hurrying out the door past her. “That’s it. Steady now.”  

They hustled through the main room of the Lost and Found where two people now sat and Sheila was 

shocked to realize that she recognized both of them.  

Katie, the little girl who had helped her find the bathroom that morning, was sitting on a bench where 

her son had sat just moments earlier. Her head was down, her brown hair loose and escaping from her 

long ponytail to frame her narrow, little face. The woman next to her eyed Sheila coolly as she passed. 

Sheila immediately overcame her intimidation of the large English woman, enough to grab her arm as 

soon as they were out of the pair’s earshot. “Excuse me.”  

The woman arched an eyebrow and smiled a bit. “Yes?” The two had headed down a hallway and 

now stopped just outside a closed door. Through the small window, Sheila could see the room was dimly 

lit and a film screen on the far wall.  

She cleared her throat. “Is that woman out there? Is she, um, like me?” Mrs. Dearby raised both 

eyebrows now and Sheila just rushed ahead. “It’s just that I know that little girl. Katie, her name is Katie, 



I met her this morning and I just- is that what you meant by double booking? Is she being, er, left here 

too?” 

The woman glanced through the little window in the door and then turned to her. “I’m really not at 

liberty to discuss the situation.” 

Sheila flushed with shame. “No, of course you’re not. I don’t know why I-” she broke off and turned 

away, mortified. “I don’t know what I was thinking. Of course you can’t tell me.” 

Mrs. Dearby put her hand on the door but didn’t push it open at first. After a moment, she told her 

quietly, “It’s not quite the same situation as yours, Ms. Monroe. You brought your son here.” She glanced 

back at her now, her eyes dark and serious. “Little Katie came to us herself.” 

“She did?” 

“Yes. She hid in one of the areas that closes at dark. One of our staff found her and brought her here. 

And in that span of time between when we paged Katie’s aunt and the fine woman appeared, well, certain 

things became…apparent.” 

“You came to us of your own volition,” Mrs. Dearby continued.  

“It’s your choice, one Sean will have to accept. Katie has asked to stay and live here with us. And  it’s a 

choice her aunt will have to accept.” 

Sheila whispered, surprised, “You mean, you’re just going to let a little girl’s whim-” 

 “My staff is very adept at detecting the difference between a ‘child’s whim’ and a sincere request for 

help,” Mrs. Dearby said coolly, in a way that made Sheila flush once more. “There is a process. I’m 

simplifying now for the sake of expediency. Shall we go in? I have to tend to the situation in there before 

Katie’s aunt gets fed up and just leaves with the poor child.” 

She turned to put her hand on the doorknob and Sheila couldn’t help the next question, it just blurted 

out of her. “But how did it Katie know about the orphanage here?” 

“That’s just it,” said Mrs. Dearby with a sad smile. “She didn’t know.” 

Sheila frowned. “I don’t understand. Why would she ask to stay here then?” 

The large woman’s smile seemed to grow sadder by the moment. “Children have remarkable 

instincts, my dear. Some of them know home when they stumble upon it. Especially when they have been 

looking all their lives for it.”  

With a meaningful glance into the room beyond the door, she continued, “Sean is in there. He’s about 

to watch a short video that will explain the situation at hand. I’ll talk to him immediately after, answer 

any and all questions he has, but I think it’ll do you good to see it as well. Just stay in the back behind that 

wall and you’ll get a glimpse of his new life here at the park. I think it would be good for you to see as 

well. Go on.”  



She opened the door then and, with another nudge, Sheila disappeared into the room. But she must 

have taken a wrong step because she did end up behind the wall.  

Instead, she turned and faced her son. 

 

 

Sean stared at his mother in the middle of the small screening room that was still too brightly lit. 

“Mom! You’re here! What’s going on?” In a second, he was on his feet and across the room. “Who was 

that lady? Why did she want to show me a movie? Can we go home now?” 

Sheila had frozen, her hand still on the door. This was all going wrong. She was not supposed to see 

him, face him this way.  

She looked at her son and couldn’t bring herself to say a word. Instead, she looked at him, her baby 

with his serious brown eyes and the blonde hair that, she realized now, was in desperate need of a haircut. 

He crossed his arms impatiently and gritted his teeth. “Mom, what is going on?” 

Sheila went through a whirlwind of her options, knowing full well that Mrs. Dearby would be back 

soon. She grabbed his arm and led him back to the bench where they both sat, her holding onto his arm 

like an anchor. “Mom?” 

She swallowed, looked him in the eyes and said, “Sean, there’s something I have to do.” And just as 

the words formed, she realized that she would have to tell him the truth; a small version of the truth, at 

least. 

He narrowed his eyes back at her. He was listening. Sheila recognized it because it had been so long 

since he had given her such full and complete attention. “Okay.” 

“We’re not safe,” she blurted out. “I thought we could be safe if we just kept moving but it’s not 

working.” Sheila closed her eyes, wondering how much to say. “I need to leave you here, Sean. Until I 

finish what I have to do.” 

“You’re not making any sense,” Sean spoke slowly, in that tone that made her want to shake him. 

And then his eyes widened. “Are we in the witness protection program or something? Is that why we’re 

always moving?” He stared at her, the excitement shaking in his voice.  

“Is my name really Sean?” 

“What? No. I mean, yes, your name is really your name but we’re not- well,” she broke off. “I guess 

it’s my own protection program.” He was staring at her, uncomprehending, and her mind screamed at her 

to stop rambling, to start making sense. “I can’t tell you. The less you know the better.” 

“The less I know about what?”  



Sheila heard something in the hall and her heart leapt into her throat. “This is the only way I can 

protect you. I am not crazy. And I will be back for you, I promise.” 

“You’re just leaving me here? It’s an amusement park!” Sean tried to leap up but she still had him by 

the arm and yanked him back down. He glared at her. “You’re crazy! You’re not making any sense! 

Where will I go?” 

“I’m not crazy, Sean. I have to do this. Someday, you’ll understand, I promise.” She looked him in 

the eye and added as much gravity to her words as she could. “They will explain everything to you.  

Better than I ever could. This place is safe and protected and you will be fine here, I swear.” 

Sean shook his head and Sheila saw, like a knife slashed through her heart, that there were tears in his 

eyes. He glared at her. “What do you have to do? Take me with you, I can come with you. You can tell 

me. I’m not a baby. Just tell me.” He said the last words through gritted teeth. 

Sheila stared at her son, his clenched fists. “You’re grown up, I know that. But you can’t come with 

me,” she said quietly. “I know it doesn’t make sense,” she whispered. “ But the sooner I leave, the sooner 

I can come back. And I will come back, I promise.”  

“What about my friends? All my stuff?” His eyes widened. 

“It’s just temporary.” Sheila stood up, certain that Mrs. Dearby would be back at any moment, certain 

another minute would have her changing her mind, dragging him out of there with her. “I have to go, 

Sean.” She leaned down and kissed him on the forehead. He turned his head away from her. 

Sheila stood in the hall and attempted to steady herself. She almost shrieked when a hand grasped her 

arm, right under the elbow. Mrs. Dearby, who regarded her with concern. “Thought I’d grab you before 

the video started. The whole situation went more quickly than I expected.” The older woman studied her 

with a frown. “Are you all right, Ms. Monroe? You look a bit ill.” 

Sheila felt her stomach turn.  “Is it time for me to finish the paperwork?”  She tried not to look back at 

the door where her son sat on the other side, hurt and confused.  

She must’ve looked as awful as she felt because Mrs. Dearby looked torn for a moment. “Yes, let’s 

get you straightened out. I apologize. We don’t actually take on new children as often as you might think 

and I’ve never had to process two children at once before.” 

Each step Sheila took that led her away from the room felt heavier than the last. “So, Katie is staying 

then?” Sheila asked dimly.  

“Yes.” The older woman’s mouth drew down into a thin, tight line. “It actually works out nicely for 

Sean, since he won’t be orientated all on his own. Now,” she said briskly. “Let’s finish this, shall we?” 

 

 



His mother had really just left, just walked out the door. A moment after she walked out, he’d leapt to 

his feet and ran to the door but she wasn’t there. He stood, staring out the small window in the door, 

considering escape. Maybe he could still run for the bus, catch up with his friends.  

Live with Chris maybe. Or Mike. Mike had a pool. 

At that moment, with his hand on the doorknob and his feet poised to move, the lights abruptly shut 

off overhead and there was a clicking sound behind him. The movie began to play. Despite himself, Sean 

turned around and watched.  

The video looked old and grainy, like the videos he sometimes had to watch in school. It opened on a 

fountain he recognized from the center of the park.  The gleaming statue of JP Timmerman appeared, the 

bronze figure proud and robust, his Santa-like belly puffed out. 

A man suddenly appeared in the frame. He was older and bald, wearing a friendly gray suit. 

“Welcome to Timmerman Adventureland Park. I’m George Lewis, CEO of Adventureland Enterprises.” 

He began to walk. “In 1946, entrepreneur and amusement innovator JP Timmerman took 300 acres of 

unused farmland and opened what would become the greatest, most popular adventure park in the 

country.”  

“Each year, from the beginning of spring to the end of fall, hundreds of thousands of children flock to 

this magical place. They come with schools, with their friends, their parents and grandparents. They enjoy 

the majesty of the woods that JP Timmerman strove to protect and incorporate into his grand design. The 

children who visit here play, they make believe. They get caught up in their own powerful imaginations.” 

The man’s smile became a gentler one, his voice softer. “Most people know this as a place they visit. 

It’s a vacation spot they look forward to, a special treat on a summer day. For the neighboring towns, it’s 

a valuable tourist attraction that fuels the state’s economy. Very few know that Timmerman 

Adventureland Park is actually a home as well.” 

Sean was stuck now. His eyes glued to the screen, he moved back to the benches and sat down as 

George Lewis came upon a cluster of children, some older and some very young, all gathered around a 

park bench in the square. He put his hand on one of the kids’ shoulders, a girl about Sean’s age, her 

clothes dated and funny looking, her hair pulled up in two long pigtails.  

“JP Timmerman grew up as an orphan at St. Lucius House, which was infamously condemned in 

1946 for the criminal neglect of its wards.” Images swirled over the screen, black and white photos of a 

derelict, haunting building, almost shrouded by a dark, intimidating city block. They faded into pictures 

of a young boy in short pants, sturdy and scowling. “After this difficult upbringing, JP Timmerman 

opened his great park. But he wanted to do more. He decided that he would dedicate his life’s work to 

helping abused, neglected and orphaned children.” 



“First in his journey came the park, as an escape for all those who enter its worlds. But soon, 

Timmerman realized the park could be used for something else entirely; what he often referred to as his 

Great Purpose.”  

Sean was so wrapped up in the video, he nearly jumped off the bench when he heard a voice  next to 

him breath out, “Cool.” 

Sean looked down and saw a girl with brown hair who was facing the same screen. She glanced over 

at him too and scooted over a little to put more space between them. When Sean felt his heart start back 

up again, he whispered furiously, “Have you been there the whole time?” 

“Pretty much,” the girl whispered back. Her feet dangled over the floor and kicked the bench lightly 

as George Lewis droned on. “I’m Katie,” she whispered amiably. “What’s your name?” 

“Sean.” He swallowed. “What are you doing here?” 

“Watching the video, same as you.”  

Sean thought of the group of kids he’d seen in the video. For some reason, he thought of the two girls 

that had approached him when he first got to the Lost and Found. His mouth went dry, “Do you live 

here?” 

“I do now.” In the flickering light, he could see the beginnings of a smile on her face. She turned back 

to the screen, her eyes wide. “I do now.” 

 

 

Sheila ignored her own racing heart and signed the rest of the papers.  

She scrawled her name on the last dotted line, the one that officially transferred legal guardianship of 

her only son to a place that boasted no less than six “spine-tingling adventure crusades.” She dotted the I 

in her first name and closed her eyes, imagining for an instant that she was wrapping Sean in a tight, 

comfy, secure blanket, one made entirely of red tape.   

Brad might get to her but he’d have a fight on his hands to get to Sean. He’d have to get through the 

tall gates, a massive security crew and the largest woman Sheila had ever seen. It was the most she could 

hope for, she thought to herself.  

Mr. Clancy gathered up her papers neatly and clasped her hand. “It will be all right, dear. If you’ve 

made it this far in the process, you’re most likely doing the right thing.” She walked out of the Lost and 

Found and then the park, amazed that her legs stayed under her the entire time. 

She found her car, right where she left it, the twirling gypsy woman winking at her from the top of a 

nearby pole. It was dark and hazy there, with only the low glow of the parking lot lights. Sheila opened 

the car door. She sat down, placed her purse on the passenger seat, closed the door, and put on her 

seatbelt.  



She realized she should start the car but found that she could not bring her hands up to the keys, could 

not bring her foot to the pedals on the floor.  

She found she could not bring herself to move at all. 

 

  



 

 

 

Chapter 7 

 

  

Sean and Katie sat in the theater in silence as the video droned on, all of it a blur of light and sound. 

Sean glanced over at the little girl who watched intently and kicked her sneaker-clad feet, a soft little 

smile on her face. Was it possible that this girl was actually happy about all this? Was it possible? They 

had both just been uprooted from everything they knew. Where were her parents? Why did they leave her 

here?  

As for his own mother, Sean didn’t buy any of that bunk about a top secret mission. His mother was 

always thinking about herself. Someone had probably just suggested that she ditch him and she thought it 

sounded like a super good idea. No big deal, it was just Sean’s whole entire life that was now completely 

down the tubes.  

Just like it was never a big deal for them to move a thousand times. What did it matter? He was just a 

kid.  Let him live with these weird people in an amusement park, of all places, he’s just a kid, he’ll be 

fine. “What if I don’t have any friends?” went the constant question. 

“You’re a kid. You’ll make friends,” went the constant refrain. 

His palms went sweaty and he gulped a breath, the panic clutching him from all sides. The girl, Katie, 

scooted over on the bench and hesitantly reached up to pat him on the back as he tried to remember how 

to breath. Sean closed his eyes and could feel the tightening in his chest subside, could hear Katie saying 

something, and had just calmed himself down when the door was suddenly thrown open. He gasped 

anew.  

“Well!” Mrs. Dearby was smiling wide, her hands on her hips. She motioned for them to join her. 

“Let’s go, let’s go. It’s getting late and you’ll need dinner. Then we’ll need to show you to your rooms. 

I’m sure you have many, many questions. Very exciting, all this.” 

The three started walking and Sean was both relieved and terrified to leave the Lost and Found. 

Maybe his friends hadn’t left yet and he could signal them and they could help him. The thought could 



barely even form, it was so impossible. If he signaled Chris or Mike, the most he could hope for was that 

they would snicker and laugh at him. They would do nothing, assuming they’d see him tomorrow and just 

rib him about it then. 

The park was still brimming with people under the night sky. Kids were squawking or had fallen 

asleep and the tired adults trudged towards the exit. A few people still strove around the park 

determinedly, excited at the prospect of getting to ride some of the more popular attractions without 

having to wait in an epically long line. Sean passed a bunch of high school kids, all heading right for 

Carnivale, which had indeed come alive with flashing lights and whizzing sound under the cool, dark 

October sky.  

They walked toward the Main Street in Summertown. Katie practically bounced beside him as she 

looked around at the park, all lit up for the night. Sean couldn’t believe he had walked through those front 

gates just that morning. It felt like days ago now.  

Mrs. Dearby led them down the street to Starcrest Diner, one of the small corner restaurants. It was 

designed to look like one, at least. There was a sign on the door that Sean had noticed earlier. It read, 

“Starcrest Diner is not a real restaurant. Please refer to your map for the park’s other eateries.” The 

windows revealed nothing. The glass showed painted views of a typical diner interior and nothing more. 

Regardless, Mrs. Dearby keyed open the door and held it open. “After you.” 

Sean and then Katie ducked under her massive arm, their eyes blinking in the brightly lit, empty 

room. It reminded Sean of his cafeteria at school. There were six long tables running down the center of 

the room and banquet counters for serving food wrapped around the north wall. He could smell the food 

immediately and his mouth watered. He glanced down and saw that Katie’s eyes had widened as well.  

Mrs. Dearby beckoned them to follow and they trooped up to one of the glass cases, the only one still 

steaming with a platter of hot, leftover food. There was steak, big slabs of it, with mashed potatoes and 

peas and a pot of gravy on the side. Mrs. Dearby pointed to the closest table and told them to sit while she 

slipped behind the counter to rustle up plates.  

While his stomach growled in anticipation, Sean looked around the room, trying not to think that he 

should be home, hunched over a plate of dinner in his own house, his mother humming at the stove.  

He studied the pictures that covered the stucco walls. They were all framed photographs of children 

and some were black and white, some in grainy color, and others, more crisp and recently taken.  

The pictures showed piles of children of all different sizes and ages. In one, they sat clustered on 

couches and chairs, in others they appeared around tables with birthday cakes and decorations. Another 

showed a giant Christmas display and a man dressed up like Santa Claus, beaming in the center.  



And in between these big, group shots dotted smaller pictures in cheerful frames. One child, two, 

sharing spontaneous bursts of laughter or quiet, pensive moments. Sean turned and studied the one just 

over his shoulder, of a young girl with dark hair and a mischievous wink.  

There was another row of pictures where the groups stood in formal rows, just like Sean’s class 

pictures.  

It took him a moment to realize that these were the children who lived in the park, then and now. He 

glanced around, looking for the most recent class photo and, without a word, Katie pointed past him to a 

spot on the wall. “It’s over there.”  

He frowned, curious as to how she knew what he could be thinking, and followed her hand the most 

recent photo. A big group stood gathered together in front of the old black house he recognized from the 

far edge of Main Street, the giant haunted house that stood across the street from the baseball field. 

“How’d you know that’s what I was looking for?” 

Katie shrugged. “Just a guess.”  

Mrs. Dearby suddenly appeared with two trays of food, looking very tall and sounding very British, 

like an exaggerated version of herself. “Here we are. Steak for Sean and vegetarian for you, right, Katie 

dear?”  Sean noticed that Katie’s plate was perfectly identical to his, except in place of his steak, there 

was a hot pile of mixed vegetables.  

“Well, go ahead. Tuck in. You must be starving.”  Sean silently plowed through his meal, deciding 

not to think about anything but the plate in front of him. Hunger was sudden and overwhelming. 

Katie slowed down first. After a moment or two, she was just playing with what was left of her 

mashed potatoes. Mrs. Dearby watched her closely.  

 “What did my aunt say when you told her I wanted to stay here?”  

Sean froze with his fork halfway to his mouth and stared at them both. 

“She was surprised, about everything,” Mrs. Dearby replied slowly. “And she was reluctant to leave, 

if that’s what you’re wondering. She wasn’t exactly kicking up her heels. She told me something very 

interesting. Shall I share it with you now or would you care to discuss it privately?”  Her eyes flicked over 

to Sean who made no effort to hide the fact that he was listening.  

Katie twirled her fork over her plate. She did not look up. “You can tell me now.” 

Mrs. Dearby nodded. “She said she hadn’t realized just how much you had noticed about how 

difficult it has been for her, so many children and her small income. She did not know how much longer 

she could’ve waited before having to give you up, for your own well-being. She said it with a great deal 

of regret.” 

Katie did not look surprised at this information. Sean found he had just lost his appetite.  

“Sean?” 



He swallowed hard. “Yeah?” 

“Do you have any questions about all this? I imagine it’s confusing and more than a bit frightening.” 

Mrs. Dearby smiled gently.  

Sean looked down at his plate. He had to have questions and yet, he couldn’t think of a single one to 

ask.  

He was relieved when Mrs. Dearby started talking again, ignoring his momentary muteness. “You’ll 

take all of your meals here. Dinner ends promptly at 7, which is why the place is currently empty. Look at 

me please.”  

She had a tone that demanded they comply and they did. “There’s a private hall that leads from that 

door over there,” she pointed to the double doors across the room. “It leads from here to your rooms. That 

hall is your only entrance to this dining hall. If park visitors see you entering through the front door, they 

may try to follow. It’s not worth the trouble of having to shoo them out and explain. Understood?” 

“Yes.” 

“Good.” She smiled broadly. “You’re required to eat three square meals, whether it’s here or out and 

about.  Our days here are busy and very full and good food helps. You can ask Carl or Tommy to make 

you a lunch for the afternoon and they’re happy to oblige, if you do not wish to come to the dining hall. 

But we eat together for breakfast and dinner, every day.” She looked down at their plates, the untouched 

remains, and smiled. “Come, follow me. Take your plates with you. We clean up after ourselves here.”  

She started off toward the kitchen. Sean stopped to scoop up a fork that Katie had let slip off her tray, 

her small hands trying to grasp around the glass at the same time. “Thanks,” Katie said, just as her fork 

slid to the floor with a clang. 

Mrs. Dearby led them back behind the counters into the large kitchen. It was all polished and 

gleaming silver. She pointed out the sinks and the low shelves filled with the plates and glasses. “Carl and 

Tommy cook the food but they don’t clean. It’s a TAP rule.” 

“TAP?” 

“Timmerman Adventureland Park,” Katie told Sean quietly. 

Mrs. Dearby continued. “If you cook, you don’t have to clean. If you’ve eaten something cooked for 

you, you clean as a sign of respect for the work that was done to feed you. Here, your hard work is a 

compliment to another’s. With gratitude comes grace.” 

She pointed to the huge sink, the top of which towered over Katie’s head. “You don’t have to wash 

until the eighth grade, lucky you. For now, you bring the trays in, wipe them clean of food and leave them 

on the counter. The older children will wash them and put them away. Clear?” They nodded. “Excellent. 

I’ll wash these, you dry.”  



When they had finished and Mrs. D had put everything away, she led them towards the back and 

showed them the rest of the kitchen, the cleaning supplies, the massive pantry where they stored the cans 

and snacks and cereals, the huge refrigerators for the meat, the other one for the vegetables, a third one for 

milk and cheese and bread. “The snack pantry. Chips and cookies and such, these things are locked up 

right after dinner and won’t be opened again until lunchtime the following day.” 

They followed her to the hallway that looked nothing like the dingy corridor Sean had imagined. 

After a moment, Mrs. Dearby glanced back. “I have to say you two are the quietest I’ve had in a while.”  

The hallway was short and soon they came to a huge, swinging door. They passed through it and 

suddenly, all sorts of noises could be heard; crashes and bangs, two girls laughing and chattering, a video 

game blaring, music pumping out of a room down the hall. Mrs. Dearby smiled sheepishly. “As you can 

see, quiet makes for a nice change around here.”  

Sean looked up at the doors they passed and saw that almost all of them were decorated. One was 

filled with pink and purple stickers and ripped out pages from a fashion magazine. Another had been 

completely covered with guitars and music notes and bumper stickers. 

Sean paused in front of a clean, plain door that sat in the middle of the hall. “Floor Proctor- Janice 

Telliby.”  

Mrs. Dearby nodded. “Each floor is divided by grade and each grade has an assigned proctor. Your 

proctor is available to you at any time, for any reason. He or she also handles noise complaints, squabbles, 

infractions, that sort of thing. Come along.” They trooped silently past the rest of the closed doors, Sean 

and Katie jumping out of the way when one of the doors swung open and a pretty sixteen-year-old 

tumbled out, giggling. She didn’t seem startled or worried when she saw Mrs. Dearby and continued her 

run down the hall to the big bathroom. “Hi, Mrs. D!” she hollered as she ran by.  

“Slow down please, Lindsey!” Mrs. Dearby sighed and beckoned them to follow her up the stairs that 

appeared at the end of the long hall. 

The second level was almost identical with a cheerful, blue carpet and the walls a pale yellow. It was 

also a lot quieter. Mrs. Dearby paused to catch her breath from the stairs. “The first floor is our high 

school level. Here we have our middle school children. That’s you, Sean, dear. And upstairs, where I’ll 

take you next, Katie, is for our younger children.” 

Sean looked around curiously. “Are we still on Main Street?”  

“Yes. Dorms are above the bank and the Laundromat, which is not just for show. You are encouraged 

to do your own laundry as of high school age. Laundry hours and directions are posted. Now, moving 

along.”  

She led them along the hall, tapping the walls as she spoke, “There are noise curfews. For the third 

floor, it’s 8pm. The second is 9pm and the first is 10pm. Now. Let’s meet your roommates, what do you 



say?” She smiled broadly as Sean blanched and Katie blinked, both caught completely unaware. “Might 

as well dive in, my dears. Nothing to fear. Sean, you first.”  

Katie looked unconcerned but Sean knew better. He’d been to enough new schools to know the score. 

His mouth went dry.  

Mrs. Dearby didn’t seem to notice that he felt completely unprepared to meet anybody at the moment, 

let alone his new roommate. She led them to a plain door. For the first time, Sean noticed that the doors 

were numbered and the door where she knocked was marked 12. 

Mrs. Dearby raised a hand and then hesitated. “Perhaps I’ll just pop in first and let Chess know the 

score.”  

She knocked on the pale oak door. A kid barked, “What?” from the other side. Sean winced. 

Mrs. Dearby gave him a brief smile and disappeared behind the door. To Sean, it felt like she was in 

there for an eternity. He glanced over at Katie, who was looking at him curiously. “What?” He felt itchy 

and wished, fleetingly, that he was alone in his itchiness.  

“You look scared. Why?” She cocked her head and it reminded Sean of Mrs. Fleck, his science 

teacher, when she studied a slide of some bacteria.  

“Why?” Sean muttered back incredulously. She just blinked. “This morning I woke up in my bed, in 

my house. And now I’m supposed to be living here? With this kid in that room who I never met before in 

my life? In a place filled with weirdos? In an amusement park? And you want to know why I look scar-” 

He broke off at the word and shook his head.  

Katie was shaking her head too, her small mouth clamped shut. She kept shaking it until Sean finally 

stopped and stared. “What?” he snapped. “What are you shaking your head about?” 

She took a step back, eyes wide at his tone. “I-I just…” She bit her lip and looked at the door, her 

eyes torn. “This is like a dream. Like a dream come true. How can it be scary if it’s like a dream?” 

Suddenly, Mrs. Dearby appeared in the hall. She leaned out through the doorframe and beamed at 

Sean. “Sean! Come and meet Chess!” 

Sean sighed. He took his time walking back toward her and she all but hauled him into the room.  

The first thing Sean noticed was that the plain door was entirely misleading. The room was small and 

crammed to the walls with stuff. The walls themselves were plastered in posters and magazine covers so 

that barely a space of beige poked through. One bed, which Sean assumed was his roommate’s, was 

covered sloppily in sheets and blankets and yet more stuff. The other seemed weighed down with bags 

and shoes and comic books. 

In the center of the room stood a boy his age or maybe a little younger. He was short and thin, with 

black spiky hair and glasses, freckles covering his nose and chin. He glowered at Sean, who felt his 

stomach pitch in response. 



“Sean Monroe, this is Chester Jeremiah Davies. We call him Chess for short.” She looked between 

the two boys and frowned slightly at Chess, whose expression did not waver. “Chess promised to clean up 

your half of the room. And he will be your guide all day tomorrow. Tomorrow, you and Chess will be like 

glue. Right, Chess?” she finished. She was smiling but her tone, hard like glossed candy, left no room for 

argument. 

Chess’ glower dropped to a slight frown and he nodded reluctantly.  

“Excellent.” Mrs. Dearby marched over to a closet and yanked open the door, only to jump back 

when more junk cascaded down from within it, tumbling onto the floor at her feet.  

She looked disapprovingly at Chess, whose scowl disappeared for a moment. He shrugged at her 

impishly. When Sean glanced his way, Chess immediately glared at him. Mrs. Dearby shook her head, 

muttering not quite under her breath about how children could collect so much junk, and pulled down a 

pile of sheets and blankets that had been crammed in the corner of the top shelf.  

She turned and handed them to Sean with an apologetic smile. “Unfortunately, dear, we don’t have 

your clothes yet. They’ll probably arrive tomorrow afternoon. For now, Chess, would you be kind enough 

to let your new roommate borrow a set of clothes to sleep in? Excellent!” she boomed again, ignoring 

Chess’ look of protest.  

“I believe that’s it then. Sean, you and I will have a session together tomorrow afternoon to discuss 

your schedule and address any questions you may have.” 

“Oh.” Sean blinked. “But how will I-” 

“I’ll find you, no worries, dear. In the meantime, if you have a question, just ask one of the children 

and they’ll be glad to help you.”  She reached out and put a hand on Chester’s shoulder, squeezed. “I 

think you’ll be very happy here, Sean. And I’m sure you will find that everyone here is so kind and 

welcoming.” She smiled softly. “Because most of them remember how it was when they first arrived.” 

Chess’ frown slid from his face, just a bit. Mrs. Dearby smiled at Sean. “Yes. They remember just 

what it was like, their first night in such a strange place, how lonely and dark it can all seem. Isn’t that 

right, Chester?” And she looked down with the purest and most well-meaning of smiles. The boy had no 

chance at keeping up his scowl now. He looked down and shuffled his feet. 

Satisfied, Mrs. Dearby clapped her hand on Sean’s shoulder next and turned to the door where Katie 

was watching, wide-eyed. “Off we go, Katie! Off to your new room, to meet your own new roommate. 

My girl,” her voice changed abruptly to concern as she saw the girl’s face. “Are you all right?” 

 Little Katie opened her mouth the reply and promptly burst into tears. 

 

 



Sheila dragged her eyes up to the tiny clock on the dashboard and noted that it was now nine-thirty. 

She’d been sitting in her car, in the parking lot, for almost an hour.   

She dropped her eyes and continued sitting, unable to do anything else. She looked at her hands, her 

nails, where the cheap pink polish was starting to chip. She moved her gaze to a nick in the glass of the 

windshield, then gazed down at a piece of lint in the air conditioning vent. Finally, she settled her eyes on 

her dim view of the park.  

The pale surrounding lights from the streetlamps gave the park a strange, ethereal glow. The cool air 

had created a mist. She saw the faint outline of rides and hills, flags and castle turrets. She wondered how 

the children who lived there slept. She wondered what their rooms were like, if they cried at night. She 

hoped they didn’t cry at night. 

When the tiniest edge of her thoughts seemed to sneak over to Sean, Sheila felt her body twitch. His 

name was an electric shock, stunning to the brain. She watched the clock slip past ten. She refused to even 

look at the park then. Instead, she sat with her eyes closed, her head resting back against the seat.  

 

 

After Mrs. Dearby had consoled Katie and quietly escorted her upstairs to her new room, Sean was 

left facing his new roommate, clutching his sheets and blankets like a life preserver. Chess watched him 

warily. “You’re not going to cry or anything, are you?” 

Sean snorted and Chess immediately looked relieved. “Ok, good. So, uh, this is our room.” 

The boys looked around the packed space. Chess nodded a lot, his glasses bobbing on his nose a little. 

“Yup, this is it. I got a lot of stuff. I like stuff.”  

Relieved that Chess was not going to try to hurt him, Sean suddenly felt very tired. He plopped down 

on the free bed, wincing as he sat on some game cartridges. He shoved them aside, a few of them falling 

to the floor. Chess didn’t seem to notice. He just stood there awkwardly. 

 “How long have you been here?” Sean asked.  

There was a desk that separated their beds. Chess grabbed the desk chair and plopped down. “Four 

years. Since I was nine.” 

“You’re thirteen?”  

Chess scowled. He knew he was short for his age. “Yeah. Why? How old are you?” 

“I’ll be thirteen in July.” 

“Huh. I’m older then.” 

“Obviously.” 

Chess dropped his arms so they hung slack over the top of the chair and yawned, forcing Sean to 

yawn too. “So, Dearby didn’t tell me anything. You a Leftie or what?” 



Sean blinked. “I’m, um, right-handed actually.” 

“No, no,” Chess replied impatiently. “A Leftie. You got parents but they left you here.” He looked at 

Sean expectantly. “Orphans are Olivers and Annies. You know, like Oliver Twist. And, uh, Annie?” 

Sean just looked at him blankly and Chess continued, “Dickens? You should read it. We’re big on 

orphan stories around here. That one with the girl in the braids who lives in Sweden or something, the 

girls like her. We’ve got some runaways too, Runners. Not a lot though. Mostly, runners get sent home. 

So you’re a Leftie?” 

 “Uh, I guess.” He didn’t want to talk about his mother. He didn’t even want to think about her. 

“You?” 

“Combo.” He grinned. “An Oliver and a Leftie. Real parents died when I was two. My foster parents 

dropped me off here.” He said it without a trace of malice or sadness. He pushed the glasses up his nose. 

Sean blinked. “Wow. Why’d they do that?” 

“They were old. They both got sick.” Chess shrugged. “They liked me and all, they just couldn’t take 

care of me anymore.” He nodded over to his desk. “They write to me sometimes, check up on me.” He 

shrugged again.  

“That sucks.” 

 “Not really. You should hear some of the stories here. I got lucky.” 

Sean had forgotten there were others, other kids just like him, kids who had been abandoned, left 

behind. He’d have to meet some of them tomorrow, he realized, and instantly he got that familiar pang in 

his stomach, the kind he’d get on the morning of his first day at a new school, a new town.  

Sean cleared his throat. “So, you like it here then?” Sean tried to play it off, like it wasn’t the most 

important question ever. His imagination, running on movies and comic books, automatically flashed to 

prison camps, the children shackled to each other, marching sadly along some desert road, shovels in their 

hands. He held his breath. 

Chess flicked a ball of lint off his desk. “Sure.” 

“Yeah?” Sean hadn’t wanted to ask again but it was too important.  

“Yeah.” His new roommate must’ve sensed what Sean was really asking because his face suddenly 

cracked into a grin. “Best place ever. You got lucky too.” 

 

 

She came to at the sound of a banging at her window and when she opened her eyes, she momentarily 

forgot where she was, shocked by the sudden flash of light in her eyes. When they adjusted, she glanced 

out her side window to see a man with a flashlight. He knocked rather politely on the window a second 

time, immediately turning the light down to the ground as to not blind her again. “Can you roll down the 



window, please?” His request was muffled through the glass, which had fogged over from her sleep, her 

heavy breaths. 

Sheila fumbled with her keys and jammed them in the ignition. She felt a lurch in her heart. It settled 

only when she turned on just the battery on in the car, enough to put the front window down, not enough 

to move it. There was relief. She didn’t have to leave. He could not make her leave.  

The cold night air felt wonderful in the stuffy little car. She took a deep breath and her first words 

came out with a crack. They hurt her throat. “Yes, Officer?” 

The man was in his sixties and had a round, kind face. He actually seemed to flush a little. “I’m 

private security, ma’am. Just wanted to let you know that the park is now closed.” He smiled at her, 

embarrassed for her. “There are plenty of very reasonably priced motels in the area if you’re too tired to 

drive. I can take you there myself, if you’d like.” He hesitated and then picked up the flashlight again to 

look at her face. “Haven’t been drinking, have you?” 

“No. No.” Sheila covered her eyes with a hand and he dropped the flashlight, abashed. “I’m sorry. I’ll 

leave right away. I must’ve fallen asleep.” 

He nodded and stepped back, watching her expectantly. Sheila cleared her throat and looked at the 

keys that were taunting her in the ignition. All she had to do, she told herself firmly, was pick up her hand 

and turn the car on. But when she lifted them, they shook. 

She smiled at the guard helplessly and shrugged, wanting to cry. “I’m sorry. I think I just need a 

minute.” 

The guard looked very concerned. He frowned. “Car trouble?” 

“Um,” she hedged. “I think it’s working fine. If you could just give me a minute, I’m sure I can figure 

out the problem.” She glanced at his nametag. “Frank. I’m sure I can figure this out. So sorry to trouble 

you.” 

Frank nodded, a bit doubtfully, and headed for his cart, which was parked nearby. She looked around 

and realized she was the only car left in the lot. He waved and circled the car, calling out, “I’ll stop by in a 

few minutes to see if you need some help.”   

Sheila waved back and then immediately started hyperventilating. She put the windows up so Frank 

couldn’t hear and rested her head on the steering wheel, willing her breath to steady.  

This was getting ridiculous. She’d have to get a hotel. She couldn’t drive home now, it would take 

almost two hours. She had to go to work tomorrow, she’d have to leave so early to make it there in time. 

And Sean had to get to school.  

Immediately, Sheila giggled, thinking of Frank the guard’s face as he approached the car to find her 

sleeping. Who falls asleep in a parking lot? Not only that, who falls asleep and then refuses to leave 

altogether? She giggled again and felt sick, why did she feel sick? And then it sunk in about Sean, that he 



was not with her and would not have to go to school in the morning. She was not going to work, that was 

not the plan. There was a plan. 

There was Brad. Brad was out there, so there was always a plan. 

Sheila looked outside at the blinking lights of the park. She had done the hard part, she told herself. 

She had left her boy. She had to go through with the rest of it. It had to be worth it, leaving Sean behind, 

in this place. He may never forgive her. It had to be worth it. 

Before, it had been almost impossible to think of Sean, to imagine him tucked in a strange bed in this 

place. Now, she saw him clearly. Make it worth it.  

She ignored the pain in her heart.  She closed her eyes and grabbed the key in the ignition. The car 

roared to life and somehow she made it out of the parking lot and onto the road, heading for home.  

 

 

Joe Kimble was just asking himself what in the world he thought he was doing when his phone rang 

and the person on the other end asked the exact same question. 

As usual, Frances Dearby’s voice, the way her sharp tone wrapped around his full name made him 

wince, as if he wasn’t currently a grown man whose business was his own. “Joseph Abraham Kimble.” 

He bit back a sigh. “Mrs. Dearby. How can I help you?” 

“You can answer a question. There’s a start.” She took a deep breath. “Did you happen to say 

anything to Ms. Sheila Monroe today? Ms. Monroe is the young woman who-” 

“I know who she is,” Joe replied. He wondered how Mrs. D was going to describe her, what words 

she was going to use. Ms. Monroe is the young woman who abandoned her son to strangers today?  

“I see.” There was something in her voice that Joe didn’t like, like he’d just confirmed something for 

her. “And did you speak to her?”  

He wondered how long it had been since he’d lied to her. He wondered if he could still get away with 

it. “No.” 

There was a pause. “I beg your pardon?”  

“No.” Joe winced as her silence spoke volumes. Even former park children had to give Mrs. Dearby 

full answers when she asked a question, no matter how old they now were. It made it, he realized as an 

adult, harder for them to lie, which was no doubt her intention. “No, I did not say anything to…” He 

broke off, changing tact. “Why? Did she say something?” 

“She said she’d seen you out and about in the park all day.” 

“So?” 



“Well, it is a bit curious, considering how rarely you’re in public when the park is open. And from the 

way she asked, it sounded like she believed you’d been following her. And now your dodginess leads me 

to believe she was correct.”  

“I had business to take care of, that’s all. If she saw me a few times, it was just a coincidence.”  

“Joseph,” Mrs. Dearby said now with a sigh. “You weren’t, perhaps, trying to intimidate the woman, 

were you?” When he didn’t respond, she pressed on. “Because it worked. She was definitely intimidated 

and more than a bit spooked.” 

Good, he thought. “Just a misunderstanding, that’s all.” 

“I hope so.” She hesitated now. “Jenny told me about the investigator, Joe.” Joe grimaced. “She told 

me what he found. It’s understandable if you-” 

“I really don’t have time to talk about this,” he snapped back. He regretted his tone instantly but 

found he could not say anything more. 

Mrs. Dearby’s silence, once more, spoke volumes. “I understand,” she replied after a moment’s time. 

“I apologize for bringing it up. Jenny was concerned for you and that’s why she brought it to my 

attention. I hope you won’t be upset with her. She cares for you a great deal. As do I, Joe.” 

Feeling thoroughly chastened, he clenched his free hand into a tight fist and swallowed hard. “I really 

do have to go, Mrs. D.”  

“Of course. Well,” she said haltingly. “I’m sorry for the call, Joe. I didn’t mean to imply that you 

were up to anything.” 

He thanked her for the apology and said good-night, trying not to feel the pinch of guilt as he 

switched lanes on the highway, keeping Sheila Monroe’s car plainly in sight on the road ahead of him.   

 

  

  



 

 

 

Chapter 8 

 

  

 

Sheila pulled into her driveway and stared at her house, at the shattered living room window, the 

unmistakable spidery cracks in the corner.  

The change spread through her like a cold drink after a long night’s sleep. Her fear broke off and 

detached from the rest of her. She slowly climbed out of the car and looked around at the make and 

license plate numbers of the cars parked on the street. With her back to the house, she reached into her 

purse and pulled out the notebook she carried, cross-referencing the parked cars with the ones she had 

jotted down in her notebook over the last year.  

Only two cars were not on her list. One of them was a green Taurus sitting across the street. And the 

other was a rusted gray truck that had just pulled up in front of her house. 

Sheila swallowed and reached into her bag for the gun she kept at the bottom. She had never bought 

ammunition for it, but an unloaded gun was still a useful threat. She felt her fingers close around the cold 

steel of the barrel and gripped it, her eyes on the truck, its headlights turning off with a click, the front 

door opening wide. 

She had the gun almost clear of her bag when the driver of the truck stepped into a patch of light, 

courtesy of the closest street lamp. She recognized him immediately. Her hand still a relief on the gun, 

Sheila frowned. “What do you want?” she called out, the tone in her voice a distinct order for him to go 

away. 

The man stopped in mid-stride across her front lawn. He wasn’t looking at her but at the house and 

had seemed to notice the hole in the window, the shimmer of broken glass that rested on the bushes. “You 

should probably should call the police,” he called back. He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a 

cell phone. 



“No!” In her haste, she dropped the gun once more to the bottom of her bag. The man stopped, 

surprised, and she wanted to bite her own tongue right off. “I’ve got it under control,” she continued, 

trying to keep her voice at a normal decibel, trying to convey her calm.  

The man eyed her doubtfully but shrugged and stuck his phone back in his pocket. “Your call.” She 

watched as he closed the distance to where she stood on the driveway, her back now pressed up against 

the door of her car. 

“I saw you at the park.” Sheila studied his face as he came closer. He kept a good bit of distance, 

which she appreciated. “What are you doing here?”  

 “I followed you.” The man scowled down at her, as if this was something she’d requested of him, 

that he follow her home in the middle of the night, and she’d forgotten all about it.  

 Sheila swallowed. The gun in her purse rested against her leg, reminding her of its presence. “Why?” 

He shrugged in a way that reminded her of her son. “Frank, one of the lot security guards, he called 

me. Said the Leftie’s mother was sitting out in the parking lot. Haunting the place, he said. I told him I’d 

go check it out for him.” There was something close to a sneer on his face.  

 Leftie’s mother. Sheila frowned. Maybe he was drunk. “I left. I told the security guard I would and I 

did. Why did you follow me home?” 

The man, Mrs. Dearby had called him Joe, frowned and didn’t answer. He glanced back at the house. 

“Aren’t you going to look around inside? See what was taken?” 

For the first time that day, Sheila felt overwhelmed with irritation. “That’s none of your business. 

And you didn’t answer my question. I live almost an hour from the park. Why did you follow me home?” 

“I tell you what,” Joe replied, arms crossed over his chest. “You let me take a look around the house, 

make sure everything’s ok, and I’ll tell you. Deal?” When she didn’t answer, he patted the phone in his 

pocket. “Or I’m calling the police and you can deal with them.” 

The police. She needed to get out of this somehow. She swallowed and wondered if it was too late to 

play the woman in distress card. Sheila took a shaky breath and dropped her eyes to the driveway. “All 

right. I’m a little nervous to go in there, tell you the truth.” 

When he didn’t reply, she glanced up and saw through her lashes that he was still frowning at her, his 

face void of sympathy.  After a long moment, her heart thudding in silence, he sighed. “Wait here.” 

She nodded and handed him her house keys, even though she knew the front door would be unlocked.  

Once he was in the house, she looked at his truck and her car. She could slash one of the tires, she 

thought. She had all of her cash on her. She could take off and hide out somewhere for a few hours until 

he had cleared out.  



But she still didn’t have a good answer as to why he’d been following her around all day, first at the 

park and now an hour to her house in the middle of nowhere. His truck had tailed her car in the dark. She 

needed to know why.  

She’d play this out, she decided with a sigh. Anyway, he was already in her house so she didn’t have 

much choice in the matter. 

 

 

Joe took a step inside and hit the light, staying close to the wall. The first thing he noticed about the 

house was that it was as neat a pin and almost as small. And it looked empty. 

He had watched the woman closely after he’d noticed the broken window. She’d only arrived 

moments before he got there and had been a little too calm for this to be a random burglary. In truth, she 

had seemed more spooked to see him there on her lawn. She didn’t want to call the cops and that whole 

scene about not wanting to go into the house alone was just an act, he was sure of it.  

She had seen this before, he decided. She knew whoever did the job was long gone. Which was fine 

by him, as he wasn’t really in the mood to chase some cat burglar into the street and file police reports. 

It was bad enough that he was here in the first place. Joe sighed and took a stroll around the living 

room, taking in the sparse furnishings, the walls that were all but bare. The TV was still there, as was the 

stereo. Nothing seemed out of place. Nothing was on the floor except a pair of old sneakers, that he 

assumed were the kid’s, and bits of glass from the broken window. 

He wandered into the kitchen and hit that light too. At first glance, it also looked untouched until he 

saw the refrigerator. He picked up the photo that clung to the middle of the freezer, held in place by a 

giant round magnet. It was a picture of the woman and it looked like she’d had her arm around someone 

once. He assumed, again, that it was her boy, but the photo had been torn in two, right down the middle. 

Whoever it was, they were gone now. She stood alone. 

He examined the woman in the picture. It must’ve been taken a while ago. Her hair, now short and 

cut sloppily to her chin, was longer in the picture and pulled back in a ponytail. She was laughing and 

didn’t look nearly as drawn as she did now, like she was in desperate need of a large meal and a good 

night’s sleep. She was pretty. The last thought popped into his head, unwelcome, and Joe frowned.  

He heard someone clear their throat behind him and whirled around. Sheila stood in the doorway of 

the kitchen. Her face was carefully, stonily blank, and the distressed act was gone. “Why did you follow 

me?” 

Joe held up the photo, looking for her reaction to it and finding none. Her eyes gazed over it in his 

hand and back up to his face, her eyebrows raised expectantly. “Who did this?” he demanded. He pointed 

to the ceiling. “What did they do upstairs?” 



“I don’t know.” 

“That’s a lie.” He walked over and handed her the photo. “You’re not scared at all. You’re not even 

fazed. This is routine for you.” Joe looked around for anything else out of the ordinary in the small, clean 

kitchen. He glanced back and saw that she was looking at the photo now, her eyes still unreadable. “Who 

did this?” 

She looked up, her eyes suddenly flashing and she slammed the photo down on the kitchen table. “I 

let you look around,” she said angrily. “You said you would tell me why you followed me home, why you 

followed me around all day and I want the answer now.”  

“I told you,” Joe snapped back. “Frank the security guard was concerned. I told him I would make 

sure you were all right.” 

“I live an hour away from the park,” she repeated slowly through gritted teeth. “You were following 

me around all day and don’t pretend like you weren’t, because it’s insulting and a waste of my time.” She 

marched over to him and all but radiated with anger now. “Either tell me the truth or get out of my 

house.” 

Joe considered his options. He glanced over at the table where the picture of her lay, tattered on one 

side. “I wanted to know what kind of woman abandons her son to be raised by strangers,” he replied 

flatly. “I was curious.”  

Her expression remained but the look in her eyes changed. Joe stepped forward, forcing her to either 

stay where she was or step back. He was grudgingly impressed when she stood her ground and lifted her 

chin. “I just assumed you were like the rest of them.” He frowned down at the picture on the table. 

“And now?” She arched an eyebrow sardonically. “My house has been broken into and you think you 

got it all figured out?” 

 “I think you’re in trouble,” he replied evenly. “Not an unheard-of reason for leaving your kid. Just 

not the reason I was expecting.” 

The woman smiled evenly. “Good. Mystery solved.” She stepped back and nodded towards the door. 

“Thanks for stopping by.” 

“Look-” 

“No, you look,” she snapped back. “You’ve been following me all day and now you’ve followed me 

into my house. I know who you are, Mr. Kimble,” she said sharply, “and I have a feeling that if I call 

Frances Dearby and let her know what her handy man is doing during his downtime, that she would not 

be happy.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “My life, my situation, whatever that might be, has 

nothing to do with you. And I have nothing left to say.”   

Joe opened his mouth to reply and found he had nothing good to say, nothing that would explain what 

he had done or why he had done it. 



He had just passed her on his way out of the kitchen when there was a loud, thrashing thump in the 

backyard, the distinct sound of someone jumping out of the second story window and hitting the bushes. 

The woman gasped and grabbed his arm.  

They seemed to notice him at the same time, the man in black who darted through the yard like the 

shadow. He cleared over the fence and was gone. 

  

  

  

  

  



 

 

Chapter 9 

 

  

 

 

The next morning, Sean woke up to both heavy metal music and something else that smacked heavily 

once, twice onto his stomach. He opened his eyes to see his new bed covered in games, clothes and a few 

books and found Chess digging through a pile on the floor.  

Sean grunted and rolled over to find the source of the music, tinny and dim, from an alarm clock that 

was currently digging into his leg. He picked it up and, with a surge of satisfaction, slammed his fist 

against the Off button. The room fell silent. Sean dropped back onto the bed. He could’ve slept for days. 

Chess groaned. “That was an awesome song.” He threw something else on Sean’s bed, who groaned 

in kind. “Get up. We’ve got Morning Call and I need to find you some clothes.” 

Sean blinked blearily. He hated mornings. His mom told him once that when he was a baby, she had 

such a hard time waking him that she  could walk into his room, banging pots or giant cymbals, and he 

would sleep right through it.  

Sean shook his head to clear the thoughts of his mother. “What’s Morning Call?” He hoped whatever 

it was involved breakfast. 

“Yes! Clean!” Chess pulled up an old black T-shirt and tossed it to Sean. “Morning Call is kind of 

like, you show up in the Big Hall and you get announcements and special assignments and stuff. 

Sometimes you can get away with skipping it but we gotta go today because I’m supposed to show you 

around and Dearby will know if I don’t.” 

Sean had dreamed of giants with curly hair and big, booming voices. “How would she know?” 

“I dunno. She knows everything, it’s creepy.” 

With a great deal of effort, Sean pushed himself up and then stared at the clock. “It’s six in the 

morning!” 

“Yup.” His roommate pushed his glasses up his nose and turned around to grimace. “It sucks, huh?”  



Sean groaned. “Every day?” 

“Yup.” Chess shrugged. “You get used to it. The good news is that once you hit high school, you 

don’t have a curfew, so we can hang out in the park as late as we want.” 

Sean brightened a bit at the thought. “Do you get to sleep later too?” 

“Uh. No.”  

Sean grunted and headed for the door, Chess shoving a towel and a bar of soap at him as he stumbled 

past. He managed to find the bathroom with his eyes half-closed, not really noticing the other boys who 

wandered in and out of the hall, some of them peering at him with sleepy eyes. At the moment, he was too 

tired to stare back. 

He quickly showered and threw most of his old clothes back on. He tugged on the T-shirt and looked 

down at the familiar comic book character glaring up at him.  

Sean walked back into the dorm room. “You like Great War Gods, huh?”  

Chess was cramming things into a shoulder bag and looked up warily. “Yeah. I do.”  

Sean picked at the shirt and sniffed with appreciation. “I didn’t even know they made Wild Eyed 

shirts.”  

“They don’t. I had to order that special.” Chess studied his roommate with new eyes. He sat down on 

the edge of his bed and used his foot to cram the books down further into the bag. A geyser of crumpled 

up paper came out along the sides. “You read comics?” 

Sean reached for his old book bag, removed a few issues and tossed them to Chess. “I like the older 

titles best. I got Beast Crossing from this convention in St. Louis two years ago. Saved up all my 

allowance for the whole summer. It’s at home.” Sean winced, thinking about the boxes and boxes under 

his bed of all his comics, left behind. “I had two whole boxes full of comics. Man.” He hoped something 

terrible was happening to his mother, right that very second. 

“No way! You think they’ll send them to you?” 

Sean heard a commotion outside and Chess motioned for him to follow. “Who?” 

They joined the line of kids in the hall and Chess frowned. “Your parents. Think they’ll send your 

stuff?” 

Sean stopped in the middle of the hall and almost got mowed down by the other kids. “Do they 

usually send your stuff?”  

Chess laughed at his expression. “Don’t worry, they usually do. I mean, Tommy’s parents’ burned all 

of his stuff but they were, you know, criminals so it was like destroying evidence or something. Mafia,” 

he added casually.  

Just then, a big kid with long brown hair walked by and gave Chess a shove. “What are you saying 

about me, Chester?”  he said menacingly.  



He had Chess by the collar and Chess, his eyes practically bugging out behind his glasses, squeaked 

quickly, “Nothing, Tommy. Just joking around with the new kid. See?” He reached behind him blindly 

and yanked Sean forward as proof. 

Sean swallowed. This kid belonged in the mafia, he decided. Tommy dropped Chess immediately and 

eyed him. “New, huh?” 

Sean nodded and pulled away, saying nothing. He’d started enough new schools to know how to 

survive.  

His hope that Tommy would shrug and move on disappeared as others now stopped and gathered 

around them. Sean heard the words “new kid” circle around the room and, for a moment, he felt the flash 

of pain at being new, being different, a sideshow attraction. 

It took him a minute to realize this group was a little different too. A few of them smiled at him 

encouragingly. Tommy reached up and Sean winced but the bigger kid only put a heavy paw on his 

shoulder, gave it an awkward pat, and moved on, a silent cue for the others to disband.  

Sean blinked, stunned as the others passed right by him, patting him on the shoulder, smiling at him, 

saying hello. He even heard one girl whisper to her friend, “He looks nice.”  

He was still wondering what had just happened when Chess gave him a nudge and they started 

walking too, joining the throng. The chatter resumed around them as they all made their way toward the 

Big Hall. 

  

 

Not too far away, Sheila opened her eyes, rolled over onto her back and looked around the strange, 

bright room where she’d spent the night. 

It was too bright, thanks to the fact that the windows were stripped of any blinds or curtains. It was 

the only missing feature from the otherwise furnished room. When she’d arrived the night before, the full-

sized bed had been made, complete with a few, very manly, green throw pillows, a nightstand beside it 

with a clock and reading light and a bottom shelf spilling over with books.  

Books were the theme of the room, it seemed. There were two massive bookshelves in the room, 

crammed and stuffed with both paperbacks and leather-bound first editions battling for air. They were tall 

and towered over the simply made bed. Perhaps the missing blinds had been an oversight. 

Sheila grimaced and the events of the night before rolled through her mind. The man in black that had 

been upstairs in her house, curled up and waiting for her, had gotten away. Sheila and Joe had both run 

outside, ran straight to the fence, but he was already gone. Sheila shuddered.  



This time, when Joe offered to check the upstairs and the rest of the house, Sheila let him and her 

trembling voice was no longer an act. She had not been so close to Brad in years. He had broken in, 

certainly, but she had never felt him so close. 

Panic strummed through her as she’d waited for Joe to come back down to the kitchen. She didn’t 

even want to consider what would have happened if she had walked into the house, walked upstairs alone. 

She could only be grateful that Sean wasn’t with her. 

Joe had come back downstairs to find her at the kitchen table, her gun in one hand and a glass of 

whiskey in the other. He’d taken one look at the gun and insisted that she come home with him. 

She had pointed out that it would be ridiculous to go back to some strange man’s house. He had 

shrugged, told her to just stay there then, in her empty house, alone, in the dark with the living room 

window wide open for business.  

Sheila still refused to call the police. There was nowhere else for her to go, she realized. Her only 

other option was the sleazy motel at the edge of town. She’d had enough of sleazy motels and their late 

night purveyors for a short lifetime. 

And then Joe walked forward and put his hand on the nozzle of her gun. He had looked at her, his 

green eyes steady and flat on hers. “I think I was wrong about you,” he’d said quietly. “I think you’re in 

trouble. And you don’t have to do this alone, not tonight anyway.” He looked down at the gun and 

frowned. “I know you don’t know me but I want to help. But I can’t if you don’t trust me, at least for 

tonight.” Sheila took a sip of her drink. She nodded and slid the gun back into her bag. 

She woke up in Joe’s house. It was early but useless for her to try and go back to sleep for an hour or 

two. Unlike her son, she did not sleep well. The slightest strange noise immediately roused her and last 

night had been no different. Feeling restless, she swung out of bed.  

Though she had grabbed a few things at home, she had slept in her clothes, above the covers, 

dropping there in sheer exhaustion.  

She changed into the things she had stuffed into her bag and made a break for it, deciding to go for 

the bathroom downstairs so as not to wake him. She was on the stairs, wondering if it was safe to go 

home, when she heard the popping sounds of the coffeemaker and someone shuffling around in the 

kitchen.  

He was already dressed, in jeans and a simple T-shirt, and stood at the counter. Without looking up, 

he flipped a page of the newspaper and lifted a mug. “Coffee?” 

Feeling foolish, Sheila headed for the coffee pot. He had left another mug out next to it, one with a 

giant racing label on its side. She poured herself a steaming cup, nearly drooling over the warm, familiar 

smell. She felt more comfortable turned away from him and took a sip, grateful to find it hot and strong.  

She pushed aside her discomfort and turned to face him. “Thank you.” 



If he was surprised, his hunched back didn’t reveal it. “Sure.”  

She found it impossible to sit in the kitchen and drink coffee with him. The whole thing was too 

surreal. Instead, she made her way into the living room and took a long, slow look around.  

She was wrong. Books were not simply the theme of the guest room, they ran rampant throughout the 

house like overgrown ivy. There were books everywhere, all over the living room, the foyer, the dining 

room. Even the kitchen had a few small bookshelves behind the kitchen table. 

Books, a few pieces of dark furniture, and one large, overstuffed, brown leather chair by the front 

window. There was no television that she could see either.  

She examined the framed works on the wall. Joe Kimble liked photography and books it seemed. The 

framed prints were black and white and as stark as possible. There were a few deserts, one of a desolate 

path in a snow-covered forest. She looked around the room for other photos, not feeling the least bit guilty 

for being nosy. She considered it research. She had already decided to trust him enough for a night’s stay, 

but that didn’t mean she couldn’t look for evidence that he was a sociopath or a murderer in disguise. 

She’d been too tired to do such digging the night before, going instead on blind faith. For the first time in 

years, she wished she had some ammunition for her gun, just in case. 

Still, he had kept his distance. Sheila sipped her coffee as she wandered around and finally found 

what she was really looking for on the bookshelf that sat closest to the front door. It held a single, 

personal photo in a slight brown frame. It was a group shot of children and it looked, she would guess, 

almost twenty years old. The boys and girls were roughly the same age. They stood with their arms 

loosely around each other and the photographer had caught them mid-laugh. Sheila spotted Joe 

immediately, far on the left with an impish grin, a puckish girl tucked under his arm, gazing up at him. 

She felt a strange tug inside. He looked very young and very cute. 

Behind her, he cleared his throat and she jumped a little. He was leaning against the doorway. “Feel 

free to, you know, take a look around.” But he sounded only mildly put out. 

Sheila shrugged and started to reply when the doorbell rang. He moved to answer it and she hurried 

back to the kitchen, grateful for the reprieve. A moment later, he walked back in with a small box and 

dropped it on the kitchen counter. She glanced at the size of the box. “A book?” she guessed. 

He frowned at her. “How did you know?” 

She couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic and looked hesitantly around the kitchen, unusually 

crammed with books in the oddest of places. He surprised her by grinning. His whole face changed, just 

for a moment. “Oh. Right.” Giving in to temptation, he grabbed the package and sat down at the table 

across from her. He ripped it open with ease and dropped the book on the table between them. 



It was a lovely, leather-bound edition of The Tempest but it didn’t look new. The cover was ripped 

slightly in the left corner, a small tear. And the pages seemed frayed on the sides. “I hope you didn’t buy 

it for its condition. Looks a little worn.” 

He snatched up the book as if she had wounded its delicate book-feelings and flipped through the 

pages. “I’m not interested in perfect things. And books were meant to be read.” 

She cleared her throat. “A good point.” Mollified, she sat down and now they faced each other across 

the table.  

For a minute, all Sheila could hear was the clock ticking over the stove. Joe studied his book and 

spoke first. “I’m surprised you actually came back here with me.” 

 Sheila sighed. “You were right. I couldn’t stay there. And I had nowhere else to go, really. Besides,” 

she said archly. “I decided I can trust you.” She had just decided, in fact.  

He leaned back, considering. “Just like that?” 

“I have pretty good instincts and I’m smart enough to listen to them.” The picture of him as a boy had 

helped along with the fact that he hadn’t murdered her in her sleep.  

“That’s good.” 

“I’m glad you approve.” 

“It’s good because I decided I’m going to help you.” 

She almost choked on her coffee now. “What?” She wiped a few stray drops from her chin. 

Joe handed her a napkin and repeated calmly, “I decided I’m going to help you.” 

“Help me with what exactly?” she asked narrowly.  

“When you were packing up, I did another sweep through the second floor.” He leaned back and 

watched her, his expression relaxed as if they were discussing the weather. “There was a message on your 

bathroom mirror, the bathroom upstairs.”  

Sheila had forgotten about the message. Of course, there was a message. She was not going to ask 

what it said but Joe told her anyway.  

“It said, ‘Where are we going next?’”  

It always said that.  

He was watching her very carefully now. “Your son’s bathroom had its own message though.” 

“What?” Sheila dropped her hand and her heart dropped down to her shoes. “Sean’s mirror? There 

was something written there?” 

He narrowed his eyes now. “You’re surprised.” 

“What did it say?” she asked. Her throat was suddenly dry and the question came out with a rasp.  

Joe hesitated now. The cool demeanor dropped and his eyes swept her face, concerned. “It said ‘This 

is it.’” 



“Oh, God,” she moaned. She dropped her face into her hands. She had gotten Sean out just in time, it 

seemed. She was so relieved that she felt herself start to shake and couldn’t stop. 

She heard Joe stand up and move around the kitchen. When she dropped her hands, there was a glass 

of water in front of her. She looked up at him gratefully. “Thanks.”  

He nodded and took his place again across from her. He didn’t say a word.  

She had pretty much pulled herself together when he spoke once more. “You’re all alone in this thing, 

aren’t you.” It wasn’t a question. 

She felt something new shake loose within her now. She looked at him, her eyes blessedly clear and 

dry. She wasn’t much of a crier. It was a relief to her more than once. “Why do you say that?” 

“You looked around my house, I looked around yours.” He shrugged. “A few pictures of you and 

your son and that’s it. No parents, no friends. Nothing. Not that I’m one to talk, but I’m not the one who 

needs help.” 

She took a long, slow sip of water, felt the cold ripple through her body. “What makes you think I 

need help?” 

“You’re in trouble,” he said simply. “People in trouble need help.” 

She thought of Grace. “I have people. I have help.” Even as she said the words, she knew how hollow 

they sounded, even to herself. 

They looked at each other for a moment. Though he didn’t smile, she felt something there, in the way 

he watched her. There was kindness there, some sympathy, or at least the first shades of it. “When was 

the last time you ran the story by someone else?” he asked. “When’s the last time you said it all out 

loud?” 

Sheila didn’t reply because she never had. Grace had been a part of it from the beginning but even she 

only knew bits and pieces. That was  all for the best. The less she knew, the safer she stayed. 

Sheila played with the curved, ceramic handle of her mug. She was supposed to get started on her 

plan today. But she did not feel ready, not even remotely. She felt scattered and a bit lost and more 

thrown by yesterday’s events than she cared to admit.  

As if reading her mind, Joe cleared his throat and settled back comfortably in his chair. “Ok. I’m 

listening.” 

She smiled a little, despite herself. “Just like that, huh?”  

He didn’t respond and merely looked at her expectantly. Sheila sighed again and gave in. Maybe 

saying it aloud would help, she thought. “It’s a long story.” 

“I’ve got time. It’s early.” 

She swallowed. “I was a foster kid, I never knew my parents. I grew up in Nebraska, outside Lincoln, 

and I went through the system there. When I was eighteen, I got a job in a bank in this dumpy little place 



called Orange, that’s where my last foster family lived. I was saving up to move into Lincoln. That was 

all I wanted. I wanted to live in the city, get my own place, work and just, you know, live. Or start to live, 

I guess.” 

She looked out the kitchen window, startled to see a gardener pop up on the other side as he mowed 

the lawn next door. The familiar, whirring sound of the mower was oddly comforting. “I was trying to 

save up and then I met a guy. He was nice to me, he liked me. I don’t really know why but he pursued me. 

He wanted to stay in Orange so I agreed. I married him and I stayed. It all happened fast, just a few 

months.” She glanced back at Joe, the need to explain herself overwhelming. “I fell for him so hard. I 

would’ve done anything he asked me too. Stupid.” 

“How old were you?” 

“Eighteen.” 

Joe frowned. Not stupid, he thought. She was just young. And alone. “What happened next?” 

Restless, she stood up and walked her mug to the sink. “I got pregnant. Right away. I was thrilled, but 

Brad was…” 

“Upset?” 

“No.” She blinked. “No, he was ecstatic. It surprised me.” 

“Why?” 

Sheila shrugged. “He had said he wanted kids but I hadn’t realized how much. He wouldn’t let me do 

anything the whole time I was pregnant. I stopped working altogether, the first and last time I ever 

stopped working. He did everything- he worked double shifts at the plant, took on odd jobs and then he 

came home and took care of me. He just pampered me and got me everything I wanted or could need. We 

were so happy. Or I thought we were happy.” She remembered all too well that emerging realization that 

someone was, finally, taking care of her. 

Sheila braced herself against the cool ridge of the sink and remembered that feeling, her feet propped 

up, husband at her side, her belly full and huge. She felt an overwhelming ache for Sean, in the place 

where she carried him. “And then I had the baby.” 

“And?” 

“And everything just…changed.” She turned to face him. “He was obsessed with Sean from the 

moment he was born.” 

Joe frowned. “What do you mean?” 

“The way he treated me while I was pregnant? Now it was all about the baby, everything and 

anything he wanted. But it was over the top. It was too much. It scared me.” She gripped the sink, willing 

him to understand, to feel the concern that Grace had shared when she visited and saw it for herself.  

“What did he do?” 



“He’d come home from work and would barely speak to me, would just get down on the floor and 

play with him for hours. I’d tell him Sean had to sleep and he would snap at me, like I was trying to keep 

him from his son. It’d be nine, ten o’clock and Sean would be crying, he’d be so tired and Brad would 

just hold him and play with him. He would get upset when Sean would cry and he would yell at me to 

make it stop, to make him happy. And I tried to explain that babies cry,” Sheila continued. She shut her 

eyes because she could still hear his voice. “But he would get so angry with me.” 

“Did he ever hurt you?” He asked it casually enough but she could tell he was completely focused on 

her and her reply. 

Sheila shook her head. “No, he never touched me, not then. It was more like I didn’t exist. A part of 

me couldn’t really blame him.” She smiled wistfully. “Sean was perfect. I’d be sitting there, while Brad 

was at work, and Sean would fall asleep in my arms and I, I don’t know, I felt like maybe I could 

understand why Brad acted that way. He was a miracle, our baby. For a long time, it was easy to justify.”  

She reached out and turned on the sink, just to watch the water run. “I dealt with it. I thought this was just 

a rough patch. I thought everything would get easier, get better.” 

“And then Sean turned two.” Sheila felt the cold water on her fingers, the way they went numb with 

it. “And something happened to Brad. He never told me but it was like something had switched in him. 

He started drinking a lot. He’d come home late, so drunk. And he’d say terrible things. Suddenly, he 

wouldn’t go near Sean. It was the strangest thing. He was sweet as could be before and now it seemed like 

he didn’t even want to see either of us there.” She stopped herself, not wanting to delve too deep.  

“One night, he comes home and he’s drunk and he starts rambling about things and they don’t make 

any sense. We had gotten into a fight earlier in the day. I wanted to take Sean on a trip, just a day trip. I 

wanted to take the car and go see my friend Grace.” She could see him sitting on the edge of their couch, 

swaying and glaring at her, his once handsome face pudgy from months of cheap beer, his mouth grim 

with anger. “He starts muttering about money and then he says, ‘My kid isn’t going anywhere with you.’” 

She was murmuring now, lost in the memory, the years that had passed since she said the words out loud. 

“He started laughing. And then he’s saying things about how I wasn’t going to get in his way, that I was 

nothing and nobody and he could take Sean and no one would ever know what happened to me because I 

was alone and no one would care.” The words were flat, dull in her mouth.  

“He had buddies who were cops, he had friends all over, he said. Sean was his son and no one would 

care about what happened to me. And I’m asking him what he’s talking about and he-” 

She broke off and walked back over to the table where Joe sat. She crouched down and looked into 

his eyes, willing him to believe her. “He looked at me and, I swear to God, he looked at me like he could 

just kill me right there. He grabbed my arm and he squeezed it so tight, I had marks for weeks after.” She 

grabbed Joe’s arm and held on tight. “‘My son’s the key, my son. He’s the key to everything.’” 



“The key to what?” Joe asked. 

She shook her head. “I don’t know. I kept asking him, ‘What are you talking about? What does that 

mean?’ and he just kept saying it over and over, ‘The key, the key.’ He passed out before I could find out 

what he meant.”  

The intensity drained from her body as she remembered the cold wave that had come over her at that 

moment, the fear that replaced everything else. She stood up and her voice sounded far away as if 

someone from across the room was talking. “I took Sean that night after he passed out and we left. I stole 

his car and his money and we ran.” 

Joe didn’t say a word but he hadn’t taken his eyes off her once. She didn’t know why but she felt 

steadied by it. She closed her eyes and breathed deep. “We’ve moved eight times in ten years. I’ve 

changed our names twice. And every time I think we’re ok, I see his car on our street or I find an old toy 

of Sean’s, from when he was a baby, outside the bank where I work. He leaves notes on my door. They 

all say things like ‘Soon’ and ‘I’m getting closer.’ So we move again but it just keeps happening.”  

“Why didn’t you go to the police?” 

Agitated, she shook her head. “I tried but, but something was wrong with my records. Something was 

messed up, it said I was in the system as a kid but it also said I’d gone to a correctional juvenile facility 

and it wasn’t true. Their ‘records’,” she said bitterly, “said I had a history of drug use too and it wasn’t 

true, I never touched that stuff.” She laughed bitterly. “He said he had friends all over. I guess he was 

right.” 

“And Brad’s record?” 

“Brad has no record and has a good job and a solid reputation. And I am just all over the place. I’m a 

foster kid with no one to fight for me, no mental health history, nothing but a bad history, one I don’t 

remember even having. The police said they’d look into it but I could tell what they thought about the 

whole thing, about me.” She stood up suddenly and gave herself a moment. “And then months went by 

with nothing from Brad. The police told me I was overreacting, imagining things. I told them their records 

were wrong and they didn’t believe me.” 

 She sat down in her chair again. “We were living in St. Louis up until a year ago. And I don’t see a 

sign of him anywhere for two years. Nothing. Sean’s happy, I’m happy, I’m thinking that this is great. 

Maybe he’s hurt, dead, drunk in a bar somewhere, forgotten about us. We’re safe. And then I get this in 

the mail.” She reached into her purse, unzipped a pocket and removed the photo she’d been keeping, the 

one she kept with her always. She slid it over the table to Joe. 

It was a surveillance photo of Sean and Sheila, walking together on a city street. Sean’s face was 

circled in red. Sheila’s was crossed out.  Joe regarded it seriously and looked at her. “He’s hunting you.” 



She nodded. “I made a decision when I saw that photo. No more running, no hiding. Sean is the only 

thing that matters. Brad’s going to take me out and then he’s going to take Sean. My son is what he’s 

wanted all along. It’s why he married me, why we got pregnant so fast. I’m sure of it. He’s just been 

biding his time.” She leaned over the table. “I have to find out what he wants with Sean.” She took the 

photo back. “And I have to stop him.” 

 

 

   

  

  

  

 

  

 

  



 

 

 

Chapter 10 

 

 

 

Sean and Chess trooped down the hall and spilled into the old diner where Sean and Katie had eaten 

dinner the night before. Chess half-heartedly extended a hand and said, “The Big Hall.” 

A girl tried to muscle her way between them and Sean felt her elbow dig into his stomach. “Chester, 

move! You’re in the way,” she snapped. When her backpack got caught on his arm, she yanked it 

forward, looking exasperated.  

Chess rubbed his side and scowled. “Geez, Illiana. Chill.”  

“Chill? Chill?! I had to finish our science project all by myself last night, Chester.” 

“Yeah, because you keep calling me Chester, Moscowitz.” 

“Don’t call me Moscowitz, Chester.” 

Sean stepped away from them as they continued to fight, a crowd forming around them, some boy 

yelling for Illiana to knock his block off. Sean took advantage of the drama to scan the big hall for 

himself. 

It looked completely different come morning. There were dozens and dozens of children, laughing 

and talking until their small groups of chatter turned into a loud, constant hum.  

They looked normal enough, he thought, watching two boys trade notes. They all wore normal 

clothes. Some were doing their homework while others wolfed down big stacks of pancakes and piles of 

scrambled eggs. 

No matter what school Sean attended, it seemed, the groups were set. He made a note of the crew that 

sat in the corner, big guys who sat on top of the tables, one of them carving something into the table top. 

Others sat shrouded in the back, in the darkest possible corner, marked with piercings and chains and 

streaks of dyed hair. There was a table in the center where everyone was just a little bit prettier and 



glossier than everyone else. There was another group beside them, less easily defined but just as rowdy, 

all of them laughing loudly. A few waved over to Chess.   

Sean glanced behind him to see where Chess had gotten in his argument and stepped aside just as 

Illiana let out one final, frustrated yelp and shoved past him to join her friends. The crowd groaned and 

scattered as well. Chess grinned at Sean and led the way to the line for food. When their trays were 

loaded, Chess cut through the crowd to one of the center tables, where Sean had seen somebody wave 

them over.  

Chess dropped his books on the table. “Guys, this is Sean. Sean, these are the guys.” He said their 

names rapid fire and Sean blinked, unable to catch any of them. He took a seat beside a small boy with a 

giant mane of red hair, who didn’t look up from his book but pushed his plate aside to give Sean room.  

Chess pointed to the others on the other end of the table. “That’s Jess, Mandy, Kyle and Lauren down 

there.” That group was in the middle of an argument about something. One of the girls waved to Sean. 

“And that’s pretty much the 7th grade class.”  

Sean stared at the table and the small group gathered around it. “Seriously? This is it?” The others 

nodded. 

The girl across from him leaned over the table. “So, is it true? You’re a Leftie?” She was on the 

chubby side with soft blonde hair pulled up into a ponytail but her eyes were friendly enough. Sean 

nodded awkwardly. “Cool. I’m Teela.” 

The boy next to her had dark hair and wore a T-shirt with a band on the front, one Sean had never 

heard of before. “Welcome to the club,” he said with a lopsided grin. “I’m Miles. That’s Booker.” 

Sean glanced uneasily at Booker who sat beside him and, as advertised, had his nose in a heavy 

fantasy book. “Are you all, um, Lefties too?” 

Booker answered first, his head still down. “Miles is. Teela and I are orphans.” He glanced up then 

and blinked rapidly at Sean. “And yes, she’s my twin.” He looked down again without comment.  Sean 

looked over at Teela who smiled. They looked nothing alike. Chess and Sean exchanged a look and Chess 

mouthed, “He’s weird.” Sean heard a whap from under the table and his roommate threw a look at Teela. 

“What? He is.” He rubbed his sore shin.  

Sean looked around the room. It almost felt like he was in his own school cafeteria and that, any 

second, Chris and Mike and Tim would come walking through the big, heavy doors.  

He thought about them now, how they’d go to school today and tomorrow and the next day. He 

wondered when it would dawn on them that Sean was gone. And to think, Sean thought with a snort, they 

had just been joking about this the other day, when they found out his mother was in the principal’s 

office. 



Sean leaned over to Chess. “Is there a kid named Dan here?” He was half-smiling as he asked. There 

was no way it could be true. 

Chess scratched his head. “Dan Richman or Danny Colber?” 

His smile faded. “Colber.” He looked to where Chess pointed, a few tables over. He was a pudgy kid 

with red hair and freckles, laughing with a bunch of other kids. 

“He’s in 7th with you but he’s friends with a bunch of kids in my grade,” Chess explained. He looked 

confused. “How do you know Danny?” 

Sean shook his head, his mouth dry. “Just heard about him once.” He remembered what Mike had 

said, about how his parents still lived in the town. He scowled, wondering about Colber’s own parents. 

They probably fed him some bogus line too.  

Sean pushed his plate away, the toast holding no appeal, and thought for a second about the 

connection. Was it just a coincidence, he wondered, about Richter and Dan Colber?   

A bell rang, a school bell, and Sean jumped. He turned and watched a group of students in park 

uniforms line up at the front to face them. Next to them was a woman who had to be a teacher, though she 

wore her long dark hair pulled up into a ponytail and wore jeans. Sean knew she had to be a teacher. She 

clapped her hands and, in short order, the room was quiet enough for her to speak. 

“Good morning,” she said loudly with a smile. She was pretty, for a teacher. “It’s Thursday and it’s 

supposed to be a beautiful, sunny day. The park will open to the public at nine, as usual, but will close to 

promptly at five tonight for the Brickman event. As such, there is a Summertown curfew for all of you at 

5 o’clock.”  

The kids groaned and the teacher rolled her eyes. “Yes, yes, moan and groan. You know the rules. 

Our volunteers for the event are free to go where they please. Anyone else spotted will suffer the dire 

consequences.” Her tone was brisk and firm but seemed to soften as soon as she smiled. “On to more 

exciting things. I’m sure that word has gotten around about our two new additions.” Sean choked on his 

juice. “I promised Mrs. D that I wouldn’t embarrass them by pointing them out to you all. Let me just say 

welcome to Sean Monroe and Katie Forrester, wherever you are right now. I’m Ms. Garibaldi.” She 

smiled more broadly. “I think you’ll like it here and I hope you like us too.”  

Some of the kids at the table were looking at Sean, others were whispering and pointing. He ducked 

his head, wondering idly where Katie was in all this. He glanced around at the tables but didn’t see her 

with the younger children. “I’d also like to take a moment to remind you all of your first days,” she 

continued loudly over the low hum that had sprung up as a result of her announcement. The room quieted. 

“Please be kind. If our new charges look lost, please point them in the right direction. If they have 

questions you can’t answer, please send them over to me or Mrs. D or one of the other teachers. And 



overall, please be welcoming. Okay!” She clapped her hands. “Announcements. Everyone listen to Anna, 

please.” And she took a step back. 

A bouncy senior with a supremely chipper voice stepped forward and began reading announcements. 

Sean zoned out once he realized they were all just reminders to pick up after themselves and behave with 

park “guests.”  

He decided a better way to spend the time was to look around the room.  He noticed the other kids 

were doing the same. They were also doodling and reading and eating, whispering and nudging each 

other. Some were still trying to get a look at him. 

When announcements were over, Ms. Garibaldi stepped forward again and spoke briefly about that 

evening’s baseball game. A few of the kids clapped in anticipation and Sean suddenly noticed that one of 

the seniors who stood up front was looking at him.  

Sean frowned. He recognized him as the kid from the baseball field, the one who had been staring at 

Sean when he was walking past with his friends. He pointed him out to Chess.  

Chess glanced up at the senior who, by now, had stopped looking at Sean and was gazing rather 

attentively at a pretty blonde at the front table. “That’s Chris Masters. Everyone calls him Chip, though.” 

Off of Sean’s face, he laughed. “Yeah, I know. Lame. All of the seniors have those nicknames, though. 

They think it’s hilarious because Summertown is such a cornball. He’s the captain of one of the baseball 

teams, the Shipwrecks. I think he’s a Runner, but I can’t remember.” For a moment, Sean thought he was 

talking about a baseball position. He glanced up at the boy up front, trying to picture him as a runaway. 

Ms. Garibaldi dismissed them and the kids seemed to stand up as one. As they were leaving, Sean 

asked, “Do you know everyone’s, uh- status?” 

“What?” 

“Do you know if everyone is, like, a Leftie or an Oliver.” 

Oh.” Chess shrugged and hefted his backpack over his shoulder. “Once you’ve been around long 

enough, you kind of hear everyone’s story. Come on, I have to get my schedule. Forgot it upstairs.” 

They headed back to the dorm with a bunch of other kids. “So, now what do we do?” 

“School,” Chess groaned. “Then we get to play in the park for a while. The older kids have to work in 

the park after school. On the weekends, they skip out and go into town and stuff. You don’t get to do that 

until the 8th grade, like me,” he smirked. 

When they got to their room, they were met with a surprise. One of the high school girls was standing 

at their door, surrounded by boxes. She was tall and held a clipboard. The girl pushed her glasses up her 

nose, tossed back her long dark hair and smiled at the boys. “Hi there. You must be Sean. I’m Claire.” 



It wasn’t often that a girl her age spoke to boys like him. It took Chess elbowing him to make him 

realize that he hadn’t spoken and was actually just staring at her. “Hi.” He looked nervously at the boxes. 

“What’s this stuff?’ 

“It’s your stuff. It was dropped off  this morning.” She handed him the clipboard and a pen. “If you 

can sign there, Chess and I will move it all into your room.” 

“We will? Oh. Wait,” Chess winced as Claire wrenched their door open and some of the junk that had 

been pressed up against it, skittered out into the hallway. 

Claire rolled her eyes and tried to shove her way through to leave the boxes. “You’re such a pig, 

Chester.” 

“I’m not! I have a lot of stuff, that’s all!” The two bickered while Sean looked over the form.  

It was simple and just reported that there were four boxes picked up that morning, with the date and 

the time. Sean looked for a place to sign and immediately recognized his mother’s signature on the 

bottom, right at the bottom of the page. He stared at it for a minute.  

She had really done it. She had really left him there.  

 

 

Joe and Sheila were sitting in relative silence, mulling over Sheila’s story when her phone rang, an 

unfamiliar number flashing on the screen. She felt the familiar lick of fear as she answered the phone. 

“Hello?” 

“Ms. Monroe, it’s Francis Dearby from Timmerman Park.” Sheila let out a relieved breath. “How are 

you, dear?”  

“Fine, Mrs. Dearby.” Joe, she realized, listened unabashedly. She cleared her throat and turned away 

from him slightly. “Everything all right with Sean?” 

“Yes, Sean is fine and settling in nicely. I just wanted to give you a ring and let you know that our 

people had been to your  house to pick up his things.” She sounded hesitant. 

“That’s right. I was supposed to be there.” She winced. “I’m so sorry.” 

“Don’t be sorry. The  spare key we requested was returned to you, should be sitting on the kitchen 

table.”  

“Good. Good, thank you.” When Mrs. Dearby didn’t respond, Sheila frowned. “Is there anything else, 

Mrs. Dearby?” 

Joe had been eating cereal out of a box by the counter. He put it down and walked over, listening as 

Sheila told Mrs. Dearby not to worry. She continued insisting that everything was all right, until, finally, 

she was able to hang up. 

“What’s up?”  



Sheila put her phone carefully down on the table. “They went to my house to pick up Sean’s things. 

And one of the men called, said that it looked like the place had been torn apart.” Joe frowned, 

remembering how it looked, the threatening messages scrawled on the mirrors.  “So stupid. I just left 

everything, the hole in the window, everything.” 

Joe studied the phone on the table and the way Sheila paced. “I wouldn’t worry about it. Dearby’s got 

enough on her mind.” Even if she did try to press, he thought, Sheila had mastered the art of deflection 

with enough skill to ensure that she’d be left alone. 

“Well, that’s something, I guess.” She rubbed her eyes tiredly and tried to smile.  

“So,” he said, regarding her soberly. “What are you going to do now?” 

“I was thinking I could use a shower.” 

He didn’t respond to that, just sat down and continued to look at her quietly. It was a little unnerving. 

She busied herself by heading over to the now-empty coffee pot to put it in the sink. “If you mean the 

situation with Brad, I guess I’ll go ahead with my plan.” Loose and ill-defined as it was.  

“Which is?” 

Sheila glanced back at him, where he was now facing in her direction, one arm slung casually over 

the back of his chair. “This has gone far enough, don’t you think?”  

He narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?” 

Sheila turned on the water and attacked the pot with the graying sponge. “I mean, I barely know you. 

You follow me home in the middle of the night, you ask a bunch of questions, you claim you want to help 

me. I’m grateful, don’t get me wrong,” she said quickly, over her shoulder. “I just- I don’t understand.” 

“Understand what?” 

She turned the water off and turned to him. “Why do you care so much? You don’t even know me. Or 

my son.” 

Joe picked up his mug to walk it over to the sink where she stood. “You left your kid in my park,” he 

pointed out. “There’s some guy out there hunting you, hunting him, and the kid’s in my park.” He placed 

the mug carefully in the crowded sink and looked at her. “Did it ever occur to you that you were dropping 

this trouble right on our doorstep?” 

She hadn’t. Sheila swallowed hard, thinking of the children in his picture, the ones he’d grown up 

with, and she stepped back. “The plan is to lead Brad away,” she replied slowly.  

“Away.” 

“Yes. To make him think I still have Sean, that nothing’s changed. It’ll take a while but I think I can 

do it. If he buys it, you won’t have a problem.”  

He looked less than thrilled by her assurances. “And when he catches on? What then?” 



“He won’t,” Sheila insisted. “There’s no reason for him to believe anything’s changed. He knows I’ve 

got nowhere to leave Sean, no one to depend on. He won’t see this coming. And when he thinks he’s 

found us again, I’m going to confront him, find out what he wants. One way or the other.” 

He stared at her, long enough to make her step back once more. “What does that mean?”   

Sheila didn’t answer. She had no answer.  

 

 

“So anyway, Coach Carr is all ‘You have to play dodgeball, Chester, you can’t just sit on the sidelines 

of life.’ Like I can learn anything playing dodgeball.” 

Chess, like Chris had been, was a talker which suited Sean fine. He had better things to do at the 

moment, like get a good look at the place he was supposed to call home. 

They walked down Main Street, their arms full of books, and Sean half-listened to Chess as Main 

Street came to life.  

They wandered off the sidewalk as a man in an apron and handlebar mustache bustled out of the 

barbershop with a rag, wiping down the pole in front. At the movie theater across the street, a team of two 

attacked the oversized bulbs on the sign, only halting when the lights went on and the sign gleamed.  At 

the Candy Palace, Sean watched a squat woman with a wide face meticulously straighten the row of 

oversized lollipops in the window. 

He was so busy trying to look everywhere at once that he nearly lost the thread of conversation with 

Chester, who had moved on to heap praise on the girls volleyball team. Sean laughed a little in reply to 

one of his roommate’s comments, before turning his attention back to the street. 

Park workers, crisp and cheerful in their white and blue uniforms, were getting ready for the day, 

sweeping the immaculate cobblestone streets, wiping down storefront windows and even polishing 

doorknobs. A few of them smiled and nodded to the boys as they walked past.  

When Chess had paused to take a breath, Sean nodded at the latest employee to give them a wave.  

“So, they all know that kids live here? The people who work here, I mean.” 

Chess nodded. “Some of them. A lot of them don’t, though. That’s why they tell us to be careful 

when the park opens.” 

Sean frowned. “They don’t know about you at all?”  

“Nope.”  

Something occurred to Sean then that he hadn’t thought of before. “Is it illegal or something? For us 

to live here, I mean?” 

“Nah. Ms. Garibaldi told us once that it’s legal and all, they got it cleared years ago. And they get 

inspected by the state all the time. She says it just makes it easier not to have to answer questions all the 



time. She said it helps keep us safe. And it keeps a lot of other kids who are better off at home from 

running away and trying to live here too.”  

“But you take runaways, don’t you?” 

“I think you mean ‘we’ but yeah.” Sean flushed as Chess corrected him with a grin. “But it’s doesn’t 

happen very often. There aren’t a whole lot of Runners here. I mean, nobody who ends up here knew 

about this place before. This one girl I know, a Runner, she said it was destiny.” 

Sean tripped on the curb. He took a tighter hold of his books. “What do you mean?” 

 “I don’t know. You can ask a Runner yourself, they always say that. They say the same thing, that 

they came here by accident and felt safe here and they didn’t know why. They just wanted to stay and 

they got to stay.” 

Sean frowned. What Chess said reminded him of Katie, of the way she’d trailed after him last night, 

looking around as if she was in a dream. He didn’t know much about “destiny” but he was willing to bet 

his whole comic book collection that Katie would believe every word of it.  

“Okay.” Chess stopped walking and Sean, lost in his thoughts, blinked. “This is it.” 

They were across the street from the baseball field, standing in front of a rickety, crumbling Victorian 

house. It was The Haunted House, Sean realized. He’d seen it on the map but, in their hurry to get to the 

Leagues, he’d barely noticed it yesterday. Now he wondered how he could’ve missed it. It was set back 

on a rolling lawn behind massive iron gates, a creaking mass.  

The house was black but not from paint. From the way the wooden planks curled up at the edges, it 

appeared as if the whole house had been engulfed in a fire and spat back out.  

The enormous picture windows were blackened with soot and dirt and almost seemed to blink. Sean 

was sure a small piece of the roof had just cracked and fallen to the ground while they stood there. 

Other students were walking in through the side gate, where a small door had been made, all but 

invisible to the naked eye. Chess started for the gate but Sean stopped him. “It looks like it’s about to fall 

down.” 

“Yeah,” Chess rolled his eyes and pushed Sean forward. “It’s supposed to look like that. No matter 

what happens, stay on the path.” 

“Why?” But Chess had already started walking. Sean hurried to catch up. The lawn looked harmless 

enough to him. 

They went through the gate and walked with the others, Sean lagging behind, unable to tear his eyes 

from the towering building. It didn’t have the same polish as the others or that kind of fake plastic sheen 

that some of the Main Street buildings sported. When he was close enough, Sean put one hand up against 

the wall of the house, shocked to feel the real, roughened wood almost splinter to his touch. It was the 



most realistic thing he’d seen in the park yet. The house seemed to lean down to him, as if it was 

listening. He shivered.  

The inside of the house was just as lopsided as the outside, with sloping floors and drooped ceilings, 

the walls glinting dully with gold stripes that made the hallway feel like it was closing in on all sides of 

him.  

“Come on already, geez.” Chess all but hauled Sean up the solid stairs, with its deep red carpet and 

shining banisters, down another hall, and through the first door on the right that had been turned into a 

small classroom. 

Where the hallway was eerie and cold, the classroom, if it could be called that, was spotless and 

warm. There were no desks but instead a few scarlet couches and two massive reading chairs, with small, 

immaculately carved side tables that held cheerful lamps and empty candy dishes. Gracing the walls were 

dusty portraits of stately men and women on horseback. The paintings, with their thick gold frames, 

graced every wall but the wall up front, where a blackboard on wheels and a small desk sat. 

Sean turned around and saw that the far wall was really a bookshelf that reached to the ceiling, 

crammed end to end with rows and rows of books, the lower shelves filled with textbooks and manuals 

and what appeared to be old notebooks. The windows were not covered, as Sean had expected, given the 

implied secrecy of the house and its true purpose. The heavy curtains were open all the way, and sunlight 

streamed into the room.  

Chess secured a spot for both of them on one of the red couches, where a girl sat doodling in a 

notebook, her brown hair covering her face. Sean watched the others take their seats, six in all. He had so 

many questions he didn’t know which one to ask first.  

Just then a bell rang, a school bell, and everyone in the room abruptly stopped talking, though most of 

them cast curious glances at Sean. A woman walked in, closed the door and gave the gathered students a 

little smile as she walked to the tiny desk in the corner and dropped her books. Sean recognized her as the 

teacher who did that morning announcements in the Big Hall. “Good morning.” 

Most of the class grunted in response, the two girls more vocal than the four boys.  

Ms. Garibaldi did a quick roll and Sean realized that the girl who shared their couch was Illiana, the 

girl who had threatened to punch Chess in the neck before the morning announcements. She caught him 

looking her way and sent him a wary look back. She scowled at Chess and he grimaced back. 

Ms. Garibaldi’s eyes fell on Sean and he froze, steeling himself for “the new student” speech. 

“Everybody, we have a new student with us today. Sean is our new arrival, as I’m sure you remember 

from Announcements this morning. He’s in seventh but shadowing Chester for the day. Sean,” she called 

over to him cheerfully. “You’ll take up with your classes tomorrow once you get your schedule. For now, 

just sit back and listen.” She eyed the others. “Please take out last night’s homework.” 



It took Sean a few minutes to realize, with not a little disappointment, that this school wasn’t all that 

different from his last one. As soon as Ms. Garibaldi collected the homework and launched into a review 

of their lesson from yesterday, he saw some of the kids start to fidget and yawn.  

The only point of interest occurred with Illiana slipped Chess a note. Sean watched Chess attempt to 

read it in secret for about five minutes, a nearly impossible task as they had no desks in front of them and 

he had no means of hiding it.  

The other interesting moment came after Ms. Garibaldi had just begun to quiz them. There was a 

knock and an older boy appeared at the door.  

“Need one of yours today, Ms. G,” he told her politely. 

“Of course, Sam. Let’s see.” She glanced around the room briefly and nodded at Chess. “Your turn, 

Chess.” 

Without another word, Chess got up and walked out of the classroom. Ms. Garibaldi caught Sean’s 

confused expression and gave him a reassuring wink.  

She was barely into the lesson once more when the door opened again. Ms. Garibaldi didn’t even look 

up this time and when Mrs. Dearby cleared her throat, the teacher jumped a mile, the chalk flying out of 

her hands. The students laughed and Sean saw the women share a smile. “Mrs. D,” Ms. Garibaldi said 

with her hand pressed to her chest. 

“Jenny.” Mrs. Dearby looked giant in the doorway and nodded in Sean’s direction. “I wonder if I can 

steal Sean for a bit.” 

“Of course.”  

Mrs. Dearby offered Sean a wide smile and beckoned for him to follow her. They walked quickly 

down the hall and then down the front stairs, past a few more classrooms that were clearly for the 

youngest children, and down another set of stairs in the back of the house that brought them, finally, to 

the basement, which had been remodeled to look like the floor of an ordinary office.  

The people at their desks smiled at Sean as he and Mrs. Dearby walked past and she led him into the 

office in the back.  

The little office would have seemed cramped if it wasn’t for the massive window that took up half of 

the back wall and managed to fill the room with some light. Sean could just see the sloping grass of the 

backyard from where he stood, a yard that looked overgrown and wild, with overgrown bushes, 

wildflowers, weeds and ivy all scrambling for equal attention. Before Mrs. D could even suggest he sit 

down, Sean blurted out, “The windows are open.”  

Mrs. D took him literally and, confused, checked to see if the large picture window behind her was 

actually open. “Oh, you mean the curtains? Yes. It’s that one-sided glass, like in police stations? We can 



see out but our lovely park guests can’t see in.” She had been fussing with some papers and now looked 

up at the boy, who was staring out the window. She paused. “Are you all right, Sean?”  

“What?” He blinked. “Yeah. Fine.” 

“Good.” She smiled briefly. “Take a seat, won’t you?” 

Sean nodded and obliged. Then, taking advantage of her distraction, he asked the question that had 

trailed him all morning. “Why does this place have to be a secret?” 

Mrs. Dearby patted a curl of gray hair back into place, and then she too looked out the window at the 

overgrown backyard. “Legally, there is no reason for it to be a secret. We are a legitimate organization, 

we’re up to code, we pay our taxes,” she assured him. “Our children are safe, nurtured and well-tended. In 

fact, the park has been commended over the last three decades for its achievement with displaced youth. 

The caliber of our teachers are extraordinary.” Mrs. Dearby smiled at Sean. “Ms. Garibaldi, for instance, 

went to the finest universities in the country for her education. Her tenacity in securing our students’ 

places in the top universities is really something. She will stop at nothing less than Ivy League for every 

student who passes through her class. Like her, we take education very seriously here. We have nothing to 

hide, is what I’m trying to assure you, Sean.” 

“So, why the big secret?” 

“You want a simple answer?” Mrs. Dearby replied. “I’m afraid there isn’t one.” She leaned over the 

desk in earnest and clasped her hands. “These measures were put in place years ago and the reasoning 

then, as it is now, was to keep our children safe. But, there are other reasons.” 

“Like what?” 

“Well, you could say that it would be a shame to distract people from the marvels of the park as a 

place of entertainment and escape. To reveal its true nature would invite an awful lot of press, a lot of 

unnecessary attention and scrutiny and criticism.” 

“But you said-” 

“We have nothing to hide. And I stand by that. But, sadly, we are different. And people fear what 

they don’t understand. That’s the sadness of life, I’m afraid.” 

 “My hope,” she said now, quietly and with great focus, “is that you will spend some time here and 

understand without question the true intention of this place. And I hope that what you see will inspire a 

little trust.” 

“Trust?” 

“Yes. Trust to keep our secret as others are keeping it for you.” Mrs. Dearby smiled gently. “I know 

that’s a lot to ask, especially with regard to recent developments in your young life.” 

“You mean because I trusted my mother and she left me here?” Sean countered flatly. 



“That’s actually what I wished to speak with you about.” Mrs. Dearby’s smile faltered a touch. “Sean, 

part of our program here is weekly time with a therapist. It’s mandatory among all students,” she said 

firmly when he opened his mouth to protest. “I’m afraid this point is not negotiable. There is no denying 

that all of our charges deserve attention, considering what you’ve been through individually. At best, you 

need someone to talk to, who can help put things in perspective.” 

After a moment of Sean’s silence, Mrs. D nodded with satisfaction as if he’d agreed, which he 

definitely had not. “Now. Here is your schedule.” She slid the paper over to him. “ You can see how you 

will spend your days. The different colored boxes indicates different activities such as school, your 

weekly appointment with Dr. Keller, and your chores and so on.”   

Chores? Sean opened his mouth to protest but Mrs. Dearby merely pointed to one of the blocks and 

continued, “All of your classes are taken here at the school except for gym class. There is a special 

auditorium underneath the baseball field across the street. You’ll find our school is not very different 

from your usual classes, though we do have very high standards for excellence and a pretty effective 

rewards program. Chess will explain those to you, I’m sure. They mostly pertain to park privileges.” 

“Now, for your ID card.” She reached behind the desk and pulled out a camera. He was directed to 

stand by the back wall, deliberately left white and blank, and she took the photo. “You’ll get it in a few 

days. Once you get it, keep it with you at all times. Informed park personnel may ask to see it from time 

to time. It’s very important,” she said firmly.  

She handed him another paper, this one blue. “Here is a special map of the tunnels. Memorize it and 

keep the map in your room, only. And don’t lose it as you won’t get another.” She then clapped her 

hands. “And that about covers it. You received your personal items this morning?” He nodded. 

“Do you have any questions for me?” When he didn’t reply, she continued, “I know this is 

overwhelming, Sean. I hope you know that you can come to me if you have any questions or concerns.”  

He stood up to leave, forms in hand, head spinning, and was just at the door when Mrs. Dearby spoke 

once more. “One more question, Sean, and then I promise you can return to your day.” 

“Yeah?”  

Mrs. Dearby pursed her lips and paused for a moment, considering. “Did your mother happen to 

explain to you why she brought you here? Or give you any indication that this would happen?”  

Caught off guard, Sean stammered, “No. I mean, not really.” He automatically thought back to their 

conversation in the screening room, how his mother had gripped his arm, and he felt a fierce wave of 

anger and frustration as he remembered her strange, cryptic words.  

He met Mrs. Dearby’s concerned eyes, determined not to speak of them again. “No, she didn’t say 

anything.”  



For a moment, it felt like Mrs. Dearby was looking right through him. Sean wondered what she knew, 

what his mother had told her, what excuse she had used to pawn him off on her. 

Mrs. Dearby dropped her eyes then and merely nodded. “That’ll be all, Sean.”  

He walked out of her office, the pile of papers and map gathered in his arms. As he passed the cluster 

of desks in the middle of the office, nearly all of them empty, he decided to ask someone if there was a 

bathroom nearby.  

Sean glanced around and heard two female voices coming from a small room on the opposite end of 

the office, directly across from Mrs. Dearby’s office. He walked over to the room and was about to 

present himself when he heard one of them murmuring about the new boy. 

Sean stopped and listened. Their voices were low but he could just make out what they were saying. 

 “I just don’t know what she was thinking. This is the worst time to do something like this, to take 

another one in.” 

“I know,” the other woman said sadly. “But what could she do? She couldn’t say no.” 

“Oh, please.” 

“It’s not her way. It’s not our way. We’ve never turned anyone away before, not really.” 

“This is different, Sue. Who knows where we’ll all be in a year? So much can change. If that woman 

gets her way-” 

“She’s not going to.” 

“But-” 

“She’s not! Frances will stop her, she’ll find a way. She always has before. The old witch is just 

making her usual threats.”  

Sean heard someone clear their throat behind him. He turned to face one of the office workers, a 

woman in her forties with blonde hair, who frowned at him. “Can I help you, son?” she called out, loud 

enough for the women in the kitchen to hear. 

“I- I just need a bathroom. Is there one on this floor?” Sean stammered as the two ladies walked 

briskly out of the kitchen, both of them red in the face from being overheard.  They glanced at each other 

and back at him, whispering more as they made their way back to their desks. 

The woman pointed the way to the bathroom, still frowning at him for eavesdropping though unaware 

of what he’d overheard.  

 

 

 


