Chapter 43
"We weren'talways homeless," Zero said. "l rememberayellow room."

"How old were youwhenyou. . ." Stanley started to ask, but couldn't find the right words.". .. moved
out?"

"I don't know. | must have beenreal little, because | don't remembertoo much. | don't remember
movingout. | rememberstandinginacrib, with my mothersingingto me. She held my wristsand made
my hands clap together. She used tosingthatsong to me. That one yousang. .. It was diffe rent, though

Zerospoke slowly, asif searching his brain for memoriesand clues. "And then later | know we lived on
the street, butl don't know why we left the house. I'm pretty sure it was a house, and not an apartment.
| know my room was yellow."

It was late afternoon. They were resting in the shadow of the Thumb. They had spentthe morning
pickingonions and puttingtheminthe sack. It didn'ttake long, but long enough so that they had to wait
anotherday before heading down the mountain.

They wanted to leave atthe first hint of daylight, sothey'd have plenty of time to make itto Camp
Green Lake before dark. Stanley wanted to be sure he could find the right hole. Then, they would hide
by ituntil everyone wenttosleep.

Theywoulddigforas long as it seemed safe, and nota second longer. And then, treasure or no treasure,
they'd head up the dirtroad. If it was absolutely safe, they'd try to steal some food and water from the
camp kitchen.

"I'm good at sneakinginand out of places," Zero had said.
"Remember," Stanley had warned. "The door to the Wreck Room squeaks."

Now he lay on his back, trying to save his strength for the long days ahead. He wondered what
happenedtoZero's parents, buthe didn't ask. Zerodidn't like answering questions. It was bettertojust
let him talk when he feltlike it.

Stanley thought about his own parents. In herlast letter, his mom was worried that they might be
evicted from theirapartment because of the smell of burning sneakers.

They could easily become homeless as well.
Again, he wonderedif they'd been told that he ran away from camp. Were they told that he was dead?

An image appearedin his head of his parents hugging each otherand crying. He tried not to think about
it.

Instead he tried to recapture the feelings he'd had the night before — the inexplicable feeling of
happiness, the sense of destiny. But those feelings didn't return.

He justfeltscared.



The next morning they headed down the mountain. They'd dunked their capsinthe water hole before
puttingthemontheirheads. Zero held the shovel, and Stanley carried the sack, which was crammed
with onions and the three jars of water. They left the pieces of the broken jaron the mountain.

"Thisis where | found the shovel," Stanley said, pointing out a patch of weeds.
Zeroturnedand looked up toward the top of the mountain. "That'sa long way."
"You were light," Stanleysaid. "You'd already thrown up everything that was inside your stomach."

He shifted the sack from one shouldertothe other. It was heavy. He stepped on a loose rock, slipped,
thenfell hard. The nextthing he knew he was sliding down the steep side of the mountain. He dropped
the sack, and onions spilled around him.

He slidinto a patch of weeds and grabbed onto a thorny vine. The vine ripped out of the earth, but
slowed him enough so that he was able to stop himself.

"Are you all right?" Zero asked from above.
Stanley groaned as he pulled athorn out of the palm of hishand. "Yeah," he said.
He was all right. He was worried more about the jars of water.

Zero climbed down after him, retrieving the sack along the way. Stanley pulled some thorns out of his
pant legs.

The jars hadn't broken. The onions had protected them, like Styrofoam packing material. "Glad you
didn'tdo that whenyou were carrying me," Zero said.

They'dlost about a third of the onions, but recovered many of them as they continued down the
mountain. When they reached the bottom, the sun was just risingabove the lake. They walked directly
towardit.

Soonthey stood on the edge of a cliff, lookingdown on the dry lake bed. Stanley wasn't sure, but he
thought he could see the remains of the Mary Lou off inthe distance.

"You thirsty?" Stanley asked.
"No," said Zero. "How aboutyou."

"No," Stanleylied. He didn't want to be the first one to take a drink. Although they didn't mentionit, it
had become akind of challenge between him and Zero.

They climbed downinto the frying pan. It was a different spot from where they had climbed up. They
eased themselves down from one ledge to another, and let themselves slide in other places, being
especially careful with the sack.

Stanley could nolongersee the Mary Lou, but headedin what he thought was the rightdirection. As the
sunrose, so did the familiar haze of heatand dirt.

"You thirsty?" Zero asked.

"No," said Stanley.



"Because you have three full jars of water," said Zero. "l thought maybe it was gettingtoo heavy foryou.
If you drink some, it will lighten yourload."

"I'm not thirsty," said Stanley. "Butif you wanta drink, I'll give you some."
"I'm not thirsty," said Zero. "l was just worried about you."
Stanley smiled. "I'macamel," he said.

They walked forwhat seemed like avery longtime, and still never came across the Mary Lou. Stanley
was pretty sure they were headingintheright direction. He remembered that when they left the boat,
they were headed toward the setting sun. Now they were headed toward the rising sun. He knew the
sundidn'trise and setexactly in the eastand west; more southeast and southwest, buthe wasn'tsure
how that made a difference.

His throatfeltas if it was coated with sandpaper. "You sure you're not thirsty?" He asked.
"Not me," said Zero. His voice was dry and raspy.

When they did finally take adrink, they agreed to do itat the same time. Zero, who was now carrying
the sack, setit down andtook out twojars, givingone to Stanley.

They decided to save the canteenforlast, since it couldn't accidentally break.
"You know I'm notthirsty," Stanley said, as he unscrewed the lid. "I'm justdrinking so you will."
"I'm justdrinking soyou will," said Zero.

They clinked the jars togetherand, each watching the other, poured the waterinto theirstubborn
mouths.

Zerowas the first to spotthe Mary Lou, maybe a quarter mile away, and justa little off tothe right. They
headedforit.

It wasn'teven noonyetwhentheyreachedthe boat. They sat against the shady side and rested.
"I don't know what happened to my mother," Zero said. "She leftand never came back."
Stanley peeled anonion.

"She couldn'talways take me with her," Zero said. "Sometimes she had to do things by herself."
Stanley had the feeling that Zero was explaining things to himself.

"She'dtell me towait ina certain place for her. When | was real little, | had to waitin small areas, like on
a porch stepor a doorway. 'Now don'tleave here until | get back,'she'd say.

"I neverlikeditwhenshe left. | had a stuffed animal, alittle giraffe, and I'd hugit the whole time she
was gone. When | got bigger| was allowed tostayin biggerareas.

Like, 'Stay on this block.' Or, 'Don't leave the park.' But eventhen, I still held Jaffy."

Stanley guessed that Jaffy was the name of Zero's giraffe.



"Andthenone day she didn't come back," Zero said. His voice sounded suddenly hollow. "l waited for
herat Laney Park."

"Laney Park," said Stanley. "I've been there."
"You know the playscape?" asked Zero.
"Yeah.I've playedonit."

"I waited there for more thana month," said Zero. "You know that tunnel that you crawl through,
betweenthe slide and the swinging bridge? That's where I slept."

They ate fouronions apiece and drank about half a jar of water. Stanley stood up and looked around.
Everythinglooked the samein all directions.

"When | left camp, | was headingstraight toward BigThumb," he said. "l saw the boat off to the right. So
that meanswe have to turn a little to the left."

Zerowas lostinthought. "What? Okay," he said.
They headed out. It was Stanley's turn to carry the sack.

"Some kids had a birthday party," Zero said. "l guessit was about two weeks after my motherleft. There
was a picnictable nexttothe playscape and balloons were tied toit. The kids looked to be the same age
as me. One girl said hi to me and asked me if | wanted to play. | wantedto, but | didn't. | knew I didn't
belongatthe party, eventhough itwasn'ttheirplayscape. There was this one mother who keptstaring
at me like | was some kind of monster. Then later a boy asked me if | wanted a piece of cake, but then
that same mothertold me, 'Go away!' and she told all the kids to stay away fromme, so | nevergotthe
piece of cake. | ran away sofast, | forgot Jaffy."

"Didyou everfind him—it?"
Fora moment, Zerodidn'tanswer. Then he said, "He wasn'treal."

Stanley thought again about his own parents, how awful it would be forthemto never know if he was
deador alive. He realized that was how Zero must have felt, not knowing what happened to hisown
mother. He wondered why Zero never mentioned his father.

"Hold on," Zero said, stopping abruptly. "We're goingthe wrong way."
"No, thisis right," said Stanley.

"You were heading toward Big Thumb when you saw the boat off to your right," said Zero. "That means
we should have turned right when we leftthe boat."

"You sure?"
Zerodrew a diagraminthedirt.
Stanley still wasn'tsure.

"We needtogo thisway," Zerosaid, first drawing a line on the map and then heading that way himself.



Stanley followed. Itdidn't feel right to him, but Zero seemed sure.

Sometime inthe middle of the afternoon, acloud drifted across the sky and blocked out the sun. It was
a welcome relief. Once again, Stanley felt that destiny was on his side.

Zero stopped and held out hisarm to stop Stanley, too.
"Listen," Zerowhispered.
Stanley didn'thearanything.

They continued walking very quietly and Stanley began to make out the faint sounds of Camp Green
Lake. They were still too far away to see the camp, but he could heara blend of indistinct voices. As they
got closerhe occasionally could hear Mr. Sir's distinctive bark.

They walked slowly and quietly, aware that sounds travel in both directions.
Theyapproached a cluster of holes. "Let's wait here, until they goin," said Zero.

Stanley nodded. He checked to make sure there was nothinglivinginit, then climbed downinto ahole.
Zeroclimbedintothe one nextto him.

Despite having gone the wrong way fora while, it hadn't taken them nearly aslong as Stanley had
expected. Now, they just had to wait.

The sun cut through the cloud, and Stanley feltits rays beatingdown on him. But soon more clouds filled
the sky, shading Stanley and his hole.

He waited until he was certain the last of the campers had finished for the day.
Then he waited alittle longer.

As quietly as possible, he and Zero climbed up out of their holes and crept toward camp. Stanley held
the sack in front of him, cradledin his arms, instead of over his shoulder, to keep the jars from clanking
againsteach other. Awave of terror rushed over him when he saw the compound — the tents, the
Wreck Room, the Warden's cabin underthe two oak trees. The fear made him dizzy. He took a breath,
summoned his courage, and continued.

"That's the one," he whispered, pointing out the hole where he had found the gold tube. It was still
about fifty yards away, but Stanley was pretty sure it was the right hole.

There was no need to risk goingany closer.

They climbed downintoadjacent holes, and waited forthe camp to fall asleep.



Chapter 44

Stanley tried tosleep, not knowing when he'd getthe chance again. He heard the showers and, later,
the sounds of dinner. He heard the creaking of the Wreck Room door. His fingers drummed against the
side of the hole. He heard his own heart heat.

He took a drink from the canteen. He had given Zerothe waterjars. They each had a good supply of
onions.

He wasn't sure how long he remainedinthe hole, maybe five hours. He was surprised when he heard
Zerowhispering for himtowake up. He didn't think he'd fallen asleep. If he had, he thought it must have
justbeenforthe last five minutes. Although, when he opened his eyes, he was surprised how dark it
was.

There was only one light on at camp, inthe office. The sky was cloudy, so there was very little starlight.
Stanley could see asliverof a moon, which appeared and disappeared amongthe clouds.

He carefullyled Zeroto the hole, which was hard to find in the darkness. He stumbled overasmall pile
of dirt. "l think thisisit," he whispered.

"You think?" Zero asked.
"It's it," said Stanley, sounding more certain than he really was. He climbed down.
Zero handed himthe shovel.

Stanley stuck the shovel into the dirt at the bottom of the hole and stepped onthe back of the blade. He
feltitsink beneath his weight. He scooped out some dirt and tossed it off to the side. Then he brought
the shovel back down.

Zerowatchedfor a while."I'm goingto try to refill the waterjars," he said.
Stanley took a deep breath and exhaled. "Be careful," he said, then continued digging.

It was sodark, he couldn'tevensee the end of hisshovel. Forall he knew he could be diggingup gold
and diamondsinstead of dirt. He brought each shovelful close to his face, to try to see if anything was
there, before dumpingit out of the hole.

As he made the hole deeper, itbecame harderto lift the dirt up and out. It was five feet deep before he
even started. He decided to use his efforts to make it widerinstead.

This made more sense, he told himself. If Kate Barlow had buried atreasure chest, she probably
wouldn'thave been able to digmuch deeper, sowhyshould he?

Of course, Kate Barlow probably had a whole gang of thieves helping her.
"You want some breakfast?"
Stanley jumped at the sound of Zero's voice. He hadn't heard him approach.

Zero handed down a box of cereal. Stanley carefully poured some cereal into his mouth. He didn't want
to put his dirty handsinside the box. He nearly gagged on the ultra-sweet taste. They were sugar-frosted



flakes, and after eating nothing but onions for more than a week, he had trouble adjusting to the flavor.
He washed them down with aswig of water.

Zerotook overthe digging. Stanley sifted his fingers through the fresh piles of dirt, in case he had missed
anything. He wished he had a flashlight. A diamond no bigger than a pebble would be worth thousands
of dollars. Yet there was noway he'd seeiit.

Theyfinished the waterthat Zero had gotten from the spigot by the showers.

Stanleysaid he'd gofill the jars again, but Zero insisted that he doit instead. "No offense, but you make
too much noise whenyou walk. You're too big."

Stanleyreturnedtothe hole. Asthe hole grew wider, parts of the surface kept cavingin. They were
running out of room. To make it much wider, they would first have to move some of the surrounding
dirt piles out of the way. He wondered how much time they had before the camp woke up.

"How's itgoing?" Zero asked when he returned with the water.

Stanley shrugged one shoulder. He brought the shovel down the side of the hole, shaving off aslice of
the dirt wall. As he did so, he feltthe shovel bounce off something hard.

"What was that?" Zero asked.

Stanley didn'tknow. He moved his shovel up and down the side of the hole. As the dirt chipped and
flaked away, the hard object became more pronounced.

It was sticking out of the side of the hole, abouta footand a halffromthe bottom.
He feltitwith his hands.
"What isit?" Zero asked.

He couldjustfeelacorner of it. Most of it was still buried. It had the cool, smooth texture of metal. "l
think I might have found the treasure chest," he said. His voice was filled more with astonishment than
with excitement.

"Really?" asked Zero.
"I think so," Stanley said.

The hole was wide enough for himto hold the shovel lengthwise and dig sideways into the wall. He
knew he had to digvery carefully. He didn't want the side of the hole to collapse, along with the huge
pile of dirt directly aboveit.

He scraped at the dirt wall, until he exposed one entire side of the box-like object.
He ran hisfingersoverit. It feltto be about eightinchestall, and almost two feet wide.

He had no way of knowing how farinto the earthit extended. He tried pullingit out, but itwouldn't
budge.

He was afraid that the only way to getto it was to start back up at the surface, and digdown. They
didn't have time forthat.



"I'm goingto try to diga hole underneathit," he said. "Then maybe I can pull it down and slipit out."
"Go forit," said Zero.

Stanley jammed the shovelinto the bottom edge of his hole, and carefully beganto diga tunnel
underneath the metal object. He hopeditdidn't cavein.

Occasionally he'd stop, stoop down, and try to feel the farend of the box. But even whenthe tunnel was
as longas hisarm, he still couldn'tfeelthe otherside.

Once again he tried pullingit out, butitwas firmlyinthe ground. If he pulled too hard, he feared, he'd
cause a cave-in. He knew that when he was ready to pullitout, he would have todo it quickly, before
the ground above it collapsed.

As histunnel grew deeperand wider— and more precarious— Stanley was able to feel latches on one
end of the box, and then a leather handle. It wasn'treally abox. "l think it might be some kind of metal
suitcase," he told Zero.

"Can you pry it loose with the shovel?" Zero suggested.
"I'm afraid the side of the hole will collapse."

"You mightas well giveitatry," said Zero.

Stanley took a sip of water. "Might as well," he said.

He forced the tip of the shovel between the dirtand the top of the metal case and tried to wedge it free.
He wished he could see what he was doing.

He worked the end of the shovel, back and forth, up and down, until he felt the suitcase fall free. Then
he feltthe dirt come pilingdown on top of it.

But it wasn'ta huge cave-in. As he kneltdowninthe hole, he could tell that only a small portion of the
earth had collapsed.

He dugwith his hands until he found the leather handle, and then he pulled the suitcase up and out of
the dirt. "l got it!" he exclaimed.

It was heavy. He handeditupto Zero.

"You didit," Zero said, taking it from him.

"We didit," said Stanley.

He gathered his remaining strength, and tried to pull himself up out of the hole.
Suddenly, abright light was shiningin his face.

"Thankyou," said the Warden. "You boys have beenabig help."

Chapter 45



The beam of the flashlight was directed away from Stanley's eyes and onto Zero, who was sitting on his
knees. The suitcase was on his lap.

Mr. Pendanski was holding the flashlight. Mr. Sir stood next to him with his gun drawn and pointedin
the same direction. Mr. Sir was barefoot and bare-chested, wearing only his pajama bottoms.

The Warden moved toward Zero. She was alsoin herbed clothes, wearing an extra-long T-shirt. Unlike
Mr. Sir, however, she had on herboots.

Mr. Pendanski was the only one fully dressed. Perhaps he had been on guard duty.

Offinthe distance, Stanley could seetwo more flashlights bobbing toward theminthe darkness. He felt
helplessinthe hole.

"You boys arrived justinthe nick— " the Warden started to say. She stopped talkingand she stopped
walking. Then she slowlybacked away.

A lizard had crawled up on top of the suitcase. Its bigred eyes glowed in the beam of the flashlight. Its
mouth was open, and Stanley could see its white tongue movingin and out betweenits black teeth.

Zerosat as still as a statue.

A second lizard crawled up overthe side of the suitcase and stopped less than an inch away from Zero's
little finger.

Stanley was afraid to look, and afraid not to. He wondered if he should try to scramble out of the hole
before the lizards turned on him, but he didn't want to cause any commotion.

The second lizard crawled across Zero's fingers and halfway up hisarm.
It occurred to Stanley that the lizards were probably onthe suitcase when he handed itto Zero.

"There'sanotherone!" gasped Mr. Pendanski. He shined the flashlight on the box of Frosted Flakes,
which lay on its side beside Stanley's hole. A lizard was crawling out of it.

The lightalsoilluminated Stanley's hole. He glanced downward and had to force himselftosuppressa
scream. He was standingina lizard nest. He feltthe scream explode inside him.

He couldseesixlizards. There were three on the ground, two on hisleftleg, and one on hisright
sneaker.

He tried to remain verystill. Something was crawling up the back of his neck.

Three other counselors approached the area. Stanley heard one say, "What's going— " and then
whisper, "Oh my God."

"What do we do?" asked Mr. Pendanski.
"We wait," said the Warden. "It won't be very long."
"At least we'll have abody to give that woman," said Mr. Pendanski.

"She's going to ask a lot of questions," said Mr. Sir. "And this time she'll have the A.G. with her."



"Let herask herquestions," said the Warden. "Justsolongas | have the suitcase, | don't care what
happens. Doyou know how long. . ." Her voice trailed off, then started up again. "When | waslittle I'd
watch my parentsdigholes, every weekend and holiday.

When | got bigger, | had to dig, too. Even on Christmas."

Stanley felttiny claws diginto the side of hisface as the lizard pulled its elf off his neck and up past his
chin.

"It won'tbe long now," the Warden said.

Stanley could hear his heart beat. Each beat told him he was still alive, atleast for one more second.
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Five hundred seconds later, his heart was still beating.

Mr. Pendanski screamed. The lizard which had beenin the cereal box was springing toward him.
Mr. Sirshot itin midair.

Stanley feltthe blast shatterthe airaround him. The lizards scurried frantically across his very still body.
He did not flinch. Alizard ran across his closed mouth.

He glanced at Zeroand Zero's eyes met his. Somehow they were both still alive, at least forone more
second, one more heartbeat.

Mr. Sirlita cigarette.
"I thoughtyou quit," said one of the othercounselors.

"Yeah, well, sometimes sunflower seeds just won't cutit." He took a long drag on his cigarette."I'm
goingto have nightmares the rest of my life."

"Maybe we should just shootthem," suggested Mr. Pendanski.
"Who?"asked a counselor. "The lizards or the kids?"

Mr. Pendanski laughed grimly. "The kids are going to die anyway." He laughed again. "Atleast we got
plenty of graves to choose from."

"We've got time," said the Warden. "I've waited thislong, | can waitanother
few..." Hervoice trailed off.
Stanleyfeltalizard crawlin and out of his pocket.

"We're goingto keep ourstory simple," said the Warden. "That woman's going to ask a lot of questions.
The A.G. will most likely initiate an investigation. So thisis what happened: Stanley tried to run away in
the night, fellinahole, and the lizards got him.



That's it. We're noteven goingto give them Zero's body. As far as anybody knows, Zero doesn't exist.
Like Mom said, we got plenty of graves to choose from."

"Why would he runaway if he knew he was gettingreleased today?" asked Mr. Pendanski.

"Who knows? He's crazy. That was why we couldn'trelease him yesterday. He was delirious, and we had
to keep watch overhimso he wouldn't hurt himself oranybody else."

"She's not goingto like it," said Mr. Pendanski.

"She's not goingto like anythingwe tell her," said the Warden. She stared at Zero and at the suitcase.
"Why aren'tyou dead yet?" she asked.

Stanley only half listened to the talk of the counselors. He didn't know who "that woman" was or what
"A.G."meant. He didn'teven realize they were initials. It sounded like one word, "Age-ee." His mind was
focused onthe tiny claws that moved up and down his skin and through his hair.

He tried tothink about otherthings. He didn't want to die with the images of the Warden, Mr. Sir, and
the lizards etched into his brain. Instead, he tried to see his mother's face.

His braintook him back to a time when he was very little, all bundled upina snowsuit. He and his
motherwere walking, handin hand, mittenin mitten, whenthey both slipped on some ice and fell and
rolled down asnow-covered hillside. They ended up atthe bottom of the hill. He remembered he almost
cried, butinstead he laughed. His motherlaughed, too.

He couldfeel the same light-headed feeling he feltthen, dizzyfrom rolling down the hill. He felt the
sharp coldness of the snow against his ear. He could see flecks of snow on his mother's brightand
cheeryface.

This was where he wanted to be when he died.

"Hey, Caveman, guess what?" said Mr. Sir. "You're innocent, afterall. I thought you'd like to know that.
Your lawyercame to getyou yesterday. Too bad youweren't here."

The words meant nothingto Stanley, who was still inthe snow. He and his mother climbed back up the
hilland rolled down again, this time on purpose. Later they had hot chocolate with lots of melted
marshmallows.

"It's getting close to 4:30," said Mr. Pendanski. "They'll be waking up."

The Warden told the counselors toreturn to the tents. She told themto give the campers breakfastand
to make sure they didn'ttalkto anyone. Aslongas they did as they were told, they wouldn't have to dig
any more holes. If they talked, they would be severely punished.

"How should we say they will be punished?" one of the counselors asked.
"Let them use theirimaginations," said the Warden.

Stanley watched the counselors returntothe tents, leaving only the Warden and Mr. Sirbehind. He
knew the Warden didn't care whetherthe campers dugany more holes or not. She'd found what she
was lookingfor.



He glanced at Zero. A lizard was perched on his shoulder.

Zeroremained perfectly stillexcept for his right hand, which slowly formedinto a fist. Then he raised his
thumb, giving Stanley the thumbs-up sign.

Stanley thought back to what Mr. Sir had said to him earlier, and the bits of conversation he'd
overheard. He tried to make sense out of it. Mr. Sir had said somethingaboutalawyer, but Stanley
knew his parents couldn't afford a lawyer.

His legs were sore from remainingrigid forsolong. Standing stillwas more strenuous than walking. He
slowly allowed himself to lean against the side of the hole.

The lizards didn't seem to mind.



