
The Castle Blues Quake 
Excerpt 

 
In the backyard, I tiptoed past the giant tree. The shed was a black hole at the end of the 

yard. Branches closed off the sky, wrapping me in darkness. I pictured a bony hand with crusty 

fingernails reaching out to snatch me. I shuddered, and zipped my sweatshirt up to my neck. 

At the shed, I peered in the window, and whispered, “Corey, are you there? Corey?” 

Nothing. I turned the rusty knob. Locked. I wondered how he got in. Maybe he picked the lock. 

I snuck back to the kitchen, grabbed the flashlight off the counter, and searched through a 

jumble of keys in one of the drawers. Round labels dangled from each key, and I found one that 

said SHED. 

Carrying the key and flashlight, I made my way back to the shed. I unlocked the door, 

and went inside. 

A musty smell hit me—like mushrooms that had been sitting in wet dirt for a week. I 

took a few more steps and walked straight into a spider web, the sticky threads clinging to my 

face. Ew ew ew. I swiped them away, wiped my hand on my jeans, and then frantically bent over 

and shook my hair out in case a spider had found a new home there. Straightening, I squinted, 

but couldn’t see a thing. So this is what a black hole looks like, I thought. Nothing. Nothing but 

pure inky darkness. 

Slowly, my eyes adjusted. Tripping around some paint cans, I spotted a backpack. I 

didn’t mean to snoop, but couldn’t stop myself from rummaging through the pack. Inside was an 

envelope of pictures, and I slid one out. I was about to turn on the flashlight when Corey 

suddenly came up behind me, snatched the envelope from my hand, and shook it at me. 

“Whatchya doing getting into my stuff?” 

Embarrassed, I slipped the picture into my pocket before he could see I’d taken one. “I’m 

sorry. I just—I wondered where you were and…” Did that ever sound lame. Instead, I took the 

offensive. “You scared the heck out of me, coming in so quiet like that.” 



“So you are a scaredy cat, after all. Guess I had you figured all wrong.” 

I could see by his smile that he was teasing me, so I just huffed and sat down on a paint 

can. He sat on one next to me. For the first time, I noticed some scratches on his face. Obviously 

they had bled pretty badly at one point; now they were thick brownish-red scabs. 

“Geez, what happened to your face?” I asked. 

He did his signature shrug and started to flip through the photos. Knowing I wasn’t going 

to get an answer, I shined the flashlight on the pictures: Corey and an old man high-fiving; Corey 

with the same old man, a lady, and some other men, all hanging out on a small stage; a younger 

Corey with some grownups. 

“Who’re they?” 

“That one’s Boppie, and here we’re with some of the gang he jams with. Right there’s me 

with my mom and pop.” 

“Oh.  So, I don’t get it. Why do you have to hide? Why can’t your parents help you find 

Boppie? Where are they?” 

“You don’t get it, cuz I ain’t never told you.” He stuffed the envelope into his backpack 

and wrapped the shoulder strap around his hand, once, twice, three times, pulling it tighter with 

each loop. I thought how that had to hurt, but he didn’t seem to notice. “My folks are dead. Car 

crash, ‘bout three years ago.” 

“Oh, God, Corey. I’m so sorry.” I felt dizzy just thinking about my parents dying. He’d 

said I was brave. He was the brave one. Living with that sadness. I’d been so upset about losing 

Chrissie, but she was alive. I’d see her again, someday. But Corey, he’d never see his parents or 

his friends the Wicklands again, never ever. 

He loosened his hold on the strap. “They were heading out to get me after baseball 

practice, taking me out on account it was my birthday. A truck smashed right into them. Their 

car, it—it burst into flames.” Corey’s shoulders slumped and he hung his head, his dark hair 



falling on either side of his face, exposing the back of his white neck with its small protruding 

bones. “Grandpops was all I had—all I got, I mean.” 

I didn’t know what to say. In the silence, I heard a tiny scratching in a corner of the shed. 

I shivered, picturing a rat. Outside, dry leaves stirred in a sudden breeze, and a branch clawed the 

metal roof. 

Corey looked at me. In a slow quiet voice he said, “I got to have your help.” 

And right then I decided I would help him. I had my answers. He was a kid like me—a 

lonely kid. A kid who was in trouble. 

“The thing is,” he said, “I…um, see, I got to hide out until Boppie comes. If someone was 

to find me, they’d stick me in some foster home. There’s no way they’ll let me go with Boppie 

when he shows up. To those kind a folks, he’s just some old-man musician living on the road, 

like he ain’t able to take care a me.” 

Oh my God. I’d totally forgotten about the social worker. A foster home. They could 

probably do that, and here that lady was, asking around the neighborhood, trying to find Corey. 

No wonder he was hiding. Who knew where he’d end up? And why did they have the right to 

keep him from his grandfather? 

“Corey, earlier today, this lady came by our house. She said she was from Child 

Protective Services, and she was looking for you.” 

Corey jumped up. “What?” 

“Don’t panic. Everything’s okay. She didn’t even know your name, just that she’d heard 

a boy was living here before the quake, and if we knew anything about you.” 

“You didn’t say anything, did you?” He was pacing now, looking as if he was about to 

run out the door. 

“No, of course not! I promised. And my mom, she’s totally clueless. Nobody knows 

anything. You don’t have to worry.” 

He sank back down onto the paint can.  



“I want to help you,” I said. “But what can I do?” 

He had dropped his head into his hands. Now he looked up. “Ask ‘round the place. I 

know Boppie’s been to Santa Cruz before. I never made it here with him, but he says it’s one a 

his favorite gigs. He digs jamming with street musicians Maybe one a the guys here heard 

something.” 

“Have you tried asking any of them?” 

“I can’t. I told you. I can’t chance anyone learning I’m here. Now more than ever with 

that dang freaking social worker snooping around. I’ll end up in a foster home for sure with 

maybe never a chance a finding my grandpops.” 

“Okay, I’ll do whatever I can to help you.”  

Corey gazed at the wall of the shed as if he were imagining his grandfather walking up 

right then and there. “Thanks, Pepper.” 

The way he said my name, sort of soft and nice and trusting, reminded me of Chrissie and 

how we were with each other when one of us really needed help and we knew we could count on 

the other one to come through. I thought how nice it would be to have another friend like that, 

here in this town. I glanced at Corey, at his pale face shining with hope, and wondered if, maybe, 

he could be that friend. 


