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For Alli, Evie, and Jojo—thank you for welcoming Mr. Jeff into your pack







Wyatt the Worrier

Does everyone think about random, terrible ways to die in the great outdoors, or is that just me? Before you judge, hear me out.

It can be a perfectly normal day, and I’ll be minding my own business in my mom’s car, when I spot those big electricity-producing wind farms on the horizon—the kind with those colossal windmills that are oddly hypnotic? There’s a bunch of them along the highway whenever you drive north from Indianapolis. Watching row after row of the turbines spinning in unison, I begin to wonder.

Honestly? It’s probably not a thought that I should admit to, but…

Has anybody ever been—technically speaking—trapped on top of one of those massive towers forever? Watching those spinning blades until their final breath?

The answer is yes, they have. Two engineers during a fire, if you need to know.

And that’s only the tip of the morbid iceberg, buds.

Have you ever wondered if anyone has been taken out by an owl? It happened! To a truck driver!

Then, once you look that up, you’ll find things that are actually way worse. Like death by swans. Swans! Seriously. It can make a kid never want to attend a ballet ever again.

Or even leave the house.

Let me back up.

For a while now, I’ve been curious about wilderness disasters in general and the dangers of Montana specifically. I need to be informed because I’m getting ready to visit my dad in his new home. My mom keeps telling me I should be excited, but I can only think of horrible things that might happen during my month in the West. (Note I didn’t call it the “Wild West,” as I am hoping things stay as tame as possible.)

However, it is Montana, after all. People have died there eating wild parsnips, falling in hot springs, and attempting to take pictures of bison. There are things in that state with teeth longer than my fingers.

So naturally I did some research.

A lot of research.

Too much research.

Now whenever I see a playful otter or a family of skunks, I don’t think they’re adorable.

I think: What are you capable of?

And if a cute little otter might have unthinkable secrets, I wonder if humans are the same way. It’s been several months since I’ve seen my dad. Will it be the same?

Only time will tell how this visit will actually go. And if I happen to randomly fall off the side of a mountain into a craggy, predator-filled ravine, well, don’t say I didn’t warn you.

They don’t call me Wyatt the Worrier for nothing.







Chapter One

Welcome to the Wild West

When we land (with minor turbulence), I’m in for a big surprise.

A yeti greets me the moment I step off the plane.

“You must be Wyatt,” it says.

On second glance, it isn’t actually a yeti—it’s a very tall, broad man with a bushy white beard and long white hair that poofs out in all directions. He wears a little badge that reads UNACCOMPANIED MINOR ESCORT. I had an escort when I boarded the plane in Indianapolis, but that man was younger and wore high-top sneakers with his uniform and kept calling me “bossman.” This guy looks like he just rolled out of a cave after spending the winter in hibernation.

Still, I like my yeti escort’s friendly smile. He holds out his hand to take one of my bags, and we’re off. “Real name’s Robert, but everybody calls me Snakebite.”

I nod, like this is totally normal. Maybe in Montana it is. “So… I guess you’ve been bitten by some snakes?” I ask.

“Several.” He puffs out his chest. “But only one was poisonous.”

I think through what I’ve read about snakes in Montana: there are ten species that are native to the state, and only one has a poisonous bite.

“Was it a prairie rattlesnake?” I guess.

He points at me. “That’s the one! Nearly lost my arm! But no hard feelings.” He smiles like it’s a nice memory, like he and the rattlesnake are now buddies. Better him than me, I guess.

Bozeman Airport is pretty quiet, nothing like the Indianapolis airport, where I nearly got mowed over by a professional swim team rushing to make their flight. There’s a lot of stonework and wooden beams.

“Ever been to Montana?” Snakebite asks as we pass a huge bank of windows that look out onto a beautiful bluish mountain range.

“First time,” I answer.

He grins excitedly. “Lucky you.”

We’ll see, I think. “Did you know that in Montana, the elk, deer, and antelope populations outnumber the humans?”

He looks impressed. “I did know that.”

“And that forty-six out of its fifty-six counties have an average population of just six people per square mile?”

“You’re like a walking encyclopedia.”

I shrug and stick my hands in my pockets, closing my fist around a half-eaten package of peanuts I stashed there from the flight.

The night before my mom told me I was going to spend a month in Montana while she went to an artists’ retreat in Vermont, I overheard a phone call between her and my dad. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but my mom had the call on speaker while she was in the bathroom, brushing her teeth. I guess she didn’t expect the conversation to take such a serious turn, because she quickly picked up the phone and turned it off speaker mode. It was too late, though.

What I heard was this: “I don’t know if it’s a good idea for him to come to Montana, Emily. It’s really different here, and a month is a long time.”

What he said had felt like a gut punch. My dad and I had always been different. Dad likes to camp, fish, rock climb, meander down trails, dig in the mud, sleep under the stars, and swim in suspicious-looking swimming holes. Me? I’m an indoor kind of guy, a nerd to the highest degree—and proud of it. I love math, machines, and predictability. If I’m honest, I’d rather read Hatchet than hack the wild myself. And sure, okay, sometimes new situations require a little extra prep.

But that had never been a problem before. Why was it now?

So when my mom said I was indeed going, I treated it like a school project—reading every book I could find on the state and absorbing cool tidbits. I put a map of Montana on my bedroom wall. The more I knew, the more I’d know what to expect, and the more I could prove that I can roll with “different.”

And how different could it be, really?

Snakebite and I wait for my luggage in baggage claim. Several guys collect mountain bikes and foldable tents from the conveyor belt next to ours. One person is even carrying a kayak on her shoulder. She already has a life jacket on, like she plans on finding a stream immediately. Nearly everyone is wearing trail runners or hiking boots, like climbing mountains is a way of life rather than a hobby. Indianapolis is flat, so hiking isn’t exactly a thing.

Score one for different, I think.

The baggage claim belt starts moving, and suitcases begin to pop out. I stand on top of a bench to get a better view, and suddenly my beat-up red duffel bag appears from under the rubber flaps. “That’s mine!”

“I got this, my friend,” Snakebite says, holding up a hand.

In a few long strides, he reaches the conveyor belt and snatches up my bag like it’s filled with Ping-Pong balls. It’s definitely not: That red duffel has basically everything I own in it. How better to be prepared for “different” than to pack everything I might possibly need? Although, looking down at my lace-up sneakers, I clearly don’t have the right footwear.

Snakebite slings the duffel bag over his shoulder, grimacing only a little, and gestures for me to follow him. “Let’s go find your dad.”

Snakebite leads me through the automatic sliding doors to the passenger pickup area. Crisp mountain air and sunshine flood my senses. I look to my left, watching as cars pull along the drive. Just then, an old green school bus rumbles around the corner.

Snakebite whistles. “Look at that tricked-out beauty!”

I grin. I’d know that bus anywhere. “It’s my dad’s!”

The bus rolls forward, and I notice a few changes since I last saw it. New solar panels shine from the roof, and floodlights dot the exterior. An antenna that looks like it can pick up satellites from Mars juts from the driver’s side. Its tires have been upgraded to monster truck size. It looks like you could drive the thing up a cliff.

The bus’s brakes squeal as it comes to a stop. The door swings open, and out comes a wiry man in blue jeans, muddy boots, a shabby khaki coat, and an old Indiana Hoosiers baseball cap. He bounds down the steps and onto the sidewalk, and for a tiny moment, we just look at each other. It takes me a second to recognize him. Dad’s hair is longer than normal, almost to his shoulders, and he has a new beard.

I think again about the conversation I overheard. The way he said “different.”

My stomach flips a little, and I’m surprised to realize that I feel kind of… nervous. What if he’s right? What if Montana is too different? What if we’re too different?

But then Dad kneels and envelops me in a great big hug. “Hey, kiddo! I’ve missed you so much.”

As I relax into his embrace, I realize I’m being silly. This is Dad. It doesn’t matter that he lives here and I live somewhere else and that we haven’t talked as much recently. He’s my dad.

I’ve got nothing to worry about.







Chapter Two

The Skoolie

I say thanks to Snakebite and board the bus while Dad throws my stuff into the back. A minute later, he hops into the driver’s seat and wrenches the large, glossy steering wheel easily, almost gracefully, just like he always has. We pull into the airport traffic.

“How do you like the Skoolie 2.0?” Dad asks.

“It’s pretty amazing,” I admit.

Dad purchased “the Skoolie,” which is what he affectionately calls the bus, for cheap after he and Mom separated. For a while, he even lived in it—which wasn’t as weird as you’d think. Dad claims he isn’t book smart, but he’s always been handy. He ripped out all the seats in the back of the bus and slept on a mattress on the floor while he saved up money to renovate. He put carpet on the walls and hung a little disco ball he found at a garage sale from the ceiling. He rented space at a camping area where he could park the Skoolie at night to sleep.

Mom didn’t love me hanging out in the Skoolie, but visiting him there was so fun, it almost made me forget how hard the divorce was. We’d sit on the floor of the bus and play Uno and dominoes for hours.

A few months after my parents’ divorce, Dad drove the Skoolie to Montana to visit a friend working at Yellowstone. While he was there, he met Iris, a veterinarian with a passion for rescuing hurt animals along the mountain range and rehabilitating them at her ranch outside Bozeman. “She’s doing great things, helping so many animals, Wy,” he told me when he got back. He talked about the birds they rehabbed, the daring rescue they went on to save a fox, the adorable owl babies they nursed back to health. I’d never heard him so excited. Little did I know he was excited about Iris.

Soon he was driving his Skoolie out West more and more to visit her, and when he announced this spring that he and Iris were engaged and he was moving to Montana for good, I wasn’t even that surprised. Hurt, yes. Sad that he’d be so far away, definitely. Surprised, no.

Dad promised to travel back as much as he could to see me, but between my school commitments and the cost of gas and flights, it’s been tough to plan visits.

I guess I get it. Traveling is expensive. On our last phone call, he told me they’d postponed the wedding until next summer so they could save up more. It sounds like money is pretty tight.

I look behind my shoulder at the interior of the bus. The Skoolie looks more like a proper home than ever. He’s updated the floor and the ceiling with matching planks of wood and covered the tiny kitchen counter in a mosaic of white tiles. He’s also added two small closets between the kitchen and the bed against the back wall.

I point them out now. “What are those for?”

“One’s for storage,” he says. “The other’s a compost toilet.”

“Compost… toilet?”

Dad notices my expression. “Don’t think too hard about it. Trust me.”

I try to mask my disgust. I want to show him I can roll with change, not get grossed out by a toilet. And I am truly excited to drive the Skoolie around Bozeman and meet the animals on the ranch.

As long as they aren’t… too wild.

“How come you made all the upgrades if you aren’t living in it anymore?” I ask.

“Well, for a few reasons. We’ve taken it on some longer animal rescue expeditions. Sometimes Emmett comes, too.”

“Ah,” I say. “That makes sense.”

“I can’t wait for you to meet Emmett,” Dad says. “He’s on a camping trip with his best friends, but he’ll be back tomorrow morning. You’re going to love him. It’s so lucky that you’re the same age. It’s like having a built-in friend.”

“Not quite my age,” I point out, not for the first time.

“You’re still both going into sixth grade,” he reminds me.

I don’t comment. While Dad is right—Iris’s son, Emmett, and I are both going into sixth grade—I just had my eleventh birthday in May, and Emmett turned twelve last week. Meaning he’s nearly a whole year older than I am. Besides, I didn’t come all the way to Montana to hang out with Emmett. I came to see Dad.

“I’m sure I will.” I clear my throat. “I also hope we can hang out. You and me.”

Dad turns and gives me a big smile. “Absolutely, bud.”

As the bus swerves through the mountain valley and winds up above the tree line, Dad peppers me with questions.

I give him updates on my closest friends, Evie and Seth, who are off at various camps this summer. I casually mention how Evie’s moving to Bloomington since her mom got a professor job at the university, meaning there will be one less familiar face at my new school next year. I leave out the fact that the thought of starting middle school in the fall makes my stomach swoop like it did on the descent into Bozeman. Lately I feel like that plane, like I’m constantly getting knocked around by all the changes in the air around me. But that’s not something I want to tell Dad—not after what he said to Mom.

An enormous gust strikes the Skoolie’s side with a noisy whoosh, but Dad manages to keep the rickety bus steady as the road curves.

Spiny mountains rise and fall all around me, and giant puffy clouds dot the endless blue sky. Montana is called Big Sky Country, and it’s true. Everything feels bigger out here: the mountains, the clouds, even the sky itself somehow.

It’s beautiful but also a little disconcerting. I’ve never gone so long without seeing a gas station, or a store, period.

Then the Skoolie passes a sign that reads L.P. 1/2 MILE.

“Ooh, let’s make a pit stop,” Dad says excitedly.

He veers into an empty parking strip on the side of the road next to a steep drop-off, then encourages me to get out.

I eye the edge of the cliff. It makes me dizzy just looking at it, but Dad seems excited, so I unhook my seat belt. I slowly climb out, ignoring the swooping feeling in my stomach as I approach the ledge. It’s even colder than it was at the airport because we’ve gone up in elevation. A wild gust of wind whips my jeans against my legs and stings my cheeks.

I try not to shiver as I follow Dad to the edge of the cliff. The only thing between us and the cliffside below is a thigh-high metal crash barrier. It doesn’t seem like it would stop a toddler from tumbling over.

“Beautiful, right?” Dad says, looking out into the abyss. “Doesn’t it make you feel… transformed?”

I take a small step away from the guardrail. “I’m definitely feeling the transformational process of boy-turning-into-popsicle.”

Dad laughs.

“Hang on,” he says, then disappears back into the truck and returns with something in his hands. It’s small. I’m hoping it’s one of those blankets or coats that squish really small into a bag. But it turns out to be two pairs of binoculars. He hands one to me.

“Now look.” He shields his eyes. “Look to the left across the valley and tell me what you see.”

My fingers feel like ice cubes, and I’m painfully aware that I’m about two inches and one rickety piece of metal away from certain death, but I raise my binoculars to my eyes all the same, squinting as I adjust to the magnification. As I scan endless grass and trees, something catches my eye. There’s a glint in the distance like sunlight reflecting off metal. I adjust my view and realize it’s a small town planted right in the middle of a mountainous valley. Above what look like decrepit wooden buildings, a couple of vultures are circling.

“Is that a… town?” I ask, pointing.

“Yep! That’s Good Luck Gulch. It’s an old ghost town,” Dad replies.

I lower the binoculars. “Like, actual ghosts?”

“It’s just what they call abandoned mining towns. There used to be more of them in this area—old gold rush towns that people left over a hundred years ago. This is the last outpost for an area they once called the goldfields. There was so much gold around, they didn’t know what to do with it all.”

“Really?” Despite the cold, I’m intrigued. Facts. History. Treasure. And now I understand why Dad stopped here—he knew I’d love this. “Is there still?”

“Doubt it. The gold ran out. Then the people left. Only the ghosts remain,” he says with a wink.

“Yeah, right,” I say, rolling my eyes.

Dad shrugs his shoulders. “You never know. Legend has it that, in the middle of the night, you can still hear the squeaking wheels of a miner’s cart echoing deep in the old mines.”

I put the binoculars back up to my face for one last look.

Suddenly Dad makes a squeaking noise and crawls a few fingers up my shoulder until he tickles the back of my neck. I burst into a fit of giggles.

“Daaaaaad!” I sidestep his reach while trying not to fall over the barrier of the lookout. Even though my body is buzzing, something intangible inside me relaxes. It feels nice to laugh with Dad. And the ghost town is pretty cool.

“Welcome to the Wild West, Wyatt,” Dad says with a grin. “Now come on, let’s get home.”

We walk back to the Skoolie, gravel crunching beneath our sneakers, and I shiver for reasons that have nothing to do with the cold. Because even though my parents have been divorced for over a year, it’s still weird to hear Dad call something other than our house in Indiana home.







Chapter Three

The Very-Very-Last-Chance Ranch

“This is our stop,” Dad says as he slowly pushes on the Skoolie’s brakes and clicks on the right blinker. “Welcome to the ranch.”

The bus turns into a long driveway of gravel that pops and crunches under the weight of the vehicle’s giant tires. On either side of the drive are tall, staggered rows of evergreen trees as far as I can see. Then we pass under a large pine sign with words carved into the wood.


The Very-Very-Last-Chance Ranch

Est. 2007



“Why’s it called that?” I ask.

“All ranches out here have names.”

“Yes, but very-very-last chance at what?”

“Ah.” Dad strokes his beard. “It’s the animals’ last-last chance at life. Because of all our rescue efforts.” He gestures around. “The first time I came to this place, I thought it was absolutely magical. Iris made the whole house completely off-grid.”

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“Well, we get our electricity from solar panels, so we don’t pay electric bills. We use a wood stove for most of our cooking, and the wood fuels the fire instead of gas. We even use recycled rainwater for our showers. I’ll show you how it works later.”

“Rainwater for your showers?” I echo, trying not to sound worried. For all my research about Montana, it didn’t occur to me to study recycled water safety. “Is that, like, clean?”

Dad’s laugh booms through the bus. “Some say it’s cleaner than tap water. How do you think people used to do it back in the day?”

“What happens if it doesn’t rain? Do you just… not shower?” I try to picture what my mom would say if I came home after not showering for four whole weeks.

He laughs again. “The reservoir drums hold quite a bit of water. But we do try and conserve as much as we can.” Then he leans forward. “And did I tell you that we modified our old diesel truck to run on recycled cooking oil?”

“What do you mean? Like french fry grease?” I joke.

But Dad nods. “Exactly. We pick it up from fast food joints. They even give it to us free of charge. Lately we’ve been getting most of our oil for free from a Mickey D’s about thirty miles away.”

My eyes widen as I remember the time in third grade when I asked Dad if we could eat at Taco Bell. “I thought fast food was ‘a dark cloud on civilization.’”

“Turns out even dark clouds can have their silver linings,” he says with a smirk.

As the Skoolie continues down the drive, I crane my neck to get a view of a large A-frame house ahead. Half its metal roof is dotted with shimmering solar panels. Right beside it, like a suckerfish on a shark, is a huge metal tank for the collected rainwater. Behind it there’s an open garage with something that looks like a miniature monster truck parked inside.

“That thing looks fun,” I say, pointing at it.

“That’s the Gator. We use it to drive all over the property.”

Next to the garage are a few fenced-in areas for the animals. It doesn’t seem like any are walking about, though. Farther back is something that looks like a giant birdcage. “The aviary,” Dad explains. “We rescue hawks, owls, and other birds.”

Dad pulls the Skoolie through the looped end of the driveway and parks outside the front door of the house. “Home sweet home,” he says proudly.

I unbuckle my seat belt, pushing aside the pang I feel when he says the word home again, and step outside. The rushing of a river sounds somewhere close by, along with the buzzing of crickets and the faint clucking of the chickens.

Then I take a deep breath in and come dangerously close to barfing. “What’s that smell?”

Dad sniffs. “Ah. Manure. We recently added some to the vegetable beds.”

I goggle at him. “As in cow poop?”

Dad slams the Skoolie’s door shut. “It’s great for the soil.”

“Right, because of the nitrogen and potassium,” I say, my eyes watering. “Too bad fertilizer doesn’t come in different… scents.” I cough.

Dad chuckles and pats me on the back. “You get used to it.”

Boy, do I hope he’s right. And not just for me. It’s so clear that he loves this place—I want to love it, too.

Dad makes his way to the front door. “Iris is out doing an oil run in town right now, but she’ll be back soon. Why don’t you wash up and look around before dinner? Don’t worry about your bags. I’ll bring ’em upstairs for you.”

I follow Dad inside. The main room has weathered leather couches and mismatched plaid armchairs. A half-finished puzzle of Half Dome, in Yosemite, is on a beat-up coffee table. I’ve never been to Yosemite, but it was featured in a book about national parks that I read before my trip. It looks as if half the rockface has been cut off and eaten like a giant piece of mountain cake.

I spy another armchair, this one a purplish velvet, that has what looks like a bite mark on the arm. A plume of white fluff is sticking out of the ripped fabric. As I look around, I find nothing, absolutely nothing electronic anywhere. No TV hanging on the wall. No Amazon Alexa on the side table. Not a microwave or a coffee maker or even a toaster in the kitchen. The old, black potbelly stove looks like it was used during the Industrial Revolution. Dad strikes a match to light a fire in the stove and places a covered pot on the surface. He twists an old-school wind-up timer that sits on the counter nearby, making noisy tick tick tick sounds as it counts down the minutes until the meal is done. It has to be the only thing in here that was made in the past century.

“Cool, right?” Dad asks. He removes the lid from the pot. It smells meaty and spicy. “Should be reheated and good to go shortly.”

Looking around, it makes more sense why I don’t hear from him all that often. This is not a house designed for staying in touch with the outside world.

Dad starts to speak, but then gravel crunches and an engine groans outside. A moment later, a door slams. Footsteps. Dad meets my gaze excitedly. A woman comes through the door. I’ve seen pictures of Iris before, but in person, it couldn’t be clearer that she’s the exact opposite of my mom. She has tanned skin, whereas Mom hates the sun. Her fingernails aren’t polished and are stained with dirt, while Mom’s hands are usually covered in paint. Mom has sort of a hippie, art-teacher vibe—a lot of flowy skirts and jangling jewelry. Iris wears only a simple watch, a cowboy hat, and a plain white tee and jeans. Everything about her looks sporty and strong. She glances at her watch before pulling a pen from her pocket and writing something on one of the charts on the wall by the door. Dad leans over to give her a kiss on the cheek. I look away. It’s really strange to see him kissing someone other than Mom.

Then Iris notices
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