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Dedication


For the four blessings that call me mom. This one is for you guys.


Life is more fun if you play games.

—Roald Dahl
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One

The way I see it, there are two ways your life can fall apart: slowly or all at once. Slowly seemed better—you’d get a bit of a warning before things spiraled out of control. It’s like the way roller coasters do that really slow climb, so you can mentally prepare yourself for the drop that’s coming.

My life didn’t fall apart that way. It went from fine to not fine in a matter of minutes. It was like being on an elevator going up when suddenly the cable snapped and the floor dropped out. No warning. No lead-up. Just snap. Swoosh. Splat. Or maybe it was more like a shark attack, where you’re swimming along peacefully, minding your own business, and then you lose a leg.

The bottom dropped out on our first day of seventh grade at a brand-new school. Our mom had dropped my twin brother, Nash, and me off the way she always dropped us off at school, like she was pulling into the final lap at the Indy 500. Some moms rolled into the drop-off line all perfect hair, Starbucks, and smiles. Our mom was perpetually late and usually still had hot rollers in her hair when she pulled in with less than a minute to spare. We’d gotten very good at launching ourselves from a still-moving car over the years. Most of the time Nash stuck the landing, but I was much more likely to have to use the tuck-and-roll method. It wasn’t exactly the best impression to make at a new school, but we’d been to so many new schools by this point that it was just par for the course.

New beginnings were supposed to be exciting, but I hated them. I’d always hated them, but I think I hated the start of a new school year most of all. While all the other kids my age were buying their school supplies to put in their new backpack next to their carefully chosen first-day-of-school outfit, I was usually off sulking somewhere my mom couldn’t find me. I’d end up wearing whatever random T-shirt I grabbed that morning, and it was always a surprise to open my backpack and pull out the supplies my mom had purchased. Blue binder with Superman on it? Interesting choice, Mom. I hated it, but you can’t exactly complain when you flat-out refused to attend the shopping trip. She told me that one of these days she was going to purposefully buy me the ugliest supplies she could find, bonus points for items with chickens on the front. Not your typical purchase for a twelve-year-old boy, but again, I couldn’t exactly complain. I’d just have to rock the poultry-themed gear for the entire school year, come what may.

Instead, I usually just got a duplicate of whatever Nash had carefully chosen, only in a different color. If he picked out a red folder with stripes, then you could bet that I had a blue folder with stripes. It was a twin thing, the same-item-in-a-different-color phenomenon. My mom had dressed us that way too until we were about nine and realized we could say no. Maybe we should have figured that out earlier, but Nash and I tried to keep the peace with our mom. That’s what you did when your mom was a few cards short of a full deck. Nash didn’t like it when I said that about her, though, so we usually just described her as quirky and left it at that. Although it feels a lot like describing King Kong as a moody monkey, but whatever.

The day had been a normal one—well, as normal as the seventh grade could get. A kid had gotten his head stuck in his locker on a dare, and another girl went to the office with a pretty epic bloody nose, but normal other than that. We’d had no idea our life was about to change when we’d walked out of the big double doors for the pickup line that afternoon. I remember sweating as I stood on the curb next to Nash in the hooded sweatshirt that had seemed like a good idea this morning when it was cold but was now a small personal oven in Indiana’s 90-degree heat. My mom had told me to put a T-shirt under it in case I got hot, and I’d argued with her and insisted on doing it my way. So now I was pretending that I wasn’t dying of heatstroke while fully intending to act like I wasn’t regretting my decision when she pulled in. If she ever pulled in.

“Why is she late?” I asked Nash as I rolled my shoulders under the weight of my backpack. It had barely zipped over the math workbook, social studies book, and the brick our new science teacher had passed off as a textbook. If homework on the first day was any indicator of what the seventh grade was going to be like, I was going to see if I could get sent back to sixth. Weirdly enough, Nash’s backpack looked even more stuffed than mine, which was odd, considering we had most of the same classes.

“Relax, Rhett,” Nash said with a dismissive wave of his hand. He looked incredibly relaxed in his green polo shirt and cargo shorts. He’d pulled out a baseball hat and shoved it onto his head so that his dark hair curled up around the back in the humidity.

“I’m very relaxed,” I snapped.

“No,” Nash said. “You’re actually twitchier than normal, and that’s really saying something.”

“Why does your backpack look like you’re smuggling home a Saint Bernard inside it?” I asked, purposefully changing the subject.

“Because I am,” Nash said, his face completely deadpan. “His name is Herman, and he’s got gas.” I snorted despite myself. Nash glanced around the deserted parking lot of our new middle school and then leaned in conspiratorially. “Actually,” he said. “The media specialist, Mrs. Elmhurst, let me borrow something.”

I leaned in and whispered back, matching his secret agent tone exactly. “Was it a book?”

Nash laughed and then shook his head. He slipped his backpack off, letting it land on the pavement with a weird jangling noise.

“Guess again,” he said.

“A Saint Bernard that swallowed someone’s keys?” I said. With one more glance around the parking lot, Nash unzipped his bag, and I saw a bulky rectangular box with thick black lettering down the side. I crouched down to inspect the game and raised my eyebrows at my twin, who smirked back.

“I know,” he said. “I’m a rebel.”

“You do realize that if literally anyone heard you say that about a board game, we’d be labeled the dorkiest of dorks for the rest of our middle school careers, right?” I said.

“You realize that you’re already the president of that particular club, right?” he retorted, and I gave him a sharp jab with my elbow. I decided not to comment on the club he’d be president of, even though I could think of a couple of doozies. The truth was that I’d missed Nash today, sarcasm and all. This was the second year that Nash and I had been separated for most of our classes, and I hadn’t liked it one bit. Just like our previous school, this one believed in splitting up siblings. So while we had most of the same classes, we attended them at different times of the day. I hated it. Maybe it was a twin thing, but I never really felt complete if Nash wasn’t right next to me, and the thought of navigating yet another brand-new school without him sitting shotgun was one I was having a hard time swallowing. I shook off that thought before looking down at the box just barely visible among the jumble of textbooks and papers he’d crammed into his backpack. He’d always been the braver, more reckless twin, but this was pushing it even for him. Our mom wasn’t exactly someone you messed with, and she was going to pull up any minute.

“A board game?” I said. “Really? You know the rules.”

Nash nodded. “Duh,” he said. “I did grow up in the same house as you.”

“Sometimes I wonder about that,” I muttered under my breath as I slid the innocent-looking box out a fraction of an inch so I could get a better look. My fingertips tingled, and I let the box go so I could clench my hands into fists. “You should bring it back before Mom gets here,” I said, my voice tight. “I bet Mrs. Elmhurst is still there. You can turn it back in, and Mom will never have to know. If she gets here while you’re gone, I’ll just tell her that you really had to go to the bathroom.”

“Chicken,” Nash said. “Seriously, were you born without a backbone?”

“Don’t call me that,” I said. “I just don’t feel like getting grounded on our first day. I mean, the president of the dorks has responsibilities, you know.” It went without saying that I’d go down for this if Nash got caught. Mom had always treated punishments as a package deal since apparently our primary job was to keep one another out of trouble. From the outside that probably seemed incredibly unfair, but twins had a special responsibility for each other. At least that’s what Mom always said, but again, Mom was quirky.

“Well, after the first day, Mom will have gotten to Mrs. Elmhurst, and we’ll never be allowed to check out a board game again,” Nash pointed out. “She may even get them taken out of the media center like she did at Montgomery.” I nodded, remembering how Montgomery Elementary had sported row upon row of sad, empty wooden shelves where board games used to be. They’d been placed in a special locked closet that the media specialist would open when a kid wanted to check out a game. Of course, that kid wasn’t allowed to be us. She’d given us more than one side-eye over the whole debacle, probably wondering what weird religion we belonged to that forbade Monopoly. There was no religion, though. There was just our mother. As immovable as stone on the subject, she’d made it clear from the moment we were born that we were not to play a board game under any circumstances. Ever. It was a rule that I’d never really cared about. Board games weren’t anything exciting, after all. All my friends played video games, and the board game thing had just been a weird blip on my radar over the years. Nash, however, had had a hard time letting it go and had asked over and over again over the years why we weren’t allowed to play them. Mom had refused to engage, simply informing Nash that she knew what was best for her boys, and that we should trust her judgment. It was the same reasoning she gave for forcing us to eat our broccoli at dinner and brush our teeth, and it had honestly taken longer than it should have for us to figure out that it was a weird rule.

“That’s kind of odd, actually,” I said, cocking my head as I pulled my eyes off the game to survey the very empty parking lot.

“What is?” Nash said.

“That she didn’t get to Mrs. Elmhurst already. I just figured it would have been her first call after dropping us off this morning.”

“Maybe she’s losing her touch?” Nash said, sounding hopeful. I nodded, but my stomach had an uncomfortable queasiness to it that I didn’t think had anything to do with the contraband board game Nash had in his bag. Something was off about this situation, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it.

“Or maybe she’s just losing her sense of time?” Nash said, pulling me from my musings. “I mean, it’s almost four thirty. Where in the world is she? Should we go back to the office and call her?”

“Maybe,” I said. But at that moment the door to the school opened behind us and our new principal, Mr. Jeffers, poked his head out. He spotted us almost immediately, which, considering we were the only kids still standing in the deserted parking lot, wasn’t that hard.

“Benson twins?” he called, and we both nodded. “Come back inside,” he said, flapping his hand at us. For a half second, I was annoyed to be addressed as the Benson twins. My annoyance was replaced with uneasiness as I registered the look on Mr. Jeffers’s face.

“Uh-oh,” Nash said, and I tried to swallow the tennis-ball-sized lump that had somehow lodged itself in my throat. Behind Mr. Jeffers stood the school guidance counselor, and if his face hadn’t given away that something had happened, her presence definitely did. They only called in the big guns when things were really bad.

“What are the odds that they just found out I borrowed a board game?” Nash whispered under his breath.

“I have a feeling we have bigger problems than that board game,” I said.
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Two

“I’m sorry, boys,” Mr. Jeffers said with a helpless shrug as we sat in front of his large, cluttered desk a few minutes later. “I know just as much as you know. Your grandfather called here about a half hour ago to tell us that your mom’s been in a car accident and wouldn’t be able to pick you up today. He said that we were to bring you inside and keep you safe until he got here.”

“Our grandfather,” I repeated, even though I’d heard him perfectly well the first time. I thought that maybe if I just repeated the phrase enough it would eventually start to make sense. It didn’t. The phrase “your mom’s been in a car accident” didn’t make any sense either, but my initial panic over that had faded slightly. Mr. Jeffers had been assured that Mom was in stable condition, which sounded like a good thing.

“You do have a grandfather, don’t you?” Mr. Jeffers said, checking the two large files on his desk with our names on them.

“We do,” Nash said slowly, glancing over at me, and I wondered if he was considering telling Mr. Jeffers that we hadn’t seen our grandfather in years. That the last time we’d seen him, he’d been in a giant argument with our mom, and she’d stormed off with us, yelling at him that he’d never see us again. I gave my head the slightest of shakes and he blinked twice, which meant he’d gotten the message. We didn’t have any kind of secret twin language like you hear about sometimes, but we had gotten really good at wordless communication over the years. Nash dipped his chin slightly before cocking his head to the right. He was asking me what I thought about all this. I shook my head slightly again, rolling my shoulders inside my sweat-damp hoodie. I was just as confused as he was. Nash nodded, and I glanced back at Mr. Jeffers to see him watching us with one eyebrow raised. He shot a look at the overly friendly guidance counselor, Mrs. Anderson, who, as far as I could tell, was just there for moral support and to smile with too many teeth. She sat in the corner holding a Kleenex box and seeming more than a little disappointed that we hadn’t burst into tears so she could offer them to us. They both looked so puzzled that I almost laughed despite the stress I felt rolling up from inside my chest.

Wordless communication was one of the last holdovers from elementary school that Nash and I had these days. We’d always been a pretty well-oiled machine, Nash and I, but ever since we’d hit middle school last year things hadn’t been quite the same. At home we were the same as we’d always been, but at school I could feel Nash pulling away from me. For the first time in our lives, we didn’t have joint friends. Before, Nash and I had always been a package deal, so it didn’t matter that I was the quiet to Nash’s loud. If you were friends with Nash, you got me too. Two for the price of one. Now, just like last year, he was going to have friends I’d never even talked to. It had driven me crazy the year before when he’d tell a funny story about something Mike had done, and I’d spend the whole next day trying to figure out which of the kids in the hallway was crazy enough to glue his entire textbook to his desk. I’d figured it out, but only because Mike had escalated things and glued a lunch box to the front door of the school. I’d been a little hopeful that seventh grade would be different, but after one day it was painfully obvious that this year was going to play out just like the last. I sighed. Nash’s new life made me feel left behind somehow. Forgotten. Like a toy he’d outgrown and discarded in the corner to collect dust. Now, though, sitting in Mr. Jeffers’s office as the bottom fell out of the elevator, the last year seemed to disappear, and we were a united front. The same united front we’d been every time our mom had interrogated us for one dumb thing or another.

The thought of our mom forced me back to the mess at hand, and I glanced over at Nash at the same time that he glanced over at me. His lips were pulled into a tight line, and his eyes looked wide and worried. I wondered if my face looked just like his, or if it was completely blank, like everything inside me had been turned off momentarily and nothing had started to reboot yet. My emotions had frozen inside my chest like a jumble of razor-sharp blocks of ice. I knew that if I focused on them long enough to let them melt, the pain and the panic over Mom being in an accident would drown me, so I let them stay frozen, for now. I couldn’t afford to drown now, not yet, because something had just occurred to me. If Mom was incapacitated—and based off what Mrs. Anderson and Mr. Jeffers had explained about the car accident she’d apparently had this morning, she was—we didn’t have anyone else. Our dad had died of a heart attack before we were even born, and our mom was an only child. I had a vision of the state deciding to take Nash and me into custody until our mom was better, and I felt a chill go down my spine. That was an unknown quantity I wasn’t ready for. Grandpa Benson wasn’t much more known, but he was family and that had to count for something, didn’t it? The fact that we had the same last name should have probably made me feel better, but it didn’t. Mom had kept her maiden name of Benson for convenience, and she’d given the same name to us instead of giving us our father’s last name of Thormendean. I was never sure if it was to avoid the mouthful of a last name or because she wanted to avoid the pain of saying his name over and over again for the rest of her life. Either way, the fact that we were all Bensons probably made the paperwork for this whole mess a lot easier for the school.

“How soon will our grandpa be here?” I asked. “He lives in southern Indiana.” I said that statement with way more confidence than I felt. I had a vague notion that our grandfather lived south, somewhere, but for all I knew he could have moved since we’d seen him.

We’d only met him one time, when our mom had driven us to the backwoods of Indiana. I didn’t remember much of the visit, except that he’d handed us both our very first Twinkie, and we’d been delighted with the cellophane-wrapped log of overly processed cake. I also remembered them arguing. Five-year-old Nash had been busy flipping over rocks in front of the cabin and exclaiming over the bugs he found underneath, but I’d always been one of those annoyingly perceptive kids who liked to eavesdrop on their grown-ups. You could learn a lot of stuff that way, like where the Halloween candy was stashed and why Mom was frowning so hard her forehead wrinkled.

So I’d stood next to Nash as he flipped over rocks, my eyes pointed down at the dirt where tiny white grubs squirmed and roly-poly bugs curled themselves into little balls in a panic, and I’d listened. Our mom was mad about something, but my grandpa had been madder. At least, he’d taken less care with keeping his voice down and his tone neutral. It was something about us, about teaching us something or protecting us from something, it wasn’t exactly clear. But what was clear was that they disagreed in a big, big way on how it should be handled.

The visit ended with my mom grabbing both of our arms and dragging us back to her car. Nash had cried, pitching a tomato-colored fit because he’d wanted to bring home the giant black beetle he’d found, but my mom hadn’t listened. She’d pried the bug out of his hand and dropped it unceremoniously in the dirt on the side of the road before forcing him into his car seat. He’d kicked and screamed and cried, and I could still remember her angry, tight face as she forced those buckles shut across his chest. Parents hated bad behavior on a good day, but if you acted up with an audience, watch out. I had buckled my own car seat and looked over at the man we’d just met, our grandfather, as he stood on the small drooping porch of his cabin. He was watching my mom struggle with Nash, his arms crossed over his chest in disapproval. He’d walked toward our car as my mom backed out, and for a second I thought he was going to try to stop us. Instead he’d stooped down to pick up Nash’s mangled beetle and slipped it into his pocket. We’d never seen him again.

My stomach rumbled, and I was surprised to realize that normal things like hunger could just carry on during a crisis. I’d have thought my stomach would have been frozen just like the rest of my panic about Mom, but nope. My breath hitched in my chest as I imagined where she was at this moment, and images of hospital beds and beeping monitors flooded my brain. For a second I thought I was going to lose the very fragile grip I had on myself, but I managed to push the thoughts back down into my chest with the rest of the pieces of me that had frozen the moment Mr. Jeffers had started talking. I bit my lip, wondering if I’d even recognize my grandfather when he arrived. I had a vague recollection of someone tall, but I’d been pretty little the last time I’d seen him, so that wasn’t really saying much.

It took our grandfather two hours to get to school. It was well past six o’clock when a battered blue truck rolled into the school parking lot, and Mr. Jeffers let out a sigh of relief. We were almost off his hands and out of his office, and he wasn’t even going to attempt to hide just how happy that made him. Mrs. Anderson set down her Kleenex box, looking disappointed. Mr. Jeffers ushered us out the front door of the middle school we’d only attended for one day, Mrs. Anderson at our heels, and it felt a bit like two prison wardens taking their resident criminals out for some air. I swallowed hard, my eyes glued to the truck as it made its way across the parking lot. Questions were flashing across my brain in a loop like one of those electronic signs they always put up in front of churches and pizza parlors. Was our mom okay? What were her injuries? Why couldn’t we see her? Could we talk to her soon? What exactly was the plan for us? Did anyone even have one? Or was everyone just winging this thing and hoping for the best? How long would we be staying with the grandfather we’d met a grand total of one time? What did he even look like? At least that last question was answered the moment our grandfather stepped out of his truck.

Grandpa Benson was tall, and I mean really tall. The kind of tall that usually made people do a double take and wonder if you were once a professional athlete. He unfolded himself from his truck like a puppet getting out of a box, and stood up to look down at Mr. Jeffers, who, up until about five seconds ago, I would have considered tall too. Now he was short. Bummer for him.

Our grandfather’s hair was almost completely white with streaks of gray here and there, and so long that he had it tied back in a low ponytail with what appeared to be a shoelace. His face had the weathered leather look of someone who’d never worn sunscreen a day in his life, and he was wearing a pair of tired blue jeans with a wash-worn denim shirt tucked into them. I’d heard Nash call that look a denim tuxedo once, but on our grandfather, it seemed to fit somehow. His feet were encased in a pair of gray snakeskin cowboy boots that looked older than the truck, and as I took this all in, I realized that I recognized him. Or maybe I just recognized something of my mom in his sharp brown eyes and long, straight nose. This was our grandpa, even if he did look like he’d just stepped out of a John Wayne movie.

He looked from Nash to me and back again and nodded his head. “Boys,” he said in greeting before turning his attention to Mr. Jeffers. “Thanks for watching over them until I could get here.”

“Not a problem,” Mr. Jeffers said. “Can I see your ID, please?” Our grandfather looked surprised by the request but nodded and produced a worn leather wallet from his back pocket roughly the size of a deck of cards. He flipped it open and handed it to Mr. Jeffers, who took it, nodded, and returned it. The two men turned their backs on us, and I felt Mrs. Anderson place what was probably supposed to be a calming hand on each of our shoulders. Her hands were cold and clammy and reminded me of dead fish, but I ignored the sensation as I watched Mr. Jeffers and my grandfather talk quietly, wishing I could hear what was being said.

Finally, Mr. Jeffers stepped back, now talking loud enough for his voice to carry over to us. “Please update us on how Mrs. Benson is doing,” he said. Our grandfather gave a quick nod, and then opened his truck door and stood aside so we could climb in. It was one of those old bench seat models without a back seat so that one of us was going to have to sit shoulder to shoulder with him as he drove. I hesitated, not wanting that particular privilege, but Nash gave me an impatient shove from behind that sent me stumbling into the truck. I climbed in, followed by Nash, and we both struggled to fit our backpacks into the space between us and the dash since the floor of the truck was full of what looked like a giant furry rug. Mr. Jeffers noticed our struggle and cleared his throat.

“Um, boys?” he said expectantly. When we just stared at him blankly, he shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot, and glanced over at Mrs. Anderson as though looking for moral support. She produced a small packet of tissues from her pocket unhelpfully, and he sighed, turning back to us. “If you have any textbooks from school, I’d like to take those now. I’ll return them when you come back, but just in case . . .” He let those last words dangle, and I felt a small shiver of goose bumps ripple down my arms. There was something about his face that made it clear that he didn’t think we were coming back. I’d been so wrapped up with the news about Mom that I hadn’t realized that if we were going to be staying with our grandfather, we wouldn’t be making the trek back to Harrison Middle School.

Reluctantly I unzipped my bag and handed over the textbooks. Mr. Jeffers took them and turned to Nash, who hesitated for a second before unzipping his own bag. He pulled out the board game, and I saw our grandpa’s eyebrows rise in surprise. He must know about our mom’s board game rules. Nash’s face fell in disappointment, and a surge of annoyance flashed through me. How in the world could he still care about a stupid board game in light of what was currently happening? Nash could sometimes get tunnel vision when it came to some goal he wanted to achieve, and usually I admired that about my twin. Now, watching the way he stared longingly after the game in Mr. Jeffers’s hands, it made me want to smack him. I settled for a not-so-subtle jab in the ribs with my elbow.

Nash and I had only come this close to successfully playing a board game one other time. We’d been allowed to attend a birthday party held at a trampoline park, and Nash had managed to land wrong and sprain an ankle. Being his twin, I’d felt obligated to go with him to see the facility director, who had a stash of those useless ice packs that you had to pop and shake but never really got cold. While he was calling our mom to let her know about the injury, Nash had spotted a small stash of board games on a shelf in the guy’s office. He’d slipped one out and innocently asked if we could play it until our mom got there to pick us up. Of course, he’d said yes. We’d gotten the game board out, feeling like criminals, and were just setting up our pieces when the birthday boy’s mom had walked in to see where we’d gone. She’d spotted the game and immediately whisked it away from us. Our mom had explained her bizarre rule to this mom, even though we shouldn’t have been anywhere near a board game at a trampoline park. That was our mom, thorough to a fault. She always had a backup plan for her backup plan and behind her plan B was plan C, D, E, and probably Z. That thought snapped me back to the present and our stranger of a grandfather. Somehow, I’d never pictured him being the plan B.
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Three

Mr. Jeffers stood on the curb, his arms piled high with homework we’d never do and a board game we’d never play, and attempted to wave as our grandfather climbed into the driver’s seat. The truck grumbled a bit when he turned the key before finally coming to life with a disagreeable rattle. He pulled out of the parking lot as Nash and I sat in stunned silence, our deflated backpacks still held in front of us like shields. He flicked on the ancient-looking radio, and Kenny Chesney started singing about living on the beach. I glanced out the window as we passed the Dairy Queen and the library. We’d been in this town for about three months, and it had almost started to feel like home. Mom was restless. She hated staying anywhere for very long, and back in the days when she used to homeschool us, we’d lived somewhere new every few months. She’d thrown in the homeschooling towel in third grade when math got tricky, and we’d been allowed to attend a public school. Nash had loved it and thrived on all the people and noise and smells. I’d begged Mom to homeschool us again.

I was so focused on staring out the window that I almost didn’t notice when the massive furry rug under our feet shifted and sat up. Nash yelped in surprise, yanking his feet up onto the truck’s seat. I froze as the rug opened its eyes and turned to look at us.

“What is that?!” Nash said.

“That’s Chief,” our grandpa said, reaching a hand over to ruffle the massive dog’s ears.

“Are you sure it’s not a bear?” Nash asked.

“Hi, Chief,” I said, reaching out a tentative hand so that the dog could snuffle it wetly.

“Saint Bernard?” I said, thinking of the innocent joke I’d made just hours ago before our world had turned itself on its head.

Grandpa Benson shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe a bit of mountain dog, maybe a bit of German shepard.”

“I get the mountain part,” Nash said, his legs still pulled in tight to his chest.

“Not a dog person?” Grandpa said.

“Oh no, I’m a dog person,” Nash said. “But that, sir, is a horse.” I couldn’t help it, I laughed. I’m not sure if it was the look on Nash’s face or the way he was trying unsuccessfully to keep his feet on the seat while still holding his backpack, or even the utter absurdity of the entire situation, but I felt tears streaming down my face as I tried to stifle the laugh with my hand.

“It wasn’t that funny,” Nash muttered as Chief lay back down, once again looking exactly like a big fur rug someone had rolled up and thrown onto the floor of the truck. My laughter stopped when I noticed that we’d turned right to merge onto the highway instead of left to go to our house.

“Wait,” I said. “Don’t we have to at least stop at home for our clothes?”

Our grandfather shook his head. “Nope,” he said.

“What do you mean ‘nope’?” I said. “We have to go home!” I’d been banking on home. Somehow, I felt like if we could just punch in our garage code and walk into our rental’s small kitchen, everything would be okay. Mom would be there and tell us this whole thing was just some big mistake, or she’d have left us a note or something.

“We need our clothes, and our stuff,” Nash said, echoing me.

“I got your stuff,” he said, jerking his head toward the back of the truck. We both turned to peer out the small window and saw two familiar duffel bags, one red, one blue, in the back.

“You went to our house?” I said. “And you packed for us?” This seemed absurd and entirely too personal considering he knew exactly nothing about us.

“Sure did,” he said with a nod.

“Like? Underwear and toothbrush and everything?” I said.

Our grandfather nodded again without taking his eyes off the road, and Nash and I shared a flabbergasted look.

“No way!” Nash said, shaking his head. “That’s too weird. How would you even have a key?”

“Didn’t need a key,” Grandpa said, and I heard Nash grind his teeth. Getting information out of our grandfather felt a lot like trying to pry open a tin can with a toothpick.

I was about to ask him how he’d somehow known our garage code when Nash gasped and sat bolt upright in his seat. I jumped in surprise at the sound and Grandpa jerked a little, which sent the truck wobbling across the center line before he corrected it.

“What is it?” Grandpa snapped, whipping his head left and right as though trying to spot an incoming air missile.

“Geronimo!” Nash said. “We can’t leave Geronimo!”

“What’s a Geronimo?” Grandpa said, his voice sharp. “And he better be worth almost giving me a heart attack!”

“Geronimo Jones the Third is my guinea pig,” Nash said. “We can’t leave him at the house. He’ll die!” I immediately pictured Nash’s little brown-and-black pet, which looked a lot like a furry potato. He’d gotten him for his birthday two years ago after the first two Geronimos had died very unfortunate deaths. There was a reason he was named Geronimo Jones the Third. Nash routinely plopped him on the counter with some lettuce while we were doing our homework and he’d sit there chewing and staring at us like he was plotting something. He wasn’t my pet, but even I had gotten attached to the fuzzy little guy. Nash was right, Geronimo couldn’t go more than a day without someone cleaning his cage and feeding him.

“Oh, the fat rat,” Grandpa said, and reached over to open the glove box in front of Nash’s knees. It popped open and inside was a very confused-looking Geronimo Jones.

“You put a guinea pig in the glove box!” Nash said in horror as he leaned forward to snatch Geronimo. To our grandfather’s credit, it was a big glove box, and he’d even thrown some of Geronimo’s hay inside. Geronimo seemed less impressed.

“Now that’s taken care of, we should probably eat the frog,” our grandfather said.

“Eat the frog?” I repeated in disgust. “What?! Why are we eating a frog?” Nash just made a gagging noise, taking his eyes off Geronimo to look at our grandfather in wide-eyed alarm.

Our grandfather snorted, and I saw the first hint of a smile on his wrinkled face. It softened the harshness of it, and I saw a bit of my mom in the way his eyes crinkled up at the sides. “It’s just a phrase, boys. Relax. ‘Eat the frog’ means to get the worst part of your day over with. If you have to eat a frog on a Tuesday, it’s better to wake up and eat it than let it hang over your head for the entire day.”

“Who has to eat a frog on a Tuesday?” I muttered, but our grandfather ignored me.

“Okay,” Nash said. “So what’s the worst part of this day you want to get over with?”

His question made me shift uneasily in my seat, and Chief flicked an ear at me in annoyance.

“Questions,” he said. “I am not a big fan of questions, and I have a feeling you two have a few for me.”

I nodded as I thought about telling him that might just be the understatement of the year. All the questions in my head swarmed forward at once, and I wasn’t sure where to start. I glanced over at Nash for help, but he’d returned his attention to checking Geronimo for any glove box–induced injuries now that the threat of eating an amphibian was apparently off the table. I bit my lip and glanced back at the stranger next to me, which was awkward because I was practically sitting in his armpit. He had a concerned look on his face that was a dead ringer for our mom’s look, and the hairs along my neck suddenly prickled to attention.

“What’s going on with Mom?” Nash asked, taking the words out of my mouth before I could say them. “Is she okay?”

He drove in silence for a second and then heaved a sigh. “Yes and no,” he said.

“Well, thanks for clearing that up,” Nash muttered.

“How bad was the accident?” I pushed. “Was she hurt?”

“I think she’s fine, for now,” he said, and my eye twitched.

“What do you mean, ‘for now’?” Nash said, snapping his head up. “What kind of grandpa says ‘for now’ like that?” Our grandfather opened his mouth to say something, but once Nash got on a roll, he tended to stay on a roll. “Also, what exactly are we supposed to call you? Grandpa? Grandfather? Gramps?” Now it was our grandpa’s eye that did the twitch, and I wondered if having your two grandsons suddenly land in your lap was just as stressful as getting a surprise grandfather.

“What do you want to call me?” he said slowly. “Aren’t grandkids the ones that decide that?”

“I mean, maybe?” I said. I knew that some of my classmates called their grandparents all sorts of strange names, usually because they couldn’t say grandma or grandpa as a baby and their improvised gibberish had stuck. We, however, were twelve. There was no way we were going to come up with some cutesy mispronunciation, and besides, that felt a little too personal for a guy we barely knew.

“Well,” our grandfather finally said, clearing his throat. “My friends called me Ace.”

“Called? Past tense?” I asked. He just nodded without giving us any more of an explanation. I got the feeling that I was going to have to get used to that particular character trait.

“I guess that works,” I said. “So, um, Ace? Can you please tell us what’s going on? We need to know what happened to our mom. Can we go see her?”

“We’ll see her soon,” Ace said.

“Oh,” I said, slightly surprised. “Great. How far is the drive?”

“She can’t be reached that way,” he said, “but we’ll get to her one way or another.”

“Um, what?” Nash said.

“I can’t explain it any more than that,” he said. “Next question.”

“Okay . . .” I said, glancing at Nash for help, but he’d turned his attention back to Geronimo. The “fat rat,” as our grandfather had called him, was munching happily on an apple Nash had dug out of his backpack, apparently not at all traumatized by his time in the glove box.

“So,” I said, my brain churning. “If we aren’t going home, and we aren’t headed to see our mom, where are we going?”

“I’m bringing you two home with me until we get this mess sorted out,” Ace said.

“Your house,” I repeated as a foggy picture of a cabin in the woods pushed its way up through my memories.

“Where exactly is your house?” Nash said, looking up from Geronimo.

“South,” Ace said.

“Thanks,” Nash muttered, “super helpful.” Ace must not have heard him, though, because he just kept driving, his eyes on the road. I finally gave up peppering him with questions and sat back to watch the road. Everything about this felt off, and I needed a second to try to wrap my brain around things.

We pulled off the main highway and onto a gravel road before I’d even begun to figure out how we were going to handle the mess we were in. That gravel road turned into another gravel road, which turned into yet another gravel road, until I was so turned around that I knew I’d never be able to find my way back to the highway if I tried. Our grandfather, Ace, just kept turning at cornfields and bean fields, and with the exception of a random herd of cows that we passed, it all looked pretty much the same. He took one final turn down a dirt road that wound through a thick patch of trees before stopping in front of a log cabin–style house. He immediately climbed out, but Nash and I sat there for a second, staring. It was old, with a wide, covered front porch that was sagging in the middle, and a shiny tin roof that looked like a newer addition to the whole thing. A stack of wood leaned haphazardly against one side, while raised garden beds sat on the other.

I wondered if Nash’s memories of the place were solidifying just like mine. We’d been here before, and somehow that made me feel a tiny bit better. Nash was clutching Geronimo so tight that the guinea pig was squeaking in alarm, and I reached over to loosen Nash’s grip before the tiny animal decided to bite him. Instead, Geronimo bit me.

“Hey!” I cried, jerking my hand back in surprise. Everything that happened next felt like it was happening in slow motion. Our grandfather grabbed me around the neck and shoulders and pulled me out of the seat. This maneuver would have worked well except I was still belted into the truck, so it just made my torso go flying backward while my legs remained strapped in. I heard him mutter something before unbuckling me, and then Nash and I were both being hauled out of the truck and onto the hard-packed dirt. I hit with a thump that made my brain rattle inside my head, and Nash grunted as Geronimo Jones went flying through the air to land somewhere in the bushes.

We stayed like that for a second, splayed out on our backs in the dirt next to the truck, our grandfather crouched over us like a mountain lion on high alert.

“What was that?” Nash said, attempting to sit up. Ace’s hand shot out and shoved him back down into the dirt, and it would have been funny if I hadn’t been so freaked out. Our grandfather turned his head slowly, looking from the right to the left and then back again, and I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Another few terrifying heartbeats passed and then he stood up, brushing off his jeans before extending a hand to each of us. We took it, allowing ourselves to be helped up out of the dirt.

“Um, everything okay?” Nash said as he inspected a new scrape on his elbow.

“I think so,” Ace said before turning to me. “Why did
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