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  Chapter one
Bryn


Three buzzards circled in the distance, dropping lower each minute, confident they’d found a feast. The sight turned the warm June evening cold. 
I grabbed my bag of delivery supplies. I hadn’t been all that worried when I called my two goats into the barn and only one showed up. Thistle liked to wander, and she knew her way home. But the buzzards’ presence converted my casual concern into a more urgent rescue mission. Thistle had more than a week to go before she was due to deliver, but goats weren’t all that good at checking the calendar.
I called Tellico, my oversized mixed-breed hound, and we set out to search the endless acres of the front pasture, hoping to find her.
“So much for a quiet evening. Come on, let’s see what’s going on.” Talking to animals was a direct result of my years living alone, but at times it made me feel like a full-fledged Tennessee mountain crazy woman. As always, Tellico ignored my chatter but stuck close, his nose twitching as he checked every new scent.
I picked up my pace, heading through the pasture for the boggy area near the front gate. Tellico snaked through the tangled undergrowth with an ease I envied, while the snarled vines clawed and grabbed at my jeans, slowing me down.
I fought my way to the spot where the birds hovered and skidded to a stop. Thistle lay stretched on her side in a patch of swampy goo near the corner where my long gravel driveway met the paved state road. Her sleek red-brown coat was covered in mud, her breath came in short painful gasps, and she didn’t even try to stand when she saw me.
“Easy, Thistle, it’s okay.”
A long slow wave of muscular contraction rolled down her side, and she gave a pitiful bleat. She must have been in labor for hours, stuck here and in trouble while I was locked in my home office, finishing the day’s coding and meeting deadlines, but oblivious to her distress.
The buzzards settled on a nearby tree, three heads staring in my direction, foiled for the moment but not giving up.
“What’s going on, girl?” I patted Thistle on the neck and set my bag down on a dry tuft of grass. “Goats are supposed to have an easy time delivering. Didn’t you read the fine print?”
I’d acquired this goat and her sister the year before, in the hope they’d keep this unused pasture chewed down to manageable levels. When it became obvious two weren’t enough to take care of the backlog, I decided to breed Thistle, my favorite of the pair. I was looking forward to having a kid around. A four-legged kid, that is. I’d been absent when they passed out the instinct necessary for mothering humans.
“Okay, girl, hang in there. Let’s see if I can figure this out.” I’d read the chapter on potential birthing problems once or twice, but in truth, I hadn’t taken it all that seriously. Thistle would take care of things on her own, right?
Wrong. The idea of faking my way through a challenging delivery was ridiculous, but it looked like I had no alternative.
Another big contraction hit, so with a feeling of stunned disbelief, I pulled out my tube of K-Y, lubed up my hand and lower arm, and eased myself down into the muck. I slipped my hand inside, and in only a few inches my fingers ran into two hard lumps. Thistle’s muscles gripped hard on my hand with every contraction, but after a minute I was able to sort things out by touch. Two hooves. Two legs. I pulled back out. There was unquestionably a baby goat in there, and it was trying its best to get out.
So why wasn’t it happening? In a kayak I could judge a crisis in an instant and respond with certainty, but acting as a goat midwife was a blind leap off a very tall cliff. I closed my eyes and wished for magical powers.
My cell phone was in my back pocket, and this time of day, Landon was probably at home taking care of his own herd of goats. He’d drop what he was doing if I called, and in five minutes, he’d be here, full of encouragement, experience, and advice. He’d seen every sort of emergency there was, and I had no doubt he would know exactly what was wrong and exactly what I needed to do.
Tempting, but I didn’t reach for the phone. In the three years since Landon bought the acreage next to mine, we’d mended fences together, traded tools, laughed over many a cold beer at the end of many a long day. He not only understood my mortgage worries, he knew how to get rid of tomato hornworms and the best way to nurture baby chicks. He answered my endless questions with patience, and relying on his knowledge had become second nature.
But he had ruined that easy comradery a month before when he’d asked for far more than I could give. My no had stunned him, and I hadn’t seen him since. There was no way I could call him now for help.
A car came to a stop on the paved road out front, hidden by the shrubbery along the front fence. Not Landon—I knew the clatter of his ancient truck—but perhaps my wishful thinking had worked, and someone had swooped in to help. They didn’t turn into the drive. Instead, a car door slammed, and the car sped off at once. Not a rescue after all, probably someone pitching garbage or getting rid of a litter of kittens—I’d have to check once things calmed down.
But then footsteps crunched toward me on the driveway. Unexpected visitors were rare out here, particularly someone who was simply dropped off roadside. I peered in that direction, but Thistle chose that moment to scramble, her legs flailing, trying to stand. She couldn’t get any traction, but she did manage to coat me with another layer of muck.
“Easy girl. Calm down.” If she kept thrashing like that, there was no way I’d save her and her baby.
“Hello? Are you Bryn? Bryn Collins?” The voice came from the driveway. A boy’s voice. One that cracked as he choked out the question.
I glanced his way long enough to see a gangly form silhouetted against the low sun. I kept looking for an adult, but he was apparently alone. What in the world was he doing here?
But explanations had to wait. “Yeah, I’m Bryn. Hey, give me a hand, would you? If you can hold this goat still, I can maybe get this kid out.”
“What?” His incredulous tone made it sound like I’d suggested a leap to the moon. But he took a few hesitant steps closer, moving toward the wire electric fence.
“Not that way. You’ll get shocked. The gate’s in the corner there.”
He headed in that direction. Thistle settled down, and I didn’t have time to worry about the boy. I knelt behind my goat again and this time slid my hand in farther in my attempt to figure out what was wrong. Two legs, okay, that was good. The book said there should be a head stretched forward to rest on those legs, creating a nice compact package for delivery. Maybe the head was twisted back somehow?
Water from the bog was soaking through my jeans and T-shirt, a chilling damp, and a strand of hair escaped from my ponytail, stinging my eyes. I felt my way between the two legs, expecting them to lead to a chest, neck, and head, but my hand just kept sliding between them. I was elbow deep at this point and utterly confused. What the hell?
Slow footsteps came closer, on this side of the fence now, the boy’s shoes making wet sucking sounds in the mud. Tellico ran to greet him with a wagging tail, but I didn’t even give him a decent look. “Grab onto her halter, would you? Don’t let her get up.”
“You’re kidding, right?” He waited, as if he thought I was going to let him off the hook, but after a long moment, he came closer and hung a small backpack on a bush. He stood as far away as possible and grabbed the side strap of Thistle’s halter. He was leaning so precariously I was afraid her slightest movement would cause him to tumble flat. Not much help, that was for sure, but at least he was trying. Thistle calmed a little despite his obvious nervousness.
I tried to remember all the scary illustrations I’d seen in the goat manual. Head bent back? No, that wasn’t it. Rear presentation? Not that either. Curled with four feet presented? Nope. Twins? Oh no, that must be it. “I’ve got two legs here, but they belong to two different kids.”
Tellico gave a tail wag, but the boy didn’t seem overly impressed. “Uh, isn’t it going to be hard for them to get out with you in the way?”
Smartass. Like I was here in the mud, breathing essence of goat for the fun of it. “Yeah, yeah, I’m working on it. Hang on.”
I could picture the problem now—twins, both trying to come head first, had each gotten one leg into the birth canal, plugging up the works. They may have been stuck this way for hours, and it was possible neither of them was still alive. A strong surge of guilt paralyzed me. I should have confined Thistle to the barn. Should have checked on her every few hours. Should never have bred her. Should have had some damn sense.
My first attempt at breeding, and all I’d bred was death. A foul sourness coated the back of my throat.
Stop it. Do something.
I forced myself back to the present. Now that I could visualize the twins, the lumps I was feeling made sense. I squirmed around until I got a hand on the chest of the kid on the left, trying to remember the illustrations in the manual and hoping I was doing the right thing. I slowly pushed the kid back inside, vetoing its effort to exit.
Every contraction was a vise clamping hard on my arm, but I finally got that one pushed out of the way. The twin on the right immediately slid toward me to fill the gap. I ran my hand along its neck to make sure its head was straight, and my fingers brushed against its muzzle. A wet tongue wrapped around them for an instant, and a fizzing joy bubbled up through my chest.
“It’s alive. At least one of them is.”
The boy merely grunted, but he took a step closer, as if perhaps now I’d said something he was willing to pay attention to.
I pulled my arm out, and as if on cue, a huge contraction delivered the first kid. A moment later, the next spasm delivered the second. In only a few minutes, two wet, furry creatures were struggling to their feet beside me, fighting to get their balance, their long awkward legs skewed out at crazy angles.
Amazing. I’d read the manuals, seen videos online, but I never expected an actual birth to give me such a spectacular rush. I was wet and muddy, weary and marveling, but all I could do was sit in the muck and grin.
Thistle, still shaky, struggled to her feet and began licking her twin daughters. The kids gathered close and searched out her udder.
“How do they know?” The astonishment in the boy’s voice reflected all the magic I was feeling, both of us floating on the same incredulous buzz.
“Wonderful, isn’t it? It’s all in the hard wiring.”
I got to my feet, holding my goopy arm out to one side as I tried to brush off chunks of mud with my free hand. Homesteading always gave me plenty of chances to ruin my clothes, but this time it had been totally worth it.
I turned and looked full-on at my visitor for the first time, and the shock of what I saw sent sparks through my body far worse than what the electric fence would have inflicted.
Sawyer.
This boy looked like Sawyer, but of course he wasn’t. Sawyer would be pushing forty now if he were alive. But the powerful resemblance was unsettling. Same ice-blue eyes. Same whiteblond hair. Same whorl over the middle of his forehead, the one Sawyer hated because he could never get his hair to lie flat in front. This boy had a left-sided dimple like the one I used to tease Sawyer about. He was watching the twins nurse hungrily, and even the way he was standing, with one foot slightly in front of the other and his hips canted to stay balanced, was an exact match to my ex-fiancé’s stance.
Ex-fiancé, not ex-husband. While he and I were busy designing wedding invitations, discussing reception menus, and debating a final guest list, my younger sister, Del, got pregnant.
And Sawyer was the father.
This boy, my reluctant birthing assistant, had to be the fourteen-year-old result of that pregnancy. Sawyer’s son. My nephew. If Sawyer and I had had a son, this is what he could have looked like.
A stab of wrenching loss lanced through my chest, making it difficult to breathe. I gave myself a hard mental kick. Hadn’t I just been thinking I had zero instinct for motherhood? But seeing him there, right in front of me, ripped open wounds I’d foolishly believed were well healed .
I snapped myself back to reality and took another look at the boy.
Nowadays, my mother knew never to mention my sister or her family—I’d threatened to stop paying her cable bills if she said a single word. But she had spoken of my nephew when he was born. I pulled up the vague memory. “You’re Joshua, right? Joshua Whitman?”
He looked startled that I recognized him. Perhaps he didn’t even know about his striking resemblance to his father. Sawyer had died in a plane crash two years after he’d been born, and Del probably hadn’t wasted any time before moving on to someone new. I should have felt better when I heard the news of Sawyer’s death, knowing he was permanently out of the picture and out of my life, but instead, a fragile hope of reconciliation had shattered. It was a hope so unfounded in reality, I hadn’t even known it was there.
The boy nodded. “Josh, not Joshua.”
He gave me a careful once-over, no doubt itemizing the scraggly hair, the filthy clothes, my one arm coated in mud and the other still dripping lube and amniotic fluid. Del had always been a perfect-hair, perfect-nails girly girl, and it was obvious from Josh’s face that I didn’t measure up.
“So, Josh, who did you come with?” I looked down the driveway again, still unable to believe he’d arrived alone. Had Del—or somebody else—just dumped him off? When I heard the car leave, I’d thought garbage or kittens, and the idea of treating this boy that callously dismayed me. Fourteen-year-olds did not travel from Memphis to the eastern end of the state alone.
He looked away, silent, staring across the pasture toward the orchard, where neat rows of Winesaps hid the house, barn, and creek from view. The silhouette of the Blue Ridge Mountains shadowed the horizon on all sides, their presence usually a soothing comfort. At the moment, with the son of my ex-lover unexpectedly on my doorstep, it was hard for me to pull much solace from my mountains, and it didn’t look like they offered much reassurance to Josh either.
I waited for him to answer. His eyes dropped, and he studied his soggy tennis shoes. “I came by myself. Mom said if I needed help, I should go to my Aunt Bryn. She gave me your address.” 
He gave me a searching look that was so like Sawyer’s, I flinched. 
“I didn’t even know I had an aunt.”
I shouldn’t have been surprised—Josh’s existence was something I’d done my best to forget, so there was no reason for Del to say much about me. But his last words were a fist that punched hard—sharp and unexpected. It was one thing for me to disown my sister—heck, I was the injured party in all this; I was justified—but it was something else to discover she had also disowned me. “Surprise. Here I am.”
What a mess. Here alone. Needing help. Was he in trouble? Was he a runaway? Did I need to call the police? The last thing I needed was a fourteen-year-old puzzle on my hands.
Typical Del, dumping her problems on someone else. For the first two decades of her life, that someone else had always been me, two years older and constantly told to take care of my precious baby sister. During the past fourteen years of obliviousness, I hadn’t missed that responsibility for a single minute.
I made a valiant effort not to let my irritation show. This kid had nothing to do with all that history. “When exactly did she tell you about me?”
“Right before she left.” Josh looked more than a little lost and confused, his shoulders slumped, his expression dazed.
The phrase before she left sounded like more bad news, and I dreaded hearing the details. Runaway or not, he must have been traveling all day. Another few minutes delay wouldn’t be fatal. “Well, you made it here okay, and that’s a start. We’ll get it sorted out, but first let’s get these goats back to the barn.”
Josh picked up his pack and slung it over one shoulder, but he took a step backward when I scooped up the kid closest to me and thrust her into his arms. “Yuck! It’s all wet!”
I almost laughed, but I managed to convert it into a small choking sound. I admit, maybe I was a little happy that he didn’t like it. Heck, I hadn’t asked him to show up unannounced. I hadn’t asked for reminders of the past. He could take what came.
“Welcome to farm life. Here, put one arm under her chest and use the other to support her hindquarters.” I helped him make the adjustment, and the four-legged kid settled in tight against the two-legged kid’s chest. I picked up my bag of supplies and the other twin. Thistle nuzzled my leg, bleating for her babies. “It’s okay, girl,” I told her. “Just follow us back to the barn.”
Josh looked uncertainly at the leggy bundle in his arms. “Hey, something’s wrong with her eyes. She looks like a space alien.”
I leaned over to look. Nothing was wrong. “You mean her pupils?”
“Yeah. They’re rectangles. It’s creepy. Aren’t they supposed to be round?”
“That’s normal if you’re a goat.”
Normal. A normal, peaceful life was what I craved. Was that too much to ask for? My need for normal was why I lived on my own, why I’d given Landon an emphatic no. I was a talented expert when it came to avoiding complications. But Josh’s unexpected appearance had flipped my day from totally normal to utterly bizarre.
We started toward the barn. Thistle stuck close, wobbly and still upset but determined to keep up. The buzzards flew down to investigate, and I had the satisfaction of knowing I’d cheated them out of their meal. Despite an unexpected nephew and a conniving sister, the day was not a total disaster.
At least not yet.






  
  Chapter two
Josh


Ifollowed Bryn on a dirt path through scratchy weeds, carrying the wriggling goat, with Bryn’s dog close beside me. My stomach had been hurting the whole long drive, and the goat’s funky stink made it worse. All day I kept telling myself that once I got here, everything would be okay. But now I was in a strange place with a strange aunt, holding a strange animal. Now I was here, and nothing was okay. 
The path widened underneath tall trees, and Bryn dropped back to walk beside me. She took one of those deep breaths like when I have to write an essay for English class. “What’s going on? Where’s your mother? And how did you get here?”
I only knew the answer to the last question. “Uber.”
“You Ubered across the entire state? I didn’t know that was even possible.”
“It wasn’t easy.” Yeah, okay, I was a little proud I’d done it. Some of my friends didn’t even have the app. “Nine rides. Four hundred miles. I promised big tips, and I had a note Mom wrote a long time ago. My son has permission to ride with you. If questions, call. Three of the drivers called, got her voice mail, and drove me anyway. The other six just looked at the note, shrugged, and told me to get in.”
“How did you pay for it?”
“I didn’t. It’s linked to Mom’s credit card.” Mom was going to shit when she saw the bill, but hey, she was the one who told me to come.
“So why are you here? Does your mom know? Do you need to call her?”
Too many questions. Her voice was calm and quiet like when she talked to the goat, but the answers made my stomach twist. “I don’t know where she is. And her phone is off. It’s been off the whole time she’s been gone.”
“Gone?”
“Gone a whole week.”
“A week?” Not so calm and quiet anymore. She stopped walking, stared at me, and her face went all scrunchy. “She abandoned you for a week?”
She made it sound like Mom had done something awful. “She didn’t abandon me.” I said it hard, and she turned kind of pink like she’d gotten the message. “I was with neighbors. I’ve stayed with them before.”
Jill and Francie. In and out all day and night, their apartment smelling like the locker room at school. I’d heard them talking the night before, saying a week of babysitting was too long, especially now that summer vacation had started. They mentioned child services, a major hit to the gut, and I knew I had to jump. “I left this morning before they were awake.”
“You didn’t tell them you were going?”
I shook my head. She didn’t get it. They probably hadn’t even noticed I was gone yet.
“Okay then. Let’s get the animals settled, and first thing we do is call those neighbors.”
Yeah. Go ahead. Call them. But that wasn’t going to find my mother.
We arrived at a little barn with a rust-streaked sheet-metal roof. Chickens fluttered around in a pen on the left, and there was another goat making a lot of noise in a fenced corral on the right. The goat who had just dumped the babies was reddish-brown, the other one was black, and they both had long floppy ears that were even bigger than the ones on Aunt Bryn’s dog.
Bryn unlatched the goat pen. “Tellico, stay out.” The dog sat down at once, panting with a long pink tongue. Pretty good, listening like that.
We carried the babies in, and the mother goat followed. We set down the little ones, and they ran straight to her to nurse. At least they had a mother.
“This one is Thistle,” Bryn scratched the goat on her forehead, and Thistle lifted her head for more. “The other one’s Kudzu.” Like I care.
“We’ll have to think of names for the little ones.” We? Yeah, right.
“I’ll put the chickens up for the night, and then we’ll go to the house.”
“I’m hungry.” Maybe food would help things seem not so strange. “I got one of the drivers to stop at a McDonald’s, but that was a long time ago.”
“Okay. We’ll put dinner on the list.”
She went to the other side of the barn, and I could hear clucking sounds. I stayed with the goats.
The baby I’d carried came over and sniffed at the legs of my jeans. I bent to give it a pat, and it sucked on my fingers like it was still hungry. I wiped my sticky hands on some straw, took out my phone, and snapped a few pictures of the goats.
The gurgling of some sort of creek or river sounded close by, and the air was cooler here than in Memphis and smelled wet and green. Beside the barn was a beat-up truck, the kind with four doors in the cab and a short cargo bed in back. It had a kayak strapped on top, a fancy kayak like I’d seen once on an ESPN special, so I left the goat pen and took another few pics. Marcus would like them; he was into all that water stuff, always going off fishing with his dad and sending me snaps of what he caught.
I’d made it the whole way here, I’d found Mom’s sister, and I was seeing mountains for the first time—my ears popping when the road twisted up and up on the way here. But Mom says you always have to watch out for the bad news, and around here I didn’t have to look all that hard. I had no real idea where I was. I had to watch goats being born and carry one through a field. And it was possible my aunt was certifiably crazy living out here. Out here I hadn’t seen any houses, any stores—any anything. Out here, something creepy bad could happen, and nobody would ever know.
I shouldn’t have come—that was already too obvious—but I wasn’t sure what to do next. Bryn—Aunt Bryn? —had mentioned food. And her dog acted kind of nice, sort of like Marcus’s dog, Henry, who carried his own ball with him everywhere. This one stayed right beside me every minute, like he would leap to my defense if I needed it. That might be because he could smell the Snickers bar I’d had in my pocket earlier in the day, but maybe he really liked me.
It was my growling stomach that made up my mind. I could stick around long enough to eat and see what happened next.
Bryn got done with the chickens and led the way to a cabin made from old gray logs stacked on top of each other, like in pioneer days. Old-timey except for a big satellite dish on the roof. I took a few more pics, the sun low in the sky and the shadows long. The mountains surrounded us like a giant’s fence, maybe walling something out but maybe just trapping us in, and I was glad to head indoors.
We went into the cabin through the unlocked back door, into a little room with coats on hooks and muddy boots in a scrambled-up pile. The dog came with us.
“Leave your shoes here.” Bryn dumped hers onto the heap, and I added my wet tennis shoes. She washed her arms and hands at a deep metal sink in the corner, waited while I did the same, and handed me a fluffy towel. We went into a long narrow kitchen—bare countertops and pots hanging on the walls—way bigger than our kitchen at home and a lot more sparkly. Bryn pulled a cell phone out of her pocket. “These neighbors. Do you have their number?”
I pulled up a snapshot in my head that showed the list of numbers on the fridge at home and read the right one off. Her eyebrows went up when I didn’t need to look it up, but she punched it in and got Jill.
“Hi, my name is Bryn Collins, and I’m Del Whitman’s sister. Josh showed up at my house, so I wanted to let you know.”
I could hear Jill saying something, her voice short and snappish, but I couldn’t hear the words.
“Yes . . . He’s right here . . . Well, yes, of course I’ll take care of him now, but . . . Yes, but . . . No, but . . . I see . . . Uh-huh . . . Wait—don’t hang up. Do you have any idea where Del is? . . . Okay, yes. Thanks.”
Pretty much what I expected—Jill was probably doing a happy dance at the news I was gone—but Bryn’s face was red and her lips were tight by the time she finished. “Your mother left you with those people on purpose? I could have been anyone. She didn’t even ask where I live.” She gave another one of those long I-don’t-want-any-part-of-this sighs.
She wasn’t going to help. I could tell. That whole long drive for nothing.
My chest got small and tight, making it really hard to breathe, like the time in third grade when I came home from school and couldn’t wake Mom up. Her hand was ice cold. Her face was the wrong color. Her chest jerked when she breathed, like it was getting stuck every time. I was scared she was dying, and I was scared she’d kill me if I ran up a doctor bill, but I called it in anyway.
The ambulance guy told me I saved her by getting help, and I knew from then on it was my job to take care of her. But shit, I couldn’t take care of her if I couldn’t find her, could I? I stared out the window. Dark had come on fast, and I could see only a hint of the black shapes of trees.
“Can I have something to eat?” The words spilled out sounding sad, and I cleared my throat. I hadn’t meant to sound that way.
Bryn came over, hesitated, then put a hand on my shoulder. I barely felt it, like she wasn’t sure if it was okay to touch me.
“I’m not mad at you, Josh. It’s just . . .” She cleared her throat like that would clear up her words. “Look. Your mom and I haven’t talked for a long time. A really long time. Since before you were born. I don’t spend much time around kids, so you’re going to have to help me out.” She gave my shoulder a squeeze that felt more normal. “Everything is going to be all right. We’ll work on this together.”
“Yeah. Okay.” What else could I say? She didn’t know much. Nothing was going to be all right.
She grabbed an apple from a fancy wooden bowl on the counter. “Start on this while I roll through the shower. Then we’ll fix dinner and figure out what happens next.”
I took a big bite. The apple tasted good. Dinner would have tasted better.
“If you’ve got a different shirt in your bag,” she said, “take that one off, and I’ll dump it in the washer with my stuff.”
“Okay.”
She left with my sticky goat shirt. I could hear the shower running, so I got up and gave Tellico a pat, and he thumped his tail. He came with me, and I had a look around. A living room, also very neat and picked up. A woodstove in the corner— awesome. No TV—prehistoric. An open door in the hall led to an office, and there I faced enough electronics to stock a Best Buy.
She had three different computers on three different workstations, all with sticky notes on whiteboards above them and pads of paper with writing beside them. One Dell, one Mac, and one that didn’t have a name, maybe home built like Chris’s dad put together as a demo for the school science fair. Each one of the computers had two big monitors, and a fancy chair on wheels could cruise from one station to another. She could play some awesome games with this gear.
A bookcase was crammed full of programming manuals: Python, Java, C++, Rust, Swift—a little of everything. I’d done some basic programming at the YMCA computer camp one summer, but even the teacher there didn’t have all this stuff.
The router in the corner had a slip of paper taped to it with an access code. I entered it into my phone. The cell signal was crap out here, but internet would help.
A piece of paper thumbtacked to the wall said “In Case of Emergency” and had a list of names and phone numbers. I stared at it for a few seconds to file it away. Grandma’s number was on it. Mom’s wasn’t.
By the time Bryn was done with her shower, I’d loaded my pics up to Instagram and texted Marcus that I couldn’t play Fortnite with him. I looked up goats—yes, Bryn was right; they had rectangular pupils. One point for my aunt, zero for me.
Bryn looked better without a coating of mud, and a little like Mom with her wavy black hair and dark brown eyes. Instead of her Great Smokies T-shirt, now she wore one with Calvin and Hobbes that said “Some days even my lucky rocket ship underpants don’t help.” Ha. Someone wearing that shirt was supposed to help me? It didn’t inspire confidence.
“Still hungry?”
“Always.”
She smiled an almost-laughing smile, and in that moment she looked exactly like Mom despite the offbeat T-shirt. My heart gave a jolt that hurt.
“What sort of food do you like?”
“Hamburgers?”
She shook her head.
“Pizza?”
“Takes too long for the dough to rise. Need to plan ahead on that one.”
I’d never thought about pizza as something you made yourself. Didn’t she know you could just call? “Okay, what do you have?”
“How about spaghetti?”
“Yeah, okay.”
Bryn did a lot of banging around with pots and pans. I played Alto’s Odyssey on my phone and tried not to think about the way it was when I ate dinner with Mom. She wasn’t home most nights—working evening shift or out on a date—but sometimes she’d stick a Stouffers in the microwave, and it was nice to have her there on the couch with me. Even if that meant she got to choose what we watched on TV.
The food smelled promising. Bryn brought my plate to the table, and I poked through the lumpy sauce with my fork. “Where are the meatballs?”
Bryn looked at me like she’d never heard of meatballs. “It’s a sauce put up from last year’s garden. Roasted red peppers. Zucchini. Tomatoes. I’m vegetarian. No meat.”
Oh good. Now I was going to starve to death. I stared at it, doubtful, but there wasn’t anything else, so I ate it. Okay, it was better than I expected, sort of spicy and sweet both, but really? No meat?
It was a quiet meal, nobody talking, like when you get stuck having lunch with the new kid at school, and you spend the whole time watching the other person and pretending you’re not. Except Bryn didn’t even pretend—she kept giving me odd looks, like she was trying to figure something out just by studying my face.
I ate two helpings and Bryn ate one. Did vegetarians eat dessert? I decided it was better not to ask.
Bryn drummed her fingers on the tabletop, just like Mom did when she couldn’t make up her mind. “Does Del go away like this often?”
“For a weekend. Yeah. But usually not by herself.” Usually she was with whatever guy she was hanging out with at the time, and the guy was always the one paying. “She comes back late sometimes, but never more than a day or two. And she always calls.”
“Does she still work at the bank?”
“The bank?” I’d never heard anything about a bank. That must have been when I was little. “She’s a cashier at the Kroger.”
“Would anyone there know where she went?”
“I don’t think so. When she didn’t show up, I called the store and told her boss she was really sick.” I was the one who always called in for Mom if she was going to miss her shift. She never remembered until a day too late.
“Why do you think she told you to come here to me? I mean, why me and why now? She left for other weekends and didn’t tell you about me.”
I shrugged. If I knew any of this, I wouldn’t have had to come, would I?
I couldn’t start tearing up in front of a stranger, so I knocked my fork to the floor and bent down to give myself a minute. Tellico beat me to it, and that distracted Bryn, taking the fork from the dog and getting me another one even though I was done eating. The food hadn’t helped my stomachache at all, and her questions about Mom made the hurt spread up to fill my chest.
The day Mom left, she looked straight at me to make sure I was listening. “If anything happens that scares or worries you, I want you to go to your Aunt Bryn.” She used her toughest voice, and she grabbed a piece of junk mail from the pile on the floor, scribbled out the address, and stuffed it into my backpack. “Promise me. Promise.” She stared hard at me, the Mom stare of death that meant she was serious.
So, I promised.
And I’d spent the past week waiting and worrying.
“So, why did your mom tell you to come here?”
She wasn’t going to drop it. “I don’t know why. But she did.” It came out snarly, and I waited for Bryn to get pissed, but no.
Bryn glanced at the clock on the microwave. “It’s too late tonight, but tomorrow we’ll make some more phone calls, see what we can learn. If we can’t figure anything out, we’ll go to the police and get them to help. Sound like a plan?”
I didn’t like the idea of going to the cops, but at least she wasn’t talking about social services yet, so I nodded.
Bryn got up and came over to me. “Try not to worry. I’m sure your mom is okay.”
She gave me a quick hug, but it wasn’t anything like Mom’s hugs. Mom’s hugs were so fierce on my ribs it made it hard to breathe, and they smelled nice like the flowers in her perfume. This ordinary hug hardly felt like a hug at all, and it just smelled like plain old tomato sauce.






  
  Chapter three
Bryn


Arestless night left me tired and frazzled. I was frustrated, I was worried, and most of all I was angry. Not an ordinary who-dinged-my-truck anger; this was hot, murderous anger, deep-rooted anger, the kind of anger that sizzled in my head and made my hands twitch. Josh’s arrival had reignited the Del-Sawyer inferno I thought I had damped down to cold ashes, and I wasn’t feeling very rational. Normally, I would calm down by heading for the nearest lake with my kayak to let a quiet hour of paddling work its magic, but instead I had to stay here at home and decide what to do about Josh. 
Josh, the personification of Sawyer’s bitter betrayal.
Josh, the irritant forcing me into action.
Josh, the teenager caught in the middle, who hadn’t meant to destroy my precarious balance. He was alone. He was family. I needed to help if I could.
The sun was barely up, but I rolled out of bed, pulled on a shirt and jeans, and checked on my nephew in the living room. I had settled him on the couch with a quilt and a pillow, but he had moved to the floor in the night and was sound asleep with one arm wrapped tight around Tellico’s fuzzy chest. His face was smooth, all tension and worry gone, and in that moment he looked deeply vulnerable. An unexpected sympathy forced my frustration back into its cage.
I’d responded that way to Del when she was a baby—she’d been helpless and needy, a beautiful doll who smiled and cooed whenever I held her. I would have done anything to please her and even more to protect her. But that was a long time back. Now, if Del herself had been on my doorstep asking for help, I would have slammed the door and thrown the deadbolt.
Even though she’d disappeared, it was hard for me to get seriously worried. It had only been a week, and her track record of reckless decisions made it likely she was simply off partying somewhere. The real question at the moment wasn’t whether I believed she was in trouble; it was how much I was willing to invest in her son. Their son.
I headed to the kitchen for my first mug of hot tea. I tried to be quiet, but Josh wandered in behind me, sleepy-eyed and yawning.
“Want some tea?”
He looked appalled, as if I’d offered something toxic. “A Coke? Coffee?”
I shouldn’t have been surprised. Del had never been a poster child for healthy choices. “I’m sorry, I don’t have any soda. I think I’ve got some coffee somewhere.” I rooted around in the cupboard for my ancient jar of instant and stirred up a rather murky-looking cup.
He took a tentative swallow, made a face, and pushed the cup aside. “What’s for breakfast?”
I’d heard that teenage boys were bottomless pits. Fruit and yogurt weren’t going to cut it. “How about some eggs and toast?”
“Sure.” He glanced around the kitchen, where I’m sure he noticed there was zero evidence of food in progress .
At the moment, I couldn’t do anything about finding his mother, but at least I could tackle breakfast. “Come on. We’ll get the eggs.”
I grabbed an empty basket, and Josh followed me out the door with quick steps and a surprised expression. Tellico bounced along the path ahead of us, snuffling for evidence of any rabbits that had passed by overnight.
Cumulus clouds drifted across a Crayola-blue sky, shifting the light into a moving patchwork at our feet, but Josh didn’t seem to notice the day’s beauty. A mourning dove gave its distinctive coo, and he jumped and looked around for the source, not even noticing the bird on a nearby stump. I wasn’t sure where he and Del had been living, but it must not have included much time away from the city.
Mornings were when I most enjoyed being alone, and the presence of a clueless teenager left me uncertain how to act. My normal routine was to check the creek before going to the barn. Who knows? Maybe he’d learn something. “Come this way. I want to show you something before we go for the eggs.”
I veered right, away from the barn path, and paused under the ancient black gum tree to listen. “Hear it? That soft humming?” It hadn’t yet warmed enough to lure the workers out, and the sound was the hum of pent-up energy.
Josh’s forehead crinkled, and he peered into the branches, looking for the source. “What is it?”
“Bees. This old tree is hollow, and they’ve been busy in the orchard. I haven’t figured out a way to get the honey without breaking my neck or destroying the tree, but I haven’t given up yet.”
Josh pulled his arms in tight as if protecting himself from a possible sting.
“It’s okay. They won’t attack if we leave them alone. Come on.”
I led the rest of the way down the path to Walker’s Creek. The water was high from heavy spring rains, and it tumbled noisily over and around the large granite boulders that dotted the streambed.
Josh kicked at a stone and looked downstream. “I saw your boat on your truck. Can you take it out here?”
“This creek is too shallow to paddle. In about a half mile, it joins the Tellico River, and that’s big enough for the kayak.” Josh glanced at Tellico, and I nodded. “I found him as a puppy along its banks a few years ago, half-starved and covered in mud. It’s how he got his name.”
Josh took a few pictures of the creek with his ever-present cell phone. “My mom told me once that my dad used to kayak sometimes.”
Sawyer had kayaked more than “sometimes.” Sawyer was world class, had lived for the water. He was the one who taught me to love paddling, and in our four years together, we’d camped our way up and down the Appalachians, going wherever there was good whitewater.
“Life is not a spectator sport.” He’d lived the motto, repeating it a thousand times, urging me to take risks and try new things. But I’d learned the hard way that life was far safer on the sidelines.
I swallowed the caustic memories and tried to keep any bitterness out of my voice. “Yes. He was one of the best paddlers I’ve known.”
Josh whirled to face me, one hand lifting in my direction as if asking for more. “You knew my dad?”
I’d blown that one. If Josh hadn’t known I existed, of course he wouldn’t know the rest. Now that I’d opened that doorway, I was stuck. “I knew him.”
“How did you meet him? What was he like?”
“We met in college. He was nice. You remind me of him.” Josh reminded me of the Sawyer I’d loved. Not the Sawyer who haunted me now.
I talked fast to avoid further questions. “I wanted to show you this creek because it’s fine to come down here whenever you want, but don’t get in the water.” Josh frowned, not liking my change of subject, but he let me get away with it. “The current is faster than it looks, and once you get farther downhill, you hit whitewater. There’s a small waterfall where you could get hurt.”
Whitewater. Yet another thing Del had stolen from me. The weekend after I learned about her and Sawyer, still reeling from their deception, I’d gone on a whitewater trip with friends. Sawyer and I had planned to go together, and his absence was a disturbing presence every minute of the day.
I made mistakes. Read the river wrong. Flipped, got trapped, nearly drowned.
My companions had dragged me to safety, but there had been a black moment when drowning felt right.
The two events—the crushing weight of the broken engagement and the killing pressure of water against my chest—became so tangled in my head I couldn’t think of one without getting stuck in the other. For the past fourteen years, I’d paddled my kayak only on the calm surfaces of the local lakes, leaving the whitewater thrills to those who didn’t understand the risks.
I’d let my silence go on too long, and Josh opened his mouth as if he was determined to ask more about his father. I cut him off. “Here. Let me show you something else.” I led him upstream to where a muddy patch gave easy access to the water. “Animals like to come here to drink. There are almost always new tracks in the morning. Let’s see what we can find.”
That distracted him, at least for the moment. I pointed out several sets of deer tracks and a jumble of marks where a raccoon and her babies had washed their dinner. A fox had wandered by and so had a pair of rabbits. Josh picked up on the details fast, and when he found more deer tracks on his own, he gave me a triumphant grin.
“There’s a bobcat around here too,” I said. “I’ve seen his tracks for months, but I haven’t spotted him. They tend to be pretty solitary.”
Josh looked around him, wide-eyed, then scanned the nearby low-hanging tree branches as if he expected to find a cat lurking there, ready to pounce. “A real bobcat? You’re making that up, right?”
“Don’t worry. They only go after small animals.” Like me, they preferred to avoid people, and like me, they were damn good at it.
Josh gave another nervous glance around him. It was nice to have someone to show this stuff to, even if his arrival had screwed up my day. But between bees and bobcats, I wasn’t making him very comfortable.
We walked back to the barn without any further mention of Sawyer. I let the chickens out of the coop and propped open the gate to their pen.
“Won’t they run away?” Josh stepped out of their path, and the flock bustled out and headed toward the orchard, where they did a great job of catching bugs.
“No, they forage, but they don’t go far.”
As usual, Annabelle, my geriatric Rhode Island Red, hunkered down in a sunny spot just outside the fence instead of scurrying off with the others. I went over and scratched her back, my fingers sliding easily over her smooth feathers.
Josh ran a cautious finger along her neck. “Why doesn’t she go with the rest?”
“She’s my oldest, and she sticks close to home nowadays. She’s the only one left from my first year of raising hatchlings, when I gave them all names starting with A. Her name is Annabelle. This year’s youngsters are all H’s: Hilda, Henrietta, Helen, and Hermione.”
“I didn’t know chickens liked being petted.”
“Don’t tell the other chickens, but Annabelle is my favorite. She loves people.”
I gave her a final scratch, and she ruffled her feathers. “Come on, I’ll show you how to collect eggs.”
We gathered more than a dozen from the nest boxes, and Josh peppered me with questions along the way: Aren’t there chicks inside? Doesn’t it make the chickens mad to take them? Are they safe to eat? At least it seemed to sidetrack him from thoughts of his missing mother and long-dead father.
I turned Kudzu out to graze. “I’ll keep Thistle in for a few days with her babies. Do you want to feed her?”
“Okay.” Josh headed for the open bale of hay and tossed in enough for five goats.
I had to laugh. “You sure you gave her enough?”
Josh turned pink, scuffed his toe through the dirt, and patted each of the kids in turn. “She’s eating for three, right?”
“Good point. Come on. Let’s go fix that breakfast.”
We walked toward the house, but the familiar rumble of Landon’s truck coming up the driveway slowed my steps. It had been four weeks since I’d seen him. I missed our usual visits, but I wasn’t at all sure what to expect. No one liked rejection, and he had every right to be pissed. At best, this meeting would be awkward, but maybe having Josh there would keep things civil. “Hang on a minute.”
Josh gave me a questioning glance and stopped beside me. I couldn’t decide whether the flutter in my belly was apprehension or excitement.
Landon parked in the same spot he always did, and got out.
“Morning.” His cautious voice matched his hesitant smile. I guess I’d given him plenty of reasons to doubt his reception, but maybe his presence was a step toward at least a baseline reconciliation.
“Hi.” It was all I could manage.
Landon gave Josh a curious look, went to the back of his truck, and lifted out the ice chest I’d loaned him a year earlier. 
“Thought you might be needing this.”
He knew damn well I didn’t need that ice chest—he was only looking for an
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