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    For my mother Cindy. 
For my grandmother Cathrine. 
For all the girls who carried their homes on their backs. 
You were here. You mattered. You are remembered.
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Chapter One: The Potato Fields
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Once upon a time—and this is how all the old stories begin, though none of them are true the way this one is true—there was a girl named Cathrine who grew up in the dirt.

Not on the dirt. In it.

Idaho dirt. Potato dirt. The kind that gets under your fingernails and stays there like a secret you can't wash away. Cathrine's family had thirteen acres of that dirt and nothing else—no money, no future, no way out except the one that came driving up the road when she was thirteen years old.

His name was Doug—and he was nineteen—and he had a car that worked and shoes without holes and a family with a house that had more than two rooms. He looked at Cathrine the way a wolf looks at a lamb and called it love.

Her parents called it a blessing.

This was a different time—a different world—where a girl's worth was measured in the mouths she wouldn't have to feed and the burden she wouldn't become. Doug paid her father something—I never knew how much—and took Cathrine away from the potato fields forever.

She was thirteen.

She was my mother.

And this is where my story begins—in the space between what happened to her and what she tried to keep from happening to me.
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DOUG MOVED HER TO CALIFORNIA—PALM Springs—where the dirt was different. Sand instead of soil. Heat instead of cold. A place where nothing grew except the lies he told her about what a wife should be—what a wife should accept—what a wife should forgive.

She was fifteen when she had me.

Still a child herself—though no one had let her be one since Doug's car pulled up that dirt road in Idaho. She named me Cindy because she thought it sounded like sunshine—like something bright and clean and far away from the shadows that had already started to gather in the corners of her life.

I wish I could tell you that I remember her young. That I remember her hopeful. But by the time my memories begin—by the time I was old enough to see—she was already tired in a way that sleep could never fix.

And Doug—

Doug was watching me.
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THEY SAY THAT MONSTERS live under beds and in closets—in the dark places children fear. But the truth is worse than any fairy tale. The truth is that monsters live in houses with families. They eat dinner at the table. They say goodnight. They have names like father—like husband—like Doug.

And sometimes—the only person who can see them for what they are—is the woman who has already learned to recognize the shape of a wolf in the dark.
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MY MOTHER SAW.

It took her longer than she wanted—longer than it should have—but she saw the way Doug looked at me when I turned nine. Ten. Eleven. She saw his eyes follow me through rooms. She saw his hands linger where they shouldn't.

And she did what her own mother never did for her.

She ran.

In the middle of the night—with nothing but the clothes on our backs and a car that barely worked—she took my hand and we drove into the dark.

No plan. No money. No destination.

Just away.

Away was all that mattered. Away was the only direction she knew.

We ran until the car stopped—until the money was gone—until we landed in a place called Holbrook, Arizona.

A place where no one knew us. A place where no one would look.

A place where a different kind of monster was already waiting.
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THIS IS THE THING ABOUT running—the thing no one tells you when you're fleeing from one nightmare into the next:

Sometimes the road you take to escape leads you straight into the wolf's open mouth.

And sometimes—the wolf has a name you don't learn until it's too late.

His name was Walt.

And I was twelve years old—and I thought he was my best friend's brother—and I thought I was finally safe.
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End of Chapter One
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Chapter Two: The Rotting House
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Holbrook, Arizona was the kind of place that forgot to die.

A town on a highway to somewhere else—a place people passed through on their way to the Painted Desert or the Petrified Forest—never stopping long enough to see what lived in the spaces between the tourist traps and the tumbleweeds. It was flat and brown and sun-bleached—a place where dreams went to dry out and blow away.

My mother found us a small apartment above a laundromat. She got a job—then two jobs—then three. Waitressing. Cleaning motel rooms. Stocking shelves at the grocery store on night shifts. I hardly saw her anymore—but when I did—she looked at me like I was something precious she had stolen and was terrified of losing.

Stay inside, she said. Stay safe, she said. Don't talk to strangers, she said.

But she never said anything about friends.
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I MET WANDA ON MY THIRD day of school.

She was small and loud and fierce—a girl who had learned to take up space in a world that wanted her to disappear. She had wild hair she never brushed and clothes that were always a little too big—hand-me-downs from brothers who had outgrown them years ago. She smelled like wood smoke and something sweet—like cheap candy hidden in pockets.

She sat next to me at lunch because no one else would sit with either of us.

You're new, she said.

Yes, I said.

You're poor, she said.

Yes, I said.

Good, she said. Me too. We can be poor together.

And just like that—I had a best friend.
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WANDA'S HOUSE WAS OUTSIDE of town—down a dirt road that turned to dust in summer and mud in the rare winter rains. It had been a farm once—the kind of place where things grew and animals grazed and a family could make a living from the land. But that was a long time ago. Before the drought. Before the debts. Before Wanda's father Eugene gave up on everything except the bottle.

Now it was just a house—rotting slowly under the Arizona sun. Paint peeling. Porch sagging. Windows patched with plastic and tape. A house that held thirteen people inside it like a breath held too long.

Wanda was the youngest of eleven children. The only girl. Her mother May had given birth eleven times—eleven boys—and then Wanda came last like an afterthought. A surprise. A miracle or a mistake depending on who was telling the story.

By the time I came around—most of the boys were gone. Grown up. Moved out. Scattered across the state like seeds from a dead plant looking for better soil. Only the youngest brother was left.

His name was Walt.

He was fifteen years old.

And he had just come home.
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IN FAIRY TALES—THERE are always warnings. Signs. Omens that the clever girl notices and the foolish girl ignores. The dark forest. The too-sweet voice. The
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