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“Once upon a time, there was a beautiful princess.” I tilted the storybook and showed my preschool class the colorful illustration. “She was also resourceful, creative, and very good at math.”

“I don’t remember there being math in this story,” Avery whispered loudly to little Rory, who sat next to her in the reading circle.

I gave the chubby blond girl a quelling look. “Now, even though the princess was beautiful, smart, and quite healthy, she couldn’t resist running around touching pokey things like this spinning wheel. Is it safe, kids, to play with sharp objects?”

“Nooooo,” chorused most of the preschool summer reading club.

Rory whispered to Avery, “I like this story better when Miss Chloe reads it.”

“So, because the princess was not a careful girl, an evil fairy cursed her to sleep for a hundred years. Her garden got very out of control during this time.” I showed the group an illustration of exuberant watercolor roses.

“Now, because of this inconvenient curse…”

“What’s an inconvict curse, Miss Isobel?” William’s finger was up his nose. Again.

“It’s what happens to kids who don’t eat enough fruits and vegetables,” I warned the class. “And in this case, it kept the princess from doing anything useful for quite a while, and she had to be rescued by a handsome prince who kissed her without permission.” I turned the page to show them the picture of the handsome prince kissing Sleeping Beauty. “Kids, don’t let anyone kiss you without permission.”

“What even is this?” asked a boy from the back row while Avery and Rory sighed dreamily at the image of the prince and princess dancing through fields of roses.

“That was the moral of the story, Charlie.” I turned the page. “And the prince and princess got married and lived happily ever after. Once they got to know each other properly and the princess went to university for at least four years to complete a bachelor’s.”

“Very practical of her.” The head librarian leaned against the classroom door, peering at me over her gold-rimmed glasses with amusement.

“Miss Chloe!” Fifteen preschoolers cheered as they ran over and mobbed the older, curly-haired woman.

“Miss Chloe, Miss Isobel didn’t tell the story right.” Avery put her hands on her hips.

“Ah well, Avery.” Miss Chloe gave the girl a hug. “Stories change a little every time they’re told. They can’t help it.”

Miss Chloe passed me a damp rag, and we wiped down the tables as parents arrived to pick up their precious but rather sticky children. “Keep your kitty picture flat, William,” I called after the boy, “or all the macaroni will slide off.”

“So, what are your plans for the rest of the day, Isobel?” Miss Chloe scraped googly eyes and dry macaroni off the table and into a garbage can.

“I have a new book, and it looks like it’ll be a warm afternoon, so I think I’ll go for a walk and find a sunny rock to read on. Like a lizard.”

“A lizard who reads?”

“Exactly.” I tried to peel a gluey piece of construction paper off the table without ripping it. No dice.

“Why doesn’t a pretty young thing like you have something more exciting to do?”

I stifled a laugh. People who lived in small towns didn’t mean to be ironic when they discussed local excitement. “I’ll have you know my book has vampires and magic swords in it. It’s very exciting.”

“You don’t want to go to the lake with the other kids?”

“That’s more my sister Amber’s scene.”

Since moving from Vancouver to Pilot Bay halfway through my last semester of high school, I’d done my best to avoid drawing any attention to myself at school, and I had succeeded brilliantly, much to the disgust of my younger sister. I just wasn’t interested in wasting my energy trying to break into a social scene where everyone else had been friends since…in utero, probably. Now that school was out, they had all probably forgotten that I existed.

“Don’t worry about me and my social life. You and the library kids are enough excitement for a Tuesday.” I wiped the last of the glue off the table. Or was that snot? “I’m a happy hermit. Maybe I’ll go for a hike—be a healthy, happy hermit.”

“There’s an old miner’s cabin not far from your end of town. Have you hiked up that way?”

“No.” I perked up. I hadn’t even heard about an old cabin. “Where does the trail start?”

“You know where the ATV track is?” Miss Chloe took my rag and picked up the garbage can. Our battle against grime and glitter was done for today.

I nodded. The track passed behind my back yard, and I’d hiked it a few times. It was nothing special.

“Apparently, if you follow it up the mountain for about a half hour, there’s a rock cairn marking the trail to the cabin. It’s supposed to be a fairly easy hike.”

“You haven’t been up there?”

“Oh, I’m not much for the wilderness,” Miss Chloe laughed. “Bugs, bears, sinister gingerbread houses—you know how it is.”

I nodded politely, but, honestly, after growing up in the city, I couldn’t get enough of exploring the woods around Pilot Bay. The Kootenays were still part of British Columbia, but it felt like a different world from Vancouver. I would be sorry to leave the mountains and forests for school in the fall.

“Well, I’ll brave the evil witches and check it out. Have a nice day.” I gave the head librarian a hug before I grabbed my bag and slipped on my sandals.

“Don’t touch any sharp objects,” she called after me as I stepped out into the bright sunshine.

Words to live by.




***




“How was reading club?” asked Lily as I dropped my bag on the kitchen counter. She was flipping through a cookbook. The kitchen was Lily’s domain. She’d always been better at mom-type stuff than our mother had.

“Reading club was good. Any day without glitter is a good day.” I inspected the cookie jar for treats. “Another day of work, another university credit paid for. Well, maybe half a credit.”

Chocolate chip! My sister’s chocolate chip cookies were the best. Lily claimed that the secret ingredient was love, but we all knew it was the salted caramel chips she mixed in.

“Glitter is bad?” Lily examined a page in the cookbook.

“Well, glitter isn’t inherently bad, but all my clothes are getting shimmery. I found glitter in the pockets of my jeans today on the way to the library. How is that even possible? I haven’t worn them all week.”

“It’s magic.” Lily winked. “You know, if you’d enroll in online classes, it would be a lot cheaper. I know you’ve been accepted into UVIC already, but I’m sure they’d let you put it off for a year or two. You could stay here and save on rent, too.”

I shuddered. “Please don’t even joke about that. This house was cute when it was our vacation home, but it’s lacking some important things. Like insulation. And breathing room.”

Six more weeks of sharing a roof with my little sister Amber was plenty. More than plenty.

“It’s just something to think about.” Lily didn’t push it. She never liked to argue. “Should we have taco salad or actual tacos?”

“Actual tacos.”

“Actual tacos are more work. Will you be home this afternoon to help make tortillas?”

“You know that they have tortillas at the store, right?”

“A sun-dried-tomato-flavored wheat wrap is not a tortilla. Besides, homemade is always better.”

“True enough. I’m just going out for a wander with my book. I won’t be too long. Where’s Amber?” As if Amber would be any help. Or eat any evil, carb-filled tortillas.

“She’s at the beach. Although she keeps complaining that it’s not a real beach because there’s no ocean.”

Amber was probably out drinking on a boat somewhere with her friends from school. For someone so disdainful of small-town life, she sure slipped into it quickly enough.

“Where are you wandering to?” Lily asked. “You and your book?”

I finished my second cookie and grabbed an apple from the fridge to eat as I hiked. “Miss Chloe says there’s an old miner’s cabin up the mountain behind our place. Up that ATV trail? I’m going to see if I can find it.”

“How far is it? I’m not sure I like you being out there by yourself. Sarah from work says there are wolves around here sometimes at night.”

“Wolves? Really?” I raised my eyebrows.

“That’s the rumor. And cougars. And bears.”

“Oh my!” I teased. She gave me a look. “Okay, okay, Mom.” My joke fell flat. Gathering up my bag, I gave her a hug. “Thanks for the cookies, Lily.”

She kissed the top of my head and I headed upstairs to change.

Lily and I shared a bedroom at the top of the stairs. Amber had claimed the master bedroom on the other half of the small loft for herself. Apparently, she needed the bigger closet. Whatever. Dad had a small room off the kitchen that I suspected was supposed to be a pantry, but I think he was happy to let the upstairs be a feminine domain.

Lily had painted our room a cheery robin’s egg blue when we moved in and found bright vintage floral blankets and curtains. My contributions were the strings of white Christmas lights I had brought from my old room and the bookcase bursting with all the books I could fit into my share of the moving boxes. It was cute, which was about as good as it was going to get in here.

I changed into a yellow jersey sundress and pulled on some bike shorts under it. For modesty. You never knew about those wolves and their dirty minds. I grabbed my Kindle off the bed and double-checked the charge before tucking it into my bag. Sunscreen? Check. Ponytail? Check.

As I descended the narrow wooden stairs, the phone rang. And when I say phone, I mean landline. You had to hike into the middle of town and hold your teeth just right to get a lonely bar of connection. Which Amber did twice a day. I had given up and only used my phone as a camera. It wasn’t a very good camera.

“Hello, Watson house. No, he’s not here.” Lily’s voice drifted from the living room. “No. I don’t know, maybe after six? Hello? Hello?”

“That’s a bit rude,” she muttered as she hung up the phone.

“It was for Dad?” No one ever called for Dad. Like ever.

“Yeah, but they hung up while I was talking.” She gave the phone another glare then handed me a chilly water bottle and a small spray bottle. “Here. If you must go wandering alone in the woods, at least take this.”

I gave her a questioning look.

“It’s bear spray. Make sure you aim it downwind.”

“What if the bear is upwind?” I dropped it into my bag.

“I wonder if I should get you a bell.” She tapped her finger on her chin. “Or a large dog.”

“I’m leaving now.” I pulled my sandals on and headed out the door. “No buying a puppy while I’m gone. Or a tambourine!”

“No, no, a bell for your bag, to let bears know where you are.”

“I don’t want the bears to know where I am. See you in a couple hours!” I escaped through the bright red front door—Lily’s work, of course—and breathed in the smell of pine trees in the sun. A perfect day to be with nobody.
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The sun beat down on my shoulders as I hiked along the twin dirt tracks into the forest behind our house. It was gloriously hot out today. The Kootenays got more sun than the coast ever did. My sisters could avoid the heat by staying inside or in the water if they wanted to, but I loved it. I loved the weight of the sun on my skin and the way my dark hair got hot to the touch.

I loved the snap and crackle of grasshoppers springing ahead of me in the long grass.

The wide track that cut behind the back of our cabin was supposedly used by hunters in the fall, but it was abandoned this time of year. We’d get the odd hiker or dog walker, but there were more picturesque hikes to spend your afternoon on, with waterfalls and overlooks to reward you. This trail wound slowly up the side of the mountain with no epic views, but that suited me just fine. I didn’t need epic views. I just needed silence.

Growing up in Vancouver, I’m not sure I even knew what silence was. In the city, there was always this buzz of traffic punctuated by sirens and the occasional crash or bang. Even in our part of the city, where crime was told to kindly keep its dirty feet out, it was never quiet. Add two sisters who liked to chatter and a mother who thought a weekend wasn’t a weekend without a dinner party full of very important people, and I usually escaped with my books and my headphones to find a little peace.

When everything fell apart in early March, we moved with Dad to the cabin. One day, when Amber’s sniping and Lily’s crying and Dad’s annoyed muttering about the sniping and the crying got to be too much for me, I ran out the back door with no thought beyond not being in that tiny, loud house. And the forest was waiting for me. It wasn’t much to look at in March, a month of mud and potential, but the quiet? The quiet was beautiful.

Now, of course, a forest isn’t truly silent. There’s always the rustle of leaves, the calls of the birds, and the odd noise in the underbrush you hope is not a large snake. But those noises don’t intrude on you. The forest doesn’t need anything from you. It just is. And it’s content to let you be the same.

At the edge of our yard, the dry grass was eaten up by the bracken fern. The feathery plants were growing tall, above my knees already, and they weren’t showing signs of slowing down yet. After wading through the ferns—which had very little regard for where the trail edges were—I reached the aspens with their slim, white trunks and bright green leaves that shimmered and whispered in the slightest breeze. I pulled my sandals off and tucked them in my bag so I could enjoy the earth beneath my feet as I walked. There hadn’t been much for dirt paths in the city, and wearing shoes felt like taking this one for granted.

The birds weren’t making much noise as I walked along in the afternoon heat, but I caught a flash of a red head as a little woodpecker zipped across the trail ahead of me. I could hear a chatter overhead and I glanced up, wary of the squirrels who had thrown nuts down at me on previous hikes. The aspens gave way to towering, sweet-smelling ponderosa pine, and I fell into a rhythm as I walked.

The double tracks slanted uphill, and I kept my eyes open for the cairn Miss Chloe had mentioned. Even with close attention, I almost missed it because the top two rocks had fallen off into the grass. I picked one up, warm from the sun on one side, cool from the earth on the other, and balanced it on the knee-high tower of rocks. I grabbed the second rock and turned it over. Interesting. The outline of a symbol was carved into the smooth stone. I traced my finger over the worn lines, three interlocking spirals, and set it on the top of the cairn before hunting for the path it marked.

I would never have seen the trail without the marker. It was little more than a deer path cutting deeper into the forest. The shrubs bent into the trail, leaving little white scratches on my legs as I walked. The forest darkened as the trees grew taller. Within a few steps, I had almost lost the trail, but I could see the brightening of a clearing up ahead. It must be the cabin.

The forest lightened as I walked through another pale, graceful aspen grove into the clearing. I caught a flash of red as I stepped past the last trees. Turning back, I saw dark red roses in the trees. They had grown up over the path, making a natural arch across the branches of two trees before trailing down the trunk on the other side. The heat warmed my shoulders in the clearing as I examined the velvety blossoms, petals spread open to face the sun. The roses were unexpected and beautiful but not what I was here to find.

I turned back to the clearing. It was quieter than the forest. No grasshoppers snapped in front of me as I walked through the meadow. I ran my hands over a few black-eyed Susans poking their yellow faces above the tall grass.

I stopped to examine the cabin before going in. It was built of interlocking logs, and the low-peaked roof was covered in moss and sprouting small plants. Aspen saplings crowded it on one side, and a single determined tree appeared to have sprouted through the middle of the roof as the forest reclaimed the old structure.

None of this made it look particularly safe, but it had stood this long. Surely it wouldn’t cave in on me if I went inside? I eyed the rough floorboards and slipped my sandals back on to protect me from splinters and spiders. Hopefully not spiders.

I stepped through the doorway, and…I guess I was inside now? I don’t know what I had expected but as I turned around, the space was lit only by light from the doorway and from a square of sunlight coming through the little side window. I felt a bit let down. Shouldn’t there be ghosts? Mysterious documents? Photos of a lost love? Instead, I found nothing but a couple of beer bottles in the corner suggesting I wasn’t the only person to hike up here. That was it.

I took one more look around the cabin. Terry wuz here! proclaimed the carved words over the door. Thanks, Terry. I shrugged and went back out into the sun.

I explored the meadow around the cabin. It was very meadowy. That done, I decided to head back down the mountain and found myself back in front of the roses. The local wild roses had finished blooming a couple weeks ago, but these deep red blossoms were plentiful as they climbed up the tree and spread across its branches to reach for the tree on the other side of me. I followed their path around and down the second tree and touched a tightly closed bloom with my fingertip.

It vibrated softly under my touch, sending a humming sensation up my arm. I jerked my hand back and eyed the rose suspiciously. It remained closed, as if ignoring me.

Wait, hadn’t the roses been open when I walked past them earlier? I examined the roses on the other tree, and, sure enough, all the roses were curled shut. Huh. Did roses do that? I honestly hadn’t ever given their habits much thought. I watched them for a minute to see if they had any other tricks to pull, but they just sat there. Closed. I touched another one to see if it would give me the same strange humming feeling, but I couldn’t tell for sure.

I shook my head and checked the time on my phone. Time to head home if I wanted to help Lily make dinner. I drank some water, tucked my sandals back into my bag, and after another glance at the strange roses, I headed into the forest again, following the faint path.

As I entered the forest, I thought I caught a glimpse of something large and dark from the corner of my eye, and my hand fumbled for Lily’s bear spray while I scanned through the trees. Nothing. I shook my head and started down the path toward home.

My imagination was clearly on overdrive today. Maybe I should switch to reading nonfiction for a few days.
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“Did you make it out to the cabin?” asked Miss Chloe as we set up the day’s craft on Monday morning. It was egg-carton mushrooms with not only glitter but also some sort of rainbow sand. Heaven help us.

“I did.” I carefully filled a little bowl with red sand. “Did you know there are roses out there? Like, garden roses? Do you know why?”

“I’ve heard that, but I don’t know the story behind them. Interesting that they’ve survived all this time without anyone taking care of them.”

“It’s odd, right? Also, I could swear they were open when I got there, but they looked closed when I left.” I didn’t mention the humming feeling. I sounded crazy enough as it was.

“Maybe it was getting late? There are some rose varieties that close at night.” Miss Chloe squinted as she filled little paper cups with craft glue.

“It wasn’t that late, only three o’clock maybe? I must have imagined it.” I hadn’t imagined it.

“I’ve always loved roses, but I’m not an expert. However, the Pilot Bay Garden Club meets here at the library every week. If you took a photo of the roses, I could show it to them. Maybe they could identify the variety?”

“Oh, that could be interesting. I’ll try and hike back up there this week and take a picture for you.” I wanted to check on the roses again with my own eyes anyway, to be sure my memory wasn’t playing tricks on me.

Kids trickled into the room as parents dropped them off and made a break for freedom. I pushed the narcoleptic roses to the back of my mind and turned my attention to sweet, if sometimes sticky, hugs from my favorite preschoolers.




***




I didn’t get back to the miner’s cabin as soon as I wanted to. The weekend came, and without the excuse of my work at the library, my sisters coerced me into beach time on Saturday. It was fine. I had a book. But my mind wasn’t interested in vampire hunters and insisted on drifting back to the woods and the scent of roses.

“Like wild roses?” asked Lily when I tried to explain the strange flowers as we sat on our towels. Our legs were covered with sand, and we were waiting for the sun to bake it sufficiently to be brushed off before we put our sandals on.

“No, red roses, like the pink ones that grew in the back garden at home. Except, you know, red.” And deep and velvety and…watchful.

“Isn’t that strange? Garden roses in the woods? Amber, do you think that’s strange?” Lily poked our little sister, who was giving her best impression of a very tanned coma patient on the towel next to us.

“Very strange,” Amber mumbled without opening her eyes.

“Hmm, I never really thought of that. I guess a gnarly old gold miner wouldn’t be likely to plant roses out in the woods. Maybe he had a sweetheart to make happy?” I paused to imagine a star-crossed gold miner and his rose-loving lady.

“Maybe a bear ate some rose hips in town and pooped them out by the cabin,” suggested Amber, who was clearly paying more attention than she wanted to.

“A born romantic here,” laughed Lily, pouring a little water from her water bottle onto Amber’s bronzed stomach. The shriek that followed was well worth the half hour of grumbling as we trekked back from the lake to our cabin.

The next day I guilted everyone into going to our little town church with me. No one else in my family had ever been much for religion, but Lily knew it was important to me. Amber only tagged along because, inexplicably, it was one of the three spots in town with any cell signal. Divine service intervention. I liked to think some of the pastor’s message sank in, even if she spent the majority of the time texting.

That afternoon it rained, and it kept raining until the next day.




***




I dodged puddles through the drizzle as I walked home from the library. I loved that I could walk anywhere I needed to go in Pilot Bay. From my house, it was ten minutes to the library, fifteen to church or the bookstore, seventeen to the bakery, and thirty to the beach. No buses needed and no fighting through traffic. How long had it taken me to get to the miner’s cabin? Forty-five minutes, maybe? Was it worth trying to wander out there after dinner so I could get that photo for the garden club to look at?

Lightning flashed in the distance over the lake, followed closely by a rumble that echoed between the mountains. I sighed. Not today. Maybe I could convince Lily to make cookies while the weather was cool enough to run the oven. I should have brought an umbrella. I was soaked by the time I pushed through our bright red front door. I ducked into the bathroom to grab a towel for my hair.

“It’s ridiculous!” Amber griped from the kitchen. “I just want to buy shoes. But there are no shoe stores. Not for miles! The lady at the bakery told me to check at the hardware store. Do you know what they sell at the hardware store?”

“Hmm?” Lily was clearly only listening with half her attention. Amber tended to get grumbly when the weather forced her to spend too much time in close quarters with the rest of us.

“Crocs! They sell Crocs. And also, little decorations you can put in the holes of the Crocs to make them pretty. With like, Dora or Elmo on them.”

Lily laughed.

“It’s not funny. How do people live here? And why? And when can we leeeeave and go back to civilization?”

I peeked into the doorway. Sure enough, Amber sat at the kitchen table drinking a beer and poking at her phone.

“Nice hat,” Amber said as I came in. “So, what did we do today? Hug trees? Teach orphans to read? Hold a prayer vigil for the Middle East?”

An absolute joy. I ignored her as I finished drying off my hair and draped my towel over the back of a chair. “Whatcha making?” I peered over Lily’s arm.

“Snickerdoodles.” Lily tapped the recipe. Of course, Amber’s favorite. Lily was too nice for her own good. Amber would never say thank you. She would grump about Lily trying to make her fat and then eat half the batch at night when no one could see her do it.

“So, Bel, how would you like to lend me twenty dollars?” askedAmber sweetly. “It’s like giving to charity, only more fun.”

“Tempting, but no.” I already regretted coming into the kitchen. Was it bad of me to want to leave her to Lily? I stole a pinch of creamed sugar and butter, the most satisfying stage of cookie dough, and Lily smacked my knuckles lightly with her wooden spoon.

“Run! Save yourself,” she said under her breath.

“I’ll pay you back.” Amber flipped her dark hair over her shoulder. “I need to bring a six-pack to the party tonight. It’s embarrassing freeloading all the time!”

“How is taking my money not freeloading?” I asked. “Anyway, it’s all in my savings account for school. Besides…”

“I’m legally underage, blah, blah, freaking blah.” The eye-rolls were real as she took another swig of her beer.

I took Lily’s advice and turned to leave, snagging my towel.

“You’re also terrible at asking for favors,” I shot back from the doorway.

“You could make some money by babysitting?” suggested Lily.

Amber and I turned to her in horror. Honestly, the idea of Amber in charge of small children was terrifying.

“Or not?” Lily grimaced and added flour to the bowl.

Amber refocused on begging Lily for money, and I escaped up the stairs as Lily explained that we needed her money for things like food. I shut the door and pretended I couldn’t hear them anymore as I flopped onto the bed. The rain tapped on the cabin’s tin roof, each drip reminding me that I was trapped inside, the silence of the forest out of reach. Finally, I gave up and grabbed headphones and my book, escaping the walls that were closing me in and the muffled arguing below in the only way I could.




***




It was even worse when Dad got home from his job at the gas station. Most days, Amber simply didn’t acknowledge his existence, but she was out for blood tonight. By suppertime, both of them were drinking, which never improved things.

“Know what I miss?” Amber stabbed a square of chicken breast violently and swirled it around in her pasta sauce.

“Your manners?” asked Lily sweetly. Clearly, Amber was getting under even her thick skin by now.

“No.” Amber chewed her chicken while appearing to seriously consider the question. “I can’t say that I do. Live music, though. I miss that.”

I ate my pasta and peeked past her head out the window. Was it still raining? Maybe less? Maybe I could go for a hike after supper.

“Did you know,” continued Amber conversationally, “that Sonic Mob is playing in Nelson? They are, as I’m sure you all remember, my favorite band. And that’s only two hours from here.”

We all kept eating, waiting for her to get to her point. It shouldn’t take long.

“But!” Amber’s voice went up a notch. She was getting into the swing of it now. “Even if I could get the money for a ticket, which no one will give me, I couldn’t drive there because…? Anyone?”

No one answered her.

“I have no car!”

And she had now achieved full ranting mode.

“Lily has no car. Bel has no car. And, of course, Dad has no car. Because he stupidly lost it all and moved us out to this hole of a town with no way to even get out!”

I winced, my appetite quickly disappearing.

“Amber Watson!” protested Lily.

“What, Lily? It’s true! Don’t you ‘Amber’ me.” Amber waved her fork threateningly in Lily’s direction. “Stop acting like such a saint, Lily! You make out like it’s no big deal. Like you decided to come home and help out, when we all know you didn’t have the money to stay in school after your semester finished. Because Dad cleared out our college funds.”

Dad slammed down his beer bottle, making all of us jump. “You have no idea what I have done for you. For this family.”

“You made Mom leave!” Amber’s voice rose higher, tears in her eyes now. “She left because of you, and you aren’t even trying to get her back.”

That was enough. The pressure started to build behind my eyes, but I would not cry at the dinner table. I didn’t even know who I was more upset with. Lily, for pretending everything was okay when Amber was right. It wasn’t okay. Amber, for not even trying to be a part of this family anymore. Dad, for…I didn’t even know what had happened to our money exactly, but like Amber said, everything had disappeared, from our cars and our house to our future.

Or was I upset with Mom? But I couldn’t face thinking about her right now. I shoved my chair back as they kept arguing and dashed for the front door, stopping to sling my bag over my shoulder. I shuffled into my flip-flops before I flung the door open. The rain had stopped, and for a moment, I just stood there with the fresh air on my flushed cheeks. I stepped through the doorway, but Lily caught it as I swung it closed behind me.

“Are you okay?” She looked desperate.

“None of us are okay, Lily.” I felt too tired to explain. “I just need some peace and some fresh air.”

“It’s too late. You could run into something.”

“Bears, wolves, rabid squirrels. I know.”

“Isobel…” she started testily.

“I won’t go far,” I lied. “I’ll keep an eye on the time,” I added more truthfully. But I still had a couple of hours before dark.

“Be reasonable, Isobel.” Lily used her most annoying parental tone and put her hand on my wrist.

Silently, I twisted out of her grasp and headed for the forest.

Before I reached the path, I glanced back. Lily sat on the steps by the door with her eyes closed as Amber and Dad yelled at each other inside. Six more weeks of summer.
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I crashed through the forest, not even seeing the trees as a rogue tear or two made their way down my cheeks. Amber was getting angrier lately, and I didn’t know how to be around her. It wasn’t until I approached the meadow that my breathing grew steadier, and I began to register my surroundings. My stomach sank. I’d badly misjudged the amount of remaining daylight. The days were already growing shorter, and while it wasn’t twilight yet, the sun had dipped behind the mountain already.

The drizzle started up again, and the dark clouds made the forest even darker. I slipped on a muddy patch of trail and landed on my butt. I stayed there, leaning back against a tree, rethinking my recent life choices. On the downside, I could get eaten by wolves in the dark or slip on the way back down the mountain and break my neck. On the plus side, that still sounded like an improvement over listening to Amber and Dad argue. I pulled myself back up to my feet. I was almost at the miner’s cabin anyway. I might as well go look at the stupid roses again before I went home…or died trying.

The cabin seemed dismal in the rain, the open door a black hole in the twilight. I stepped into the clearing through the damp grass, soaking my legs and the hem of my dress as I went. I turned to see what the roses were up to. Each deep red blossom was pulled shut, which seemed sensible. I tapped one with my finger and drew back in surprise as it shifted slightly. I watched the rose skeptically, but it didn’t move. At least, I didn’t think so? I took a mental picture of it, then closed my eyes tightly and counted to ten. I opened them and looked at the rose. I was sure a couple of petals were slowly unfurling. I closed my eyes again and counted to a hundred.

“Aha!” I accused the rose. “You’re opening.”

The rose ignored me and continued moving so slowly I could never be sure I was actually seeing anything at all, but when I looked at the arch as a whole, the roses were definitely opening. Opening just in time for…night? Not only did that make no sense at all, but the roses had been closing the previous afternoon. They clearly had a complete disregard for the laws of nature and their surroundings. I pulled out my phone and took a really grainy photo of the most open blossom I could find. I could show it to the garden club and see if they could give me some answers. A photo wouldn’t prove how oddly the roses were acting though. Should I take a video?

I jumped as a crash of thunder overhead brought my attention back to my surroundings. Time to head home before the drizzle became a storm.

The path felt even muckier on the way back down, and my feet slid around so much in my flip-flops that I lost a sandal in the mud. As I bent down to pick it up, I heard a soft sound behind me, and all the hair rose on the back of my neck. Surely it was just my imagination.

Then I heard a twig snap. I slowly straightened up, my heart pounding, and turned to see the pale shape of a large gray wolf a couple of paces behind me on the path.

Well, crap.

I gulped, and everything I’d ever heard about wolves crashed through my head.

They’re more afraid of you than you are of them.

The wolf took a step toward me. It didn’t strike me as afraid.

Don’t stare them down. They’ll take it as a threat.

Another wolf stepped out from behind a tree, and I found myself staring into its bright eyes. Crap, crap, crap.

And most importantly…

A third wolf growled on my left, much too close.

A wolf pack hunts on the chase, so stay calm…

I took a step back, and the first wolf took a step forward.

And whatever you do, do not run.

The wolf tipped its head back and howled. All rational thought left me as I heard the howl echoed around me by considerably more wolves than the three I could see. I couldn’t help it.

I ran.

I slid
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