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THE FIRST YEAR WITHOUT BRAD, Susan knew, would be the toughest, and she was right, if the first six months were any indication.  As she began the process of living without him, she had come to realize just how much a part of her life she hadn’t even realized he had been. Where they had taken turns doing the grocery shopping, Susan was now all alone in that department; at only twelve, their son Robby wasn’t going to be chipping in.  In addition, she was on full time laundry duty, full time dishes duty, and her tacos were a sad replacement for Brad’s.  Around June of that year—Brad had died in December the previous year on an icy road—she noticed the change in Robby that really made her sit down and take stock of everything.

The billboards along the highway advertising this fireworks stand or that one reminded her that Brad wasn’t here this year to take Robby on their annual campout in the Big Woods.  “God,” she said to herself one day in the car, driving back with groceries.  “I forgot all about that.  The poor kid.”

So she did what any responsible and loving parent would do.

“Hey, don’t forget,” she said when she got home that day, as they lugged their dozen grocery bags into the house, “fourth of July is coming up.  Camping in the Big Woods.”

She watched his face and saw a momentary flare of excitement, replaced by the sudden realization that Brad wasn’t there to take him.  He turned to look at her, his question clear in his face.

“I know how to camp, too,” she said, lying straight to her son’s face.

He’d helped with the groceries, then retreated back to his room where he spent most of his time.  This was a lonely existence indeed.

The week before the fourth, she reminded him again and told him to start getting together all the equipment and making sure everything was good to go.  She hoped the busy work would keep him distracted from the fact his father wasn’t here and also help get him psyched for the trip anyway.

It seemed to work alright and on July second—the fourth was on a Tuesday this year and she had taken Monday and Wednesday off work—they loaded their Prius and Susan let Robby navigate as they set out for the Big Woods twenty miles outside of town.

The drive was mostly silent with Robby’s nose in the map, speaking only when they needed to turn, and very soon they were pulling into the parking area of Big Woods National Forest.  They had the place to themselves for now, and Susan wondered if there would be many people out this year.  Brad had said he liked coming Fourth of July week because that’s when most people were with their families having cookouts and lighting fireworks.  There weren’t many fireworks in the forest, though, too much risk.  And he was just fine with the solitude.

Susan hoped this week would be a good time for Robby and her to finally start coming to terms with each other.  There were days she couldn’t look at him without seeing her husband, and she suspected there were days he looked at her and couldn’t help but see not his father.

They unloaded the gear and Susan asked, “Did you two have a certain place you liked to set up?”

“Sort of,” Robby said.  “But I don’t want to go there.”

“Fair enough,” she said.  She struggled to get the backpack onto her shoulders, then helped Robby into his, and together they set out to find their own camping spot.

They trudged into the woods for what had to have been two miles, Susan thought, and her calves and thighs were burning.  Her breath was getting harsher, louder, so she finally said, “I give up, I give up.  Okay, this spot looks pretty good.  Holy Christ.”

She dropped the backpack with a clatter of equipment, then almost fell over herself at the sudden loss of all that weight.

Robby looked around and must have determined this wasn’t he and Brad’s spot, so it would do just fine.  He nodded and dropped his gear.

“Did you and dad go camping before I was born?” he asked as they started assembling the tent.  “Was that where you learned?”

“Nope,” Susan said.  “We went as a family once when I was ... three maybe?”

“I don’t think that counts,” he said.

“It totally counts.”

But her inability to instinctively know how to put this damned tent together said it totally did not count and she was one hundred percent out of her element.  Thank God Robby had been paying attention all the times his father had brought him out here.  He had the tent up in fifteen minutes once she’d bowed out and started gathering wood.

She noticed she’d wandered off too far when, lost in something of a nature daze, smelling the clean air, the dirt, the trees, the animals, Susan heard voices from somewhere ahead of her.

She stopped cold and listened.  The chirping of birds drowned it out for a second, but then it returned again.  Apparently they weren’t alone in the woods, after all.  Her first thought was to introduce herself but as she moved toward the voices, she noticed one of them didn’t sound all that happy.  And another one was crying.

She stood behind a tree and tried to hear what they were saying.

“I told him,” the crying voice said.  “I said I could get it.  I just need til this weekend; I’ve got something coming and it’s gonna settle us all up.”

“Yeah,” the angry voice said, “except you didn’t have until this weekend.  You had until yesterday.  I graciously allowed you an extra day because of who you are.  But that day’s over.”

“Come on, Manny!” the crying voice begged.  “Just give me one more day.  I can get it.  I promise.”

“If that were true, Jacky,” Manny said, “tomorrow would be today and you’d have it already.  Don’t you know the number one rule is to never spend more than you earn?  That’s how you get into debt, and debt is how you wind up on my bad side.  Especially when you try to skip town without paying.”

“I wasn’t skipping town!”

“All the stuff in your car says otherwise.  But, hey, look at the bright side.  When they find your apartment cleaned out, the cops’ll think you skipped town and they won’t have to spend all those hours looking for you.  It’s win-win.”

The gunshot that followed surprised Susan and she screamed a very short, sharp bark, dropping the wood she’d gathered in her arms.

“What was that?” Manny asked.  “Go find it.”

Susan heard what sounded like half a dozen boots stomping through the brush, snapping twigs along the way, and she took off running.  She was thirty feet along before she realized she was leading them back to Robby, so she veered off and ran blindly in a different direction.

Panic didn’t just rise in her, it gushed like a geyser, exploding through her stomach until adrenaline coursed through every limb and she tore through the woods in search of a hiding
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