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      The car pulled into the driveway of the one place I didn't want to be. I had several aunts and uncles, but it was Margaret Thatcher that took me in. I’ve pleaded with my head to wake up from this nightmare. It’s been a week since my mom’s passing, and I still can’t deal with this horrible loss. Then, to make matters worse, no one wanted me but Margaret. If she didn’t take me, they would put me into the system. I’m fifteen, so it wouldn’t have been so bad. But in the end, she did take me, and  I had a place to call a temporary home until I turned eighteen.

      Margaret isn’t a saint. She is an older single woman with no experience with kids. She lives apparently in this dusty old white house standing before me and it creeps the hell out of me. The only thing going for it is the forest. But no one cares about my opinion or the fact that they uprooted me from my friends back home. Now, I have to call this rickety old town of Medge Pond my home.

      “Welcome home,” said the driver.

      I couldn’t help but snort. This place would never be my home. The washed out wood siding and hanging shutters were abysmal. The stairs were made of stone and looked like they were going to break.

      “You’re joking, right? This can’t be Aunt Margaret’s house.”

      The man nodded his head. A pit opened in my stomach as I grabbed the handle to get out. The trees surrounding the house were breathtaking, but the house itself was horrific. I could live in a box in LA and say it was better.

      I walked around the taxicab, as a middle-aged woman stepped out onto her porch. She was wearing a white apron over the top of a black, dank-looking dress. I couldn’t help but turn my nose up at the style of clothing. What did I do? Come to an Amish town? Margaret looked like she was from a different time from ages ago.

      Margaret stepped down the steps and came toward me. I hadn’t seen her in years, but the sight of the pulled-back bun and getup she was in didn’t surprise me. She was always perfect. I couldn't believe she had flour on her apron as she approached.

      “Welcome, Gracie.”

      “Hi, Aunt Margaret,” I mumbled.

      Margaret took the suitcase at my feet, then turned toward the house. Apparently, we aren’t mixing words. I guess I’m supposed to follow you without question. The driver tipped his hat to me and left. Thanks for leaving me here, you jerk. I could use some rescuing now.

      But they left my prayer unanswered. As Margaret reached the top step, she turned around and looked at me. “Are you coming?” she said with a snap. I jumped into action and ran up the walkway and into her house. The place was neat, and Margaret had everything put in its place. I could tell she wasn’t used to kids. This house was so tidy. If someone got a speck of dirt anywhere, Margaret would have a cow.

      “Come on. Come on. This way.”

      I followed Margaret through the living room, dining room, and up the stairs to a hallway with five doors. Two doors were on the right, while two were on the left. At the very end was a single door, staring right back at them. I didn’t move because I didn’t know which room was mine. But from the look of it, Aunt Margaret slept up here too. And that didn’t bode well for me because the woman could snore.

      I remembered once when she came to visit mom and me. She slept in the guest room down the hall, and I could hear her all the way across the house into my bedroom. That is how loud she can be. It is almost like a foghorn going off right next to your ear. So, I don’t expect to get much sleep here over the next three years. But once I’m eighteen, I’m gone. This place is only a stopping point on my road to happiness. It only had to happen after the worst thing possible happened. I miss you, Mom. Tears threatened to fall down my face, but I forced them back. I could hold out until I found out which room was mine, then I could have a good cry. Until then, I had to be strong. That is what Mom would have wanted.

      “The room on the right, second door down, is yours. You can do anything you want with it except hang up anything with nails, tape, or that disgusting sticky stuff. Do you understand?”

      “Yep, my cell is on the right, and I’m not allowed to decorate unless you approve beforehand,” I said with snark.

      Margaret arched an eyebrow at me and frowned. I didn’t care if I upset her. This wasn’t my idea of good circumstances to live here with her. This was a jail sentence, and everyone knew it but her.

      “Watch your tone, young lady. I won’t allow you to disrespect me in my house.”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      I stepped around her and headed into the room. It wasn’t too bad. The place was clean, had new sheets on the bed, and a pretty spectacular view. Overall, it was a win for the first time today. Now,  I only needed to unpack and not piss off the crazy neat freak that was my aunt.

      “Okay. I’ll leave this here for you to settle. Once you are done, I would like you to come downstairs. I have some rules I would like to go over with you.”

      “Sure, okay.”

      I turned toward her to take my suitcase. Threw it up on the bed with a thud. Margaret winced and retreated from the room. I honestly don’t know how I am going to deal with her. She knows nothing about me and what I’ve been through. But, I put that aside while I unpacked my things and placed them across my bed. Slowly, I cleaned out my suitcase and made the room look somewhat like my own. I had nothing to put on the walls anyway, but it still irked me she said I couldn’t. Probably have to find something to mess with her later.

      Glancing around, I noticed I was all unpacked. Movement caught my eye by the forest wall, and I couldn’t help but step up to the window to see. There was a squirrel dancing around the underbrush of some bushes. They looked to have berries on them. I wonder if those are safe to eat. The idea of having fresh berries in my stomach made me excited to go out on an adventure. I turned from the window but out of the corner of my eye I saw a squirrel fall dead from a tree. It shocked me, but didn’t really surprise me. Nature was a hell storm that always left things dead in its wake.

      I made my way downstairs as I heard humming from the kitchen. My steps came lighter in hopes of not alerting Margaret to my whereabouts. I took one wrong step and creeeeek. The board beneath my foot gave way to a noise so loud my insides hurt. Great, so much for sneaking out to have an adventure.

      “Gracie, is that you?”

      I sighed.

      “Yes, Aunt Margaret, it’s me.”

      “Come in here. I’m making lunch.”

      With a groan, I left the safety of the staircase, looking at the outside door with envy. I was so close. Now I’m going to be stuck inside forever. Dread filled me as I walked into the kitchen. Margaret was putting a pot pie in the oven. When she turned around, I noticed it had covered her in flour. She smiled at me and motioned for me to take a seat. Inside, I groaned but sat all the same at the kitchen table.

      “Are you thirsty, my dear?”

      Oh god, shoot me now.

      “No, I’m good.”

      The fridge door closed, and Margaret placed a pitcher of ice tea on the table between the two of us. She looked happy, at least. I watched her pour herself a glass. Then shook my head when she looked at me to verify if I wanted one. Margaret took the pitcher back to the fridge and placed it inside. I watched her movements to gauge her mood. So far, everything was looking up.

      “I thought we could talk before you go off and adventure throughout the town,” Margaret said.

      I shrugged and crossed my arms over my chest.

      “Sure, I guess.”

      There it was again. That arched eyebrow taunting me like she doesn’t approve of my language or reaction to her. She needs to get herself a life and quit judging me. Margaret took a sip of her tea, then sighed.

      “I’m really sorry about your mother. It’s hard to lose someone to cancer. Especially if it’s your mom. And I know you aren’t happy about the living arrangement, but it is the only option you have at the moment. I have a few ground rules I would like you to heed while you stay here.”

      Great, here we go.

      “I expect you to clean up after yourself. That means you better not leave any mess around the house, and your room is to remain the way it was when you arrived. I will do daily inspections to make sure everything is up to par. As for curfew, I expect you to be home no later than seven on school nights, and during the summer, it can be eight.”

      “My mom never gave me a curfew,” I said through gritted teeth.

      Margaret smirked at me. I wanted to punch the smirk right off her face.

      “That was your mother’s choice. But I’m in charge of you now, and I expect you home by seven. Do you understand?”

      I opened my mouth to protest but saw the firm look in Margaret’s eyes. She would not budge on her rule, no matter what.

      “Fine. What else?”

      Margaret sat forward in her chair and looked me straight in the eyes.

      “You don’t go into the forest or near it.”

      I looked at her in shock. How does she expect me not to go into the forest when it is her backyard? She must be crazy. Margaret tapped her finger on the table, waiting for my response. I swallowed and frowned.

      “Fine. I won’t go into the forest or near it,” I said with my fingers crossed behind my back.

      Margaret smiled and nodded her head.

      “Good, that is all for now. Go into town to look around. You might make some friends. I’ll have lunch ready in two hours.”

      I snorted and got a glare in response. She thinks making friends is so easy. Well, I got something else planned, and I don’t care what she says. I’m getting me some of those berries, even if it kills me.
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