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Dedication

To every kid searching the dark

for a glimmer of light
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Chapter One

Before the coyote stuff happened, I would have told you that magic didn’t exist. If it did, I would have used it to win the lottery. Or make a genie in a bottle grant me three wishes. Or find a fairy godmother—anything to improve the crummy life Mom and I were living.

That doesn’t mean I sat around crying about how things were, because I didn’t. And I certainly didn’t think twice about magic. I was too practical for that. As far as I was concerned, nothing happened in the world that couldn’t be explained by science.

Now I know better. I might look like a normal girl on the outside, but on the inside . . . well, let me put it this way: if you consider yourself the practical sort, then this is one story that you’re going to find really hard to believe.

I pushed the world’s oldest vacuum around the shaggy speckled carpet from the Stone Ages, taking care to make straight, even lines. The first time I vacuumed Larry’s trailer, I did it all helter-skelter, and when he saw it, he made me do twenty push-ups and then re-vacuum the whole place. He said it was for my own good—that a little discipline now would turn me into a productive adult later. I expected Mom to step in, but she only shrugged and said a little discipline couldn’t hurt.

I stopped to push the curls from my face and wipe a stream of sweat dripping from my forehead.

We had every window in the trailer open and a fan blowing, but all that did was suck in more of the hot Wyoming air from outside. The apartment Mom and I lived in before she met Larry had an actual air conditioner—one that sat in the window blowing a steady stream of cool air. It didn’t turn the place into a freezer, but it was a whole lot better than baking in this oven.

Not that I was complaining. Or I shouldn’t have been, anyway.

That last apartment was in the basement of a building on a really busy street. I woke up once to see some guy with his face pressed against the glass, watching me sleep through a crack in the shades. Mom said he was probably harmless, but I had trouble sleeping after that. Out here, there’s nothing but tumbleweeds as far as the eye can see.

Well, okay, there’s the empty trailer in the lot next to us, and the old, rusted-out tractor sitting across the dirt road at the end of our driveway, and a whole heap of junk spread out around the property, but that’s it—no other houses, gas stations, grocery stores, or schools. Nobody poking their noses in our business, which Larry said was a good thing.

I wasn’t sure what business we had, but at least no one was around to make fun of the faded T-shirts Mom bought me at yard sales, with logos from Kidz Kamp and Camp Teton and all the other places rich kids spend their summers.

“Fud, what’re you doing?” Mom yelled from the kitchen, which officially started where the carpet ended and the dingy linoleum began. “Get back to work.”

She wanted everything perfect when Larry got home, even if we couldn’t do anything about the hole he’d punched in the wall or the water damage on the ceiling.

She probably would’ve walked over to tell me except her arms were elbow deep in dirty dishwater. Usually the dishes were my job, but she’d baked all afternoon, and I doubted there was a single clean dish left in the whole place, so she said she’d take care of it while I finished the vacuuming.

I strained to get the vacuum moving again. On the television at the Laundromat, there were always commercials where the woman (It was always a woman, which I thought was stupid. Didn’t men know how to vacuum?) pushed around a light-as-air vacuum with one hand. Sometimes, the vacuums didn’t even have cords! This vacuum was nothing like that. It was more like a spaceship—a hunk of metal so huge it could probably launch a person to the moon.

As I moved forward and back around the lumpy couch and the worn recliner no one but Larry was allowed to sit in, I smelled the chocolate cake baking in the oven. Larry would be home from work soon. He claimed he didn’t eat sweets on account of his training to get back in the ring (apparently the empty HoHos packages I saw in the trash every morning didn’t count), but it was his birthday, so Mom had splurged on groceries and made him an all-natural cake out of carob and honey.

I didn’t know why you’d eat chocolate cake of any kind if you cared about being healthy, but whatever. I couldn’t wait to see the look on his face when she brought it out. And I really couldn’t wait to have a piece. Even though this wasn’t one of the fancy, store-bought cakes that I’d always longed to try, you couldn’t really go wrong when it came to chocolate cake.

With a little luck, Larry would be in a good mood.

“You’re the ref in my ring,” he’d say to Mom, breaking into a real grin, and not the kind he gave when he thought someone was an idiot and he was about to make sure they knew it. Then he’d say a bunch of other goofy things like “You’re the tape on my knuckles” and “You’re the gloves on my fists” and Mom would giggle and raise her hand up to cover the snaggled front tooth she’d never had the money to fix.

And then they’d kiss, which would be gross, but he’d be happy and tell us stories from when he was the middleweight boxing champion of Wyoming and Nebraska. I loved his stories even though I was never quite sure if they were true. (I searched online once. I couldn’t find a single article about him biting someone’s ear off in the ring, although there was an article about another boxer who did that.) He’d sit for hours, drinking his Bud Light and spinning yarns about all the men he’d whupped.

Sometimes, Mom let me stay up late and listen. Other times—usually when he got to a story about how he kicked someone’s can outside the ring—she told me it was time to shower even if I’d showered the night before. She was just trying to get rid of me because she didn’t think fighting was the answer to all the world’s problems, but she didn’t dare say that in front of Larry or she’d end up in a fight herself.

After we finished cleaning the trailer, Mom took a shower and changed into a pretty summer dress with butterflies. The dress used to be dark purple, but it had been washed so many times that it was now more of a soft lilac. There were some loose threads hanging off the hem. I didn’t say anything because her white face was paler than anyone should ever be at the end of summer, but she’d brushed her hair until it shone. She’d even put on lip gloss, trying to look her best.

I didn’t care about looking my best, which was a good thing because instead of Mom’s straight blond hair I had a mess of dark, wispy waves that had a mind of their own. And where Mom’s eyes were dark brown with a golden ring that glowed like honey in the sunlight, mine were plain brown and more like something you might find at the bottom of the toilet, if you know what I mean.

The one thing I had going for me was my golden-brown skin, which made me look tan even in the middle of winter. Mom said I got that from my dad, who was from Spain and had come to the US to visit relatives when they met. I wanted to know more about him, but Mom said that was all she knew. She also said that anyone could be a donor, but being a father had to be earned, and mine had given up that chance when he’d disappeared after finding out she was pregnant.

Mom took a break from making dinner to inspect my outfit. I tugged at my T-shirt. She always bought my clothes a couple of sizes too big so I’d have plenty of room to grow, but this one had become tight around the chest over the summer. Since she hadn’t been to the Laundromat lately, it was the only clean shirt I could find.

She smiled and pulled me in for a hug.

I let myself relax into her arms. She’d always towered over me, but a recent growth spurt meant I’d finally caught up. Even though we were both tall, Mom was little more than skin and bones, while I’d developed curves I wished would disappear.

I breathed in her peppermint scent. I couldn’t remember the last time she’d hugged me this way—just her and me.

“Thanks for your help today,” she said.

Something in my chest melted. I wanted to stay wrapped up in her arms forever, but the roar of Larry’s truck and the crunch of wheels in the driveway announced his arrival. Mom broke away. The softness under my ribs turned sharp and prickly. Mom and I used to be two halves that made a perfect whole. Now it was like Larry was the whole, and the two of us weren’t worth measuring.

Sometimes, I thought about running away. But life before Larry was spent moving from one lousy apartment to another, camping out in the car when we couldn’t come up with enough cash for a deposit and first month’s rent, not knowing how long we might have to make a single can of ravioli last. I had twenty bucks I’d found in an empty dryer at the Laundromat, but that wouldn’t get me far. If Mom couldn’t make it with her waitressing job, what hope did I have on my own?

So when Larry stomped up the stairs and pulled open the door, I put on my best smile and yelled, “Happy Birthday!”

He stepped back like he was surprised and looked around, pretending to be confused. “Birthday?” he said. “Does someone around here have a birthday?”

His face and hands were heavily tanned from all the time he spent outside at work. His arms were nearly as white as his T-shirt on account of the jumpsuit he wore to keep the mine’s trash off his clothes.

I could see he was in a good mood by the way he casually hooked a thumb through the loop of his jeans. My worry slipped away as I said, “You do!” at the same time that Mom told him she’d fixed his favorite dinner. He pulled off his steel-toed work boots and lined them up on the mat next to the door before he sank down at the square table in the kitchen.

“Beer?” I asked.

“Bud Light,” he said, but I was already pulling a can from the fridge because of course I knew that, and it wasn’t like we had anything else. He preferred to pop it himself, so I plunked the can down next to him.

I plopped down next to him, too, concentrating my hardest on not telling him about the cake Mom had hidden above the fridge. She wanted it to be a surprise but my mouth definitely didn’t.

Larry raised his eyebrows, which were so thick and heavy that they took the attention off his crooked nose. “Forgetting something?”

For a second, I didn’t know what he meant, but then I jumped up and got one of the fancy beer glasses Mom had found at the Salvation Army. It was an entire set of eight, and since one had a chip out of the rim, she got them for half price. She was the best at stuff like that. Every Sunday, she took ten dollars and went yard saleing. She didn’t always spend it all because she didn’t want to end up with just any old crud (she used a different word), but when she found something good, she always bargained the price down to practically nothing.

When I handed Larry the glass, there was a tiny wrinkle between his eyebrows. Mom tensed, her knuckles turning white as she clutched his plate at the stove. I held my breath, waiting to see if he would make it into a big deal that I’d forgotten the glass in the first place. He poured the beer, let it fizzle, and then took a long, thirsty swig. “Nectar of the gods,” he said.

I let out a silent puff of air and sank into my chair. Mom’s shoulders loosened. She dished food onto Larry’s plate and set it in front of him. “Your favorite,” she said, even though she’d told him that when he walked in the door.

A pile of grilled onions drowned a shriveled piece of liver, which Larry called a “super food.” I wasn’t a huge fan of meat on the best of days and especially not when it came to liver. I did my best not to wrinkle my nose, but I must not have done a very good job.

“You got a problem?” Larry asked.

“Just an itch.” I reached up and scratched my nose.

Mom set a plate in front of me, and I worked to keep my face blank as I cut into the liver and mixed it with a cloud of fluffy potatoes. She knew how to make them perfectly, so they weren’t lumpy or gray, and they almost masked the texture of the liver as it went down. Almost.

I got to the last bite, but I’d calculated wrong. I was out of potatoes, and only a single chunk of liver stared up at me. Larry stared at me, too, so I speared the meat with my fork and stuck it in my mouth, along with a swig of water that I used to wash it down.

The taste was unbearably gamy and the grainy texture even worse, but it was a small price to pay to get to dessert. The last time we had cake was my birthday all the way back in November, right after Mom met Larry. Even though we hadn’t moved out here yet, and we barely knew him, he insisted Mom make carrot cake. Apparently he thought chocolate cake was too much sugar for a kid.

Larry took his time eating. If I didn’t know better, I’d have thought he was doing it because he knew how eager I was for dessert. That couldn’t be, because he didn’t know about the cake. Unless maybe he smelled it when he walked in the door, but then why didn’t he say something?

He finally slid his plate away and pushed back his chair. That was my cue. I jumped up and cleared the table. I didn’t need him reminding me that we didn’t have a garbage disposal and food going down the drain would clog the pipes, so I carefully scraped the plates into the trash before washing them in the sink.

While I worked, Larry complained about his day. He hated his job, and I couldn’t say that I blamed him. His boss was a real piece of work. He only let Larry take breaks at scheduled times, and the guy rode him if he came in even a minute late. The good news was that once Larry’s back stopped acting up and he returned to the ring, he wouldn’t need to work at the mine anymore. When that happened, he planned to kiss his job goodbye. He said we’d kiss this trailer goodbye, too.

We’d move to the other side of town, where there were no trailers, and all the houses were big and brick and had lawns and garages (with enough room for two cars!), and there were sidewalks, and kids rode their bikes up and down the streets. He said I could trade the blow-up raft I slept in for a bunk bed, and we could think about getting a dog. (Mom wouldn’t let me get so much as a goldfish before then—she said she had enough mouths to feed.)

But a fancy house wasn’t the biggest reason I couldn’t wait for him to start boxing again. Once he was back in the ring, he’d be happy. And then maybe he’d go back to the guy he was when Mom first met him—the guy who took her dancing and held her hand and treated her like a queen. In the meantime, I figured it was my job to stay on his good side—to make sure I never gave him a reason to blow up.

Finally, the dishes were done. I’d wiped out the sink and was folding the dish towel when a movement in the window caught my eye. A large, lanky coyote with fur the color of a burned biscuit disappeared around the back of the empty trailer across our dirt yard.

My breath caught. Larry said coyotes were all over the place out here, but I’d never actually seen one. According to my favorite book, a field guide on Wyoming animals, coyotes were masters of stealth. They could even live right in the middle of a big city without anyone knowing they were there. I stood on my tippy-toes, hoping to catch another glimpse, but the dry pasture beyond our trailer was empty.

“You about done over there?” Mom asked, breaking into my thoughts.

I lowered my heels and hung the dish towel over the edge of the sink with the tags hidden so it didn’t look sloppy. “I’m finished.”

My mouth watered as I eyed the cake. “Is it time?”

“Time for what?” Larry said, but his gaze slid to the top of the fridge. I was so excited for the cake, I didn’t even care that he’d figured out the surprise. After a last glance out the window, I set out fresh plates while Mom grabbed the cake. It didn’t say Happy Birthday or have decorations like the fancy ones from the grocery store, but she’d done a real nice job smoothing out the cream cheese–honey frosting, so it looked almost as good.

“Happy birthday to you,” she sang, and I joined in. There weren’t any candles for him to blow out, but Larry rubbed his hands together like he was looking forward to the cake as much as I was.

I handed him a knife. He cut me and Mom small slices and himself a giant slab, and we all dug in. I almost had the first bite in my mouth when I noticed that Larry was chewing with a strange expression on his face.

“What kind of crap is this?” he asked.

Mom laughed nervously. “I made it with carob and honey so it wouldn’t ruin your diet.”

Uh-oh.

Mom rushed to fix her mistake but tripped on her own tongue. “I mean—not that I’m saying you’re—”

Larry dropped his fork. It clattered on his plate. “My diet?” he said. “You saying I need to be on a diet?”

When animals get scared, they have one of three responses: freeze, fight, or flight. Right now, I wanted nothing more than to run to my room. But it was like someone had poured cement inside me, and I couldn’t move. The cement was spreading through my chest, making it so I could hardly breathe.

“No,” Mom said. “Not at all. Only that I know how important it is for you to eat healthy to get back in the ring. I thought . . .”

“You thought?” he sneered. “It seems to me the problem is that you didn’t think at all.”

“I’m sorry,” Mom said, wringing her hands.

“Let me tell you who’s sorry. I’m sorry. Sorry that I’m stuck with someone who doesn’t even know how to make a simple cake.”

I cringed as he picked up his plate and dumped his slice back in the pan.

“You know what else I’m sorry about? I’m sorry you think I’m too fat to enjoy a nice slice of actual cake on my birthday. That me and my job aren’t enough for you and your snivel-nosed daughter. I should have known that you were only in this for the money.”

“That’s not true.” Mom’s eyes filled with tears. Larry’s belly had started to hang a little over his belt recently, but his thick arms were pure muscle, and no one would ever call him fat. As to wanting his money, well, Mom wasn’t like that.

My eyes filled with tears, too.

But he wasn’t done. “You want to know what I think of you?”

Mom pressed her lips together and looked down at her hands.

Larry pushed back his chair and stood up.

I tensed. This was it. His anger had been getting bigger and bigger lately, and it seemed only a matter of time before he snapped and hit Mom.

He grabbed the entire pan of cake, crossed the room in two giant steps, and dumped it into the sink. He wiped his hands on the dish towel and threw it on top of the pan. “That’s what I think of you and your lousy cake.”

He stormed down the hallway and slammed their bedroom door.

I looked from the piece of cake on my fork to the sadness on Mom’s face. I wanted to say something to make her feel better, but all I could think of was how he shouldn’t have dumped the cake in the sink because we didn’t have a garbage disposal, and the last thing we needed was clogged pipes.





Chapter Two

I set my fork down without taking the bite. If Larry found out I ate the cake he’d rejected, he might take it as a personal insult.

I picked at the peeling bits of skin around my nonexistent nails. A particularly large chunk of dried skin on my thumb caught my attention. I lifted my hand to my mouth and ripped at the skin with my teeth. It burned a little as I tore it away, but it was a good kind of burn—it matched the burning that was happening inside my chest.

Mom rubbed her temples and then nodded at my plate. “No sense in it going to waste.”

I stared at the plate and then down the hall, where the thwap, thwap, thwap of Larry hitting his punching bag sounded.

Mom’s hand shook as she picked up her fork. “Go on,” she said. “He’ll be in there for a while.”

A small war happened inside me, like Mom and Larry were playing tug-of-war with my guts. I wanted Mom to be happy, and the best way to do that was to keep Larry happy. But my mouth flooded at the thought of chocolate, and I couldn’t hold out any more. I raised my fork.

The cake was . . . not what I’d expected. It wasn’t liver and onions bad, but it wasn’t chocolate cake good, either. It was more like a chocolate cake that was made partially of mud and missing most of the sugar.

I tried not to make a face as I chewed. There had to be a way to get out of eating the rest, but I didn’t want to hurt Mom’s feelings, even if this whole thing was her fault. The carob and honey had cost more than plain old chocolate and sugar. She should have done what she was supposed to and made a normal cake, or better yet, bought one at the grocery store.

Why couldn’t she be one of those mothers who went to college and got a big-deal job telling other people what to do so we could live in an air-conditioned house and have fancy cakes like everyone else?

Because she’d never been much of one for doing what everyone else did.

She actually had a scholarship to go to college after high school, but instead she moved out East somewhere and worked as a tour guide taking people white-water rafting. Then she got pregnant with me, and my father disappeared. She’d moved back here and struggled to keep us afloat ever since.

My chin dropped as guilt weighed me down. Mom was doing the best she could. Besides, she wasn’t the problem.

Across the table, Mom made a strange noise. I didn’t want to make eye contact because I was afraid she’d know how much I hated the cake. I peeked out of the corner of my eye.

Mom wrinkled her nose. She couldn’t stand the cake, either.

My lips turned up as I fought a grin.

She spat out her bite on the plate in front of her, and I did the same.

“Well,” she said. “That was a fail, wasn’t it?”

Suddenly Mom and I broke out in giant belly laughs even though neither one of us was sure exactly why. When we were done laughing, Mom reached over and grabbed my hand. Her hands were thin and veiny, but soft. She ran her pointer finger over my palm, tracing the lines like she was trying to read my future.

Thwap, thwap, thwap. The muffled sound of Larry’s punches filled the air.

“He didn’t mean it, you know,” she said, without looking at me.

I didn’t know how to respond, so I didn’t say anything.

She continued. “Once his back is healed and he can get back in the ring, things will be better.”

“When will that be?” We’d moved into Larry’s trailer right after school got out. It started again on Monday, and Larry’s back didn’t seem any better now than it had then.

“These things take time.” Mom obviously didn’t want me to ask any more questions. She dropped my hand, and her voice changed to one that was bright and happy. “Tomorrow is yard saleing. Want to come?”

I was tempted. I’d been trapped out here all summer. We only left this place when we drove into town for groceries or to do laundry or yard saleing. That rarely happened because The Miracle, a beat-up Willys Jeep, had finally given up. Larry refused to fix it, so Mom had been forced to quit her job, and now we had to borrow his truck to go anywhere.

But the last time I went yard saleing with Mom was a total disaster. We’d left at 7:15 because the sales began at 8:00, and even though it was only a fifteen-minute drive to town, Mom always insisted on starting early so that we could get to the good stuff before all the vultures.

The morning had started out fine. Right away, Mom had scored a set of brand-new pot holders for only twenty-five cents. The slogan on them said World’s Best Teacher, which I thought was kind of weird since Mom’s not a teacher, but she said she didn’t need her potholders to make sense, she needed them to protect her hands.

After that, we showed up at a brick house so big it was practically a mansion. Tables were set up all over the place, and I was barely out of the car when I saw that the sale was sponsored by the local Girl Scout troop to raise money for a trip to Disneyland.

I tried to get back in the car, but by then Mom had spotted a long rack of girls’ clothes and called out, “Come on over, Fud, we’ve hit the jackpot.”

A group of girls stepped from behind the racks and started giggling.

Not just any girls. Ava Benson and her crew. The coolest girls in school. Girls who now knew their castoffs were my jackpot.

Mom was still waiting for my answer about yard saleing tomorrow.

“I think I’ll stick around here.” I hated the disappointment on her face, so I excused myself to get ready for bed.

The yelling started almost as soon as I climbed into my raft. Mom apologized again and again for the cake, but Larry moved from that to how long it’d been since she’d changed the sheets and how she must be trying to get him fired because if he didn’t have a comfortable bed to get a decent night’s sleep, he’d end up late for work.

I curled up in a ball and covered my ears. When that didn’t work, I squeezed my eyes shut and pictured the coyote I’d seen earlier. Lucky thing—it could do whatever it wanted. Go wherever it wanted.

As the yelling from the front of the trailer continued, I concentrated on blocking out their harsh words, on the darkness behind my eyelids, on existing somewhere outside of this small trailer. I was only vaguely aware of my arms growing long, of a thick layer of protective fur sprouting to cover my body. Of leaving the trailer on all fours, slinking through the shadowed kitchen so Mom and Larry didn’t notice my exit.

Outside, Larry’s angry voice cut through the trailer’s thin walls, bringing me fully into a body that felt at once new and yet strangely comfortable. I sprang into action. Racing toward the bluff, my paws pounded the earth as hot wind propelled me across the prairie. Stars twinkled overhead, bathing tumbleweeds and the occasional tree in a soft glow.

I raised my snout and howled at the quarter moon. I was free. And strong. So strong. I ran for hours. For miles. My powerful haunches and long legs propelled me over windswept hills and sharp ridges, through small valleys and across the wide-open plains. The pleasant buzz of cicadas filled an otherwise silent night.

A den came into view, a small hole dug in the side of a gulley. The familiar scent of a pack enveloped me as I crawled into the inky blackness and nestled among a tangle of sprawled limbs. A pup squirmed and licked my muzzle. My body grew heavy and my mind fuzzy as sleep wrapped its arms around me.

The next morning, I wiggled my toes, vaguely disappointed by my human form, then laughed at myself. It wasn’t as if people could turn into animals. The less time I spent dreaming about things that would never happen, the better I’d be able to deal with the things that did.

I dragged myself out of bed. Larry’s bad mood had vanished, but I didn’t want to take any chances on it returning, so I left the trailer the same time as Mom. I sat on the steps as the faded-blue truck sputtered and roared to life. It needed a new muffler, but Larry wouldn’t buy one. Mufflers were expensive, and as soon as he won his first big fight, he was going to trade the whole truck for a shiny new one anyway.

The truck crept down our gravel road and turned onto the highway. As it disappeared in the distance, I peeled myself from the already hot metal stairs and wandered to the back of the trailer.

I scanned the horizon, searching for the coyote I’d seen the evening before. Most people thought they were nocturnal, but that was only because coyotes were smart enough to stay hidden when they lived in crowded areas. Out here, they were free to hunt whenever they wanted.

Off in the distance, a bluff jutted up from the ground, making it feel like we were in a bit of a valley. A flat, nothing-filled valley. The whole state used to be under glaciers. When those melted, it was an ocean. I tried to imagine being underwater with sharks swimming around, but it was hard. There was pretty much nothing but dirt, sagebrush, and sun-crisped prairie grass as far as the eye could see—unless you counted the piles of junk scattered around Larry’s property, which I didn’t.

There were no signs of the coyote, so
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