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  One


  Fraternity brother or not, Michael Peck hated Pierce Chambers. Chambers was everything he wasn’t, and the guy knew it. He was blond with blue eyes, six feet tall with an athlete’s body, and good-looking to boot. Girls loved him. Michael was five foot six inches tall with mouse brown hair and so thin he looked anemic. He had an acne-scarred face he tried to cover with a beard that never really filled in enough to hide anything.


  Chambers never said anything disrespectful to Michael. He didn’t have to. His eyes and self-satisfied smirk said it all. Michael wanted to punch that smirk off his face every time he saw it, but Chambers would beat the crap out of him if he ever tried it. He’d have to find another way to get back at him for the three years of anxiety Chambers had put him through. He still had another year of school left, but Chambers would be graduating at the end of this semester. It was now or never if he was going to get some payback. He just had no idea how to do it.


  Here it comes, Peck thought, as he sat in the frat’s living room as another installment of Alone came to a close. It was a fraternity favorite, but at the conclusion of every episode, Chambers invariably bragged, “I could so do that.” And, sure enough, as soon as the credits started to roll, Chambers made his announcement. That’s when inspiration struck. Michael knew exactly how he was going to shame the asshole.


  Peck was in the living room the next time the show was on. He arrived a half hour before it started just to make sure he could be in Chambers’ favorite chair, the comfortable recliner, when the prick got there. Chambers arrived ten minutes before show time, just like Michael knew he would. He looked up, but didn’t say a word when Chambers saw him sitting in his chair. He was disappointed when all Chambers did was drop onto the aging, threadbare couch that should have been tossed out years ago. Still, it was a small victory and he’d take it.


  That’s alright, just wait, he thought as Chambers shifted around trying to get comfortable. Two more frat brothers, Derick Stanley and Pete Priolo, came in, forcing Chambers to share the couch.


  Peck sat on pins and needles the entire show, waiting for Chambers to utter the inevitable “I could so do that.” It never came. He was ready to storm out of the room, when, right at the end, Chambers said it. His pronouncement was met with the standard response from his fraternity brothers—a chorus of moans. That’s when Michael hit him with it. “You ever think of putting your money where your mouth is, Chambers?” He didn’t know whether the prick was more shocked at the challenge, or at Michael talking to him.


  He thought Chambers was going to ignore him, but then Stanley, who disliked Chambers almost as much as Peck did, chimed in with, “Yeah, Chambers, what about it? You up for that?”


  Chambers looked at them, smirked and answered, “Of course I’m up for that, but I’d never be able to get on one of those shows. You all know that.”


  “Yeah, but you’d do it if you had the chance, right?” Michael asked.


  “Of course.”


  “Great, because I’ve got an idea. Why don’t we all chip in and send you on an adventure of your own.”


  “What do you mean ‘an adventure of my own’?”


  “Exactly that—an adventure of your own. Just like the ones on the show. We can all chip in enough to get the gear you’d need. We’ll pick a site, drop you off and you can show us all you’re not just a bullshit braggart. What do you say?”


  Chambers wanted to say “Fuck you, Peck,” but the smug look on Peck’s face and the grins of some of his fellow “brothers” pissed him off. He felt a moment of doubt, but then blurted out, “Fine, you get the gear and I’ll do it.”


  “No problem,” Peck answered, and gave a thumbs up to the rest of the guys in the room.


  It wasn’t until later that night, as Pierce lay in his room listening to Steve Cusack snoring, that the seeds of doubt took root in his brain. It was easy to say he could do it … but could he? When he thought about how much a thing like that would cost, he went to sleep relieved knowing Peck could never pull it off.


  When Pierce woke up the next morning, Cusack was still asleep, making noises like a freight train. On his way to the bathroom, he noticed three sheets of paper lying on the floor that someone must have slipped under the door sometime during the night. What the hell are these, he thought, as he bent to pick them up. He glanced at the first one and found a list of equipment someone, Peck no doubt, had copied from the Alone website on the History channel. It was a complete list of the equipment provided each contestant on the show. He tossed the papers on the bed, hardly glancing at them. He’d go over them in detail later that afternoon. Right now he was running late for a creative writing class.


  “Hey Chambers, you getting cold feet yet?” someone yelled as he bolted out the door. He heard laughing before it slammed shut behind him.


  Screw you guys, he thought, as he hurried off to class.


  Calls of “Hey, Survivor Boy” and “Wilderness Man” greeted him when he came back to the frat house later that afternoon. There was even one “Yo, Grizzly Adams.”


  He ignored them all and retreated to his room, face burning, and wondering, Who the hell is Grizzly Adams? He threw his books on the bed and grabbed his computer. A quick search on the internet told him who Adams was, but it only added to his embarrassment … and anger. Then he turned his attention to the sheets with the equipment lists that had been stuffed under his door in the night.


  The first page was a list of Clothing/Apparel/Personal Effects every contestant on the show gets. Prices had been added in red behind each item.


  1 pair of high leg Hunting boots ($200)


  2 pairs of outdoor pants (can unzip into shorts) ($60)


  1 t-shirt ($5)


  2 fleece or wool shirts (hooded or unhooded) ($280)


  3 pairs of wool socks ($30)


  1 hat (brimmed, wool or baseball) ($36)


  1 bandana or shemagh ($3)


  1 pair gloves ($80)


  1 light outdoor jacket ($160)


  2 pairs of underwear ($10)


  1 rain jacket and rain trousers ($70)


  1 thermal underwear (long) ($235)


  1 pair of gaiters ($100)


  1 pair of Crocs, Teva sandals or Keen sandals ($60)


  1 toothbrush ($0)


  1 pair of prescription eyeglasses (if needed)


  1 personal photograph


  Total = $1369


  Next there was a list of Tracking/Safety equipment everyone gets:


  2 safety tools (may consist of a canister of wild animal repellent, an air horn and/or 1 flare) ($50)


  1 rules and regulation guide ($0)


  1 backpack ($200)


  1 camera pack ($100)


  Camera equipment ($5000)


  1 emergency flare ($10)


  1 satellite phone ($2000)


  1 emergency personal flotation device ($50)


  1 first aid kit (military type – tourniquet, ace bandage, alcohol, plastic bag, etc.) ($20)


  1 small mirror ($5)


  1 20x20 canvas tarp ($30)


  1 10x10 tarp for protecting camera and equipment ($20)


  1 GPS tracking device ($350)


  1 head lamp ($50)


  1 emergency rations pack to include water and food etc. ($100 estimated)


  Total = $7985


  The final list consisted of personal items. It was the longest of the lists, but he would only be allowed to select ten items to take with him. No prices had been added to these items.


  


  Shelter:


  12x12 ground cloth/tarp


  8mm climbing rope – 10m


  550 paracord – 20m


  1 hatchet


  1 saw


  1 axe


  


  Bedding:


  1 multi-seasonal sleeping bag that fits within provided backpack


  1 bivy bag (Gore-Tex sleeping bag cover)


  1 sleeping pad


  1 hammock


  Cooking:


  1 large (no more than 2-quart) pot, includes lid


  1 steel frying pan


  1 flint or ferro rod set


  1 enamel bowl for eating


  1 spoon


  1 canteen or water bottle


  1 bear canister


  Hygiene:


  1 bar soap


  1 8 oz tube of toothpaste


  1 face flannel


  1 40m roll of dental floss


  1 small bottle bio shower soap


  1 shaving razor (and 1 blade)


  1 towel (30” x 60”)


  1 comb


  Hunting:


  1 300-yard roll of nylon single filament fishing line and 25 assorted hooks (no lures)


  1 primitive bow with 6 arrows (must be predominately made of wood)


  1 small gauge gill net (8m x 2m OR 1.5m deep x 3.6m long and 2” [50 mm] mesh)


  1 slingshot/catapult


  1 net foraging bag


  1 3.5m roll of trapping wire


  Food:


  5 lbs of beef jerky (protein)


  5 lbs of dried pulses/legumes/lentils mix (starch and carbs)


  5 lbs of biltong (protein)


  5 lbs of hard tack military biscuits (carbs/sugars)


  5 lbs of chocolate (simple/complex sugars)


  5 lbs of pemmican (traditional trail food made from fat and proteins)


  5 lbs of gorp (raisins, M&M’s and peanuts)


  5 lbs of flour (starch/carbs)


  2 lbs of rice/ 2 lbs of sugar / 1 lb of salt


  


  Tools:


  1 pocket knife


  1 hunting knife


  1 Leatherman multi-tool


  1 sharpening stone


  1 roll of duct tape or 1 roll of electrical tape


  1 small shovel


  1 small sewing kit


  1 LED flashlight


  1 pair of ice spikes


  The list was an eye-opener. He had never really thought about what was needed for an extended stay in the wilderness. More than that, he had never seriously thought about what the contestants didn’t get. There was a list of prohibited items, but basically, if it wasn’t already listed, it was prohibited.


  Damn! This thing is getting out of control. Someone, it had to be Peck, went through a lot to put this list together. It wasn’t just a spur of the moment thing he had slammed together last night. The prick planned this and backed me into a corner with his “put your money where your mouth is” challenge. Well screw you, Peck. I’m not going to fall for it.


  When he signed onto Facebook he found that Peck had posted all about it and at least a dozen people had already responded saying they loved the idea. His Twitter feed was also overflowing. If he blew it off now, he was never going to live it down. He had to find a way out of this without looking like a complete idiot. They’d laugh him out of school if he backed out. He couldn’t let that be his legacy.


  Pierce found a ray of hope when he saw the cost of everything. Just the standard equipment was going to run over ten thousand dollars. Then you had to add on the cost of the optional items. Peck would never be able to come up with the money.


  He had just finished looking over the list when Cusack came into the room with his usual lack of grace. He tossed his books on his bed from six feet away. Two of them actually stayed where they landed, the third bounced off and hit the floor. Cusack was so intent on his iPhone that he didn’t even notice Pierce was sitting at his desk. When he finally glanced up and saw him sitting there, Cusack stopped laughing and put the phone away so quickly that Pierce had a good idea what he had been looking at.


  “So, what’s so funny?”


  Cusack squirmed for a few seconds before answering. “Some of the tweets about your wilderness challenge,” he answered, obviously embarrassed. Then he added, “You really going to do it?”


  “I doubt it. Peck will never get up enough money to finance the trip.”


  “Man, don’t bet on it. It’s all over campus. Peck and his friends are asking everyone to share it on Facebook, Twitter and everywhere else. This thing is hot. There are almost twelve thousand students here at UMaine. Peck says if he can get every student to donate just one dollar he can do it.”


  Pierce was stunned. He’d never thought of that. Peck had really thought this thing out. Pierce doubted every student would donate a buck, but a lot of them would … and some of them might even kick in more than that. This could really happen.


  Later, when he went downstairs for dinner, most of the guys in the frat were there. Peck was sitting with his pal, Derick Stanley. When Pierce walked in, every head turned to look at him. He felt like a specimen under a microscope.


  “So, Survivor Boy, you still up for the challenge?” Peck asked. There was a mocking tone to his voice that was impossible to miss and Pierce knew the Survivor Boy was a slur based on the Survivorman reality show, another of Pierce’s favorites, in which Les Strand survives completely on his own for a week in hostile environments without the benefit of a camera crew. Every head in the room turned to hear his reply.


  Fine, he thought. If you want to play this game, I can play too.


  “Of course, you want to make a bet on it?”


  “What kind of bet?” Peck asked.


  “I’m not willing to try to beat the current record. I don’t have the time for that. I need to get a job after I graduate, but I’ll go for a month. If I make it, you get to try it too.”


  “No way,” Peck replied. “I never said I was into that shit. You did. And if you’re not willing to go the whole route, what’s the sense of it?”


  “A month is a month, man. A lot of the people on that show don’t even make it that far. Some don’t make it past the first few days. A month’s enough to show I can do it. If it’s not enough for you, that’s fine. As it is, a month will blow most of my summer anyway.”


  “Fine, a month then,” Peck agreed, but Pierce could see he wasn’t happy about it.


  “And,” Pierce added, “I get to keep all the gear when I’m done.”


  He was pleased to see a look of disappointment on Peck’s face. Obviously, the guy had thought about selling the gear and pocketing the cash.


  “Fine,” Peck finally answered. “But only if you make the whole month. If not, I get to keep it.”


  Pleased by Peck’s reaction, Pierce decided to play the money card. “By the way, Peck, where do you intend to get the money for all the equipment I’ll need? You going to spring for it yourself?”


  “Not me,” Peck answered. “But don’t worry, I’ve already got over fifteen hundred of it.”


  “No way. Where’d you get that kind of money?” Pierce demanded.


  “I set up a GoFundMe account. The donations are coming in like crazy. I guess a lot of people want to see you do this.”


  “Bullshit,” Pierce told him.


  “No bullshit, check it out,” Peck said, and held up his phone.


  Pierce stared at the screen. It showed that $1,654.02 had already been donated to the account. “That’s my two cents by the way,” Peck said before taking the phone back.


  “Shit,” Pierce swore under his breath, and headed for his room to check it out for himself.


  The link to the GoFundMe account was the first thing he found when he signed onto his Facebook account. There was a picture of him watching Alone in which he was staring intently at the screen. The words “I could so do this” had been added along the bottom of the picture.


  He started to click on the link, but paused to read some of the comments that had been posted. Hell, he didn’t know half these people and every guy in the frat had shared it on his page already.


  Sounds like a great idea. Good for him.


  He won’t make it a week!


  A girl he didn’t know had posted: I’ll double my donation if he does it naked. ☺


  There were dozens more, but he got the idea. Peck might actually be able to pull this off.


  When he clicked onto the GoFundMe link, he got his first look at what Peck had posted.


  My good friend Pierce Chambers will be graduating at the end of this semester and I’d like to give him a graduation present he’ll never forget. Pierce loves Alone, the survival show on the History Channel. Pierce would love to be on the show, but it takes a strong survivalist background he doesn’t have, so his chances are slim to none of being selected. But we can make his dream come true, I’m starting this GoFundMe campaign to raise enough money to allow him to have his own, once in a lifetime, adventure this summer. The money raised will go toward purchasing the equipment supplied to all contestants on the show. It’s quite a list … you can check it out for yourself on the History channel’s web site. Pierce will tape his experience just like the contestants on the show. He’ll try to live for 31 days on his own in the wild. One dollar, just one dollar from each UMaine student is all we need. That’s less than you’d spend on a cup of coffee at Dunkin Donuts or Starbucks.


  Pierce will post his recordings on YouTube when he completes the adventure. So, what do you say? Let’s show the world that the University of Maine stands behind its students.


  Good friend my ass, Pierce thought, but he had to admit Peck had created one hell of a campaign. He’d even be willing to contribute to it if it had been for someone else. Before he could log off the site another five-dollar donation popped up on the screen. That brought the one day total to close to two thousand dollars.


  Two


  “Mike, look at this,” Derick Stanley exclaimed and held his iPad up for Peck to see. “The total is up to $3,526.02 and it’s only the second day!”


  “Yeah, but we’ve still got a way to go. I’m not going to get too excited about it until we get a lot closer.”


  Despite what he said, Peck was thrilled at the way the money was coming in. They just had to keep the pressure on, keep the campaign alive. GoFundMe campaigns had a way of petering out after a few days.


  “The thing we need to do now is get everybody talking about it. I’ve made up a bunch of flyers. We can pass them out, post them at the student union and put up them on all the notice boards on campus.”


  “Great idea,” Pete Priolo said. “I’m going over to the union now. Give me a stack and I’ll drop them off.”


  The flyers were a repeat of the GoFundMe post with the picture of Pierce sitting in front of the television watching Alone. A large heading, “Help Pierce Chambers, UMaine’s own Survivor Man, Achieve His Dream,” had been added above the picture. A link to the GoFundMe account was printed in red at the bottom. By the end of the day, the flyers would be all over campus.


  “You really think Chambers will do it if you raise the money?” Derick Stanley asked.


  “He’ll have to,” Peck answered. “He’ll never live it down if he doesn’t. Imagine how that would look on a résumé—‘I backed out on a bet I agreed to because I never thought I’d have to live up to the challenge.’”


  “Man, he’d never put that on a résumé.”


  “No, but employers are getting smart about social media. All they have to do is run a Google search and there it would be. No, he’ll do it. We just need to raise the money.”


  “What if he does it? What if he makes it the whole time and comes out looking like a hero?”


  “Don’t worry, he won’t,” Peck assured him.


  “Yeah, but what if he does?”


  “He won’t. We’ll make sure of that. You don’t think I’d actually let him succeed, do you?”


  “But how … oh, I get it. You’ve got something planned, don’t you?”


  Peck didn’t answer, but he didn’t have to. The smile on his face said it all.


  Pierce followed the GoFundMe account as closely as Peck and his cohorts did. But, while they cheered every time the total went up, Pierce cringed. After a week it had reached $8,524.02. The rate at which it was increasing had slowed, but it was still climbing every day. Pierce feigned nonchalance, but every time he crossed paths with Peck, the asshole would make it a point to inform him of how much the campaign had raised. He had even posted a sign outside the frat house, a big red thermometer, that he updated every day showing the total that had been donated.


  At the end of the second week, the total had climbed to just over $10,000, and there were still three weeks left until graduation. After that there was little chance Peck would be able to reach the $15,000 goal he had set. Even if Peck didn’t raise enough to send Pierce on his adventure into the wilderness, he had ruined his love of the show. He couldn’t stand to watch it anymore while listening to the taunts and jeers from the guys in the frat.


  With one week left, the total stood at $14,203.02. It stayed there for two days and then a flurry of last minute donations brought it to $14,452.02. Then it stalled.


  Two days before graduation it still hadn’t gone up. When Pierce came down for dinner, Peck was staring at this iPad. Pierce walked over, glanced at the screen and smiled. “Looks like you’re not going to make it Peck. Too bad, all you needed was another $547.98. And I was really looking forward to it.”


  “I’m glad to hear that Chambers, because you are going,” Peck told him as he typed in $547.98 and hit the Donate button. A second later the total updated to exactly $15,000. Pierce’s heart sank.


  Pierce looked around the room. Every frat brother was staring at him to see his response. Now he had to decide whether to live up to the challenge or back down. Neither choice thrilled him, but it only took a minute to realize he didn’t have a choice. “Good, because I so wanted to do this,” he told Peck.


  Peck’s smile faltered for the briefest second, and then it was back. Pierce had the distinct feeling that there was something he should know, but didn’t. Suddenly, he had lost his appetite, but he sat and ate so Peck wouldn’t know how anxious he was about his upcoming adventure.


  Once he was back in his room, Pierce logged onto the History channel website, clicked on SHOWS, and then ALONE. Once there, he went to the Menu and selected Bios and Packing Lists to see which ten additional items each contestant had taken with them on their challenge. Then he realized he had no idea where he was going. He needed to know that before he could decide on what to bring. In the first two seasons, all the contestants had been taken to Vancouver Island. Season Three had taken place in Patagonia. Neither of those was possible for him. For one thing, Vancouver was all the way out on the West coast and Patagonia was in South America. Both of those were outside the United States. He didn’t have a passport. So … in the U.S and on the East coast. It was going to have to be somewhere here in Maine. That made the most sense. But would it be on the coast, or inland? Salt or fresh water? That would make a difference in the gear he chose. A quick search on Google Earth confirmed what he thought. If he was going to be truly alone, it would have to be on a lake somewhere. The coast was just too well-traveled by tourists and fishing boats. He wasn’t even sure Peck was going to able to find a place isolated enough inland. With that bit of knowledge, he went back to the lists to make his selections.


  Pierce went looking for Peck the next morning to work out the details of the challenge. He had been thinking about it ever since the donations started to mount up and had some conditions he was going to insist on.


  Peck was sitting in the dining room with Stanley, his constant companion. They both grinned at Pierce when he walked in, but their grins disappeared when Pierce walked over and sat down with them.


  “You here to back out?” Peck asked, loud enough for everyone in the room to hear.


  “No, I’m here to work out the details. I’ve got some conditions.”


  Peck frowned at him and then grinned before answering. “What kind of conditions?”


  “First, I want to know where I’ll be doing this. It has to be in the U.S. because I don’t have a passport.”


  “No problem,” Peck responded. “I’m sure we can find a nice spot right here in Maine.”


  Pierce slid a printed list across the table. “Good. Here are the rest.”


  Peck just stared at the list without picking it up. Pierce read aloud from his copy so that everyone in the dining hall could hear the conditions he wanted placed on the challenge.


  


  A fresh water source must be available at the site


  Emergency medical aid must be available within 30 minutes of a call for assistance


  Scheduled pickup to be no later than noon on Day 31


  The two allotted fleece/wool shirts will be replaced by two long-sleeved flannel shirts (Reason – weather in Maine in summer)


  


  The following ten items selected from the optional items from the Alone website will be provided:


  1 saw


  1 axe


  1 multi-seasonal sleeping bag that fits within provided backpack


  1 2-quart cast iron pot, includes lid


  1 ferro rod set


  1 300-yard roll of nylon single filament fishing line (10# test) and 25 assorted hooks (no lures)


  1 primitive bow (60 pound pull) with 6 arrows (must be predominately made of wood)


  5 lbs of beef jerky (protein)


  2 lbs of rice and 1 lb of salt


  1 hunting knife


  After he was done, all eyes turned to Peck. “Fine,” Peck told him.


  “Here’s the list of equipment you slipped under my door. I’ve indicated the things I’ll pick up myself. I don’t want you buying me boots that are two sizes too small. I’ll send you a total cost and you can send the money to my PayPal account. You can get the rest of it.”


  “Fine,” Peck agreed again.


  “Good, we can start on July first. That will give you time to get the gear together and find a spot. We’ll meet back here then.”


  Without another word, Pierce went to his room to finish packing. He wanted to head for home and Katie as soon as graduation was over.


  Three


  The enormity of what he was doing set in as he watched his classmates march to the podium to receive their diplomas. It’s actually happening. It wasn’t the challenge he was thinking about, but what was occurring in his life. One phase of it was ending and another beginning. He wouldn’t be coming back here next year. He’d either be working, or looking for a job. He had years of work ahead of him. In the face of that, thirty-one days of solitude in the Maine woods would be a walk in the park. He’d really enjoyed camping as a kid. Before he had gone off to college he had spent most of his summers in the woods. By the time they called his name to come up for his diploma, he was actually getting excited about his coming adventure … and he had Peck, of all people, to thank for it.


  On the ride back home, Pierce thought about what he was going to do to get ready for his thirty-one days in the wild. Ordering and watching every episode of Alone was on top of his list. After that he planned to study every survival book he could lay his hands on. A guide to edible plants native to Maine was also something he needed. He wouldn’t be able to take it with him, but he could study it. Pierce didn’t know how many edible plants there were in Maine, but there could be hundreds he could eat if he could find and identify them. Katie was okay with it. She had been following everything on Facebook and Twitter and she wanted him to do it just to spite Peck. His biggest problem was going to be how to tell his parents what he was planning. His mom would be worried, and his dad would probably be all over his ass about finding a job.


  Pierce didn’t bring up the subject of the trip to his parents until two days after he was home. They were eating dinner when his dad asked him what his plans were for finding a job and, eventually, a place of his own.


  “I’m hoping to find a teaching position. I’ve already sent out a bunch of résumés. If I do get a teaching job, I won’t have to start until school starts in the fall.”


  “What are you going to do until then?” his mother asked.


  Pierce took a minute before answering. “I’m going to spend thirty-one days by myself in the woods up north.”


  “Why on earth would you want to do that?” his mother asked.


  “This is going to sound weird,” Pierce answered. Then he then told them about the challenge.


  His mother was completely against it, and had no problem telling him so. “Alone? With no shelter and nothing to eat? That’s ridiculous. I forbid it.”


  “Not so fast,” his father told her. “I think it’s a good idea.”


  Pierce and his mother were both shocked by his response.


  “If Pierce can do this, it will be good for him. It’ll show him he can depend on himself. And, if he can’t do it, he’ll learn a lot about himself. I wish I would have had a chance to do something like that when I was his age.”


  “You can’t be serious?” his mother answered.


  “Of course I’m serious. Good for you, Pierce.”


  “What about Katie? What does she think?” his mother asked, playing the girlfriend trick.


  “Oh, she’s all for it. She’s going to help me practice for it.”


  Nothing was said for the rest of the meal.


  The next morning his dad offered to help him with his plans. “Let’s take a trip to Barnes & Noble. I’ll buy you a couple of field guides you’re going to need.”


  “I can’t take them with me, you know.”


  “No, but you’ve got over a month to study them.”


  Pierce had to admit it was a good idea—he didn’t bother to tell his dad that he had already thought of it.


  “So tell me about this thing you’ve got going on and why you decided to do it,” his dad asked on the way to the mall.


  So Pierce did. He told him about watching Alone and the other survival shows, and Peck’s dare, and how it got out of hand on social media. “In the end I really had no choice. It was either agree to do it, or come off as a complete braggart and a phony.”


  “And that’s why you’re doing this?”


  “It was in the beginning, but now I’m actually excited about it. I want to prove to myself I can do it.”


  “Okay, so what can I do to help you?”


  “Nothing, I’m supposed to do this on my own.”


  “You need to stay in the woods on your own, you don’t have to prepare on your own.”


  “Maybe, but Katie’s already volunteered to help. But let me think about it.” Pierce told him as they arrived at the mall.


  “Dad, just park,” Pierce told his father after they had driven up and down three rows of cars looking for an open parking spot.


  “Where? The lot’s full?”


  “No it’s not,” Pierce answered. “There are plenty of spots out on the end. We don’t have to park right up in the front, you know.”


  “One more try,” his father insisted. “If I don’t find one on the next pass I’ll park out in no-man’s-land.”


  “There’s one,” his dad announced as he saw a red minivan backing out of a spot at the end of the row they had just entered. The van backed out and turned so it was facing them. Before they could get around it, a blue compact zipped into the space it had just vacated.


  “Shit,” Pierce’s father swore.


  “Dad … just park. It’s not that far a walk.”


  With a sigh of defeat, his dad pulled into an open space all the way at the end of the aisle.


  The walk to the store was still no more than a hundred yards. On the way, two cars backed out of their parking spaces. Pierce smiled, but didn’t say anything as they walked past the empty spots. One was right on the end of the row, the other was two spaces in. “Murphy’s Law,” his father commented and shook his head.


  Inside the Barnes & Noble store, Pierce had no idea where to look for field guides on edible plants in the Northeast. After five minutes of aimlessly wandering the aisles, he broke down and asked a girl who had just returned to the help desk. She directed him to the section he needed.


  After some serious consideration, he selected a copy of Leda Meredith’s Northeast Foraging from the shelf. Looking at the cover it appeared to be just what he was looking for—“120 wild and flavorful edibles from beach plums to wineberries.” More important was the blurb at the bottom of the cover—“A book that wild food gatherers of all skill levels will want to own.” He really liked the “all skill levels” part. When he opened it, he was pleased to find it was categorized by seasons. He would be there for
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