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I reached Grampa’s house. I had a lot to tell him, after my meeting with the wolf and the snakes and the hungry rabbits. I knocked on the door:

“Hi, Grampa, I’m here. Sylvia.”

“What took you so long?”

“Oh, I’ve got a lot to tell you! I brought you some muffins. Mom made some special Fourth of July muffins with raspberry and blueberry filling, and fluffy white frosting. Let me make some tea, and then you can hear the whole story.”

“First you’d better call your mom. She called before you got here. She’s worried. She thought you’d be here a half hour ago.”

“I would have been; but I met some critters along the way. Some blue jays, a couple of snakes, a wolf, and some hungry rabbits. I’ll need to use your phone. I threw mine to the wolf so it could call a doctor about the splinter in his paw.”

“OK, here you go. I’ll just start on these muffins...wait, there are only six here. When your mom called she said she sent a dozen.”

“Well, I had to share. I’ll tell you about it after I talk to Mom.”

Mom picked up right away.

“Oh, it’s you! I saw Dad’s number...why aren’t you using your own phone?”

“I would, but the wolf still has it. I tossed my phone to it so it could call a doctor about the splinter in its paw, and then I ran off before it finished dialing. Just in case, I thought; I don’t really trust wolves. I tossed it a muffin, too.”

“Well, thank goodness you’re OK. I worry about you out in the woods by yourself like that.”

“Mom, I’m a big girl now. I can take care of myself. And you’ve given me a lot of instruction about self-defense, too. No need for you to be concerned.”

“Maybe not, but just the same, I can’t help thinking something could happen.”

“If I just sat at home playing with my e-gadgets, something would happen, too. I’d get lazy and out of shape. I need to go for walks as often as I can.”

“I suppose so. Just be careful on your way home. That wolf is still out there, and who knows what it might try.”

“OK. The teakettle’s boiling. I need to make tea, and tell Grampa all about my trip over here. He wants to know what happened to the other six muffins.”

“OK. You can tell me, too, when you get home.”

“Will do. ‘Bye, now”

“Bye”

So I made tea and started to tell Grampa about the blue jays I met, who had to have some muffin crumbs. And the wolf. And the snakes. And the hungry rabbits and the chipmunk.

“So by the time I got here, half of them were gone,” I told him.

“I suppose you had to give the wolf one. That probably kept it distracted ‘til you were far enough away for it to lose interest. With that injured paw, it probably needed a snack that it didn’t have to chase and catch, too. Good thinking. But you don’t have to feed all the other animals on the way over here. They get spoiled, and expect handouts all the time.”

“True, they do. But it’s too late now.”

“Here’s your tea. Sugar, cream?” “

Just sugar, thanks. And I’ll start with a couple of those muffins. They look delicious.”

So I served his tea and muffins, and we sat down for our snack. I had a muffin as well, and a glass of milk.

“Shall I make some pancakes?” I asked.

“No thanks. I don’t have any eggs; I don’t like them so well if they aren’t made with eggs.”

“I’ll ask Mom to send some eggs with me next time.”

Just then there was a loud knock at the door. “GRRR...Sylvia, I know you’re in there. Your grandfather’s house is easy to find; you left that muffin scent all the way. I tracked you down. Open up, I’ll give you your phone back.” It was the wolf! “What shall I do, Grampa? Do you think it’s safe to open the door?” I asked.

“That voice doesn’t sound friendly to me,” said Grampa. “I’m not in the mood to fight, either. Tell the wolf to leave the phone on the doorstep, and that you’ll pick it up later.”

So that’s what I said. And the wolf growled again.

“Open up, I want to talk to you.”

“No, I don’t want to talk. Just leave the phone and go on home. Wasn’t Mercy flights going to come and get you, by the way?” I asked, as I remembered its injured paw.  

“No, I was going to call my doctor, but I ended up getting help from a woodpecker, who was happy to pull out the splinter for me. He said it was not much of a challenge compared to drilling holes in trees, and he actually enjoyed helping.”

“OK, leave my phone, and move along now. Grampa and I have a lot of catching up to do,” I said.

So for a minute or so everything was quiet. Then the wolf moved to the window and started hammering on that. “

“Sylvia, I need to talk to you.”

“It might break the glass and come through the window,” I said to Grampa.

“I’ve got these strong wooden window blinds. I’ll just close them,” Grampa responded. And he did. The next sound was of a large rock crashing through the window, followed by the tinkle of shattered glass falling.

“I can’t huff and puff and blow your house down, but I can break through those wooden window blinds of Grampa’s,” growled the wolf.

It began hammering at the wood with what sounded like an even bigger stone.

“They’re not as strong as he thinks. I need to talk to you.”

“You can talk from out there,” I said.

Instead of answering, the wolf just hammered some more and the blinds began to shudder.

“It might be able to get through,” I said. “I’ll bet those weren’t designed to be wolfproof.”

“Well, they’re the best defense we’ve got,” said Grampa. “I’ll get the skillet just in case, and hit it on the head if it does get through.”

“OK. My mom gave me something for emergencies, too. I keep it in my apron pocket,” I said. “It’s called the Stun One. It’s like a mini cattle prod, only it’s used to immobilize attackers. I’m only supposed to use it as a very last resort.”

I unzipped my apron pocket and fished it out to show him.

“If it gets in here and starts to bite, I’d say go ahead and use this thing,” Grampa said as he examined my weapon, a silvery bar about 5 or 6 inches long, with a push button on one end. “I hope it works; it looks kind of small.”

“I’ve never tested it, but Mom thinks it’s pretty powerful. It delivers an electrical shock. That’s why she said ‘only as a last resort’,” I replied, as I put it back in my pocket.

Just then a still bigger rock hit the blinds, and the wood began to splinter.

“Get ready,” said Grampa, as he lifted the skillet high above his head and moved to one side of the window.

I moved to the opposite side of the window with my weapon at the ready. The wolf hit the blinds two more times and it was obvious it would be upon us before much longer.

“Can’t stop me now,” it growled.

But as it spoke there was a knock at the door.

“Who’s there?” asked Grampa.

“Tony’s Pizzeria. Pizza delivery for Sylvia Hood,” said a voice from the other side of the door. “I’m Tray, the delivery guy.”

“I didn’t order any pizza,” I said. “

It’s my pizza,” growled the wolf. “I ordered a Tony’s Combo.”

“Are you Sylvia?” asked the voice at the door.

“Big Bad Sylvia,” growled the wolf. “It’s my pizza.”

“You must have used my phone to call for a pizza. You stole my identity! The police will arrest you,” I told the wolf.

Grampa moved to the door and opened it. “Come on in, Tray, and let’s settle this inside,” he said. “My, that pizza smells good.”

The pizza delivery guy turned out to be a young man of about college age. Brown eyes, sandy hair, deep tan complexion. Tall and handsome, I couldn’t help noticing. For a moment I forgot about the wolf about to break through the window.

“Hello, I’m Sylvia,” I said, extending my hand.

“Come in,” said Grampa.

Tray was carrying a large box, which he opened as he walked through the door. The words ‘Tony’s Pizzeria’ were emblazoned on the side. As the box opened, the fragrance of hot, fresh pizza became intense. I could see he had at least two pizzas in it. Maybe three.

“That’s quite a container!” I said.

“Yes, it’s insulated and it keeps pizzas piping hot for a long time. I have a hot pack that I keep in there with them, too. It has a slow-release of heat, so they’re always just right when I deliver them. It fits in the basket on the back of my electric tricycle.”

He opened the door again and showed me his delivery vehicle. Shiny, new, beautiful.

“My trike has a range of 25 miles on a charge,” he said. “Perfect for forest pizza deliveries. I just got it last week and it’s made my job ten times easier.”

There was a thump on the floor in the room behind me. I whirled around to see the wolf, who had made it through the window and fallen to the floor. It snarled, teeth flashing, as it found its footing and moved toward us. Grampa slammed the skillet down on its shoulders, but the wolf didn’t seem to notice. I fumbled in my apron pocket, and drew out the Stun One. Before I could use it, Tray grabbed one of the hot pizzas and slammed it into the wolf’s face with all his might.  

The wolf let out a blood-curdling howl and bounded through the door and out into the forest. As it ran, I noticed that it dropped my cell phone.

“Thank goodness you came along when you did!” I said to Tray.

“Whose pizza did you use on the wolf?” asked Grampa.

“I didn’t order a pizza,” I repeated.

“Well, you paid for one,” said Tray.

He showed me his own phone with the details of the order and payment. I retrieved my phone and checked it. Sure enough, there was a pizza order that had been deducted from my account. There was another order, too, for a huge bag of dog food to be delivered to “Wolf ’s den, Deep Forest path, Mile Three.”

“Now I can call the cops,” I said, dialing 911.

“911, what is your emergency?” I heard over the phone.

“We just dealt with the emergency. There was a wolf in the house; he ran off into the forest with hot cheese all over his face.”

“So there’s no emergency?”

I told her no, the emergency was over unless the wolf decided to come back.

“File a report with the police, then. You can file a report at the precinct in town – you’ll need to bring your ID; or you can go online to the local-cops-dot-org website. Fill out the online report form; or you can call the number on their website to speak to an officer.”

“The police should be able to track it down using the delivery information,” said Tray.

Tray turned to Grampa. “To answer your question,” he said, “The pizza I hit it with was a spare cheese pizza that I like to carry along, in case I meet any other customers. Sometimes when they smell the pizza I’m delivering, other people want one, too; it pays to have an extra.”

Grampa turned to me. “I want a pizza,” he said. “You wasted half of the muffins you were supposed to be bringing me. Come on, accept the pizza delivery. Let’s eat.”

“OK. I won’t contest that order,” I said, under the influence of the delicious fragrance. “But I’m not going to pay for the bag of dog food. I’m going to contact the bank right after I deal with the police about this.”

“I won’t charge you for the pizza I used on the wolf,” Tray said as he handed Grampa the pizza.

“Let’s eat,” said Grampa. “Come on Tray. If you don’t have another delivery here in the forest, you may as well join us.”

“Sure. This was my last delivery. I do have to take this other one home with me to my mom, but that’s all I have on the agenda for the day. I’m off the clock now that this delivery is done.”

“Super. Oh, I see it’s got everything on it, nice thick crust, and it’s already sliced.”

“Wait ‘til you taste it,” said Tray.

I got out three plates and some napkins and set the table for us. I poured more tea for Grampa and me and a cup for Tray. The pizza was as tasty as it smelled.

“Mm-mm, I’m going to buy all my pizzas from you guys from now on,” said Grampa.

“Thanks,” said Tray. “We’ll be happy to deliver them, whenever you’d like. Here’s our card, with the number.”

Grampa told him about the muffins, and how I’d managed to fritter away half of them on the way over. “You’re much more professional about your deliveries,” he said.

“Well,” I said, “If you’d had to walk all the way from my place, I’ll bet either one of you guys would’ve lost a muffin or two yourselves. You shouldn’t criticize me for something you haven’t tried doing yourself. Grampa, if you didn’t have arthritis, I’d ask Mom to tell you to come and get your own muffins, next time.”

“More tea, anyone?” I asked.

“No, thanks. I need to be going back to town,” said Tray.

“No, thanks, I’ve had plenty,” said Grampa. “Thanks for the pizza, by the way, Sylvia. And Tray, thanks for the quick thinking when the wolf showed up. Here’s a tip for you.” He shoved a couple of bills into Tray’s hand.

I expected Tray would be leaving, but he turned to me and said, “Would you like for me to escort you into town, just in case the wolf might be lurking around out there? It’s safer for people to travel in pairs.”

“I’d better ask Mom,” I said. “She has a thing about me going out with people she doesn’t know.”

“I’m in favor,” said Grampa. “I’d feel better knowing Sylvia had someone with her.”

“I’ll bet the wolf is holding a grudge. I’d really appreciate the company,” I said. “Let’s see what Mom thinks.” So I called and told Mom about Tray, and how he had saved Grampa and me from the wolf.

“Tony’s Pizzeria? I think I know the owner. Anthony. He was in my class in high school. We voted him ‘most likely to succeed’. Every time I go by there, I want to stop in and ask him how his business is going, but I’m always too busy. Let me talk to Tray for a minute.”

So I handed the phone to Tray. “Yes, he’s the guy. He’s my uncle,” I heard Tray tell her. “The business is doing really well. He’s thinking of expanding and opening another one, as a matter of fact, in another town...Yes, Sylvia and I will take care of each other on the way to your place. Yes, I’ll come in and we can talk when we get there.” Tray gave the phone back to me.

“Your Mom says it’s OK. She wants to meet me,” he said.

”Hi, Mom. Tray and I will be starting out in a few minutes. I’m sure we’ll be fine.”

“Alright. I’m happy you’re not going to be alone with the wolf on the prowl. Just remember, though. Tray is a guy. I’m pretty sure he’s trustworthy, if he’s like his uncle. Tony was always a gentleman. But you stay in touch and be sure your Stun One is handy, just in case - not just for the wolf. Call me if anything. And let me know if Tray does or says anything he shouldn’t.”

“OK, Mom, there’s nothing to worry about. We’ll stay in touch.” I hung up.

“She’s always so afraid something bad is going to happen. She ought to know better than anyone that I’m grown up now.” “

You’re only a little more than 16,” Grampa said. “You’ve got quite a bit to learn yet.”

“We’ll be fine, Grampa,” I said. “I’ve got another hot pizza in the box, just in case,” said Tray.

“OK, you two had better get going. If you stay too long it will start to get dark. And there are some clouds out there. The forecast mentions a possible thunderstorm.”

We started out. Tray rode along beside me as we returned to town. Tray wanted to let me drive, but I had trouble controlling the tricycle. I was afraid of damaging it or getting it upset and spilling the pizza he was taking back to his mother. I was anxious about tipping over or running into a tree or a rock or a big bump. So for the most part, Tray just coasted along beside me and I walked. It’s only about two miles from Grampa’s house to the town, and we found quite a bit to talk about. The time flew. Tray told me about his uncle Tony and who had learned the pizza business from his own uncle. Like Tray he had started out by doing deliveries. After that he learned to serve customers and handle the cash register. Then he learned to do cleanup and maintenance. Finally his uncle taught him to make pizzas, from scratch, and shared all his special recipes. After a couple of years Tony knew all aspects of the business. Then he chose what he thought would be a good location and opened his own shop. Tray was hoping to do something similar. But he wanted to go to college, too.

“That’s going to take some co-ordination,” I said.

“Yes. I don’t know whether to start school right away, or wait a year or so until I’ve learned everything my uncle would like to teach me.”

As we were talking the clouds had been thickening and the forest began to get dark. Tray turned on the headlight on the trike. Suddenly, there was a huge thunderclap.

“I think Grampa was right. It’s going to rain!” I said.

“Don’t worry, I’ve got an umbrella,” said Tray. “What do you plan to do when you graduate?” he asked me.

“Mom says I should go to college, too. I don’t know what I’d study, though. School is boring. Nothing really interests me that much.”

“Maybe you could be a business major. Then you’d have lots of opportunities when you graduate.”

“I don’t know. Business is boring, too,” I said.

“Not the way Uncle Tony does business. It’s pretty intense. You should come in to the pizza place. It’s really hopping most of the time. You’ll see: Never a dull moment!”

I felt a raindrop. Then another.

“It’s starting to rain,” I said. "I hope you’re ready to get out that umbrella!”

The umbrella was in a holder attached to the frame that held the insulated pizza box. Tray reached back and pulled it out with a flourish. “This was a birthday present from Uncle Tony,” Tray said. “He figured I might run into bad weather from time to time.” Tray pushed a button, and the umbrella unfurled with a loud pop.

“Pretty fancy,” I commented.

Tray handed it to me so I could look it over

“Nice and sturdy, too. And notice there are little openings. Pull it toward you, so the wind catches it a little.”

I did as instructed, and saw that little gaps opened in the fabric next to the seams.

“That’s to keep it from getting ruined if a gust of wind catches it. I’ve had it in windy weather a couple of times so far, and it hasn’t suffered any damage.”

“That’s great,” I said. “I’ve lost a couple of umbrellas in wind gusts. It really made me mad. Having to replace the umbrella and getting soaking wet to boot.”

“I know. That’s infuriating. But I don’t think it’s going to happen with this one. You can carry it if you want. I have to steer the trike.”

“Thanks,” I said. “That’s really nice, but I’ll put it down for now. There are just a few drops so far.”

I furled up the umbrella and put it back in its holder. As we continued on our way, the rain remained just a light sprinkle, with occasional flashes of lightning and thunderclaps.

“Tray...”

“What?”

“How long have we been on our way? It’s getting darker. The trail is getting bumpier, and it feels like we’re going uphill. The way home is slightly downhill, all the way from Grampa’s house to town, and it isn’t this rocky.”

Tray switched on the trike’s headlamp. The trail led uphill, it had narrowed, and it didn’t look familiar.

I saw a sign attached to a tree trunk: “Wolf ’s Den this way,” with an arrow pointing in the direction we were going.

“We must be on the Deep Forest Path,” I said. “We’d better turn around.”

“I think you’re right. Let’s go back the way we came. We must have come to a fork in the trail and not even noticed while we were talking. Sorry. You’d better call your mom and tell her you’ll be a little late.”

I pulled out my phone as Tray made a 180-degree U-Turn. Back the other way. The light from the headlamp hit each tree, making eerie moving shadows as the trike turned. Then again it illuminated the pathway as we straightened out. I never had a chance to complete my call: A few feet ahead of us was a figure standing in the middle of the path. It was the wolf!

“Coming to see me, Sylvia?” it growled. “Changed your mind? Why?”

My throat tightened. I was scared and I couldn’t say anything at first. What big, glowing golden eyes it had! What huge ears!

Tray responded first. “We got off on the wrong path.”

The wolf smiled, showing enormous teeth. It growled again, and moved closer. “I need to talk to you, Sylvia.”

It was drooling. As it approached I could smell strong doggie breath: Its most recent meal must have been rotten.

“Move back a little, please, you stink.”

I could barely get the words out.

That was not a friendly smile. What did it want? Was it still angry about the hot pizza? I could see fragments of cheese still stuck to the fur below its ears, and under its chin. Everything else was already cleaned off. The wolf stood its ground. It even took a half-step toward us.

“My pups are hungry,” it growled.

“Go catch a rabbit,” Tray responded.

“Rabbits are fast,” growled the wolf. “My mate’s been gone a long time. He said he’d go fetch some pigs, but we haven’t seen him since. Anything helps. I know you’ve got another pizza. Don’t you try to hit me with it; just hand it over, nice and slow.”

“No way,” said Tray.

“Sylvia, we need to talk,” it said again.

At that moment the rain, which had been fine drops, barely a dribble, became more noticeable, then quickly turned into a downpour. I pulled out Tray’s umbrella as fast as I could, and pushed the button. I saw Tray beginning to move toward the pizza box, but there was no need: The umbrella opened with a pop. A moment later there was a brilliant flash of lightning.

The wolf jumped in the air. Next there was a deafening crash of thunder. “I’m hit,” the wolf shrieked, clutching its head.

It bolted away among the trees and disappeared.

A strong wind began whipping the trees around. Leaves and branches pelted us. Tray and I didn’t discuss what to do: We hurried as fast as we could. I scurried along beside the tricycle most of the way, since I still didn’t think I could drive. This time, we didn’t miss our turn, and were soon on the trail toward the town and my place. The rain, and more leaves and branches, showered us most of the way. We stopped once under a big tree, so I could rest and catch my breath.

“It’s a mama wolf,” I said.

“Yep. Or so it claimed.”

“I wonder what it wanted to talk to me about.”

“Doesn’t matter. It can talk to someone else,” Tray responded.

“I wish I had some bacon for the babies,” I said.

“We can’t worry about its problems. We need to take care of our own families,” said Tray.

“Doesn’t your uncle Tony use bacon on some of his pizzas?” I continued. “We could...”

“Forget it. Not our problem,” Tray said. “I’ll bet your Grampa is getting wet right now,” he continued. “We didn’t help him fix the window the wolf broke. We should’ve nailed up some boards, at least. I’ll go back out there tomorrow and see what I can do.”

“We’ll need to order some new glass, and probably some new blinds.”  

“I’ll take a look and see what’s broken. I’ll measure the window, too.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Let me know what we need to buy and I’ll have Mom order it.”

I called my mom to tell her what happened. She was mad.

“You need to pay close attention when you’re out there. That boy is too much of a distraction for you...both of you, get home right now!”

“Mom, it was probably my fault for not watching the way. Not his. Remember. He doesn’t go down that path very often.”

She ignored me and kept on talking about how Grampa had influenced her to let me go with Tray, and what a mistake that turned out to be.

I hung up, and Tray and I got back on the trail and hustled the rest of the way as fast as we could.

She was still mad when we got home. The moment we walked in the door she began to give Tray a piece of her mind and warn him about leading her daughter into dangerous situations. She went on and on.

“I thought I could trust you,” she said, finally. “I’m extremely disappointed.”

I suppose she had to be mad at somebody. But I wished she wouldn’t be so upset with Tray. It really wasn’t his fault.

“I’m sorry,” he said as he closed the umbrella carefully, trying not to shake it, but it still left a damp constellation on the floor.

Mom’s eyes flicked toward it—no comment—but I knew I’d be mopping up after Tray was gone.

“Remember, he saved me from the wolf at Grampa’s house. He would have saved me again out in the forest, if the wolf hadn’t panicked and run away first.”

“It’s OK,” said Tray. “Your mom’s right. I needed to be more alert.”

“Of course I’m right. That forest can be dangerous.” She started up again, and scolded Tray for a couple more minutes.

“I’m sorry, Ms. Hood,” he said again and moved back to the door.

“’Bye, Sylvia. I’m sorry about getting us off on the wrong path. I enjoyed talking with you. I’ve got to get home. Mom expects that pizza for dinner.”

“At least we didn’t get wet. Isn’t this a great umbrella?” he asked as he stepped out into the rain and popped it open.

“’Bye, Tray,” I said. “Thanks, again.”

Mom’s complaints didn’t stop after Tray left. She carried on for quite a while; but at last she changed topics with a look that said she’d been waiting to spring this on me.

“Good news: I’m going to make some extra money. I go in to work tomorrow. The temp agency called me to work at the equipment rental shop, since their cashier is going to be on leave. Just a few days. Of course, this means I’ll be out of the house during working hours for the next four days.”

She handed me a clipboard with a checklist. “I’ve made up a list of chores for you. There’s something for each day I’m gone. You’ll probably be able to get them done before noon each day; then you can go to the library or the park, whichever you like. You’ll have free time ‘til 5 o’clock.”

Tuesday


•  Wash, dry, and fold towels

•  Clean out refrigerator and freezer (check expiration dates; get rid of old stuff)

•  Take out trash

•  Vacuum living room


Wednesday


•  Wash any clothes in the hamper, dry them, and hang in closet

•  Clean bathroom mirrors

•  Wash living room window


Thursday


•  Mop kitchen and bathroom

•  Wipe all countertops

•  Dust shelves

•  Organize food cupboards (discard expired items)


Friday


•  Clean out under the kitchen sink

•  Organize all cleaning products

•  Wipe fronts of kitchen cabinets

•  Wipe fronts and tops of the refrigerator and kitchen range



“These are all things I’d be doing if I were at home,” she said. “I’m glad you’ll be here to take care of them for me.”

“Mom! Are you sure you’d get all this done?” I asked. “This is a lot of work!”

I felt like my week had just been ruined—and that she was taking advantage of me.

“I know you can handle it. You’re a big girl; there’s nothing on the list you haven’t done before. You’ll notice there are a couple of things I’ve been putting off, but I had them on my schedule for this week. I’m talking about the fridge and freezer—I hate cleaning those. I’ll pay you for your work.”

“... OK.”

That sweetened things a little, though I still felt like my free time was being hijacked. After all, there’s only one summer vacation each year—and when it’s over, it’s over.

“Can I change the list a little bit?”

“What do you mean?”

“I might want to do the food cupboards the same day I do the fridge and freezer. Then I’ll only have one batch of expired stuff to throw out. And instead of vacuuming on Tuesday, I could do that on Thursday. I’d still do the same number of chores—just rearranged. I bet I could finish earlier and have more free time.”

“Sure, no problem,” Mom agreed. “You can switch things around a little if it’s easier for you. Just remember—the trash has to go out tomorrow, Tuesday, or we get to live with it another week. We don’t want that.”

“Right. This is all, then? You won’t add anything else? Remember, I’m on my summer vacation.”

“You’re right. Nothing else. Sorry, but I need your help. We both need the money I’ll be earning.”

I was still less than enthusiastic about my unexpected workload, in spite of the payment Mom had promised. After all, I already had some regular chores cutting into my time—I took care of the yard and did a good job of it. And I brought treats to Grampa on occasion, too.

But the thought that Mom would have extra money for a while made me feel better about it. She’d be buying school supplies for me soon, and I was looking forward to some new clothes. Now she might even have enough to take us out to a café... or maybe to the pizzeria. H-mm...

I went to sleep happy, thinking about how we might spend Mom’s money.

But in the middle of the night, I suddenly woke up. I saw the big ears, the huge teeth, and the enormous eyes of the wolf. I heard it growling: “I need to talk to you, Sylvia.”

For a moment I was terrified—but when I sat up and looked around the room, I realized I’d been dreaming.

There was no wolf anywhere. But I started thinking about what it had said earlier. What did it want to talk to me about, anyhow? Did it still need something? Did it really have hungry puppies? What had happened to its mate?

I remembered the dog food order I’d seen on my phone. I hadn’t canceled it. I wondered if it was too late.

The money in my account came from my mom, who paid me for my yard work. I didn’t have much, and I’d need that money when school started. But now Mom had a job.

I decided not to worry about the order—and just let the bag of dog food be delivered to the wolf’s den.
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Mom woke me up just before she left for work.

“There’s some hot oatmeal and toast for you on the table, and I poured a glass of milk, too. I have to leave now. I’ll see you this afternoon, a little after five. Get up now and start your chores so you’ll have the afternoon free.”

“O-o-oh, is it morning already? OK, I’ll get up,” I groaned.

I really didn’t want to get up—but what she said made sense. An early start was the best way to deal with the chores.

“’Bye now,” said Mom. “Love you. Don’t forget to lock the door when you leave the house.”

“OK, I will. Love you, too. Have a good day at the new job. See you this afternoon.”

I got up and got dressed. I heard her leave as I was combing my hair. By the time I got to the breakfast table, she was long gone. There was a ten-dollar bill clipped to the clipboard beside my cereal bowl.

“That’s nice,” I thought. “But it probably means she wants the fridge and freezer cleaned this morning.”

I started looking through the list. I decided I could improve the way she’d planned my work. As soon as I finished my cereal, I grabbed a pencil and started making a few changes.

“I’ll get the food cupboards done this morning, too,” I said to myself. “Then I can throw out all the old stuff at once.”

So I moved the food cupboards to Tuesday and the vacuuming to Thursday. I decided to shift all the laundry tasks to Wednesday, and dust shelves on Tuesday instead of washing towels. I was confident that dusting wouldn’t take much time at all.

“This looks better,” I thought.

I finished my breakfast, cleaned my dishes, and set to work. My Tuesday-morning schedule now looked like this:

Tuesday


•  Wash, dry, and fold towels

•  Dust shelves

•  Clean out refrigerator and freezer (check expiration dates; get rid of old stuff)

•  Take out trash

•  Organize food cupboards (discard expired items)

•  Vacuum living room



“Piece of cake,” I said to myself as I started on the freezer. “I’ll do this first, then the food cupboards. I’ll dust the shelves in there as I organize. Then I’ll toss the garbage and do the rest of the dusting.”

I’d been working maybe half an hour when the phone rang. It was Tray.

“Are you planning to visit Grampa this afternoon? I was thinking of driving out there with my tape measure to see what size window he needs. I’ll take a roll of plastic sheeting and a stapler, too—tack that up to keep him dry until the window’s fixed. Want to help?”

“Of course. You’re helping Mom and me, actually. She’s busy this week and won’t be able to do anything for him. As soon as I finish my housework, I’ll come out and meet you.”

So I hurried. The freezer and fridge were cleaned in nothing flat. Mom would be proud. The food cupboards were cleaned...and expired items sorted out in record time. I operated the duster faster than any professional. It was only 11:30 when I finished.

Now to toss everything in the trash and haul it out to the dumpster.

Suddenly, I thought of the wolf. Hungry puppies. Maybe I could help.

There was that big, old chunk of bacon I’d found in the freezer—it had been there for four years. Would it still be OK for a wolf? What about the frozen meat loaf? The expired macaroni and cheese? The ramen noodles from the food cupboard?

A hungry wolf might like them.

I could bag the food, put it in my basket, and take it out to the Deep Forest Path. I’d hang it from the Wolf’s Den sign. The wolf would probably find it there—and I’d still have plenty of time to get to Grampa’s place to help Tray.

Multitasking! I thought.

So that’s what I did. I emptied the trash, grabbed my basket and a bag, filled them—and a couple of apron pockets—with the salvaged items, locked the door, and started out for the forest.

But I didn’t get very far down the trail.

A small group of people was milling around. Two or three middle-aged folks in suits, and a couple of younger ones
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