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Chapter One

 


Maybe if I hadn’t downed that last
shot of tequila, I would’ve noticed Dad sitting at the desk as I
climbed through my bedroom window. Instead, I tumbled over the sill
and thumped to the floor with all the grace of a 118-pound bowling
ball, my nose landing inches from a brown loafer. Dad’s brown
loafer. Uh-oh.

I rose to my knees and swayed. My
brain scrambled. How could I talk my way out of this one? The frown
twisting Dad’s mouth didn’t help in the inspiration department. My
stomach lurched. I stumbled to my feet and ran for the bathroom,
managing to lift the toilet lid as my insides volcanoed
out.

When my Mount St. Helens impersonation
wound down to dry heaves, Dad spoke from the doorway. “Clean
yourself up, Nicki. Then get packed.” His voice sounded as cold as
the tile beneath my knees.

I grabbed the rim of the toilet bowl
and looked up at him. “What?”

Dad’s face loomed pale in the hall
light. “I said you need to pack your stuff. Now.”

“But, it’s the middle of
the night.”

“I know. Why do you think
we’re having this conversation?” He took a noisy breath. “Listen
up. You’re going to your grandfather’s for the summer and I don’t
want to hear any argument. Pack your boots, wool socks, and that
heavy jacket of yours. It’s cold there.”

Caught somewhere between the tequila
fog and reality, I rubbed my face. It sure felt real. “Why am I
going to Grandpa’s?”

“We talked about this. But
you broke the rules anyway. Again.” He crossed his arms over his
broad chest. “I know you snuck out two weeks ago.”

“I—”

“I don’t want to hear your
excuses. Obviously, grounding you isn’t getting the job
done.”

I slumped back on my haunches. Though
most of the booze was out, Dad’s words twisted my insides. “So,
you’re shipping me off to Grandpa’s? I screw up and you send me
away? How’s that fair?”

“Fair?” Dad stepped into
the bathroom, his voice rising to a roar. “You want to talk about
fair? In a fair world, I’d have two daughters. In a fair world,
you’d have two parents. Life isn’t fair. You should know that by
now.” His large hands balled into fists and he grimaced. In the
half-light, he no longer looked like my dad. “Get packed. You’ve
got fifteen minutes.”

I staggered to my feet and leaned
against the sink. After rinsing my mouth and face, I tottered back
to my room, ripping off my top on the way. I grabbed clean clothes
from the dresser and pulled on a tank top then covered the
eight-inch scar running along the inside of my right arm with a
long sleeve shirt.

Inside the closet, I pushed aside the
shoes piled on my duffle bag. Then the grizzly in my gut bit down
and I doubled over. After several deep breaths, the pain eased. I
straightened and wiped my damp upper lip. Whenever Dad roared, the
gut grizzly roared, too.

Dad knew I wouldn’t dig in my heels. I
may have been the queen of the late night sneak-out, but I was no
fighter. Dad was the one always ready to rumble. Normally I was
pretty good at hiding the kind of stuff that set him off. Not that
we spent much time together. I hadn’t seen him this mad
since—

My stomach twisted again.

No. Thinking about that was a mistake.
My insides were like a giant knot already. I took a deep breath,
wiped the tears from my cheeks, and started shoving clothes inside
the duffle. Before hauling my bags to the back door, I tucked my
iPod into the knapsack’s outer zipper compartment then patted my
pocket to make sure my phone was still there.

I must’ve set some kind of speed
record for packing. Dad hustled me, my duffle, and my knapsack out
to the car fifteen minutes later. Once I got belted in, it hit me:
I’d crossed the line Dad cared about most. A deep crease bisected
his forehead. His jaw looked carved from stone. I closed my eyes,
wishing I could hit ‘rewind’ and get a do-over for the night. The
party hadn’t even been fun. At least not for me. Watching Gemma
with her arms around my sort-of boyfriend wasn’t my idea of a good
time. It was also why I drank so much.

A stay at Grandpa’s looked
unavoidable. But, getting sent away for the whole summer because I
snuck out twice? Over-react much? Typical Dad move. I slid a glance
his way; he looked mad enough to chew concrete. It’d be better to
wait until he calmed down before I tried pleading my
case.

To show him I was mad, too, I tried
forty-five minutes of stony silence as we sped north through the
pre-dawn darkness. I wasn’t sure he noticed. Somewhere along the
way, I nodded off. I woke when Dad pulled into a drive-through
south of LAX. Without a glance in my direction, he placed our
order.

After exchanging money for food at the
next window, he finally spoke to me. “Here.” He passed me a
breakfast burrito then zoomed out of the shopping center, one hand
holding his meal, the other gripping the wheel.

The last thing I wanted to do was eat.
At least half my inner knots were still securely tied. The night’s
beer and tequila binge wasn’t helping my stomach either. Slumped,
knees against the dashboard, I pinched off a small circle of
tortilla. Steam rose, carrying the smell of cheese. My stomached
lurched. I rewrapped the burrito and set it on the floor near my
knapsack. Dad hadn’t bothered to tell them to hold the cheese. I
stared at his iron jaw then looked out the passenger window. The
sun was cresting the horizon, turning the housing tracts pink and
gold as we whizzed by.

North of Bakersfield, tall glass
buildings gave way to squat stucco homes, every mile bringing me
closer to a summer with Grandpa. The knots in my midsection
tightened. I tried to breathe past them. When Dad was good and
pissed, fighting back never fixed things. That much I knew. Maybe I
could talk him into reducing my sentence, only spend half the
summer in exile. Get home before Gemma helped Scott forget all
about me. I gulped then turned to look at him. “I shouldn’t have
snuck out and gone to Gemma’s. It was stupid. But I didn’t know it
would turn into a party. And I’d already spent the whole first day
of vacation cooped up in the house. I only wanted to have some
fun.”

“Fun?” The car veered into
the next lane. A horn blared. Dad jerked the wheel, bringing us
back between the lines. “You and your friends were drinking,
smoking pot. I saw the photos.”

I’d rip Gemma a new one for posting
those. Talk about stupid.

Oh no. A fuzzy memory took shape: me
laughing my ass off while Gemma and I huddled over her iPhone. Had
I been idiot enough to help her? Talk about the dangers of alcohol.
“You should see the stuff other kids post.”

“Other kids aren’t my
concern. You are.”

When I wasn’t grounded, Dad gave me a
lot of freedom. I chalked that up to his sadness over our
Incredible Shrinking Family. But pot and alcohol were a big
constant ‘no.’ Last summer, when I turned sixteen, he’d grown
increasingly rabid on the topic. The result of
Single-Surviving-Child Syndrome. Okay, not a documentable
condition, but real in my world. Still, maybe this was fixable.
“You’re right. I’m sorry. It was immature.” Dad liked me to strive
for maturity.

“Immature? Try stupid. Try
dangerous. This isn’t the first time. Or the second. I hoped that
you… After what we’ve been through…” He shook his head. “I can’t
even talk to you right now.”

So that was that. No turning back.
Chugging along in Dad’s Smart Car with everything I owned – well,
everything I was able to pack in fifteen minutes – shoved behind my
seat and in a knapsack at my feet. Heading to some kind of midpoint
for the state: Nowheresville, California. Dad says I met Grandpa
when I was four, but I don’t remember. Obviously he didn’t care
much about me – he never sent birthday cards or presents. Never
called. Not even after the fire.

* * * *

I jerked awake, stared out the
dirt-spattered window. The two-lane road was empty except for our
car parked on the shoulder. No nearby buildings, just a lot of
trees and bushes. I checked the time. Over six hours had passed
since we left home. My brain banged against the inside of my skull.
I should’ve asked Dad for an extra soda when we stopped for gas. Or
not drunk so much last night. “Where are we?”

“Your grandfather’s
picking you up here.” Dad checked his watch. “We’re a couple
minutes early.”

I must’ve dozed through half the
state. Hard to believe I fell asleep with my feet jammed under the
knapsack and tension pretzeling my guts. “You can’t be serious
about this. I screwed up. But sending me off with a stranger…
That’s way too harsh.”

“He’s not a
stranger.”

“Right. I feel super-close
to the guy. I don’t even know what he looks like.”

“You’re staying with your
grandfather. End of discussion.” Dad pulled off his sunglasses and
massaged the bridge of his nose. “When he gets here, don’t try to
drag things out. He hates coming in to the city.”

I glanced at the dusty road and
scrub-covered hills. “What city?” I gave my knapsack a kick. “This
is so un—” I caught myself. I didn’t want to hear another rant
about fairness. “Uncool.”

Dad snorted. “I’m doing this for your
own good. Use this summer to grow up. Not play at being grown up –
like your friends. Take on some responsibility. Try to figure out
who you are.”

“Sending me to Grandpa’s
will do that for me?”

“Nicole, nothing and no
one will do that for you. You’ve got to do it yourself.”

“Whatever.” I slumped
down, which was tricky considering the lack of legroom.

A gray pickup pulled onto the shoulder
in front of Dad’s car. Dust filled the air, making it hard to see
the driver. When he stepped from the cab, he looked eight feet tall
– at least from where I slouched.

“Wait here.” Dad climbed
out.

If this meeting went badly, Dad might
take me home.

The two hugged.

Crap. Not a good sign reprieve-wise.
They talked for a few minutes before Dad signaled me to join them.
I sighed. No stay of execution. I yanked my bag from the narrow
space behind the seat, pulled down the cuff of my sweatshirt
jacket, then hoisted my knapsack onto my shoulder and dragged my
feet and the duffle across the dirt.

Grandpa wasn’t actually
eight-feet-tall. Dad had a couple inches on him – and he was
six-foot-six. He was dressed in a plaid flannel shirt, sleeves
rolled to his elbows, ropey muscles showing along his forearms.
With his iron-gray curls shooting out around his head, he looked a
little crazy. Grandpa’s gaze flitted from me to the highway, like
he was anxious to get a move on. His gray-green eyes were a match
with Dad’s.

“You’ve grown a lot since
I saw you last, Nicole. What are you – five-six,
five-seven?”

“I go by Nicki. And I’m
five-seven-and-a-half.”

He nodded. “Is that all your
stuff?”

“Everything I had time to
grab.” I glared at Dad. Grandpa hoisted my duffle like it was empty
and tossed it into the back of the pickup. I held on to my
knapsack.

“Be good.” Dad leaned down
to give me a kiss. I turned away. His lips grazed the side of my
head. “See you at the end of summer.”

I swallowed the lump in my throat,
climbed onto the passenger seat, slammed the door, and didn’t look
back.

Grandpa made a U-turn then gunned the
engine. We rocketed along the empty road. Away from my dad. Away
from my life.

 



Chapter Two

 


I’ll give him this much, Grandpa
didn’t try to buddy-up on the ride. The man barely spoke, his
attention focused on the road and rearview mirror. I spent a good
chunk of the time chewing my lower lip. Though I still felt sick,
it wasn’t due to the booze. Dad’s willingness to send me away hurt.
But it was only for ten weeks. I’d gone through worse things than
this.

After a three-hour drive along
tree-lined roads, we pulled off the highway and shunted onto a
series of bumpier and bumpier lanes until we left all paving
behind. Towering pines surrounded us, blocking out the sun. I
grabbed the dashboard as we rolled over a narrow bridge that looked
made from Popsicle sticks. When Grandpa turned onto an unmarked
track cutting through a swath of forest, my stomach sank. “Where
the hell are we going?”

“Watch your language,
missy. It’s all right for an old fart like me to swear, but not for
a young girl like you.”

“That sounds
fair.”

“Out there in America,
it’s a democracy. In my house and my truck, I’m the king and the
law. Deal with it.”

“Like I’ve got a
choice.”

“Glad you figured that
out.”

The truck lurched across a deep rut.
“How much farther?”

“’Bout forty miles. Relax
while you can.”

That didn’t sound good.
Since curiosity would imply interest, I didn’t ask what Grandpa
meant. An hour later, he pulled into a clearing. In the center sat
a faded red barn plus a log cabin. Metal stilts rose from the cabin
roof, supporting what looked like a silo. A large vegetable garden
filled the area in front where, in a normal kind of place, a lawn
would grow. To the right of the cabin, chain link surrounded a shed
along with a rectangular patch of bare ground. The place looked
like something out of that old TV series Dad liked to watch,
Northern Exposure. At
least the sun reached below the trees here. “This is where you
live?”

“Yep.” He maneuvered the
truck into the barn. “And for the summer, you do, too.”

“Crap.”

“Remember what I said
about your language?”

Heat blazed across my face, but I knew
where anger led. Two deep breaths and I managed to shut off the
feeling. “Right.”

“Grab your bags.” He
climbed from the truck. An enormous German shepherd bounded over.
Grandpa crouched, ruffled the dog’s fur, and then stretched his
back. “Come on.”

The dog chugged to my side of the cab,
tail wagging. The thing was huge. I’d not been around many dogs –
and never one as big as this. After one more deep breath, I opened
the door and stepped down. The dog pushed against me. I
froze.

“Relax. Let Queenie sniff
you. Once she knows you, you’ll be part of her pack. Hurry up with
those bags.”

I tried not to bump the dog as I
lugged the duffle from the truck bed. Grandpa waited for me then
pushed the barn door shut. Clucking came from the enclosure at the
side of the yard.

“You’ve got
chickens?”

“Yep. Hurry up
now.”

With the knapsack over my left
shoulder and the duffle clenched in my right fist, I humped my
belongings to the cabin, the dog trotting by my side. Grandpa led
the way into a bare bones kitchen. On the left, the kitchen opened
into the living room, where a stone fireplace covered one wall.
Dead deer heads hung everywhere and the place smelled like smoke
and fried fish. Our house was no picnic but, even though the
missing and dead shadowed our rooms, we never mounted their
heads.

“Please tell me you’ve got
indoor plumbing. Running water. A toilet. Shower.”

“Yep. Back there.” Two
doors divided the rear wall of the kitchen. “Got a water-pumping
windmill that keeps the tank on the roof full. A cistern holds
water for the shower and toilet. Got a septic tank, too. Your
grandma insisted. Said she’d live in the woods, but not like an
animal. We’re fully civilized.”

I looked again at the animal heads on
the walls. “Right.”

Dad never talked about his parents,
though I knew Grandma died before I was born. I tried to imagine a
grandmotherly-looking woman making this stack of logs her home. The
picture wouldn’t come into focus. I dropped my bags. “I need to use
the bathroom.”

“Sure thing. You had a
long drive.” He pointed to the leftmost door. “Right in
there.”

The bathroom was small, but the toilet
and sink both looked normal enough. A weird little gate stood to
the left of the toilet, in front of a shower curtain. I unhooked
the latch and pulled back the sheet of plastic. “Holy fuck.” I
stared at the crude wood steps leading down to the shower. Three
tin walls finished off the enclosure. Up above, a barrel perched,
supported by metal brackets. A hose snaked down to the shower head.
Since the barrel was round and the shower enclosure square, a blue
triangle of sky peeked through at each corner. “I don’t believe
this shit.”

As I washed my hands, I checked my
reflection in the medicine cabinet mirror. I hadn’t brushed my hair
all day and it now looked like a long, blonde tangle. “Great.” I
dried my hands on my shorts and went out to face my new
life.

Grandpa looked up from where he
crouched by the kitchen table petting Queenie. “You got a choice of
where to sleep.” He gestured to the sofa. “This thing folds out.
You sleep here, you gotta fold it up each morning. I won’t have the
place looking like a sty.”

Right. Like the place was some kind of
palace. “What’s the other choice?”

“Up there.” He pointed at
a loft on the far side of the living room.

I stared. The ladder leading to it
looked like stripped branches lashed together with
leather.

“That’s more private. If
you’re one of those people who gets up to pee in the middle of the
night, all blurry-eyed and confused, the sofa’s safer.”

“I’ll take the
loft.”

“Sheets are on the end
table. Go get settled. Take your bags up, too.”

“Where do you
sleep?”

“There’s a bedroom back
there.” He nodded toward the other door in the kitchen’s rear wall.
“I’m an old man and I’m not giving up my Posturepedic for a young
pup like you. Go on now. When you’re done, we’ll go over the house
rules.”

It took me three trips to haul all my
bags and bedding. Each climb up the ladder made home feel farther
away and weighed down my heart. But each time I reached the ground
floor again, Queenie greeted me like a long-lost friend. By my
second trip down the ladder, the press of her damp nose against my
calf no longer startled me. I ruffled the fur behind her ears. Her
tongue lolled. Maybe I should’ve claimed the sofa – a lot less work
and Queenie could keep me company at night. Still, I didn’t care if
the old man was my grandpa. For all I knew, he liked to stroll
around downstairs during the night. Though slant-roofed and
cramped, I would stick with the loft. I grabbed the sheets and
blankets and climbed up again.

The head of the bed butted against the
three-foot-high railing running along the loft’s edge. Next to the
bed sat a crate to stow my things, but no dresser. I changed my
ultra-short shorts for a pair of semi-short shorts, pulled a fresh
long-sleeve cotton shirt over my tank top, and left the rest of my
clothes inside the duffle. Unpacking would make this real. I dug
out my brush and tackled my hair. When I climbed down the ladder,
as soon as my feet touched the hardwood floor, the dog leaned
against me. Her coat was rough and warm against my leg. At least
one thing about my summer here would be nice.

I pulled out my phone. No reception.
“Crap.” I scanned the downstairs area: no sign of Grandpa. That was
lucky. I’d need to watch the swearing. With Queenie at my heels, I
headed for the door. Maybe I’d find a signal outside. A strange
swoosh-thunk came from behind the cabin. Queenie trotted toward the
noise and I followed. As I rounded the corner, Grandpa hoisted an
axe and swung it down, splitting a log.

He straightened. “You can put that
thing away.”

“Huh?”

“One of the nice things
about living here is there’s no cell towers, no cell phone service.
Keeps things quiet.”

I stared at my lifeline to the world.
Useless. “There’s got to be a signal somewhere.”

“On the roof of the
general store. You can check it out when we go in tomorrow. Dennis
will let you climb up there after I introduce you. There’s supposed
to be one corner where you can make calls. We need to go to town
anyway. Get another block of ice. Pick up supplies. You can find
out if your phone works there and check out some books.”

“Check out
books?”

“Dennis runs a little
lending library at the back of the store. I know you kids like
entertainment.”

Uh-oh. I ran back to the cabin door,
yanked open the screen, and stepped inside, staring at my
surroundings.

The screen door squeaked again then
slapped shut. Grandpa’s heavy tread crossed the hardwood floor
while Queenie’s nails tapped a lighter rhythm.

I glanced over my shoulder at him.
“You got a TV in your bedroom?”

“Nope.”

“Probably don’t have a
computer in there either.”

“Nope.”

This was bad. I had the feeling
something worse was coming. I studied the kitchen, the living room.
Something bugged me. Something more than the dead animal heads
hanging there. Got it. No overhead lights. No lamps. Oh no. No wall
outlets. An oil lantern on the kitchen table. Another on the end
table by the sofa. “You got electricity?”

“Nope.”

Oh God. How was I going to charge my
phone? My iPod? My Kindle?

“All unpacked?”

What the hell had Dad sentenced me to?
I shrugged. “As unpacked as I need to be.”

“Then make yourself a
peanut butter sandwich.” He pointed at a loaf of bread and open jar
on the kitchen table. “And take a hike. You can have your lunch al
fresco.”

“What?”

“You been sitting around,
getting driven here and there. I’m not one to let a youngster sit
on her keister all day. You need to get some exercise. Make
yourself a sandwich and get going.”

Outside the kitchen window, at the
edge of the clearing, pines grew thick like a brown and green
fence. “You want me to hike in the woods? By myself? Aren’t there
bears and stuff?”

“Queenie will keep you
company. You’ll be fine. I told your dad to make sure you packed
your boots. Those’ll keep the snakes from nibbling your ankles.” He
smiled, but his face still looked carved from some kind of
rock.

Was he kidding? I couldn’t tell. No
point taking chances. I climbed to the loft, changed my socks and
pulled on hiking boots. When I came down again, Grandpa handed me a
leather belt with a canteen and sheath hanging from it.

“Wear this.”

My mouth went dry. I pointed at the
knife handle. “What’s this for?”

“You can use it to cut
away brush. Not likely you’ll run into any animals, but having that
should make a city girl like you feel safe. I made you a sandwich
while you changed.” He handed me a wax paper bundle. “Filled the
canteen, too. Now get going. You can eat while you walk.” He led
the way outside and pointed at one of the tree-covered slopes.
“This is all my land on the east, at least until you get to the
forest. On the north side, it’s best if you stop ten to fifteen
feet from the crest. The hilltop marks the property line. You’ll
know you’re almost there when you see my windmill. The Wilders live
on the other side. It’s best if you avoid them. On the west, when
you reach the road, that’s the end of my land. We’ll take the track
south tomorrow when we go fishing.”

“I thought we were going
into town tomorrow.”

“Yep. We’ll fish first
thing in the morning then head to town. We don’t buy our food here.
We grow it or kill it. Now get going.”

“What about Queenie’s
leash?”

“This is the country,
girl. And my land. You don’t need a leash.”

Tall trees surrounded the clearing.
How was I supposed to know when I reached the forest? It probably
didn’t matter which way I went – everything looked the same. I
started walking. Queenie trotted beside me like we were old friends
off on a grand adventure. As bad as I felt about getting sent to
the boondocks, I had to smile at the dog. “Come on,
girl.”

Cushioned by a layer of pine needles,
the ground beneath the trees was spongy like the track at school.
In the deep shadows, saplings scrambled for sunshine amongst the
towering pines. It was like another world. Queenie bolted after
something in the underbrush. “Don’t go too far, girl.” Without the
dog by my side, my courage waivered, but I kept on following the
narrow trail up the hillside. The smell of sap mixed with the scent
of vanilla and earth. Running track kept me in pretty good shape,
but the climb worked my muscles in a new way.

What was Dad thinking sending me here?
Plunking me down in the middle of a forest? Just because he didn’t
like my friends. He had no idea how tough it was fitting in. How
awkward and long a school day could be without a crowd to hang
with. He’d no clue how hard I’d worked to not end up known as the
girl with the dead sister and the runaway mom. Or the kid with the
scorched arm.

I realized I was practically running.
I slowed and caught my breath. Something rattled a shrub to my
right. I froze. “Queenie?” The thin branches rustled again.
“Queenie!” The dog trotted down the hill. She leaned against me and
my fear melted away.

Whatever was out there must have
high-tailed it, because the branches stopped shaking and Queenie
didn’t seem interested in investigating. “Good girl.” I ran my
fingers through her coarse coat then started walking again. A bird
darted between the trees. I jumped. Queenie looked at me. I swear I
saw sympathy in the dog’s eyes. “Yeah, I’m a tenderfoot. Going to
take some time getting used to this place. You’ll help me,
right?”

Queenie barked.

“Okay then.” We continued
up the hill.


Chapter Three

 


The windmill stood in the center of a
wide clearing. The squeak and whirr of its spinning blades filled
the air. A few feet shy of the crest, I sat on a downed tree to
unwrap my sandwich. Tears blurred the greens and browns of the tree
line. Why couldn’t Dad cut me a break? This was so like him.
Blowing up over nothing. Sure, I screwed up. But, didn’t he get how
important my friends were? How much I needed them? If Mom was still
around…

I shook off that thought. Mom had been
gone for ten years. Who knew how she’d react to what I’d done?
Queenie settled next to me and gave a high-pitched whine. I tore
off a chunk and held out my offering. “Make that last. I need to
check with Grandpa about what’s okay for you to eat.” Queenie
wolfed the tidbit and looked at me again, her dark eyes hopeful.
“Sorry, girl.” I wiped my eyes, then bit off a mouthful and
listened to the sounds of the windmill and the forest. The peanut
butter stuck in my throat. I gulped several mouthfuls of water from
the canteen.

Queenie sat up, ears alert. I set the
canteen on the ground. The hair along Queenie’s back rose. She gave
a low growl.

“What is it?” Leaves
crunched behind me. Heart thumping, I turned. The dog seemed
focused on the tree line past the clearing. The noise grew louder.
Something big was moving through Grandpa’s woods. I dropped the
sandwich and stood. My right hand settled on the knife hilt while I
hoped to God I wasn’t about to meet a bear. I held my breath and
waited.

A dark-haired man appeared between two
broad trunks.

Queenie growled again. I stepped back.
He kept moving across the treeless area. The guy wasn’t much older
than me. Eighteen? Nineteen? Dressed in blue jeans and a T-shirt,
he looked like the kids back home. Better than a bear,
right?

“No need to sic your dog
on us. We’re not dangerous.”

Another boy stepped from between the
trees, this one blond. He stopped at the fringe of the clearing and
nodded, but didn’t speak. Though Dark Hair claimed they weren’t
dangerous, Queenie’s body language said otherwise.

“Who’re you?”

“I could ask the same
question,” Dark Hair said with a smile. “And I’m betting that
whoever you are, you’re trespassing.”

“You’d lose that bet. This
is my grandpa’s land. You’re the ones trespassing.”

The blond finally spoke. “Come on,
Ben, let’s get out of here.”

“Shut up.” Dark Hair
turned back to me. “You’re old man Smith’s
granddaughter?”

Smith? What was he talking
about?

He walked a few feet closer. Queenie
growled again. “I’m Ben. Obviously. And that’s my brother, Todd.
We’re your neighbors. You here for a visit?”

Someone close to my age lived nearby?
Things were looking up. Good thing I brushed my hair before leaving
the cabin. Ben was cute, too. So was the blond, the one named Todd.
Guilt fluttered through my stomach as I pictured Scott’s sea green
eyes. No way was he hanging out by his lonesome while I was stuck
here in the mountains.

Queenie let out another low growl. Her
shoulders bunched, ready to charge, her eyes focused on Ben. The
guy looked normal to me, but Queenie sure didn’t trust him. I
tugged my right sleeve to make sure my wrist was covered and took
another step back. “I’m staying for the summer.”

“Sure that’s a good idea?
A whole summer with your gramps? He’s a grouchy old
coot.”

“He’s okay.” It was one
thing for me to think Grandpa was odd, it was another for a
stranger to badmouth him. Getting pissy with the guy seemed a bad
move. Who knew if I’d meet anybody else close to my age here in the
middle of nowhere? “So, what do people do for fun around
here?”

Ben smiled again. “Hang out with
friends, hike the trails, fish, swim. Outdoor stuff, you know?
We’re not big on mega-malls up here.”

Was he implying I was some kind of
bubblehead only interested in shopping? My years of experience
learning how to fit in told me this guy wasn’t interested in making
a new friend. With the way Queenie was still standing rigid, eyes
trained on him, maybe that was for the best.

“Come on,” Todd said, “we
gotta get going.”

“We got plenty of
time.”

“No we don’t. We’re
already late.”

Ben checked his watch. “Huh, the
dimwit’s right. Hope I run into you again sometime.”

I wasn’t sure I felt the same. “One of
us will probably be trespassing if you do.”

Ben laughed at my weak joke. The two
boys retreated into the woods. Queenie’s body stayed rigid, her
ears pricked forward.

“It’s okay, girl. They’re
gone.” Even as I said the words, my gut argued. My lunch spot at
the fallen log no longer seemed private. I picked up the canteen
and wrapped what was left of my sandwich inside the wax paper.
“Let’s go.” We started walking, paralleling the ridge.

Queenie and I hiked until a chill
crept into the air. On the downward slope, she flushed several
large birds then trotted to me, looking pleased with
herself.

When we got back to the cabin, Grandpa
set me to work in the vegetable garden, pulling weeds.

“I’ll call you when it’s
time to clean up for dinner.”

Queenie settled in a sunny patch. I
gave the dog a pat before sliding on Grandpa’s gloves. My hands
swam inside them, making my movements clumsy, like my fingers
couldn’t follow what my brain told them to do – a feeling I hated.
I didn’t mind dulling some things – like my emotions – but after
losing sensation in one part of me, any additional loss of control
creeped me out. I pulled off the gloves and continued weeding
barehanded.

By the time Grandpa called me, my
nails were caked with dirt and the knots in my stomach had
loosened. Though I dreaded spending two months in the wilderness,
the grizzly that regularly gnawed on my insides seemed to be
sleeping. Until today, running was the only thing that sent the
bear into hibernation. Being out and about with Queenie seemed to
settle him down as well.

After washing up, I joined Grandpa at
the oilcloth-covered table where two steaming bowls awaited.
Grandpa started eating, so I dipped my spoon in and tasted. “This
is good.” I took another bite. “What is it?”

“Venison stew.”

“You mean, like deer
meat?” I looked up at the antlered heads on the kitchen
wall.

“Yep. Bambi stew.
Enjoy.”

I stared at my bowl.

“Oh get over it. It’s
food. Tomorrow I’m gonna take you fishing. Later in the week I’ll
teach you how to shoot, give you a chance to try your hand at
hunting. Out here, if you want to eat, you gotta hunt or
fish.”

“Bambi stew it is.” I
scooped another bite and chewed a tender chunk. “While I was
hiking, I ran into a couple guys. Ben and Todd. Ben claimed they’re
your neighbors. Queenie sure didn’t like him.”

Grandpa’s mouth twisted like he had
found a spoiled bit of Bambi in his stew. “Those are the Wilder
brothers. You stay below the ridge like I told you to?”

“Yeah. They came into the
clearing where I was eating.”

“Well, stay away from
those boys. That whole family’s trouble.”

“They’re really
brothers?”

“Yep.”

“Sure didn’t look like
each other.”

“Half-brothers.” Grandpa
swallowed. “Different mothers, same father. And their old man’s a
menace, so stay off his land and away from those boys.” He wiped
his mouth. “Since I cooked, you’re on KP tonight.”

“KP?”

“Clean up.”

“That’s CU.”

“It’s short for kitchen
patrol.” He shook his head. “When I cook, you clean. When you cook,
I clean.”

“I’m going to cook?” I
looked at the cast iron stove.

“Your choice. You can do
all the clean-up far as I care.” Grandpa set his spoon in his bowl.
“Don’t you cook at home?”

My spoon clanked against the side of
my bowl. I dropped my hands into my lap then wrapped my left hand
around my right wrist. “I microwave. Heat stuff in the toaster
oven.” I looked at my half-empty bowl. “Nothing like
this.”

“You’ll learn. Other house
rules: We get up with the sun, go to bed after it goes down. Unless
you’re sick. That happens, you get a day of bed rest. Your dad
tells me you get twenty dollars a week allowance.”

“Yeah.” His tone of voice
gave me a bad feeling. I leaned back. “So?”

“What do you do for
it?”

“How do you
mean?”

“What do you do to earn
it?”

“I … I make my bed. Go to
school.”

“That won’t earn you an
allowance here. Here you help hunt, clean house, cook, take care of
the chickens, collect the eggs, work the vegetable patch. That
earns you an allowance. And twenty’s too high. Like I told your
dad, I’ll pay ten dollars a week. As long as you keep up with your
chores.”

The grizzly in my gut stirred. I
pushed back from the table.

“Where do you think you’re
going?”

“To my room. The
loft.”

“Uh-uh. You haven’t been
excused. We may live in the wild, but we still got
manners.”

I rolled my eyes and scooted forward.
In case he missed the eye action, I used a saccharine tone and
over-enunciated each word. “May I please be excused?”

“In a minute. You don’t
want to be here. I get that. Try to think of this as an
opportunity. You can make this a good experience if you want.
Learn. Grow from your time here.”

Heat flashed across my face. “How
would you know what’s good for me? You don’t know me. I mean, I
screw up and Dad sends me to live in the woods with a stranger.
Believe me, I’ve already learned something from the experience. And
it’s
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