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Praise for
Untraceable

 


"Grace is a
spunky, independent, nature girl who doesn't need a boy to save
her. With wilderness survival, a juicy love triangle, and more
twists than a roller coaster, this fast-paced novel had me holding
my breath until the very last page!"

Kimberly
Derting, author of the popular The Body Finder series






"This thrilling
story is a dramatic entanglement of mystery, deception and teen
romance. The author has achieved a stunning, high-tension tale that
takes the reader on a journey over rough terrain as it follows a
young girl’s quest to find the truth and protect the sanctity of a
national park and the animals that owe their survival to it. These
unique, lively characters will rouse a gamut of emotions in young
adult readers. The action flows like a brisk mountain stream
interspersed with rapids, holding suspense to last page and then
leaving an intriguing teaser in anticipation of the sequel.
It is a riveting tale of family ties,
friendship and community loyalty."

Kirkus
Reviews
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Dedication

 


To my parents
who always instilled courage, persistence, and a love of
reading
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“Courage is
just grace under pressure.”

 


- Ernest
Hemingway

 


 



Preface

 


Nature will talk
to you if you listen.

Every sound tells
you something.
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I know the
exact moment I went wrong.

Three weeks,
two days, twenty-two hours, and thirty-three minutes ago.

I had no clue a
few small decisions could puncture the perfect bubble of my
existence.

I zigzag
through the forest’s brown pillars like I’m barrel riding in a
local rodeo. The internal rhythm keeps me running at a steady speed
along the broken path. Left, right, left, right. My muffled
breath echoes in my ears, making me feel as if I’m underwater.
Sinking. Drowning.

Don’t stop,
Grace, or you will die.

I veer off the
main path and into the arms of the darkening woods. Gnarled
branches, shaped like broken fingers, comb my hair and scratch my
skin. I fight against a clump of twisted vines grabbing at my
ankles. Jerking. Pulling. Ripping. The rhythm of my running becomes
choppy and uneven as I sludge my way through the curled tangles of
vegetation. My lungs sear from the lack of oxygen. Burning.

As soon as I
round a corner, I slip behind a mammoth oak to catch my breath. A
brown rabbit scurries by me and disappears into the safety of a
prickly bush, giving me hope that maybe I can escape too.

My eyes dart
across the monotonous woods, searching for a way out. I need to
calm down. Can’t lose it now.

My chest rises
and falls as my lungs finally pull in enough oxygen to settle my
nerves. Pure air sweeps through my body like the dry wind over a
starlit desert. Blowing away the doubt, and erasing aside the fear.
Everything Dad’s ever taught me about wilderness survival comes
flooding in.

Suddenly, I
know exactly what to do.

Examining my
GPS watch, I pinpoint my coordinates and map a way out. After
assessing the area, I tiptoe out of my hiding place and backtrack
down the trail, careful not to disturb anything along the path that
will give away my position.

I disguise my
tracks all the way back to Dead Man’s Cliff. After securing my
backpack, I clutch onto the cragged rocks and scale the steep wall,
careful to place every toe and finger just right. My palm hits a
sharp edge and begins to bleed as both my arms spasm from the
strain. My toes cramp underneath my weight as they press against
the tiny ledges. I slowly creep up the steep rock like a lizard,
careful not to send showers of rocks or crumbling dirt onto the
path that now lies several feet below me. My arms quiver,
threatening to numb.

When I finally
reach the top, I fight against the pain and summon all my strength
to pull myself over the ledge. Instantly, I roll onto my stomach
and flatten against the cool dirt, scanning the horizon. Tiny
pieces of sun punch through the thick canopy, dotting little
amoebas of light along the forest floor. I listen for the slightest
sound, search for the tiniest movement.

Nothing.

As a wildlife
enforcement officer, Dad believed the woods would talk to me if I
could be still enough to listen. Closing my eyes, I concentrate on
the space around me.

Listening.
Waiting. Afraid to breathe.

A light breeze
slithers through the ghostly forest. The leaves rustle and the
trees hiss as if whispering secrets to each other. The forest
appears to exhale then hold its breath. Everything goes as quiet as
a graveyard at midnight. Nothing scurries, burrows, or twitters.
The trees stop swaying and freeze, as if they’re hiding too. And
then I hear it: the distant snap of a random twig. The hair on my
neck bristles.

They’re still
after me.

 


 



 


 


Three weeks, two
days, twenty-two hours, and thirty-three minutes ago…

Survival Skill
#1

A good tracker
learns to follow every print and every lead - one at a time.
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Dad used to
always say, nothing is untraceable.

Everything that
touches this earth leaves a special imprint, a unique mark that
proves we existed in some way—no matter how invisible we may
feel.

I follow the
thin trail, staying a few feet to one side, and search for any sign
of humans. Every time there’s the slightest blemish in the dirt, I
drop down and study it, to see if it’s something
important—something my dad left behind. Even if it’s nothing, I
draw a circle around it with a stick and mark the spot with orange
surveyor tape. Just like Dad showed me. Then I document it by
snapping a few photos with my digital camera and logging some
notes. A tracker never knows how two separate things might be
related. Connected in some way.

At the next
bend in the path, I squat and scour through a mound of dead leaves.
The Arnold Schwarzenegger of ants pops out from under a stick,
lugging a dead beetle ten times his size. No matter how much he
struggles, he never gives up. Another lesson to me from Mother
Nature herself.

A few feet
away, a squirrel rifles through a pile of twigs, searching for
acorns. He freezes and stares at me as I inspect a nearby shrub. An
earth snake, or Virginia valeriae as Dad calls it, slithers
over my hiking boot. I pinch the tip of the snake’s tail and dangle
him in front of my face. “You seen anything out here?”

His forked
tongue darts out and kisses the tip of my nose.

“Great, now I’m
talking to animals.” I sigh and place him down gently then watch
him slither away.

Dr. Head thinks
I’m in denial, Captain thinks I’m distrusting of his police
investigation of my dad’s disappearance, and my mom just thinks I’m
nuts. What if they’re right?

I pick up a
stone and chuck it at a nearby tree. The rock bounces back and hits
my kneecap. “Owwww!” My voice echoes a little before being
swallowed by the thick humidity. My body relaxes after I drop down
onto a boulder. Leaning forward, I rest my forehead in my hands and
inhale deep breaths, trying to let the woods calm me.

Three months,
and not one solid lead.

Finding
evidence should be easier than this. Especially for me.

Technically,
I’ve been a wildlife officer’s assistant since I could trace my own
hand in the dirt with a stick. My first friend was a bear. My first
potty, an oak tree. My first swing, a forest vine. I’ve lived in
the North Carolina Smokies my whole life. Tagging along behind Dad
when he patrolled, I’ve soaked up everything he taught me about
wildlife, tracking, and wilderness survival. Over the years, I’ve
created a mental map of every side trail, memorized plant species,
and studied the scientific name of forest animals.

One time, when
I was smaller than a river otter, Dad hid from me in the woods.
Took me less than sixty minutes to track him down. I remember him
being shocked. But it didn’t surprise me. After all, I’ve been his
shadow all my life. I know his gait, how his right foot drags
slightly when he walks because of an old motorcycle injury. I
memorized the tread of his size 11 hiking boot - ranger standard
issue. Mostly, I know how his mind works.

Yet none of
this seems to help me now.

Even though
it’s pretty unlikely that a sixteen-year-old tomboy—who can build a
fire from scratch, yet can’t seem to cut her own bangs
straight—could dig up something when more than a hundred searchers
couldn’t, I know deep down that if anyone can find Dad, it’s
me.

After looking a
few more hours with no finds, I reluctantly stop my search for the
day. I flatten my trail map against a boulder and smooth out the
tiny creases.

I wish it were
that simple.

To wipe my hand
across a crumpled page in my life and erase any unwanted
wrinkles.

After studying
the map of the Smoky Mountain National Park, I highlight my search
coordinates.

Marking another
failed day.

I dig my
notebook out of the backpack to jot down my findings before heading
home: absolutely nothing.

I stroke the
pink camo cover. Dad used to tease me about how the bright color
stood out against the all-real green backdrop. Strange how random
things pop into your head at strange times. The little,
insignificant things you never think about until they’re triggered
by something totally unexpected, without any warning.

A tightness
fills my chest when I picture his smiling face, so I quickly put
away the notebook. Beads of sweat race along my spine as the
humidity presses down on me. The heat seems much worse this year. I
dampen my bandana with water from my canteen and drape it across
the back of my neck. I steal a drink, letting little droplets of
water trickle down my chin. Pulling the sticky strands off my neck,
I roll my long, black hair into a bun. The warm air is a small
relief to my suffocating neck.

After gathering
my things, I begin the long five-mile hike back to my bike. Along
the way, I get lost in the simple sounds of the woods. The
crunching of my boots through the dry leaves. The bickering birds
and crickets in the trees. All the random sounds that don’t seem
like much on their own but, when put together, create a special
song.

Just as I reach
the main trail, I spot an azalea bush with a few broken limbs on
one side. A scar on the hand of nature, marking an unnatural break.
My heart stumbles as I stop abruptly. To the average person, this
is nothing. To me, it could be everything.

As I inspect
the jagged branches, the bugs beneath me stop buzzing. I peer into
the thick foliage and spot a splash of orange. Even though the
limbs scratch my face and arms, I reach into the brambles until my
fingers skim something stiff and crinkly. I pinch the edge and
retract the object slowly before laying it on the ground.

It’s an old
Cheetos bag.

Dad’s favorite
snack.

At first, I
freeze, not sure what to do. Then I remember how to recover items
properly. My hand trembles as I slip a Ziploc and tweezers out of
my pocket. It takes me a few minutes to get the evidence into the
bag and seal it. Once it’s safe, I stare through the dirty barrier.
Who would have thought a cheesy snack could mean so much? That a
simple piece of trash could crack Dad’s case wide open. I shove the
plastic baggie into my backpack.

I need to get
it back to town. Now. After three months, time is definitely not on
my side.

Before I can
stand, the bushes ahead of me shiver.

My body tenses
as I spot a dark shape crashing through the dense underbrush. I
wait quietly, not sure what it is.

Then a deep
groan pierces the silence.

 


 



 


 


Survival Skill
#2

 


To avoid wild
animals when hiking, make lots of noise and stay alert.
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About one
hundred feet in front of me, a huge black bear lumbers onto the
path, blocking my exit.

His dark fur
glistens in the broken streams of light, and his nose twitches.
Bears have a wicked sense of smell—seven times that of a
bloodhound. They’ve even been known to detect a human’s scent hours
after the person has left a trail. I’m not worried. If I stay
upwind, I can probably go unnoticed long enough to sneak away.

As if on cue, a
slight breeze strokes the back of my neck. My body stiffens.

I’m
downwind.

Whether this
guy has seen me or not, he’ll get a good whiff in about two
seconds. The bear rears up on his hind legs and wiggles his snout,
sniffing the air. His beady brown eyes shift around until he
locates me. He huffs a warning and stares me down.

I remain still
and size up my opponent. Black bear. Adult male. About four hundred
pounds. Six-feet tall. Definitely the largest one I’ve ever faced
out here without Dad. This is the first time I’m totally on my
own.

I keep my eyes
on the bear, remaining stiff. Even though black bears are generally
passive, Dad once told me they cause more injuries to hikers than
any other bear species. Partly because people don’t seem to be
afraid of them like they are grizzlies. Unfortunately, thanks to
Yogi Bear, people wander too close to them. I assume they think the
bears are cuddly, tame animals just out looking for a picnic
basket.

I scroll
through all the facts Dad has drilled into my brain over the
years.

Can’t run.
Bears can bolt about thirty miles an hour.

Forget
climbing. They can scale a tree trunk faster than you can yell
“bear.”

My best chance
is to retreat slowly and try to widen the space between us. I suck
in a breath and inch backwards. The bear immediately senses my
small movements and drops down on all fours. A series of huffs and
growls pour from his throat. I keep my feet grounded, but my heart
takes flight.

Time for Plan
B: when a 140-pound girl scares off a 400-pound Ursus
americanus.

Waving my hands
over my head, I speak in a loud voice. “Go on! Get outta here!” I
stomp my feet on the path a few times for show.

The bear is not
amused. He swings his massive head from side to side and snaps his
jaws, displaying long, sharp fangs. And I’m almost positive he’s
not smiling. The bears roars an awful sound.

My chest
heaves, my mouth turns dry, and my stomach cramps. I force my eyes
to stay open and prepare for his next move, “The Bear Two-Step,” as
Dad calls it.

Just as I
predict, the bear lunges forward, invading the small space between
us. His feet hammer the path as he charges. My legs threaten to
move, but fear has kidnapped my entire body and shackled my feet to
the earth.

Lucky for me,
I’m right about the bluff. When the bear’s only a few yards away,
he suddenly jerks to a stop and stares me down.

I drop my head
and look away, breaking any eye contact, so he doesn’t consider me
a threat. However, my brain remains on high alert. If this thing
charges again, I need to be ready or I’m dinner. I peer out of the
corner of my eye. It’s only then that I notice a white necktie
marking on his massive chest and a single scar running over his
left eye.


Simon.

I’m amazed at
how much he’s grown since I last saw him.

Years ago, Dad
found Simon when he was just a cub. His mother had been killed, and
Simon had been shot right above his eye. Against his own rules, Dad
brought Simon home, hoping to nurse him back to health. During the
months of rehabilitation, the little cub and I were inseparable. He
was a silly animal. Forty percent human, forty percent dog, only
twenty percent bear. The day Dad returned Simon to the wild was one
of the worst days I can remember. For a year after that, every day
after school, I’d hike deep into the national park, hoping to catch
a glimpse of Simon.

But I never saw
him again.

Until now.

Part of me
wants to run up and hug him, but I force the feelings aside. Even
though we have a history, Simon is wild at heart, and that’s how it
should be.

Simon notices
me watching him out of the corner of my eye. His amber eyes seem to
soften and his eyebrows twitch, giving him a strange human-like
quality. He moves his lips around in a circle as if he’s trying to
tell me something. I wonder if he recognizes me.

A few minutes
later, he finally gets bored and lumbers off, uttering grunts under
his breath, getting in the last word.

As soon as he
disappears behind the green curtain of leaves, my legs crumble
underneath me and I slump to the ground. Even though my body has
already surrendered to my nerves, I keep an eye out, just in case
Simon decides to give a surprise encore.

Once I’m
positive he’s gone, I muster the courage to leave. During the long
trek back to Luci, every rustling noise and crackling stick sends
my heart skipping. I’m relieved when I finally reach my bike
safely. I hop onto my motorcycle, throw on the helmet, and stomp
down the pedal with one foot.

The bike
sputters a couple times before dying a slow death. I holler out,
“Geez, Luci! Do you ever start on the first try?” Luci,
short for Lucifer, has been temperamental since the day I got her.
My boss, Tommy, restored the vintage motorcycle for my sixteenth
birthday. Except for the testy starter, the bike works fine.

I attempt to
wake Luci again. This time, more gently. She forgives my outburst
and springs to life. I pat her engine like she’s a horse and steer
her out of the woods. As soon as I hit the main drag, a breeze
welcomes me.

On my way into
town, I try not to think about the Cheetos bag stashed in my
backpack. About what it could mean. I can’t help but allow a drop
of hope to sneak in. I rev the engine and increase my speed, eager
to get to the police station and show Captain what I’ve found.

Somewhere along
the winding road, I think about Simon. Even though I was almost
bear breakfast, seeing him brings back good memories. Feeding him
milk from a bottle. Playing chase in the woods. Catching fish in
the river. (Actually, I hooked the fish; Simon just scared them
away.)

Through my
rearview mirror, I watch the forest fade into the background and
smile.

I love these
woods, and so does Dad.

Protecting
bears like Simon is what got us here in the first place.

 


 



 


 


Survival Skill
#3

 


Understanding all
aspects of the terrain is critical to successful hiking.
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“Come on,
Grace. We keep having the same conversation over and over.” Captain
Carl Stevens readjusts his police baseball cap and pops two huge
pieces of bubble gum into his mouth. As his tongue wrestles the
sticky wad, he eyes me warily.

“But you
can’t close Dad’s case. Not yet.” I clear my throat, hoping
to shake loose the words that have gotten stuck. “He’s still alive.
I can feel it.” I shift in the wooden seat, not from nerves, but
because my butt’s numb from sitting too long.

Obviously, Carl
didn’t hear me ask, do you have a minute? because he’s been
lecturing me for exactly fifty-three.

Carl sighs.
We’ve been at this a while. “Look, I know you’re upset, but it’s
not up to me. Your daddy was a wildlife officer, so it’s the U.S.
Fish & Wildlife Service’s call. They’re always by the book. To
them, it’s been over three months, and they want this thing wrapped
up.”

Wrapped up or
thrown away? My hands tremble as I display the plastic bag housing
my newly found evidence. “I found something today. Something
big.”

He frowns and
grips the corners of the plastic Ziploc. “Dang it, Grace. I told
you not to touch anything out there.” He wrinkles his nose and
peers into the bag as if it’s a dirty fish bowl.

I cross my
fingers behind my back and watch him inspect the snack bag, half
expecting one of his unlimited professional opinions.

I can’t help
but wonder how many he has left to go.

Carl scoffs.
“In my professional opinion, this doesn’t mean a thing.”

I point to it.
“It’s a Cheetos bag.”

“I see that.”
He rolls his thin shoulders, triggering the familiar cracking sound
of a wrecked collarbone. “But we don’t know how long it’s been out
there. Let alone who it belonged to.”

My shoulders
sag forward as an invisible force pushes down on my back. My hope
drains a little, and I try to mask the frustration scratching at my
vocal chords. “But Dad loves Cheetos.”

Carl shakes his
head and smacks a bubble. “So does Chester Cheetah. Along with half
of America, I might add.”

I ignore his
bad joke. “Yeah, but he always carried them when he
patrolled. Bags of them. This is his. I’m sure of it.”

Carl removes
his hat again and brushes one hand over his spiky blonde hair.
“Listen, Grace, I saw the bark with sap—that you thought was
blood—and the empty toilet paper roll you found a few weeks before
that. Nothing came of those items either. This is what we like to
call litter.”

I twist the
ring on my middle finger. “That far out? Who goes out there to
snack and leaves no other tracks? I spent ten hours looking in that
area and didn’t see anyone or even a sign someone else was out
there.”

Carl reaches
over to pat my hand. “Grace, do you hear yourself? You spent almost
half a day in the remote woods, by yourself, and this is all you
have to show for it.” He holds up the crumpled bag. “Only thing
this proves it that the person eating it is pretty cheesy.” He
smirks at his joke.

My frown
doesn’t crack. Though in any other circumstance, I might have
laughed. “I covered twenty acres. No other signs of anyone but
this. Doesn’t that seem odd to you?”

He sighs.
“Twenty acres? If I’m not mistaken, the Great Smoky Mountain
National Park is over 500,000 acres. At this rate - ”

Carl whips out
his ancient desk calculator and punches on the keys. He turns it to
face me, displaying large block numbers that I could probably see
from 1.2 miles away.

“- it’ll take
you 25,000 days to search all of that land. And that’s if you
search every day for 65 years. Forget sick days and vacation time.
You’ll be 79 years old. Think how much trash you could clean up in
that amount of time. Might even be able to save the earth.”

I drop my head
and try to breathe, even though panic is cinching my insides. My
fingers graze over the black leather bracelet Dad gave me last
year. I stare at the flyfishing symbol engraved on the little
silver circle. Two words are embedded into the flat surface. Fly
High. My eyes sting, but I pinch back the tears. “Please.”

Carl comes out
from behind the desk. I can’t decide what he resembles more, a
Q-Tip or a teaspoon. When he passes by a statue of a man holding
the North Carolina flag, it plays “Dixie.” Carl stops in his tracks
until it finishes, as if he’s respecting the national anthem. I
almost expect him to salute.

When it’s done,
he pulls me to my feet and positions my body in front of the
smudged mirror hanging on his wall. “Grace, honey, look at
yourself.”

I stare at my
scruffy reflection. My hair is knotted and jutting out in all
directions like I’m Einstein. Lines of dirt are smudged down my
pointy nose and a deep scratch marks my jawbone, covering my cheek
in dried blood. I flip over my hands and notice the grime caked
under my nails. My spirit sags, weighing me down.

Maybe he’s
right. I’m going nuts.

Carl cups both
of my shoulders with his hands and stands behind me, looking over
my shoulder in the mirror. “I’m getting worried about you. Don’t
you think this might be going a bit too far?”

Without saying
anything, I study his eyes. They’re similar in color to mine,
except mine resemble algae; his are more of a muted pine green,
which reminds me of the deep forest. Which reminds me of my dad. My
throat swells, making it hard to swallow. I drop my head and focus
on my muddy boots to avoid Carl’s stare. A frayed thread on the toe
teases me. I fight the urge to bend over and tug on it.

No sense in
making anything else in my life unravel.

Carl steers me
back to my seat and sits in a chair next to me. “Sweetheart, maybe
it’s time you drop this for a while and focus more on your future.”
He catches my eye and smiles a little. “Maybe get your head out of
the woods.”

Carl’s on a
roll for the dumb jokes today, 0 for 3. A quote from Dad’s
wilderness survival course pops into my head. Never let an
animal see your fear. Problem is, Carl can smell the stuff a
mile away.

I raise my chin
a fraction of an inch and decide to use my first secret weapon.
“Please, Carl?”

He snorts,
“It’s Captain to you.”

I flash my
second tactic. My ex-boyfriend, Wyn, says my puppy eyes get him
every time. “Sorry … Captain.” Ever since I’ve known Carl,
he’s insisted everyone call him Captain. Including his family. I
bet he secretly wishes everyone would salute too.

Instead of
falling into my pity trap, Carl returns to his chair in
silence.

Time to pull
out a new tactic of persuasion: The Art of Brown Nosing. Though I
must say, I’ve never been very good at it. I clear my throat.
“Captain, with your position and reputation, I know you can do
something. Maybe convince the USFWS to keep my dad’s case open. For
just a little longer. Maybe test for fingerprints or
something?”

“First of all,
don’t blow smoke up my ass, Grace. It’s not you.” Then he waves the
air, as if I’m an annoying fly. “Secondly, this is not a CSI
marathon. No matter how much you want there to be something out
there, doesn’t mean there’s anything to find, especially if we
haven’t found it already.”

My brain takes
a second to process his attempt at being profound. I stare up at
the flourescent light buzzing above me and focus on the popcorn
ceiling. I will not cry, no matter how frustrated I become.
“Captain, I can’t give up what happened.”

“We may never
know. All of our evidence points to an accident. Grace, there’s no
proof he’s even alive.”

The A-word
stabs me in the heart, but I try not to physically jerk from the
pain of it. My voice shows no sign of the turmoil going on inside.
“Even if it was an accident, he could still be out there. Last
year, a lost camper survived sixty days before anyone found him.
Dad could survive for months longer than that on his own.”

Carl sighs and
closes his eyes, appearing to be meditating. “Joe knows those woods
better than his own backside. You and I both know he isn’t
lost. Don’t we?”

I shrug off the
doubt. “Maybe someone kidnapped him?”

“Why would
anyone do that? Besides, there’s no evidence of any foul play.”

I grasp at
straws. Anything. “Maybe he’s so hurt, he can’t call for help.”

Carl scratches
the top of his head. “He’d signal, use smoke or something. Joe
would find a way, but there’s been nothing. His trail’s as dead as
a dinosaur.”

I hold up the
Ziploc bag. “Maybe this is his signal? Maybe he dropped this
for us to find. Please. Just dust it. To be sure. For me. I swear I
won’t ask you for anything else.”

Before he can
answer, a knock on the office door interrupts us. Carl’s secretary
enters the room and smiles, revealing teeth stained with cherry-red
lipstick. Bernice kinda reminds me of an eggplant. Not only in
shape, but because she pins up her purplish hair with an enormous
green leaf clip.

Carl stands and
stuffs both hands into his pockets. “What is it, B?”

Bernice teeters
in the hall like a weeble-wooble and winks at me before speaking.
“Captain, Wyn called. He wants you to meet him over at Bob’s place
for lunch.”

Carl looks a
bit surprised. “Really? That’s odd. Okay, tell him I’ll be right
there.” As Bernice waddles back to her desk, Carl snatches his
police belt off the brass hook and cinches the leather strap around
his wafer-thin waist. “Grace, I’ve known you your whole life. Grew
up with Joe who was always a dang good friend. I want to find your
daddy as much as you do.”

I wheel around
in the chair to face him. “Captain, all I need is for you to
believe me. Trust that I’m not being crazy or emotional.”

He pats my
shoulder. “I don’t think those things, kiddo. Just wondering if
you’re havin’ a hard time lettin’ go.”

It’s only then
I notice I’m still shaking my head “no” as if trying to convince
myself. “Not until I see a body.”

Carl stands in
the doorway with his hands on his guns, trying to look intimidating
like he’s in some kind of western standoff. He exhales slowly. “For
the record, I don’t think this Cheetos bag is relevant at all. And
I certainly don’t have to remind you that I, as an officer of the
law, don’t have to discuss the details of any investigation with
you, a teenager. But because I like you, I’ll dust the bag.
But this is the last time I’m playing cops and robbers with
you.”

Without
hesitating, I jump up and bear hug him. He remains stiff, his hands
still gripping the butt of both weapons. “Thanks, Captain!”

He blushes at
the unexpected human contact and grunts under his breath. “Uh,
you’re welcome.”

I step back a
few inches to let him recover. “And if you find something? You’ll
talk to the USFWS so they don’t close the case?”

“If I find
something, yes, I will. But if I come up empty, I want you to drop
this and try to move on.”

I can tell by
his tone, he’s not asking, so I tell Carl exactly what he wants to
hear. “Sure, Captain, whatever you say.”

He doesn’t fold
that easily and narrows his eyes. “You promise?”

I hold up three
fingers. “Scout’s honor.”

He appears to
mull over my response. “I don’t remember you ever being a
scout.”

I wave him off.
“Well, I was.” Lucky for me, he’s obviously forgotten I got kicked
out of my troop for punching his daughter, Skyler, in the boob. I
quickly recite the promise. After all, no one ever doubts a Girl
Scout. “On my honor, I will try to serve God and my country, to
help people at all times, and to live by the Girl Scout Law.”

Carl studies me
for a minute as if I’m on display at some museum for the strange.
“So we have a deal then?”

I nod and shake
his hand quickly. “Yeah, and you won’t regret this, Carl. I mean,
Captain.”

He sighs and
pops another bubble with his gum. A few pieces of it cling to his
bottom lip as he shakes his head. “I already do.” Carl pets my head
like I’m a mangy street mutt he doesn’t really want to touch yet
can’t ignore. “Take it easy. I’ll let you know if anything shows
up.”

Before I can
say a word, he leaves me sitting there. In his office.

Alone.

I suppose since
I’ve known him my whole life, Carl assumes he can trust me.

Unfortunately,
he’s wrong.

Peeking through
the office blinds, I watch Bernice picking off her Press on Nails
and wait for my diversion to arrive. A few minutes later, the bells
on the door clang, and she squeals in delight at her unexpected
guest.

Wyn has finally
arrived.

I was starting
to wonder if he’d even show. Better late than never. I was lucky to
get him here at all, considering we haven’t spoken in a couple of
months.

My on-the-fly
plan to get Carl out of his office worked.

 


 



 


 


Survival Skill
#4

 


In survival
situations, don’t be afraid to utilize any and all resources you
may find.
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With a quick
glance through the plexiglass window, I check Bernice, who’s
pointing at Wyn with her nail file. I don’t have long but already
know exactly what I’m looking for.

I beeline to
the cabinet and pull out the drawer labeled “Closed Cases.” My
fingers walk past the Walkers and the Watkins until I reach “Joseph
Wells.” As I slide out the crisp manila folder, the fact that
criminals have been convicted and possibly jailed for doing what
I’m doing is not lost on me. My hands quiver a little until I
remember what Dad said once: If you want to get something done,
sometimes you have to do it yourself.

Wonder if
that’ll hold up in court.

In the next
room, Wyn bursts into a coughing fit.

The warning
signal forces me to hide under Carl’s desk just as the door swings
open. I peer through a crack in the wood, wondering if this is what
a roach feels like. Bernice reaches in and flicks off the light.
Even after she closes the door, I remain hidden for a few minutes
just to be sure. After stuffing the folder in my backpack, I sneak
out the door and down the hallway. As soon as I’m clear, I race
into the alley where Luci’s waiting.

I jump on my
bike and tear out of town.

When I pull
down my dirt driveway, Mom’s truck is already gone. Nothing new.
She always works. These days, the only time I see her is in a
photo. For once, I’m relieved she’s not here.

I charge up the
porch steps and yank open the screen door. The frame flies off the
hinges and crashes onto the floorboards. Great. My whole world is
deteriorating right before my eyes, and there’s nothing I can do
about it.

Skipping every
other step, I bound up to my room and lock the door behind me.
After ripping off my shoes, I fall back into my duct-taped beanbag.
A few tiny white balls escape and hide under the dresser next to a
crowd of dust bunnies.

I sit there and
fumble with the file for God knows how long, flipping it over and
over like a hot pancake. Maybe this is it. Maybe I’ll crack this
case wide open. Maybe I’ll find something everyone else missed.

Maybe. Maybe.
Maybe.

I take in a
deep breath and open the folder.

The first thing
I see is a photo paperclipped to the inside. Dad’s sitting in a
chair with a trophy with a few men flanking him. I remember the
moment perfectly. The picture was taken last year after he won the
Wildlife Management Excellence Award. Staring at his face,
it suddenly dawns on me how much I look like him. Same black hair,
bright green eyes, and athletic build. When I was little, I always
wanted to look more like Mom—curvier yet petite—but I got over that
wish years ago.

My jaw clenches
as I take note of Dad’s crooked smile. Whenever I was in trouble or
scared, if that grin appeared, I instantly knew everything was okay
with the world.

Panic takes
over. I toss the file on the carpet like it’s a scalding pan and
push it away with my foot.

My lungs feel
like they’ve been sawed in half. I scramble to my feet and hang my
head out the open window. As I gulp in air, the tide of panic
recedes. I have to pull myself together. Freaking out isn’t going
to help anyone.

Breathe,
Grace. Just breathe.

My eyes water
as I realize all the tiny details of Dad are dimming like a used
lightbulb. His smell is gone. The sound of his voice, muted. And
his hands? Why can’t I remember his hands?

Sitting back
down, I take a deep breath before opening the folder again. This
time, I avoid the picture and dive straight into the stack of
papers. On top is a form filled out in Carl’s handwriting.

 


Case File:
763452NC

Date: 5/07/11

Name: Joseph Wells. DOB: 07-26-56.
Age: 54

Race: Caucasian. Sex: Male. Height:
6’0”

Weight:
190 lbs. Hair: Black. Eyes:
Blue

NOTES:

Last seen
wearing a Wildlife Officer/Game Warden uniform – green pants, grey
button-up shirt, green baseball hat, and black hiking boots. Size
11.

 


I flip the
pages and read all the details of the case.

CASE ACTIVITIES:

4/9 – Joseph
Wells left home on patrol at 0600 hours

4/10 - Wife
Mary reported Joe missing at 0100 hours



4/11 – Point
last scene, Oconaluftee River. Located radio in river. Hiking boot
print (confirmed to belong to Joe), size 11, standard issue

4/12 – Search
Party.

4/18 – Dogs.
Search Party.

4/20 –
Cross-referenced anon tip on 4/8 before incident. Refer to Call
Transcript.

4/21 – USFWS
enters investigation, Reviews case file

5/1 –
Evidence: a partial boot track (make unknown)

5/11 – No
blood DNA or other forensics evidence.

5/31 – Another
search party sweep

6/1 - Presumed
dead. Cause: drowning Oconaluftee

7/15 – CASE
CLOSED

ADDITIONAL
INFORMATION:

Evidence
catalogue/photos: JW125543.doc

 


My eyes focus
on one entry. A partial boot track (make unknown). I sift
through the file. No picture? Wonder if it’s the same as the tracks
I found in the woods. At the bottom of the case is an evidence file
name, JW125543.doc, probably stored on Carl’s computer. Good luck
hacking in there. There’s no way Wyn will help me again once he
finds out I actually stole the file from his personal hero.

After jotting
down the clue, I page through some interview notes until I find the
referenced call transcript.

Hiker
reported suspicious campsite about a mile from Sidehill.

From the date,
the anonymous call came in a few days before my dad disappeared.
Worth noting.

With hands
trembling, I wipe my finger over Dad’s reddened face, remembering
how embarrassed he was about the attention he got the day of the
awards. There’s something so boyish about his face in this picture.
Something I’d forgotten. Something I miss. I unclip the photo,
replacing it with a different one from my drawer, and hide the new
picture in my fly-carrying tin. No one will notice.

As my chest
starts to tighten again, I shove the case file back in my sack and
zip it closed, as if the Gor-Tex bag can prevent the picture from
hurting me. Chewing on my bottom lip, I think about the facts in
the case. Aside from the anonymous call and the random prints,
Carl’s right. There’s not much to go on. I massage my forehead and
think about all the places in the National Park.

Sidehill
doesn’t ring a bell.

Maybe Google
knows. I sit down at my clunky computer and conduct eighty-seven
keyword searches on “Sidehill” over the next couple of hours. Not
much turns up, except for a few unreliable sites suggesting it’s
some kind of historical trail. I scour through all my trail maps to
see if I can spot anything. Nothing.

Eventually I go
to bed, hoping everything will make sense later. For now, I know
what I need to do.

Find
Sidehill.

 


 



 


 


Survival Skill
#5

 


When meeting a
stranger, take note of every detail to create a composite in your
mind.
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The next
morning, I hide in bed until my mom leaves for work. Then I ride
Luci deep into the Smokies to start another search. The morning air
is warm yet crisp, hinting at the beginning of fall. After passing
the bent “bear crossing” sign, I skid my motorcycle into a turn and
roll down an overgrown path. Hunching over Luci’s handlebars, I
dodge the low-hanging branches and go as far as I can before
trekking in the rest of the way.

Using the trees
as handrails, I slide down the sloped forest, taking in the details
of my lush surroundings. How the bark scratches my palms and how
the crisp grass crunches under every step. The sweet smell of pine
teases my nose, reminding me of the dreaded holidays only a few
months away. I can’t imagine them without Dad’s light display,
secret stuffing recipe, and our annual Christmas morning
fishing.

To avoid the
scent, I breathe through my mouth and refocus my attention on how
the blooming bushes splatter the green forest with blotches of pale
pink. I take in their sweet perfume, letting it replace the holiday
scent.

After hiking a
couple more miles, the murmur of gurgling water beckons me. I
gallop to the tree line and stop to watch the river. Mossy boulders
crowd Bear Creek as it glistens in the sunlight. I close my eyes,
inviting the sun to stroke my cheeks and warm my soul. I’d give
anything to go back to last summer when Dad and I spent every
morning fishing and every afternoon patrolling the forest.
Everything seemed so easy then. I can actually remember wishing for
more adventure in my life. More excitement.

Be careful
what you wish for.

Staring out at
the river rushing by, I suddenly want so much to fish first, but
it’s more important to get in another search before dusk. Eating a
MoonPie with one hand and chewing a hangnail on the other, I spread
out my gear and highlight a search path on my map. The plan is to
fan out in a one-mile radius from the point where I found the
Cheetos bag. My breath speeds up with excitement and anticipation.
I don’t know if it’s the rush of hope I’ll find something more or
the fear I’ll find nothing else.

Pulling on my
backpack, I blaze the trail and sweep in an arch, searching for
another sign. For hours, I move slowly and deliberately. Careful
not to step on anything that could be evidence. A small something
off to one side sends off an alert in my head. I bend down and
inspect the compressed area filled with tiny crushed plants, a
random pebble, and a broken stick. To the average person, these are
just part of your everyday woods. To me, they’re prints. Signs,
like this heel strike, that prove someone is out here. I lightly
run my hand over the area and can tell the mud is dry. It hasn’t
rained for a couple weeks so it’s at least that old. I quickly note
the find and move on to find a scuff marking on an old dead log.
After inspecting it further, it appears someone climbed over it,
damaging the surface with a boot. On the other side, I spot a
partial track. Up ahead, I can make out a faint trail someone left
behind where the leaves bend at funny angles or are flipped over,
showing their light underbellies.

 


After finishing
the planned grid, I sit down to note everything. Chewing on the
pencil eraser, I scan the forest. My spirits lift a little.

I was right.
Someone is out here.

The question is
who and if it’s related?

Even though
it’s only four o’clock, the woods are already growing dark as if
nature is slowly drawing its shades. The silver on my bracelet
gleams in the dimming light. It’s too dark to keep searching. Maybe
I have enough time to fish. Reward myself for a search well done.
Relax and clear my head before the sun sinks behind the
treetops.

After unpacking
my stuff, I slip into my waders and a waterproof vest before
slithering into the river. The current tugs at my boots, urging me
to play. The soft sloshing sounds of the water stroke the
embankment, and the crickets hum along to the forest’s natural
buzz.

I start
casting. Once I get a good rhythm going, my body relaxes and my
chest fills, allowing me to breathe again. There used to be a time
when Dad and I would fish for hours. Without talking. Without any
worries.

Whipping the
line back and forth, I focus on the meter of my technique. Two
o’clock, ten o’clock. Two o’clock, ten o’clock. The moist air wets
my face. I lick the droplets from my lips, tasting the pure
mountain water. Being in the river makes me think about the fishing
trip Dad was planning for us. A lump grows in my throat, blocking
my airway. My chest hardens at the thought of possibly never
fishing with him again.

Suddenly, I
have a huge urge to get out of here, before my heart explodes.

I spin around
and slosh out of the water. So much for relaxing. I pull on my
backpack and stand at the tree line, watching the river slide by
like a conveyor belt. Here, nothing has changed. Somehow, life
keeps moving at the same speed it did before.

But for me,
everything is different.

Before I can
invite anyone else to my pity party, a few twigs snap behind
me.

Instinctively,
I squat behind a boulder and scan the horizon, wondering if Simon’s
making another star appearance. It takes a few minutes for my eyes
to notice a human silhouette snaking through the trees. By the
gait, size, and shape, it appears to be a male. My heart rate
skyrockets along with my curiosity. During all my searches, I’ve
never come across anyone out here. This place is always deserted.
It’s why Dad loves it here.

As the person
moves further away, I decide to follow. Maybe this is the guy who
owns the prints I’ve been tracking all day. I silently move through
the leafy cover by using an old Apache stalking method, Fox
Walking. Or as Dad called it, the Ostrich Shuffle. It comes in
handy when tracking bears, so I assume it can fool humans too.
Maintaining my balance, I lift each leg high in the air and lightly
touch the ball of my foot to the ground. No matter how effective
the technique, I always feel like a complete idiot doing this.
Pretty sure I look like one too. Unfortunately, the silly walk only
works if I’m patient, so I take my time and find a rhythm.

Lift. Bend.
Step. Lift. Bend. Step.

The figure
darts through a clump of trees in the distance. No matter how fast
the shadow moves, my body remains on cruise control. For a second,
I lose him, but then a slight movement notifies my peripheral
vision. I work hard to continue the method, but it soon becomes
clear I’m falling behind.

Without
hesitation, I shoot off toward the intruder, only to anger a dry
stick.

Crack!

The figure
stops.

I slip behind a
mountain laurel, letting the fat bush conceal me, and wait a few
seconds. Then, in a stealth move, I inch around the side and survey
the wooded landscape, listening for any sound.

Nothing.

A deep voice
cuts through the silence. “Oi! What are you doing?”

I spin around
to face a guy standing only a few yards away. My wilderness
survival class comes back to me. Always size up your opponent.
Note every detail. I conduct a quick once-over and etch a
physical profile into my brain. Never know when you might have to
do a composite sketch. The subject is about 6’2”, 200 pounds, with
longish dark hair. Probably my age. Looks older due to the thin
scruff covering his face. He’s sporting khaki cargo pants, hiking
boots, and an army-green t-shirt. A leather pouch hangs across his
chest, and he’s carrying a small blue cooler. I look up into
MoonPie-brown eyes.

He frowns. “Why
are you following me?”

This time, I
detect a slight accent that straddles the fine line between English
and Australian. I can’t tell for sure because, to be honest, they
both sound the same to me.

Never show
your fear. I assume that’s the case any time you come across
something threatening, whether it’s a big animal or a hot guy.
After straightening my posture, I make sure to project my voice,
hoping to mask any nerves as well as my thick Southern accent. “Saw
you in the woods. I was curious. No one comes out here.”

“You do.”

I center my
weight over my feet, just in case this dude comes at me. “That’s
different.”

He shrugs. “Not
to me.”

This chitchat
is not productive, so I change the subject to something more
interesting to me. “You lost?”

“You a tour
guide?”

“Obviously
not.”

“Right. First
off, I wouldn’t be lost. Second, if I was,” he holds up his
wristwatch, “I have this handy little gadget called a …
compass.”

I cross my arms
and bite back at his sarcastic remark. “Then I guess you know where
you can go.”

One side of his
mouth curves. Somewhat crooked but stark white teeth sneak-a-peek
through his fullish lips. “You’re a bit cheeky.”

Whatever that
means. “Thanks. Now why did you say you were here?”

“I didn’t.” He
gives me an indignant look then crosses his arms in defiance.

“You seen
anyone else out here?”

His eyes dart
around as if he’s watching a mosquito. “No.”

“So you’re out
here alone?”

“If you must
know, I was fishing.”

I narrow my
eyes to slits and look him over. “You fish?”


“Abso-bloody-lutely.” He points to a short, stubby rod leaning
against a nearby oak.

I frown. A bait
fisherman. Flyfishing is about more than just fishing, not to
mention it takes way more skill. Bait chunkers splash through the
water, ruining peaceful runs with loud yelps and incessant booze
breaks. How can slapping a fat, sedated worm on a hook be called
fishing? I stare at his fishing rod, which is actually too
short for his height. This guy is invading my turf, stealing my
fish. “Haven’t you ever heard that size matters?”

The guy’s eyes
darken slightly, but I swear I see a sparkle. “No need to be rude.
I’ll leave you to your business. This time, don’t follow me.”

I notice how
his words go up at the end of every sentence like every statement
is a question. “I’m rude, but that’s polite?”

He rubs the
scruff on his chin with his thumb and forefinger. “Hmmm. Let me try
again. Please don’t follow me. Much better I hope.” Before I
can claim the last word, he pivots on one foot and trudges off into
the trees.

I spy on the
mystery guy until he fades into the green abyss, wondering what
he’s really doing out here. I make a conscious decision to trek
back to my bike off the main trail. That way, if this dude tries to
track me, I’ll hear him first. Not that I’m worried. Then again,
Dad and I have come across some whacky characters out here so one
can never be too careful.

As I hike
toward Luci, I can’t help but think more about the stranger.

Questions cloud
my head like the early morning mist over Bear Creek. Who is this
guy? Where is he from? And, out of all the places to fish, why is
he hanging around my fishing spot?

In fact, why is
he out here at all?

 


 



 


 


Survival Skill
#6

 


Never let an
opponent see any sign of weakness or fear.
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As soon as I
wake up the next morning, I spread out my notes, hoping to spot
something I haven’t seen before. Detect something I’ve missed.

“Grace!” my
mother shrieks from downstairs.

I ignore her
and scramble to gather the papers sprawled across my bed. After
shoving everything into my bag, I jump over to my desk and quickly
begin tying flies to replenish my fishing stock. Mom’ll freak out
if she sees me obsessing over Dad’s case.

What she
doesn’t know won’t hurt me.

A few seconds
later, she bursts into my room. The door slams against the wall,
enlarging the long-standing hole caused by a missing doorstop. Mom
is frowning and breathing heavy from skipping up the stairs in a
hurry. “Grace! Did you hear me calling you?”

 


“Mm-hmm.” I
study the diagram on my computer screen. Following the
instructions, I position a size-twelve hook in the vice and load
black thread into the bobbin. Holding a small duck feather in
place, I loop the delicate string around it several times and add a
few hackles. To top it off, I tie a perfect whip finish. It’s
critical to make the fly just perfect down to the gnat’s eyebrow or
the fish will know it’s a total fake.

She stomps over
and flips off my screen. “You’re being rude.”

Without looking
up, I mumble under my breath. “Ditto.”

Her face pops
up over my shoulder. I catch a whiff of her flowery perfume and
unwillingly soften at the familiar scent. Until she speaks. “Why do
you keep tying flies? Don’t you have enough?”

Without looking
up, I pin a fly onto my rack. Why do you care?

Her breath
tickles the nape of my neck. “Not talking? Why are you so crabby
today?”

I hang up
another one of my masterpieces. “Why is it that you come in yelling
at me, and I’m the one who’s crabby?” Blowing my self-inflicted
“bangs” away from my face, I lean in and admire my handiwork.

Mom grows
strangely quiet behind me.

I twirl around
on the wobbly stool, nervous she’s found my case notes. Instead,
she’s strolling around the room, hands clasped behind her back as
if she’s visiting a museum. I cross my arms in front of me. “Mary,
can I help you with something? Or are you just browsing?”

She scowls
back. “What’s this Mary thing lately? I don’t like it.”

“Sorry …
Mary.” Fighting with her seems unavoidable. We can’t—or
maybe won’t—stop tromping on each other’s hot buttons. The days of
swinging on the porch together, sipping lemonade, are a distant
memory.

Mom ignores me
and continues perusing my room like it’s a cheap souvenir shop. She
picks up a horse statue and flips it over, possibly checking for a
price. “Heard you went to see Captain yesterday.”

I rub my
temples and curse my oversight. Two of the hundred and eleven
things that suck about living in a small town? One, dumb news
travels fast; and two, it always visits the wrong people first. In
this town, if I blow my nose wrong, it’s sure to be breaking news
in the “Medical Section” of The Smoky Review.

Before I can
reply, she sneaks in a dig of her own. “I called Jim.”

“I
figured.”

“He’s expecting
you at noon.”

Great. I rub my
forehead. “I’ll be sure to count the minutes.” It’s embarrassing
enough that I’m forced to see a shrink, but one named Dr. Head? And
I still don’t understand why I’m the one sentenced to whacko
sessions when she’s the one who really needs it. “By the way, how
come you get to call him Jim, but I have to call him Dr.
Head? Or, should I say, Dr. Head-ache?”

She exhales a
long sigh, at least twenty seconds. “Because I’ve known him since
high school.”

Seated on the
stool, I twirl in a circle so my world becomes one big blur.
“Sounds like a conflict of interest to me.”

She snaps back.
“You know you’re my only interest.”

I mumble. “I’m
not crazy, Mom.”

“Never said you
were. But you concern me.”

“Why, because I
ask questions that you don’t want to know the answers to?”

Mom sighs
again. “I can’t get into this again right now. I’m late.”

I finally
notice she’s wearing her Daisy’s Diner apron. “Thought you
weren’tgoing in until later?” Since Dad went missing, I never see
Mom anymore. She’s either taking on extra shifts at Daisy’s or
locking herself in her room until she leaves again. Some nights,
she cries. Sometimes she just watches TV. Other times, I don’t hear
anything at all.

As far as I’m
concerned, both my parents disappeared on the same day.

She gazes into
the chrome lamp and adjusts her apron. “I have a few things to do
first.”

I try to hide
the frustration in my voice. “Like what?”

“Like none of
your business. You just worry about getting to Jim’s on time.”

After a few
awkward minutes, I try to be nice. “We having dinner tonight?” A
faded memory sizzles in my mind. Mom, Dad, and me sitting around
the dining table, eating Sloppy Joes. I miss those days. Mom was
different then. A tide of sickness churns through my belly.

She avoids my
eyes and rolls on her lipstick. “Can’t. Already promised Susan I’d
eat with her. How about lunch?”

“Sure,
whatever.”

She gazes at
me, and for a split second, I think I see her eyes moisten. A hint
of regret for pushing me away? Maybe an apology for all the times
she’s blown me off? As the staring contest ticks on, I suddenly
notice how much older she looks than a few short months ago. Her
once professionally highlighted hair has surrendered to a mousy
gray-brown. Instead of her hair down, it’s slicked back into a bun.
New worry lines crease her once-smooth porcelain skin. Tiny
crow’s-feet frame her brownish-yellow eyes. Under them, black
smudges that would make a raccoon jealous, peek through her
concealer.

Mom looks
tired. Worn down. Similar to those women with no smile, hiding in
dusty, faded photos from the past. Of course, the puce diner
uniform and black nursing shoes don’t add much cheer either. A rush
of sadness trickles through me. She used to be so full of life. Now
she’s hollow. Her energy sucked out. A zombie waitress ambling
through life, decaying without even noticing.

For a brief
moment, I want nothing more than to hug her. I wish she’d let me
comfort her. Then she could stroke my hair while singing
Blackbird in my ear. When I was little, her singing could
fix anything.

Now a song just
isn’t enough.

Mom turns away.
“I better go.”

“Yeah, see ya.”
I spin around on my stool and pretend to start tying another
fly.

She sighs as
she leaves the room. Once the front door slams shut, I spy on her
from behind the old curtains splattered with large flowers. My dad
called them “antique.” He had a way of making cheap things sound
beautiful.

Mom hops into
my dad’s “antique” faded-red truck. My throat tightens as I watch
her, wishing I’d been a little nicer. Still, I can’t help but want
to give up on Mom the way she’s given up on Dad.

The same way
she’s given up on me.

I press my
forehead against the cool window and watch as she inches down the
pebbled driveway like an old lady, braking every few feet. As soon
as the truck rounds the corner, I hear the familiar crunching sound
of a tired clutch as she shifts into second gear. After the
countless hours Dad spent teaching her, Mom still sucks at driving
a stick.

I smirk. In a
backward kind of way, the scraping sound comforts me. It’s one of
the only things I can still depend on with her. That god-awful
noise gives me hope that maybe one day, things will be normal
again.

The alarm on my
watch sounds off, pulling me from my thoughts. Great. Now I’m going
to be late for Dr. Head.

I can hear him
now. Being tardy makes you look like an “avoider lost in
denial.” After stripping off my PJs and squeezing into my
getting-too-small-but-I-don’t-care jeans, I yank on a vintage green
t-shirt of Oscar the Grouch that says, “Scram!”, tie back my hair,
and race out the door.

 


 



 


 


Survival Skill
#7

 


Utilize stress
management techniques to help you remain calm and focused in the
wild.
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Sitting in Dr.
Head’s office, I zone out, staring at the smiley-face clock above
him. The eyes look left and right with every tick and tock, like a
crazy person. Only thirty-seven minutes and twenty-nine seconds to
go.

I silently
celebrate. This is the longest I’ve gone in a session without
talking. I sit Indian-style in the fabric chair. Dr. Head sits
across from me in a raggedy, brown leather recliner, and packs his
pipe. He lights it and settles back into his favorite La-Z-Boy,
making him look about thirty years older than he really is.

Seriously, who
smokes a pipe these days besides authors or grandfathers?

Not to mention,
what kind of therapist sets up a business in a small town? A bad
one, maybe? One who doesn’t know what he’s talking about? Plus, I
happen to know Dr. Head moonlights as a janitor at my school to get
extra cash. What real therapist does that?

Dr. Head’s eyes
are hidden behind ebony horn-rimmed glasses, and his wavy black
hair skims his shoulders. He’s kinda handsome in a hippie-professor
sort of way. Then I stare down at his feet, wondering why Vans
shoes were ever made in the first place, let alone, remade.

When I glance
up again, he smiles and waves at me with his fingers. A smoke ring
curls out of his pipe. I turn my head away and fake cough at the
sweet fumes as they coil in the air. My legs bounce up and down,
pumping out nervous energy fueled with a growing urge to speak. I
recount the number of crooked pictures hanging on the walls and
reread the battered sign above the door for the umpteenth time.

It’s better to
be mad and know it then to be sane and have one’s doubts.

Probably
true.

I shift in my
chair, trying to contain myself. Boredom taunts me, begging me to
speak. The only sound in the room is the psycho-clock clicking in
the background. Eleven minutes and sixteen seconds. Nine minutes,
fifty-seven seconds. At eight minutes and ten seconds, I surprise
myself by blurting out, “I suppose you want me to talk about my
dad.” Where did that come from?

I sigh at the
defeat. I hate to lose. Probably from years of Dad always winning
when he played board games with Wyn and me. Though I’d give
anything to lose to him right now.

Dr. Head
answers in a monotone voice. “Is that what you want to talk about?
Your dad?”

I huff and
throw my head back against the puffy headrest. “Geez, this is so
stupid. I told you before, there’s nothing left to say.”

Dr. Head cocks
his head to one side resembling a bird. “Well, then why don’t you
tell me about your visit with Captain?”

Great, here it
comes. “Doc, it wasn’t a big deal. I asked him a few questions,
that’s all.” Rocking back and forth, my chair repeatedly slams into
the wall. I laugh on the inside.

Dr. Head seems
completely unaffected by the thumping. He’s either really, really
balanced or just plain dead inside. “Did you ask him questions
about your dad?”

“Maybe.”

Dr. Head takes
a drag off his pipe. When he speaks, smoke trails out of the corner
of his mouth and spirals to the ceiling. “I thought we were coming
to terms with your situation.”

My volume turns
up a notch. “You mean me. Not we. You don’t have to
work through anything.”

“So then, are
you letting your investigation go?”

I blow out
lightly. “Not until I prove he’s not dead.” As soon as I say it, I
slap my hand over my mouth. Busted! I’ve barely spoken a word in
all my sessions and now, within a matter of seconds, I throw open
the door to my brain and invite Dr. Head in. And like a vampire, he
will now suck me dry.

Dr. Head’s
eyebrows shoot up into perfect arches. He leans in and fixates on
my pupils, seemingly excited. “Good, at least you’re finally being
honest. Maybe we’re getting somewhere. Let’s go over what we know.
I can talk you through it.”

I mumble,
“Lucky me.” The walls slowly start to close in around me, forming a
tight box. My head pounds and my mouth turns dry. I circle my
fingertips on my temples, attempting to push the emerging pain back
into my brain. There’s only one small window in the incredibly
shrinking room. My only escape.

Outside, a
branch scratches a rhythm on the glass pane. I will the tree to
break through and set me free.

I need air.

Breathe.

In through the
nose. Out through the mouth.

Dr. Head
continues poking his mental probe into my psyche. “After your dad
went missing, the police said they found his radio in the
Oconaluftee River.”

I fixate on the
small square of freedom and suck in enough air to respond, the
whole time spinning my bracelet on my wrist. “Doesn’t mean he
drowned.”

Dr. Head
perches his glasses on the bridge of his nose and reviews his
notes. “Lester Martin’s been a park ranger out there for years. He
said your dad told him he was going to the river.”

I tug at the
collar of my shirt that’s suddenly choking me. Squeezing tighter
and tighter. “Doesn’t mean my dad died there.”

“The dog didn’t
pick up your dad’s scent anywhere else. Only at the river’s
edge.”

I wring my
hands together and remember something my dad once said. Don’t
lose your cool, it’s harder to get it together than keep it
together. I work hard to steady my voice. “Bear’s not a hound.
He’s an old dog. He probably got confused.”

“Your dad
wasn’t the best swimmer. Even he admitted that.”

I avoid
hyperventilating before I can answer. “He saved people from that
river. He wouldn’t drown there. Besides …” My voice trails
off as the words stick to my larynx like a dead moth to light. I
bite the inside of my cheek, careful not to reveal any information
from the stolen file. Information I shouldn’t know.

Dr. Head urges
me on. “Besides what?”

I swallow hard
and keep my eyes on the glass portal, leading to safety. “Never
mind.”

“Do you think
you’re getting a little obsessed with this?”

I glare at him.
“Don’t you mean, we?”

His face
doesn’t move as if it’s frozen in place. No expression. “Grace, I’m
trying to help you. I want to know where you think we can go from
here.”

My voice comes
out sharper than I intended. “I’m sure you’re going to tell
me.”

He isn’t
bothered by my tone. Totally different than Mom. Dr. Head is more
robotic.

“I think maybe
you should consider letting go a bit. Focus on letting yourself
move on. Let yourself try to be happy.”

I choke out one
word. “Happy?”

He nods.

My chest feels
as if someone is sitting on top of me and bouncing. I squeeze my
eyes shut as emotions start to bubble beneath my hardened shell.
How can I be happy?

I don’t want to
cry, but my body doesn’t seem to care what I want anymore. I’m on
the verge of crumbling just as the alarm clangs.

Saved by the
wacko clock.

I leap out of
the chair like a lemur in a tree and clamber for the door. Knowing
freedom is waiting for me on the other side. “Time’s up!”

Dr. Head tails
me. “So I’ll see you next week?”

Without looking
back, I wave over my shoulder and sing out, “Saaaame time. Saaaame
place.” I hurl myself down the steps, barely avoiding injury, and
sprint around the corner until I’m out of sight. I lean against the
wall and fight to regain my mental strength.

That was close.
Almost bought a one-way ticket to Meltdown City.

I regain my
composure and drag my heavy body down the cracked sidewalk toward
work. Immediately, people recognize me. Dad’s case has turned us
into local celebrities. Only without the red carpets and expensive
dresses. A few young girls from the local middle school stare with
gaping mouths, while others eye me, searching for an excuse to say
something. One couple avoids my gaze all together.

I walk faster
down the sidewalk toward work. The dilapidated buildings make the
town look as old and poor as it is. The store banners are faded and
even missing a few letters. A “for sale” sign hangs on the door of
an empty storefront. One shop down, only twenty-three to go. When I
pass by the general store, Mr. Fields is standing outside with a
short bald man.

He sees me and
waves. “Well, hello Grace. How’s … everything?”

I pretend not
to notice his awkward pause. “Fine, thanks.” I speed walk past him
with my head down to avoid any more questions. What am I supposed
to say? People only want to hear the good stuff so they can go on
with their day without feeling guilty. Mr. Fields doesn’t ask
anything else. He stares up at his sign and continues his
conversation with the man I’ve never seen before.

As I turn the
corner, Ms. Green, the town’s hairstylist and gossip expert, sets
her sights on me like a nuclear missile to its target. Before she
reaches me, I veer off the town’s main drag and duck down a side
street, taking a shortcut to work. These people don’t get it. Just
because they’ve read about my family and the missing case in The
Smoky Review, doesn’t mean they know me.

At least not
the real me.

I’m so deep in
thought, I almost don’t notice the footsteps echoing behind me.

In perfect
rhythm with mine.

I speed up.
They speed up.

I slow down.
They slow down.

No doubt about
it. Someone’s following me.

 


 



 


 


Survival Skill
#8

 


Pay attention to
your surroundings and be prepared for attack.
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I stop dead in
my tracks. “I can hear you, you know.”

“Man. You’re
good. I’ll give you that.”

“It’s not hard
to hear an elephant coming.” I spin around and my heart slips a
little when I see Wyn.

He looks better
than usual. I cock my head and try to figure out what it is. Is it
the new dark jeans, the navy Coldplay t-shirt, or the Converse
shoes.

My voice cracks
as I shake off the all-too-familiar feeling of attraction and
confusion. “What do you expect? I’m trained in self defense and
wilderness survival.”

Wyn rolls his
eyes. “Yeah, yeah. I know. You’re a badass.”

I nod once.
“And don’t you forget it!”

He smiles and
tilts his head to one side like a little puppy. I’ve seen that look
so many times before. Wyn and I have been friends since we were
babies. Pooped and played together. Last year, we even started
dating and everything seemed okay until Dad disappeared. Wyn tried
to comfort me, but it was just too weird, so we broke up at the
worst possible time. I guess he was tired of me pushing him away,
and I felt smothered.

Now I’ve heard
Skyler Stevens has been draping herself all over him, trying to get
noticed. I wonder if he just hangs out with her because Carl’s her
father or because he really likes her. After all, Skyler’s petite,
pretty, and perky. The total opposite of me.

Never got what
GI Joe saw in that blond doll anyway.

“Dating Barbie
yet?”

Wyn raises one
eyebrow. “Why? Is Skipper jealous?”

“You wish.” I
poke the chicken-pock scar in the middle of his forehead. “You’re
certainly no Ken.”

He puffs out
his chest ever so slightly. Assuming I don’t notice. “Thank
goodness. Because I hear he has no banana in his hammock. If you
know what I mean.”

I try not to
laugh because it’s true. “That’s because Barbie’s got
them.”

He smirks and
flexes his skinny arms. “Ken’s got nothing on this.”

Even though
he’s kidding, I know Wyn’s always been a little sensitive about
being on the skinny side, so I squeeze his bicep. “You definitely
have much better hair. Anyway, you’re changing the subject.” I
glance around, all spy-like. “So where is she? Your shadow.”

“If this isn’t
an official inquiry on who I really want to be dating, then I plead
the fifth. Besides, it would be rude of me to talk about another
girl in front of a lady.” He flashes me a bright-toothed smile.

I give him a
look. “Oh brother, you’re such a shyster.”

“Are you from
the ‘50s? Who says shyster anyway? Kinda dorky.”

“Like
dorky is any cooler.”

Wyn shoves his
hands in his pockets and strolls next to me. “You know, you almost
gave me a heart attack the other day.” His strides are longer than
mine, so he does a lot of starting and stopping. Reminds me of how
my mom drives, first accelerating then braking every few feet. He
pushes my shoulder. “You’re lucky I lured Carl out of the office
and distracted Bernice for that long.”

I wink at him.
“I knew you could handle it. Bernice loves to flirt with you.”

“Ha, ha.” Wyn
grabs for me.

Without
warning, I clutch onto his wrist and fold his arm behind his back.
He didn’t even know what happened. “Gotcha! Magic phrase,
please.”

“This game was
funny when we were five.”

I pull on his
arm a little but not enough to hurt him.

He mumbles.
“Amazing Grace.” He jerks on his arm. “Now let go. I have a rep to
protect.”

I release my
grip and smile. “So you’ve said.”

Wyn steps back
a few inches to safety. However, the scent of his cologne lingers
in the air, making me think back to all the times I could smell him
on my jacket hours after he dropped me off. He rubs his shoulder
and gives me a strange look. “Man, you are strong. You sure you’re
not a guy trapped in a girl’s body?”

“Are you sure
you’re not a guy trapped in a girl’s body?” I cover my mouth
and smirk.

He puts his
palm against my forehead like a church healer and pushes me
backwards. “Very funny.” He keeps a straight face, but I can tell
he wants to laugh. He waits a few seconds. “Weeeeell? Did you find
the file?”

“I did better
than that.” I stare at him with a look that says, Come on, think
about it.

His silly grin
fades, and he throws his head back and looks at the sun. “Ah man!
Come on, G.” He leans in closer and lowers his voice. “Seriously,
did you steal it?”

“Does a
one-legged duck swim in circles?”

Wyn ignores my
joke and smacks his forehead. “You said you were going to look at
it, not steal it. Captain’s gonna kill me if he finds out I helped
you break into his office. Probably dock my pay too. I need that
job.”

I feel bad for
a second. Not only does Wyn work for Carl doing odd jobs, but ever
since Wyn’s dad left when he was five, Carl’s been a stand-in
father to him. I definitely don’t want to jeopardize the only male
connection he has ever had. He needs it. “Chill out. I didn’t break
in, he left me there. There’s a difference.”

“Shoot. Tell
that to Judge Huey. If you get caught, you’re on your own.”

I pluck a piece
of fuzz off his shirt. “You mean, if you get caught.”

The corners of
his mouth turn down. “I don’t follow.”

“I got what I
needed. Now, I want to see if you can put it back,” I whisper.
Adding some drama, I survey the area before sliding the file out of
my bag and hold it against his chest.

“Ohhhh, no!” He
backs away with his hands up, as if touching it will contaminate
it. Then again, knowing Carl, he’s probably already got Wyn’s
fingerprints on file, since Skyler is his daughter. “You’re whacked
if you think I’m going in there with that. Besides, I already did
you a favor.”

“Psst.
You didn’t do me a favor, you owed me a favor.”

He leans in and
pokes my shoulder with one finger. “Hey! You can’t keep holding
that against me. You only changed one grade and that was over a
year ago. I’ve paid you back, in more ways than one.” He winks.

I wrinkle my
reddening face and lightly smack the back of his head. “Whatever.
Anyway, I didn’t just change your grade; I illegally hacked into
the school’s computer. So I say, eye for an eye, know what I
mean?”

Wyn glares at
me for a second before snatching the file out of my hand and
stuffing it into his leather messenger bag. “Fine. But we’re even
now. I’m puttin’ my foot down. I’m tired of doing all your dirty
work.”

“If it makes
you feel better, we can call it even.” I shrug and watch an older
couple walk by holding hands. “At least, for now.”

“Ha! You’re
dreaming. So was the B&E worth anything? What’d you find
out?”

“Not much new.
Just notes on a partial boot print and an anonymous call about a
place called Sidehill. Ever heard of it?”

Wyn thinks for
a second. “No, but have you asked Tommy yet? He’s lived here his
whole life. He knows every trail out there.”

“I’m heading to
work now, so I’ll ask him.”

“What kind of
boot was it?”

I shake my
head. “Didn’t say. ‘Make unknown.’”

His eyes light
up. “You might be able to track that down. There was a case Carl
was on last year. You know how they caught the guy? They tracked
his tread to some custom boot maker and found the purchase order. I
think Mama Sue still owns that boot place on the reservation.”

“She’s still
alive? I totally forgot about her.” I glance at Wyn out of the
corner of my eye. “You know? You’re not as dumb as you look.”

He can’t help
but laugh out loud. “Gee, thanks.”

I hook my arm
through his and walk along with him. For a second, it feels like
six months ago when he used to escort me to work. Before everything
bad happened. “Seriously, the boot lady is a good idea, but there
was no picture. Must be on his computer.”

He keeps his
eyes straight ahead. “Don’t look at me.”

I study his
face as he continues walking. “Wyn? Thanks for helping me. I know
Carl would be pissed if he found out.”

“Why? Because
I’m aiding a felon? No harm in that.”

“That, and
because the case is pretty much closed at this point.” I stare up
at the white puffs spotting the perfect blue sky. “Unless I find
something concrete he can use.”

Wyn swaggers
next to me and pats my hand, still hooked through his arm. “G, you
know he’d help you if he could. It’s out of his hands.”

“Geez, you’re
hanging out with him so much, you’re starting to sound like him.”
We stop in front of my work, and he looks down at me. I notice the
familiar freckle under his right eye. I used to love that little
sun spot.

I immediately
break away, putting some space between us. I don’t want to want Wyn
back. I lean back against the wall with one foot up, standing like
a plastic flamingo, and try to go on with the conversation as if
the thoughts about him aren’t going on inside my head. “Carl could
fight to keep the case open.”

“Why do you say
that?”

I tell him
about the Cheetos bag. “I’m betting it belongs to my dad.”

Wyn mimics my
stance, and his eyes grow wide. “Man, I’m getting a little worried
about you. Seems like you’re getting obsessed with this whole
thing. I mean, you’re hanging your hat on Cheetos.”

I push off with
my foot and cross my arms. “Obsessed? That bag could be evidence.
It shouldn’t be out that far, and my dad’s missing, and he just
happens to love them. Maybe it’s a clue. And if you don’t want to
help me, I’ll do it on my own.” I turn away, but Wyn circles around
me and blocks my exit.
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