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Chapter One
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If not for the thunderstorm, I might never have met the mystery girl with red hair. 

She looked about my age, rode a beat up blue bicycle, and was almost as predictable as the late afternoon breeze. If I was sitting out on the front porch I’d wave. Sometimes I’d get a nod in response. More often, she just stared straight ahead, more focused on where she was going than on anything around her.  

I definitely didn’t expect to see her today—it was hot, muggy and raining buckets. I was only outside because I loved thunderstorms. They were scary and exhilarating. Mostly, they made me think of Grandma Beth who had loved them more than anyone. Nothing like a good cleansing downpour to freshen the air, she’d say. 

I leaned against the screen door, wiggling my bare toes only inches from the downpour, admiring the way the water splashed out the metal downspout on the corner of the duplex and carved muddy rivulets across the lawn. Lacey pushed against my stomach, trembling. Thunder always transformed her from a feisty little Chihuahua into a clingy piece of lint. I smoothed a thumb over her round head. “Silly girl,” I said. “Don’t be scared. It’s just God moving his furniture. That’s what Grandma Beth used to tell me anyway.” The memory made me smile. Now that Grandma had been gone six months, it was getting easier to think of her with smiles instead of tears. 

I shifted Lacey to reach for my glass of lemonade, and that’s when I caught sight of the girl pedaling up the sidewalk. Her head was bowed and her shoulders hunched in a futile effort to protect herself from the rain—not even a hat. “What a goof ball,” I murmured. 

At the exact moment she passed the gate to our chain link fence there was blistering crack of lightening followed by a tremendous BOOM. Lacey shot off my lap and dove under a deck chair at the same time the girl tipped sideways off her bike and splattered on the sidewalk. “Whoa!” I cried, jumping up. “Are you okay?”

She lay curled beneath her bike for a few seconds before struggling to sit up. I’d reached her by then, and I grabbed the handle bars and jerked the bike off her so she could crawl free. “Are you okay?” I repeated. “That looked like it hurt.”

“Yeah,” she muttered. “That thunder just freaked me out.”

“No kidding,” I said. “A really loud one. You shouldn’t be riding your bike on a day like this.” My cheeks flushed as I realized I sounded just like a grown up.

The girl staggered to her feet, clutching a scratched and bleeding hand against her chest. Her face twisted in pain and I could tell she was trying not to cry. “Oh, man. Ow.”

“Come on,” I told her. “Come over to the porch.”  

She hesitated, squinting at me through the pelting rain. She had the brightest red hair I’d ever seen. “I’m okay.”

“Your hand’s not.” I said. “C’mon, we have Band-Aids.” 

She limped after me without any more argument and I gestured to a deck chair. “Sit there for a minute. Be right back.” I opened the screen door and Lacey darted out from her hiding place and rushed past me inside. “Marti?” I called. “Marti, we need some Band-Aids.”

She stepped out of her office into the hall, her computer glasses dangling from a jeweled neck chain and her gray eyes widened in alarm. “What’s wrong, honey? Did you hurt yourself?”

“Not me.” I jerked my thumb toward the door. “But this girl just fell off her bike right by our gate. She’s on the porch.”

“Oh, goodness,” Marti said, hurrying outside. She knelt in front of the girl. “Well, hello there, sweetie. I’m Marti. What’s your name?”

“Presley,” she said, her face pale. “I just tore up my hand a little. But it stings really bad.”

Marti took one look at the wound and winced. “Oh! Looks like you ground some gravel into it. Poor you. Let’s go inside.” 

Presley shook her head, ready to resist again, but Marti placed her hands firmly on her shoulders. “Yes,” she insisted, “just for a minute. We need to clean up that hand.”

Harvey raised his head from the couch and studied the situation with bloodshot eyes. He gave a lazy WOOF before plopping his head back down, his job of protecting us accomplished. 

“Ohhhh,” Presley said, managing a smile. “He’s so cute. I love Bassett hounds. Actually, I love all dogs.” 

“Then you’re in wonderful company,” Marti said. “Because Poppy and I do, too.” 

I offered a little wave. “The dog’s Harvey,” I said. “That makes me Poppy in case you didn’t already figure that out.”

One corner of her mouth lifted. “Good to know.” 

Marti grabbed a kitchen chair and rolled it over to the sink. “Sit here a minute, Presley.” She tore a paper towel from the roll, moistened it with tap water and knelt beside the chair. “This will sting, but I promise to be as careful as I can.” 

Presley nodded and clamped her teeth over her bottom lip. Her hair was cut in a wedge shape, short all over except for semi-long bangs that immediately fell back into her face each time she swept them aside. She wore baggy jeans over her slender frame and a Kansas City Chiefs jersey that looked like it might belong to an older, bigger brother. She reminded me a little of a feral cat with the way her eyes kept darting from me to Marti and all around the kitchen. I couldn’t tell if she was just sizing everything up or figuring out the nearest escape route.

Marti looked up at her with a warm smile. “Red hair must run in your family.”

Presley fingered her bangs, self-consciously. “Um ... not really. My dad calls me a genetic anomaly because both he and my mom have brown hair.”

Marti and I laughed. “Anomaly nothing,” Marti said. “There’s plenty of people who would love to have striking hair like yours.”

Presley didn’t reply, but I saw a flicker of appreciation cross her face.

“I see you ride by all the time,” I said. “Where do you live?”

She gave an evasive shrug. “Oh, just a few blocks down thatta way.” 

I had no clue which direction thatta way was, so I tried a different tack. “Where were you headed?”

“To Branson Park. I like to feed the ducks.”

“Even in the pouring rain?”

She gave me a sly smile. “Ducks love water.” Then she clamped her teeth as Marti gently dabbed her hand with the paper towel. “I’m sorry, hon, but we need to get this gravel out before we can bandage it. Then I think you better call your parents and have they come get you instead of trying to ride your bike home.”

Presley licked her lips. “No, that’s okay,” she said. “They’re not home right now.”

“Are you home alone then?”

“Um ... no, but my parents have the car.”

“I see,” Marti said. “Well, I’m not sure your bike will fit in my car, but we can try.” 

“Oh, I can make it,” Presley insisted. “It’s not very far, and I’m already wet anyway.”

“Where do you go to school?” I asked.

“I don’t actually. I home school.”

“Do you like it?”

She wrinkled her nose. “I hate it. It’s like being in prison ‘cause I’m alone most of the time.”

I wasn’t sure what to say to that. And I could tell Marti wasn’t either by the way her brows furrowed. “There,” she announced soon after. “Much better. Now we’re ready for a couple of Band-Aids. Be right back.” She disappeared down the hall into the bathroom and returned a moment later. She carefully peeled the paper wrapping from two bandages and carefully laid them in an X across Presley’s palm. “How does that feel? Any better?”

Presley nodded. “It does. Thanks.”

Marti laid a hand on her knee. “You’re certainly welcome. But I still think you should let me give you a ride home. If your bike doesn’t fit you could always come back and get it after it quits raining.”

But Presley was already on her feet. “No. I think my dad might get mad if I leave it here. But ... thanks,” she repeated awkwardly. “I better go.” She started for the door, pausing to look over at the couch. “Would Harvey let me pet him?”

“Of course,” Marti said. “He loves everyone. Don’t you, boy?”

Harvey’s droopy eyes opened at the sound of his name, and his tail gave a lazy thump as Presley walked over. She knelt down and ran her good hand over his head and down one of his giant ears. “I wish I had a dog like you,” she crooned. “Someday I will. What a good boy.”

Something about the sweet, almost sad way she said it made me feel sorry for her. Marti and I exchanged a look. “Do you want some lemonade before you go?” I asked on impulse.

Presley sucked in her bottom lip, and I expected her to say no. But she nodded instead. “Okay.” 

Marti winked at me, like she approved of my offer. “You girls go right ahead and enjoy. I better get back to work.” She smiled at Presley. “I hope we get to see you again. Without the injuries next time.”

I grabbed the carton of lemonade from the fridge and poured Presley a glass before topping off my own. Then we went back outside and sat on the steps. The sky was still steely gray, but the thunder had moved on and the rain had let up quite a bit. I inhaled deeply. “Smell that?” I asked. “The air always smells awesome after a thunderstorm.”

“It does,” Presley agreed, right before she tipped her glass and nearly drained the whole thing at once.

“Wow,” I said, impressed. “You must’ve been really thirsty.”

She nodded and wiped the back of her hand across her mouth. “Guess I was.”

“So how old are you?” I asked.

“Twelve.”

“Me too. Have you lived in Spokane a long time?”

“Not too long.”

The silence closed around us. I tried to think of something more to say. There was a lot of stuff I wanted to say, but most of it seemed kind of rude, like asking why she wore her hair so short, and why her clothes were so baggy. Before I could settle on anything more polite, she said, “Your grandma’s super sweet.” 

I released a soft breath and thought about how best to respond. The simplest thing would just be to agree, but loyalty to Grandma Beth kept me from doing it. “Yeah, she’s great,” I said. “But she’s not actually my grandma.” 

Presley cocked an eyebrow. “Oh? Well, she’s kinda old to be your mom, so I just figured.” 

“She’s my legal guardian,” I said, “or actually, her son Trey is.” I pointed to the other end of the duplex. “He lives in that side. It’s kind of a long story.”

She gave me a meaningful look. “I have a few of those myself,” she said quietly. “My mom says everyone does.”

I couldn’t argue with that. Up until last year I’d thought life was pretty simple. Now I knew better. And something about Presley told me she did, too. I took another sip of lemonade. “Okay,” I said, “so here’s the short version. My parents died when I was just a baby, so I was raised by my Grandma Beth. She died about six months ago from a stroke ... more than one, actually. Anyway, shortly before she died, she signed over custody of me to Trey and Marti.” 

Presley was quiet for a minute, and I could see her trying to make the round puzzle pieces fit in a square frame. “So ... Marti is like your grandma, but really isn’t. And this guy, Trey, is kinda like your dad, but really isn’t?” 

I laughed at her perfect summary. “Yep. You got it.”

“So why them?”

“Why them what?”

“Trey and Marti. Why did your grandma leave you with them?”

I forced a smile. That’s where things got even more complicated, and I just wasn’t ready to share all that with a stranger. “That’s a story for another day,” I said, hoping she didn’t think I was being unfriendly. I grabbed her empty glass and jumped up. “Want some more lemonade?”

“Nah, I’m good. I better get out of here.” She stood. “But thanks though ... for everything.” She traipsed across the soggy lawn to her bicycle. Water dribbled off the seat when she stood it upright. “Need a paper towel?” I asked.

She swung her leg over the frame with a smile. “Why? I’m already soaked.” 

“True.” 

She carefully braced the heel of her bandaged hand against the handle bar and then looked back over at me. “You have a bike?”

“Yeah, why?”

She shrugged. “I just thought, someday when it’s not raining ... you wanna ride bikes, maybe?”

It was the shyest maybe I’d ever heard, like she fully expected me to shoot her down. “Sure,” I said. “Why not?” 

Her face lit up. “Okay. Next sunny day then. See ya.”

“See ya,” I said. She pedaled off down the sidewalk and turned left at the end of the block. At least now I knew which direction thatta way must be. I shook my head. Presley was nice enough, but a little bit weird, too. And it dawned on me that in the half hour we’d known each other, she’d done a great job of learning all kinds of stuff about me while sharing almost nothing about herself. 
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The following day it rained again, but the day after was sunny and warm. Marti was busy typing up a grant application for the animal shelter, so I took my sketchpad out to the porch to see if Presley meant it when she said the next sunny day. Sure enough, she came coasting around the corner a little after one o’clock. I could see she was still favoring her sore hand. 

“Hey,” I said when she reached the gate. She wheeled her bike into the yard and let it fall on its side. Apparently she didn’t believe in kickstands. She wore the same jeans, but a different Chiefs jersey that reached down to her thighs. “You must really like the Chiefs,” I said.

She peered down at the jersey. “My Dad, actually. He grew up in Kansas City.”

“So, do you usually wear your dad’s clothes?” I asked it with a teasing smile, but her cheeks flushed anyway. “No. I just haven’t done laundry for a while.”

I thought it was a strange thing to say. Didn’t her mom do the laundry? But I’d already embarrassed her once so I didn’t ask. “How’s the hand?”

She flexed her fingers. “Not bad. Still hurts a little.” She came up the steps and plopped into a deck chair bedside me. She eyed my sketchpad. “What are you drawing?”

“Just a sketch of Harvey.” I turned my pad toward her and she gave a whistle of approval. “Wow! You’re really good, you know?” 

I smiled, pleased. “Thank you. But dogs are about the only thing I can draw.” 

“Ever draw a Burmese Mountain Dog?”

“Not yet. But I know what they look like. Black and white, long hair, kind of square muzzles?”

She nodded. “Yep. We had one for ten years, but he got cancer and we had to put him to sleep a year ago. His name was Rocky.”

I felt a tug to my heart. I was a complete wuss when it came to anything sad about animals. “I’m sorry. I bet you miss him.”

“I do. He was a good boy. He always slept in my room, and he liked to blow bubbles in his water bowl.”

I grinned. “Funny. How come you don’t have a dog now?”

She wilted a little. “Can’t right now,” she said. “But hopefully soon again.” She paused, like she might add something more, but then decided against it. “So, can you ride bikes for a while?” 

“I think so.” I set my sketch pad aside. “I’ll go ask.” 

“Can I come in and pet Harvey?”

“Sure, c’mon. He’s on the couch again. Sleeping’s his favorite hobby. That and hunting grasshoppers.”

She laughed. “Really? Well, it’s not like he has a lot of prey available in a fenced yard.”

“True.”

Lacey came charging out to bark as soon as we stepped inside, but she stopped when Presley kneeled and offered the back of her hand. “Hey, little girl. How come you didn’t bark at me the other day?”

“She’s terrified of thunder,” I said. “That’s the only thing that saved you.” 

Presley made her way over to the couch to pet Harvey, and I poked my head into Marti’s office. “Presley’s here again,” I said. “Is it okay if I ride bikes with her for a little while?” 

Marti glanced up from the computer with a smile. “Oh, is she?” She leaned back in her chair. “Hi, honey,” she called, “how’s the hand?”

“Hi,” Presley answered from the living room. “It’s better.”

Marti winked at me. “You girls have fun. Just remember only three blocks.” 

I gave a good-natured eye-roll. I really didn’t mind Trey’s three-block rule—it made me feel protected and cared about—but it was fun to act like I did. “So what’s gonna happen when I turn sixteen and start driving? Am I still gonna be limited to three lousy blocks?”

Marti drew back. “Oh, honey,” she deadpanned. “Whatever makes you think you’ll be allowed to drive?” 

I left her office, giggling. “Gee,” I said, “that’s reassuring.” 

Presley kissed Harvey on the muzzle before following me back outside. “Hold on a sec,” I said. “My bike’s in the garage.” 

I felt almost guilty as I wheeled out my shiny red mountain bike. It was so nice and new compared to Presley’s old beat-up one. But she gave a short whistle of admiration when she saw it. “Sweet. Where’d you get it?”

“From the last police auction.”

Her body stiffened. “Police auction?”

I nodded, feeling like I’d said something wrong. “Yeah. Out at the fairgrounds. The Sheriff’s department holds one every three or four months to sell stuff that’s never claimed.” 

She gave me a long, searching look. “But how do you know about that?” 

“The auctions? Because Trey took me. There’s always tons of cool stuff for cheap, lots of nice bikes, too.” I gave her an encouraging smile. “There’s another one coming up in a few weeks. I’ve been saving my money. You should go look at the bikes. Bet you’d find one.”

Presley kicked at the grass with the toe of her sneaker, a strange mix of emotions crossing her face. “So does that mean Trey’s a police officer?” 

I nodded. “A detective, actually. Is something wrong?” 

She gave a dismissive shrug and wheeled her bike toward the gate. “Nope.”

I wasn’t sure what to make of her reaction. She was obviously lying, but I didn’t know her well enough to push it. “Okay, then,” I said, following. I latched the gate behind us. “Where do you wanna ride? You could show me where you live. You said it was pretty close, right?” 

Presley wrinkled her nose, like I’d suggested dog food for lunch. “No. Let’s go to Branson Park. I brought bread crusts for the ducks.” Then without another word she swung a leg over her bike and pedaled off.

I blinked after her, feeling like I’d been dismissed. “Okay, fine,” I mumbled. “I guess Branson Park it is.” I straddled my bike and tried to figure out what exactly it was about Presley I liked. She was a maddening little mystery wrapped in baggy clothes. But there was definitely a story there someplace, too, and for some weird reason I really wanted to know what it was.

We rode bikes twice more over the next week—both times to Branson Park to feed the ducks and watch the kids at the skate park—and I still knew almost nothing about her. Each time I asked her to show me where she lived she put me off with a dismissive wave and assured me I wasn’t missing anything. But all that did was make me more suspicious and curious. I finally argued that she knew where I lived, that she’d even been inside the house on several occasions and knew Marti, and insisted she show me. 

It was late on a Friday afternoon when she led the way to Jackson and West 29th street. It was a little beyond my three-block limit, but after finally convincing her to take me, there was no way I was backing out. I couldn’t get over how different two neighborhoods less than a mile apart could look. The houses around our duplex weren’t big or fancy. But they were nice and neat and well cared for, with mown yards full of shrubs and flowers and bird feeders. But the houses lining Jackson Street looked old and neglected, almost like they’d been forgotten. 

Presley coasted to a stop, braced her foot against the curb and pointed across to a ramshackle house with a sagging porch and peeling paint. Old growth pine trees towered over the yard, throwing an umbrella of deep shade and giving things an ominous feel. “Told you it wasn’t much to look at.” 

“Yay,” I teased. “The mystery girl does have a house. I’d started to think you were from an alien planet.” 

A teenage boy in a muscle shirt was bent under the hood of an old junked car, rap music blaring from the car’s radio. And a little boy wearing nothing but underpants pushed around a toy dump truck in the dirt. “Are they both your brothers?” I asked.

Presley shook her head. “Just the little one—Jordan. The other guy is some neighbor kid that Dad hired to get the car running again so we can sell it, but I don’t think he knows what he’s doing.” She kept her voice low, like she didn’t want to be noticed. But just then the little boy looked up, scrambled to his feet and waved. “Hi, Pwesley.”
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