



[image: Book cover of ‘Fair Chase’ by Travis Mulhauser. The cover image features a cabin illuminated at night, surrounded by trees and a dark sky.]











[image: Title page of ‘fair chase’ by Travis Mulhauser published by Grand Central.]













This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.


Copyright © 2026 by Travis Mulhauser


Cover design by Alexander Lozano. Cover image of house by Anne Richard/Arcangel Images. Cover images by Getty Images and Shutterstock.


Cover copyright © 2026 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Grand Central Publishing


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


grandcentralpublishing.com


@grandcentralpub


First Edition: April 2026


Grand Central Publishing is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Grand Central Publishing name and logo is a registered trademark of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.


Grand Central Publishing books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Mulhauser, Travis, 1976– author


Title: Fair chase / Travis Mulhauser.


Description: First edition. | New York, NY : Grand Central Publishing, 2026.


Identifiers: LCCN 2025050008 | ISBN 9781538768013 hardcover | ISBN 9781538768037 ebook


Subjects: LCGFT: Fiction | Novels


Classification: LCC PS3613.U435 F35 2026


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2025050008


ISBNs: 9781538768013 (hardcover), 9781538768037 (ebook)


E3-20260325-JV-NF-ORI












Contents




	Cover


	Title Page


	Copyright


	Dedication


	
Part I



	Delos


	Jewell


	Lucy


	Delos


	Lucy







	
Part II



	Darnette


	The Sawbrooks


	Delos


	Lucy


	Jewell


	Darnette


	Lucy


	Jewell


	Darnette


	Jewell


	Delos







	
Part III



	Lucy


	Jewell


	Darnette


	Buckner


	Darnette


	Lucy


	The Sawbrooks


	The Wolf







	
Part IV



	The Sawbrooks


	Delos


	Jewell


	Delos


	Jewell







	
Part V



	Delos


	The Sawbrooks


	Delos







	Acknowledgments


	Discover More


	About the Author


	Also by Travis Mulhauser












	Cover


	Table of Contents


	Dedication


	Title Page


	Start of Content


	Start of Backmatter


	Copyright










Page List




	ii


	iii


	iv


	v


	vi


	vii


	viii


	1


	2


	3


	4


	5


	6


	7


	8


	9


	10


	11


	12


	13


	14


	15


	16


	17


	18


	19


	20


	21


	22


	23


	24


	25


	26


	27


	28


	29


	30


	31


	32


	33


	34


	35


	36


	37


	38


	39


	40


	41


	42


	43


	44


	45


	46


	47


	48


	49


	50


	51


	52


	53


	54


	55


	56


	57


	58


	59


	60


	61


	62


	63


	64


	65


	66


	67


	68


	69


	70


	71


	72


	73


	74


	75


	76


	77


	78


	79


	80


	81


	82


	83


	84


	85


	86


	87


	88


	89


	90


	91


	92


	93


	94


	95


	96


	97


	98


	99


	100


	101


	102


	103


	104


	105


	106


	107


	108


	109


	110


	111


	112


	113


	114


	115


	116


	117


	118


	119


	120


	121


	122


	123


	124


	125


	126


	127


	128


	129


	130


	131


	132


	133


	134


	135


	136


	137


	138


	139


	140


	141


	142


	143


	144


	145


	146


	147


	148


	149


	150


	151


	152


	153


	154


	155


	156


	157


	158


	159


	160


	161


	162


	163


	164


	165


	166


	167


	168


	169


	170


	171


	172


	173


	174


	175


	176


	177


	178


	179


	180


	181


	182


	183


	184


	185


	186


	187


	188


	189


	190


	191


	192


	193


	194


	195


	196


	197


	198


	199


	200


	201


	202


	203


	204


	205


	206


	207


	208


	209


	210


	211


	212


	213


	214


	215


	216


	217


	218


	219


	220


	221


	222


	223


	224


	225


	226


	227


	228


	229


	230


	231


	232


	233


	234


	235


	236


	237


	238


	239


	240


	241


	242


	243


	244


	245


	246


	247














For my dad












Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.


Tap here to learn more.


[image: Grand Central Publishing logo]















part I










x

[image: Illustration of a wolf’s head, featuring pointed ears, sharp facial features, and a prominent mane.]



delos


The night Mr. Baker told me he was going to kill the wolf, I stole his rifle and ran away from foster care for good. I didn’t plan it out much beyond the leaving part, because I didn’t have the time. I just waited until he was passed out drunk on the back porch and I took that Browning clean off his lap and booked it.


I dumped the rifle in the lime quarry, then made my way up into the forest above the Crow River to see if I could find my people.


The Sawbrooks didn’t know they were my people, they had no earthly idea I even existed, but we were kin and they owned six hundred acres of wilderness along the river and I knew they were for the wolf. In fact, the Sawbrooks were the only people I’d even heard of, besides me, that didn’t want the wolf dead and gone by yesterday.


The Sawbrooks were not the sort of people that you might expect a runaway to seek out, even if we were related. They were generally thought to be lowlife criminals, and two of them had been shot dead by the police on their own property the summer before. Rhoda Sawbrook got accused of burning up a rich man’s boat and killing him, and when the police came to arrest her, she and her husband ran out all guns blazing, got dropped on the spot, and it was about the biggest news story to ever hit Cutler County.


I wasn’t afraid, though. I believed they were good enough people because they were for the wolf, and what else was I going to do? Run away with no money, or turn myself in to the police for stealing a firearm and get myself sent back to Woodyard? Shit, the Sawbrooks were nothing compared to the idea of doing a full year in that hellhole.


Woodyard is a prison they like to call a juvenile correctional facility, that way judges can sleep easy at night for sending kids there over nothing. I spent all winter and spring locked up, which felt like a lifetime, but it was also where I first saw the wolf—when we were out on work release clearing campsites at a state park.


It was early in March and it was damp and cold. There were low, gray clouds above the pine trees and we’d driven the prison van up a windy, misty road into the tall forest above the highway.


We were each assigned our own area while the guards patrolled in four-wheelers and generally acted like assholes, heckling us and throwing trash onto our sites just so we’d have to pick it up.


Joe B was the worst. He chucked an empty tin of his chewing tobacco right at my head, but I plucked it out of the air and dropped it on my trash pile in one smooth motion. Then I looked right at him and did a very dramatic yawn.


That got the other Joe, which is what everybody called him—Other Joe—laughing at Joe B.


I knew Joe B would retaliate with some out-of-his-way meanness, which he did. He made me clean the shitters the next time we got work detail, but I didn’t care. You got to fight over the inches in your life or you wind up losing miles. That’s a quote that somebody said, but it is also my feeling on the matter.


There’d been a storm the night before and we were told to rake leaves and pile the dead branches and debris at our firepits. My spot backed right up against a hill and I was dragging a heavy, wet branch from one end of the site to the other when I looked up and saw the wolf not ten feet away.


He was big as hell and no Labrador retriever. He had tall, straight ears and he leaned forward on his front paws and his fur was shaggy and matted and gray-black and wild.


I did not shout for help or scatter off afraid. I just stood with the wolf in front of me, so close I could see the gummy, black edges of his mouth and his big tongue lolling out all loose and wet inside his misty breath. It couldn’t have been very long we were face-to-face, but at the same time it felt like it was forever before I heard the four-wheeler making its next lap and coming near. I nodded at the wolf and then he turned and slipped into the pines and the holly brush and he was gone.


I didn’t say word one to anybody about that wolf. I didn’t tell Carnell or Other Joe, the only guards I halfway liked, and I certainly didn’t say anything to the idiots I was locked up with. I wasn’t about to share the coolest thing that had ever happened to me with a bunch of solid gold fools, and especially not when there was no upside that I could find to them knowing.


We slept in a big bunkhouse in Woodyard and the whole place stunk like feet and bleach, but I swear when I closed my eyes at night I could see the wolf and smell the damp, piney air that I’d tasted that morning in the woods.


In that time just before you fall asleep, when everything gets fuzzy but not quite a dream, I could see its black eyes shining and its snout all twitchy and wet, and I would remember the way it looked at me and how I looked back and how neither of us flinched.
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The only reason I was in Woodyard was because of a bag of cocaine that wasn’t even mine. I’ve never done cocaine a day in my life, but I came home from school one day to find Mrs. Fettering, who ran the foster home I was in at the time, sitting with a sheriff’s deputy at the kitchen table.


They put me in cuffs right off and the deputy held up a baggie and said that Mrs. Fettering had found it in my bunk that afternoon.


“That’s not mine,” I said. “I’ve never seen that before in my life.”


“Then what’s it doing in your bed?”


“Somebody put it there, I guess.”


“And who would put it there?”


The only other boys in my room were in elementary school and they were good kids and obviously hadn’t done it, which left only Mrs. Fettering’s daughter, who had done it, I was certain, but when I said her name Mrs. Fettering went off.


Mrs. Fettering had three kids of her own but two were older and out of the house, plus she had the three of us from the county, and she is one of those who everybody is going to side with because she has a good reputation and looks a little bit like a mom from a commercial for a healthy cereal that supposedly tastes good, too. But when it comes down to it, she’s not so nice at all.


She got all flushed red and pointed her finger right in my face.


“You ought to be ashamed of yourself, Delos Harris.”


I answered her as honestly as I could.


“Well, I’m not. Because I didn’t do nothing. And I’ll take a piss test right this second to prove it. I’ve never failed a drug test in my life, and I won’t start now.”


The deputy said it didn’t matter what I pissed if I was selling. That one threw me for a loop.


“Selling?”


The deputy dropped the baggie on the table.


“That’s what it looks like to me.”


That allegation was pure craziness. If I was dealing drugs, why in the world was I wearing a pair of shoes that were two sizes too small and as ugly as hammered shit?


I swung my feet up on the table for both of them to see and almost went ass over teakettle because I forgot my hands were cuffed behind me. I managed to stay upright just long enough to plead my case, though, which probably didn’t do me any favors.


“Drug dealers don’t wear shoes like this! These shoes don’t even have a brand! They just came in a box that said shoes. I get teased over these every day, and you think I’m selling drugs?”


Mrs. Fettering yelled at me so loud about my manners and the rules that I saw the deputy flinch, and then she slapped my feet clean off the tabletop and got up and left the room to go stand in the kitchen and be angry over there.


There was static on the cop’s radio and then a voice talking and afterwards the cop told Mrs. Fettering that a transport vehicle was on the way.


“For what? I told you I didn’t do nothing!”


The cop pointed at the baggie, like I didn’t know exactly what it was we were discussing.


“That looks to be about eight grams of cocaine, son. You’re in a foster facility and this is a felony no matter what you claim you aren’t doing with it. You know the deal.”


I did know the deal. The Fetterings’ daughter, Denise, was bad off on drugs and she must have stashed the bag beneath my pillow and forgot about it, or didn’t get back to it in time, and then her mom just so happened to be changing out the bedsheets and found it and didn’t want to consider the truth, yet alone admit to it. And that’s how I got sentenced to six months in Woodyard.


Ms. Mary went with me to the court hearing and spoke on my side. She worked at the county foster facility where I always stayed when I was between other places, which wound up being a lot of my life. Since my mom died, Ms. Mary was the closest thing I’d ever had to a family.


Ms. Mary has dark brown hair and wears glasses with little beads on them and she’s always in a sweatshirt and blue jeans, except when she wore sweaters and nice pants if we had to go to court. She is probably the best person I have ever known in my life, and she was pregnant when we went to see the judge.


I remember because I wanted her to be my mom so bad, but I knew she couldn’t and I was jealous of her baby. At the same time, I loved the baby because it was hers and if there ever came a time I knew I would protect that baby with everything I had—even if I hated it for being born into a life that I wanted.


Ms. Mary told the judge that I was a good kid and that I didn’t belong in prison, and the judge said that Woodyard wasn’t a prison. The judge said Woodyard was one of the state’s premier resources for wayward youth.


“Well, I don’t believe he’s wayward, either, Your Honor,” she said. “He’s just been left out, is all.”


“I respectfully disagree,” said the judge, and dropped the gavel.


Woodyard is not one of the state’s best resources for anything or anybody if you want my opinion on the matter, which nobody did.


The thing is, nothing really happened to me in there like you might think. It wasn’t like the movies where there’s always some sort of drama or riot going on, and no, I wasn’t anybody’s girlfriend. Maybe it’s like that in other places, but in Woodyard it was just boredom and this feeling in my chest like I couldn’t breathe.


That’s one thing you don’t hear discussed enough in the movies about prison—it’s the air inside and how heavy it is and how it settles into your blood like poison. You got to be careful breathing the same air as idiots, or I swear you can catch their foolishness and bad ideas like a disease.


In the end, Woodyard was six months of labor and schoolwork and dinners they poured into heating pans out of aluminum drums. It was fences and razor wire and sadness and fear, and the day they took me back to Cutler in the transport van I swore I’d die before I ever returned.
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The second time I saw the wolf was late in June. I was with my new foster family, the Bakers, and I was in their backyard pulling weeds when I felt the tiny hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.


I wheeled around and saw him, motionless, on top of a little rise by the tree line about fifty yards away. He had the same matted, gray-black fur and we stared at each other just like we had the first time.


He didn’t linger very long. He must have heard or smelled something, because I saw him twitch, just slightly, and then he darted off into the dark space between the pines and I sat there for a good two minutes with my heart skipping in my chest.


I stayed awake until damn near dawn that night, hoping to catch a glimpse of him out my window, or to hear him howl somewhere off in the trees.


I didn’t see or hear him, though, and I started to wonder if maybe I’d made the entire thing up. I knew for a fact that I saw a wolf when I was locked up, but Cutler is two hours away from Woodyard, by car, and as far as the Bakers’ yard was from the tree line it really could have been a dog or some fucked-up-looking coyote that I’d seen that afternoon. And I do have a known history for imagination.


When I was a kid and my arm used to fall asleep I sincerely believed I was growing superpowers. I’d get that funny, tingling feeling from elbow to fingertips and be convinced I was in the process of developing flame-throwing capabilities, or maybe my arms were becoming wings that would suddenly grant me the ability to fly. I would spend hours thinking on that—wondering which talent would be mine and whether I would use it for good or for evil.


I know most kids have imaginations, but I took mine to entirely different levels. It wasn’t just the superpower stuff. A lot of it had to do with the Sawbrooks.


My mom told me we were related when I was little, and I spun that off in so many directions in my head that I can’t remember what I’ve made up and what I’ve read about or heard.


The Sawbrooks are known all over Cutler County. They go back to the beginning of this town and, while most people dislike them, my mom straight-up hated them.


I remember my mom pretty well. She had long, dark hair and she smoked a lot of cigarettes, and we always rode around together in other people’s cars and whenever we passed the river she would point to it and say the Sawbrooks were our kin and that the property they owned should have been ours too, but that it wasn’t because they were bastards and sons of bitches.


Mom didn’t know who her mom was, but she said her daddy was a Sawbrook and that his family didn’t want her and that was why her mom dumped her at an orphanage and bolted. If she knew her mother’s name she never told me, and I never knew anything about her or where she went.


My mom came up in the orphanage at the Catholic church—Sisters of the Redemptive Light—but she never was adopted and ran away when she was thirteen. Then she got pregnant and had me a little while later.


I never saw her do drugs that I can remember, but I know she died of an overdose because I looked her up on the internet and there was an article about it in the Cutler County Herald. They found her in an abandoned barn on Foster Road and there was a little picture of her face beside the story, but it was small and fuzzy and was one of those photos that looked like it could have been anybody at all.


I do remember we lived in lots of different places with lots of different people and she slept a lot and was sick all the time and sometimes she just disappeared for a while. I spent a lot of time by myself just wandering around and wondering about life. Then she was gone forever and I was in the county system. I think I was about seven years old at the time, maybe eight.


I didn’t claim my Sawbrook heritage right away. Mostly, I sat around county hoping to be adopted, and I knew the Sawbrooks were considered dangerous and not the sort of family that anybody would choose to be associated with.


I kept my bloodline on the down-low for about two years, right up until the moment I decided to stop waiting for some magic family to save me, and put some use to the kin I did have.


It started because this motherfucker, Randy, kept stealing my Little Debbies and one day I just blurted that I was a Sawbrook and that he would have hell to pay if he crossed me again.


We got Little Debbies every Tuesday and Thursday night because the Kiwanis Club donated them and it was the highlight of my week, until Randy came along and ruined it. He was too big and too mean for me to mess with on my own, so I told him that my people would come flying out of the hills the second I said the word and string his ass up on the flagpole in Memorial Park downtown. I told him that if he so much as breathed on another one of my Swiss Rolls it would be the last breath he ever took.


There was no grand plan to it. No strategy whatsoever. I just wanted my rightful dessert.


Randy said if I was a Sawbrook, then why was my last name Harris, and what was I doing in county and not living out on their property?


They were good questions, and if I hadn’t responded it wouldn’t have gone a single step further. Randy would have just laughed and made fun of me while he continued to stuff himself on my desserts. Instead, I came up with an answer on the spot that surprised even me.


“My mama was a Harris, but her daddy was a Sawbrook and after she died the court wouldn’t let me stay with them because of how dangerous they are, and all they’ve done ever since is try to get me back and bring me home.”


“Bullshit.”


“Try it and see.”


Randy was a year older and a lot bigger, but something in my story gave him just enough concern because he ran off to ask Big Mike if it was true.


Big Mike was fifteen and he had his nickname for a reason. He sort of ran things in the facility and he played along without me having to say so much as a word to him. Told Randy it was true and that he better watch his back.


I think Big Mike was just bored and wanted to mess with Randy, but from then on if anybody got an extra dessert it was because Randy offered me his, or I kicked mine over to Big Mike as tribute.


Dudes came and went out of county, but my story stayed with me and the longer it went on the easier it was to pass off. I did some research to fill in the blank spots and I came to know a lot about the Sawbrook family and used what I could in any way that would serve me.


For instance, one thing the Sawbrooks are known for is being expert swimmers. They all worked in the lakes and rivers being smugglers and running moonshine, and none of them had ever died a water death—not even ones that were in terrible shipwrecks or were lost out in storms for days on end.


They were legendary for it, yet I couldn’t swim a lick. I’m afraid of the water is the truth of the matter, but when we did anything at the beach with the county I just lounged in the sand and soaked up the sun and nobody even considered the fact that I was scared to get in the water and so nobody teased me or ever took a run at me over it.


People in county knew of Buckner Sawbrook, because he was a badass who’d done a lot of crazy things and fought in a war, and because he wasn’t old enough to already have been forgotten.


I made up all kinds of shit that me and Buckner did together, and sort of made it like he was my mentor and I was his protégé. I’d tell these stories about the two of us having adventures and escapades together, and sometimes I’d just steal something from a TV show and put my own spin on it, and people seemed to go along with it more often than not.


People might judge me for all the stories I told, but let me ask you this—how much of your life did you hit the ground running with? How many of your stories were provided to you, and how much do those stories help hold together the stray parts of your life that you might not otherwise have an explanation for?


You know how many times at school I heard somebody say “My daddy did this” or “My mama did that”? You know how many kids claim they had family on the Mayflower, or that their grandaddies and uncles were heroes in some World War? And how many of those stories are actually true? You don’t think some bullshit got spread around over the years, with different people claiming different things? And how come nobody ever says they’re related to the Pilgrims that put the diseases in the blankets or shot up the Indians for no reason? There’s a helluva lot of people on the Mayflower that seem to have up and disappeared the moment the bullets started flying. And why should Randy get my Little Debbies, just because I was smaller than him? Yeah, I could have fought back, but I’d seen Randy beat down plenty of kids and the only thing I was going to get for trying to defend myself with my fists was a bloody nose to go with my no-dessert.


So yeah, I made stuff up. Then I did some research and made more stuff up. Not everybody believed me about everything I said, but I reached a point where in the foster system and juvenile correction facilities it was pretty much established that the Sawbrooks, my family that I’d never spoken to in my life, that didn’t know I existed, would murder anybody that tried me without a second thought. And I don’t apologize for that at all.


I crossed paths again with Big Mike about two years after he helped me get the whole thing started. He was coming out of some military training school, and I was just back from a few months with the Jessups.


The Jessups were an overly religious family that took on temporary foster kids just so that they could save their souls and then sent them back to the county. The Jessups didn’t allow music or dancing or television, but they had great food and comfortable beds and I would never have accepted Christ as my personal Lord and Savior had I known that was all they were after. The only reason I let Christ into my heart was because I thought that’s what I had to do to get adopted by the Jessups, but it turned out it was the exact opposite, and as soon as my ninety days were up, they were hauling me back to the county to exchange me for some other unsaved soul.


I was sad to be back inside, but it was good to see Big Mike. He was about to be discharged from the system altogether and said he was planning to join the Marines, and asked if I could make up a backstory for him.


“How do you mean?”


We were outside in what they called the recreation area—which was a grass field surrounded by a fence. We were sitting at the picnic table and taking rips off a cigarette Big Mike had snuck in. We’d pass it beneath the table and exhale all incognito into a sploof, which is an empty toilet paper roll with a dryer sheet on the end. Big Mike always had one of those at the ready, somehow.


“Like when you made that one up about the Sawbrooks,” he said. “How’d you do that?”


“I don’t know. I just wanted Randy to stop stealing my Little Debbies so I made something up that I thought might work.”


Big Mike ducked down to blow a line of smoke and when the smell of tobacco and lavender drifted over I reached beneath the bench for both the cigarette and the sploof.


“No, but you went deep with it. You did research and learned things, and when you would tell people, you were so slick with it. I’ve never seen anybody lie that good.”


Big Mike meant it as a compliment, but it bothered me some, too. I didn’t want to be a liar so much as I wished certain things were true. I took my turn and passed back to Mike.


“I have Sawbrook in me for real, so I just built on that. I took a grain of truth and worked it into something more. But why would you need a story? Nobody’s stealing your desserts. You’re Big Mike.”


He was big, too. He was about six four and 240 pounds by then, and it wasn’t fat or chiseled muscle he got from a weight room. He was just born big and country strong and I couldn’t imagine him being afraid of anything in the world.


“The ladies, dude. I need something to tell them. I can’t be Big Mike, the orphan. That shit’s depressing.”


“Some girls like it.”


“I don’t want those girls.”


“What kind of girls you want?”


“Don’t get me wrong, I’m not picky. I’m just saying it’d be nice to have something else in my toolkit. You know what I mean?”


We passed back and forth a few more times and then Big Mike put the cigarette out on his tongue and dropped the butt in his pants pocket. He’d chuck the butt and the sploof over the fence later, but I could tell he didn’t want to go in just yet. I could tell he was serious about me helping him.


“You want to make up a family for you?”


“I just need something, man. I need something to say to a girl when she asks me about myself. I’m going to be a Marine. I’m going to do all sorts of badass shit eventually, but I mean between now and then. You know, so I can get some action before boot camp.”


“Like, maybe you’re joining the Marines because your daddy was a Marine and he got killed in a war?”


“Yes! Exactly like that, dude. That’s what I’m talking about. ’Cause my real daddy is just a piece of shit that didn’t want me. What war?”


“What?”


“What war did he die in?”


“I don’t know, maybe one of the Iraq ones? There was a couple of them. Just google it and see what timeline fits.”


“What would his name be?”


“Whatever you want.”


“Just make it up?”


“Sure, why not?”


“How’d you get it to stick so good, though? Man, I’m telling you, I met this dude in the training school that was telling me this story about a kid that he met in county that used to run drugs into Canada for the Sawbrooks, and halfway through the story I realized he was talking about you.”


“I never said I ran any drugs.”


“Exactly! He put his own bullshit on top of yours and spun it off in an entirely new direction. But you planted the seeds down in a way that they took root. You’ve got a gift.”


“You’re the only one that knows the truth.”


“Still?”


“Wait,” I said. “I got it.”


“Got what?”


“Your dad’s name was Mike. Everybody called him Big Mike and you were Mike Jr., but then he died in the war and that’s why everybody started calling you Big Mike, because you became the man of the house.”


“See? That’s what I’m saying. How did you do that?”


“I don’t know. I didn’t even think about it. I just said it.”


“But it’s the way you said it.”


“How did I say it?”


“Like it was the God’s honest, absolute truth. Shit, I believe it myself.”


“You could just try being honest.”


“Maybe, but I’m saying if that doesn’t work it’s good to have a backup.”


The funny thing about that conversation was that I lied to Big Mike about lying. I did care about the stuff I said. I didn’t make everything up all carefree and willy-nilly. That’s how it started, but the longer it went on and the more I learned about the Sawbrooks, the more I wanted it to be real.


In my heart I’ve always wished I had a family, and sometimes, if I’m being perfectly honest, I let myself believe that I did.
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Turned out I did see the wolf at the Bakers’. The proof came quick, too. The next morning, one of the neighbors found a barn cat behind their house with its guts all stretched out across the yard and bloody clumps of fur scattered in the grass.


Mr. Baker told me about it at dinner. He said the people were near certain it was a wolf and not a coyote because of how big the tracks were, but that the people in that house were not the kind who would call in the authorities and ask them to come by to launch some sort of investigation. Mr. Baker said those people had far bigger concerns than a barn cat.


Mrs. Baker had excused herself to go to the bathroom, but she must have come back while Mr. Baker was talking because he stopped all of the sudden in the middle of his story, and when I turned around I saw her standing in the doorway.


I could tell she was upset, right away. Very upset. Her face was drained of color and nobody spoke and the mood in the whole house went cold. I waited for something to happen, but Mrs. Baker just stood there while Mr. Baker’s mouth hung open like somebody had popped a hinge in his jaw.


I listened to the kitchen noises—the whir of the fan above the stove and the plunk of water droplets hitting the sink. There was still sunlight through the windows above the counters and a swipe of orange in the sky where the sun was setting over the pines. Mr. Baker tried to change the subject by saying what a nice day it had been outside, and that was when Mrs. Baker turned and ran away upstairs.


Mr. Baker followed after her, and neither came back down for the rest of the night.
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I was pretty happy at the Bakers’. Happy enough, at least. Mrs. Baker was kind and she was a good cook and my daily chores were reasonable and mostly outside.


Mr. Baker signed me up for Little League and drove me to practices and sat in the stands to watch my games and afterwards I felt that he was vaguely proud of me and impressed by my play. I played center and batted third and I was as fast as anybody in the league and stole bases whenever I wanted and had not once been caught.


Mrs. Baker did not drive me anywhere or come to my games, but that was because she never left the property. She ordered her groceries for delivery and was mostly on her computer during the day watching auctions on eBay and reading news stories that made her angry and afraid. Sometimes, she’d go outside and work in the garden, but she always came back in before long, talking about how tired she was, and then she’d lay down in her room upstairs and sleep.


I knew I was there because Mrs. Baker had wanted me and that Mr. Baker had gone along out of love for his wife. Mr. Baker treated me well, though, and did not blame me for my presence the way some other less willing types had in the past.


There were no pictures of other children in the house, but there was a sadness that hovered above Mrs. Baker and I thought she had probably lost a baby once, or maybe tried to have one but never could.


This reminded me of the story of Mabel Sawbrook, who was famous in lumberjack times for murdering a man, an attacker, by shoving a fire poker through his nuts—that’s real, you can read about it—and you can also read about how Mabel had a stillborn daughter that she called Ellerbee, and that the main creek on their property was named after that baby. That’s how history works. Most things got names for a reason, and once you learn about those reasons you start to understand the world. Mabel’s hurt was so big she called it a creek that could run on into forever, but I think Mrs. Baker just tried to replace what she’d lost and that it wasn’t working, because something in that wolf story sent her spiraling.


She didn’t come down the morning after she got upset, or the next day after that. She stayed locked up in her room and the whole house started to feel heavy and sad. Mr. Baker started staying longer at work, but I kept myself busy looking for tracks.


The going was pretty slow at first. There was trampled brush around where I’d seen the wolf behind the house, but the only tracks I found were outside the barn where Mr. Baker said the cat got killed, and they weren’t much to look at.


I’d looked up wolf tracks on the internet, but the ones online were obvious and off by themselves on flat ground, while the two I found were all crooked and mixed in with the grass around them. They were big, though. I could tell that much when I stretched my hand from the back of one marking to the front and could not cover it completely.


I stomped the tracks out and moved closer to the barn. There was loud music playing inside and two cars up on cement blocks and machine parts scattered around the grass. The music was a bunch of loud, violent screaming and screeching guitar—the type of stuff the metalheads in Woodyard would have loved—and I scanned the ground around me as quickly as I could.


There were a few clumps of orangish fur caught up in an engine part, and inside the cylinder of that part is where I saw the cat paw all pale and stiff with dried blood and separated clean from the rest of the cat. It startled me, but not as much as when I heard a shout and a clicking sound and looked up to see a man in blue jeans and his bare chest holding a shotgun. The man lifted the gun in my direction and I ran for the rise and did not stop until I’d made it back to the Bakers’ gravel drive.
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I kept to the river after that. The Crow is big and wide and there’s spots of fast current and white water, but it also has long, lazy bends and gentle stretches where the water pools deep. It comes out of Long Lake to the north and connects the resort’s two separate locations.


One half of the resort is built up where the Crow empties into Lake Michigan, then it spreads upriver and in total it’s two golf courses, a marina, a hotel and stores and restaurants and mansions and condos. Harbor North takes up damn near all the Crow River, which meant there was only but so many spots that the wolf could actually be. Two, to be exact.


The first was the state land at Crooked Tree Park, where campsites and hiking trails sat between the river and the public beach. The second was the far end of the Crow where all the construction runoff had turned the river into swamp—or at least that’s what Ms. Mary said had happened. She was one of those that was opposed to the resort and had a lot of bumper stickers about it on her Toyota.


I started with the campsites and hiking trails, since that’s the same sort of area as where I’d first seen the wolf.


Crooked Tree wasn’t emptied out like the one in Woodyard, though. There were plenty of campers and no tracks or markings, so I pushed downstream past the resort and the falls where the river runs fast and drops. Then I made my way through the beat-up, run-down houses, where some locals still lived and there was nothing anywhere I looked until I went a little farther and crossed the river to the west bank.


The water at that end of the river was gritty and warm. I stripped down to my shorts and my bare feet sunk to the shins in the clay bottom the moment I stepped in. It was hard to push through all that muck and mess and there were a few times that I lost my balance and almost went under. Luckily, there was a downed birch in the water close to the other side that I finally latched on to, and I used that to pull myself to shore.


There were fat black flies and mosquitoes and some steady insect humming in the tall grass between the river and the trees. The land was low and flat, but it rose quickly into the rocky hills off the river, and just when I started to think that those hills were a place that a wolf could bed down I saw tracks in the mud.


The prints were wide and deep and they were clear as day compared to the ones I’d spotted in the field outside the barn. Now I could see the heel as something separate from the claws, and the tracks sunk down deep in the mud, and that was when I first realized how big the wolf probably was. I’d seen him from a distance, but even up close I hadn’t really been able to put everything together in my mind.


I only saw the wolf in fragments when I was in Woodyard. I could remember the gnarly fur and the way he leaned forward on his paws. I’d seen the tall ears and dark eyes, but they were all pieces that didn’t fully snap together in my mind until I saw those clear, deep tracks in the mud.


The tracks led off the river and I stomped them all out as I followed them up into the forest, and when the tracks ran out there was still trampled brush and I followed those markings until I came to a big, mossy rock that sat high and jagged above the grass.


The markings split in two directions at that rock. One went upstream, and the other headed higher into the woods. I figured the wolf was staying overhead in the hills, and that when he came down he either drank there or went upstream and followed the woods that looped around the river and stretched clear to where I stayed on Cut Road.
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I planned to go back the next day and to walk as high as I could into the forest, but Mr. Baker had other plans. Mr. Baker said we were putting up a fence.


For the first time since his wife had locked herself in her bedroom, he mentioned Mrs. Baker, too. He said she was having a spell and that we needed to put something solid in the ground to have between her and the wolf to help her feel safe. He said we’d get started at seven a.m. sharp and I asked him if I could get up at six and go for a run before we worked.


“A run?”


“Yes, sir. I’m trying out for football in the fall.”


This wasn’t a full lie. I’m a badass wide receiver. I’m fast and I’ll catch anything and I don’t get afraid of being tackled over the middle, either. I was going out for football that year, but the run was just so I could go down to the river and stomp out any tracks the wolf might have left, because I didn’t want the wrong people to notice them.


“If you’re ready to work at seven, and don’t get too tired, then hell yes you can get up and run. Good for you, Delos.”


So that’s what I did. I got up and ran to the river and I stomped out anything I saw that looked like wolf. Then I ran back to the Bakers and worked. It was no joke, either. Putting up a fence is hard work, and don’t let anybody tell you otherwise.


Everything was delivered in stacks at the end of the driveway and it took us three days to get it in the ground. We dug postholes, snapped the panels together, and then pounded them into the dirt.


Mr. Baker would pick up fast food and we would eat on the porch steps and drink pop out of the paper cups that came with our lunches and then we would gather up our energy and get right back to it.


Yes, eventually I stole Mr. Baker’s rifle and ran away, but that was just because we did not see eye to eye on the wolf. Otherwise, I liked him. I respected him, too. I admired how much he loved his wife and how hard he was willing to work to help her, because he damn near broke his back putting that fence in.


Mr. Baker was so beat-up he wound up sleeping on the couch so he wouldn’t have to mess with the stairs, and the morning after we finished, he asked me if I could fix Mrs. Baker’s breakfast and run it upstairs myself.


I made butter toast and cereal and poured Mrs. Baker a glass of juice and walked it all carefully to her room on a tray. I knocked softly on the door but Mrs. Baker did not answer, and Mr. Baker called out from the couch downstairs.


“Just go on in,” he said.


I pushed the door open slowly. The bedroom air was heavy and stale, and somehow it smelled both rotten and sweet. Mrs. Baker was lying in bed, staring at the far wall.


There was a TV on the dresser but it was turned off and there was a big window that looked out at the yard but she was turned the other direction and I set her tray down on the nightstand, and that was the third time I saw the wolf.


The window looked out on the backyard and the new fence. There was mist above the grass and bands of light that striped the field between the house and the pines and I saw the wolf trotting along the same rise where I’d seen him the second time.


My heart went still and I watched him until he dissolved into the distance and then the wind came and rustled the brush and bent the tall grass in the field.
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Mr. Baker took a bunch of Advil for his back and told me that Mrs. Baker was going to be feeling better now that the fence was up and that we were going to grill out that night for dinner to celebrate. He said he was going to be busy running errands during the day, but that I should rest up because I’d earned it.


“And if Mrs. Baker comes downstairs before I get home, just let her know you’re glad to see her and that I’ll be home soon. Tell her to let you know if there’s anything she needs.”


“Yes, sir.”


Mr. Baker left, but Mrs. Baker did not come downstairs. I got on the internet to do a search on wolves in northern Michigan and that was how I found a link to the livestream for a town hall meeting at the VFW. Above the link it said “Update on Wolf Sightings.” I clicked it.


The VFW was packed with people sitting on folding chairs and there were tons of people in the live chat, too, and before it even got started I could feel how angry everybody was at the wolf. The chat was all people posting links to horrible stories about wolf attacks and talking about how dangerous wolves were, and even on the livestream you could feel how tense it was in the VFW.


The people leading the meeting sat at a table on a small stage. There was a farmer, a man in a dress shirt and sport coat, and then I saw Lucy Sawbrook wearing a hat that said RANGER. There was an empty seat between Lucy and the last person at the table—a man with a nameplate in front of him that said TOWNSHIP COUNCIL.


I should have figured that Lucy would be involved with the wolf, being a ranger with the Michigan Department of Resources, but I honestly wouldn’t have guessed she’d be so much on the wolf’s side.


The farmer was against the wolf and he received the loudest applause. He spoke about his livestock and how he was going to lose all this money if his chickens got ate. Lucy spoke next, but she got booed so loud that she didn’t speak very long. She said there was no real proof there was a wolf in the area, and that for her money it was more likely that everybody was freaking out over nothing.


“And if there is a wolf, I guarantee you that it is no threat to anybody in this room. Point blank, period.”


That’s when the booing got so loud that she just gave up and crossed her arms over her chest. I could feel how pissed she was through the screen.


The man in the suit coat said if the federal government came in, then it would cost everybody money and set the entire area back years and that families would go broke and lose their homes.


That man received a lot of applause, but not quite as much as the farmer.


The township council man kept saying things like, “I think most of us here are in agreement.” Or, “I think there’s a reasonable majority here on this issue.”


Then somebody in the audience shouted, “What are you going to do about it, then?”


That question got a big cheer, but the township man’s answer was not very popular. They booed whatever he said almost as loud as they booed Lucy, and then somebody said they had a rifle at home and knew exactly what they were going to do about the wolf.


People went crazy for that, and then a woman in the crowd stood up and said she was concerned about her cats.


“Which isn’t to mention babies and toddlers,” she went on. “Is it even safe for little ones to be playing outside right now? I know my grandbabies have been indoors the last two days and driving everybody up a wall. It’s no good for them in the summer to be cooped up, but we got a damn wolf roaming around the woods and we are not putting our little ones out there as bait. I am in full favor of getting our best hunters out there to take care of this thing the only way they know how.”


Everybody started clapping for the lady, and that was when Buckner Sawbrook stood up.


I’d been telling stories about Buckner for years. I always described him like he was damn near a Yeti, but if anything I’d undersold his size. He was easily the biggest dude in the VFW. He had huge shoulders and a big, square head and he stood straight and spoke loud.


“First of all, wolves don’t eat kids unless you’re reading a damn fairy tale. That’s just not a thing that happens, so you can let them grandbabies out of doors, Ms. Michaels, I promise. Second, all due respect, fuck your cats. If you’re that worried, keep them in. If you let them out and they get eaten, well, maybe they shouldn’t have been so coddled all these years.”


That one got people going wild, both in the VFW and on the chat. People were talking about how Buckner was an alcoholic and that his views were irrelevant and not welcome in a public forum. Somebody else said criminals couldn’t vote so it didn’t matter what he said, and then somebody in the VFW said Buckner should shut his mouth and go somewhere and get drunk.


Buckner didn’t react, though. He just waited for the crowd to calm down and then went on.


“I lost my dog here recently. Harold. Good boy, great boy. Best dog I ever owned, so I understand about pets, I truly do, but let’s be honest, you keep your cats indoors anyway, Ms. Michaels, and even if you didn’t we can’t go around making up rules about what animals get to live and which ones get to die. What if I got a pet mouse and I said, ‘Ms. Michaels, your cats are a threat to my mouse, so I’m going to come over to your house and shoot Conrad and Minny.’ Is that okay?”


Ms. Michaels started shrieking.


“That is a threat! Everybody here heard it!”


She was stating her case to all of the crowd now. She turned in a little half circle and kept going.


“Buckner Sawbrook knows the names of my cats and is stalking me!”


Buckner didn’t shout, but somehow his voice was even louder than hers.


“I’m not stalking you, Ms. Michaels. Shit, we’re Facebook friends. All you do is post about those two cats. I know Conrad just had a birthday, for instance, so happy birthday to him.”


Buckner sat down and it was like somebody had set a torch to some dry kindling and set that meeting on fire. It was all shouting from there on in and before long the people at the table dispersed into the crowd and groups formed around them and then the feed cut out, and I had never felt so much like I wanted to be a Sawbrook as I did at that moment.


I had a feeling like maybe I did belong in that family, and that all the Sawbrook pride I’d been lying about had somehow come from a place that could turn out to be real.
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Mr. Baker put burgers on the grill that night and set out a big spread of potato salad and chips and pop, and then he went upstairs and tried to get Mrs. Baker to come downstairs for dinner.


He was up there for half an hour at least, probably longer, and when he came back down he looked like he’d been crying. That man loved his wife something fierce, and I felt bad for him while I sat there and ate. He didn’t have any appetite, but told me to go ahead.


“No sense in this going to waste,” he said.


“Yes, sir.”


“You done a good job on that fence, Delos,” he said. “I appreciate your help.”


“You’re welcome, sir. I didn’t mind the work at all.”


“You can call me Chuck,” he said.


“Sir?”


“Chuck is my name, and this isn’t any place for a boy to be right now. I’m going to call the county tomorrow, and in the meantime I’m going to sit out here with my rifle and if I see that goddamn wolf I’m going to kill it.”


Mr. Baker got up then and he walked to the storage shed and came back with a hunting rifle and a six-pack of beer he must have plucked out of the mini fridge in the shed.


He set the rifle down beside his chair and opened his beer and drank, and after I finished eating I cleaned up the food and did the dishes and when I looked back outside there were already three empties on the ground and Mr. Baker had cracked his next one open. I got a feeling right then that if Mr. Baker got half a chance, he was going to kill the wolf.


I waited up until just after midnight. I put my head beneath my pillow and I closed my eyes and I was so afraid that I was going to hear that rifle shoot that I made myself sick to my stomach.


Mr. Baker never shot the rifle, though, and as soon as I was certain that he was passed out asleep, I took it and I ran.
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