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CHAPTER 1 [image: ] The Ferry to Nowhere


We each have to do our part.

THIS WAS GOING TO BE the worst summer ever! Here I was, waiting for a ferry, forced to spend my entire summer vacation living with my grandma in the middle of nowhere.

Baaaaamp! Loud horn blasts from the ferryboat vibrated the long wooden dock. My stomach twisted at the sound.

“It’s time to board, Jake,” Mom said.

I could tell her smile was fake. I hadn’t seen a real smile on her face for weeks. But neither of us felt like smiling after the phone call about what happened to Dad.

A big sign over the dock read DEWEES ISLAND FERRY. A lot of people were waiting for the white double-decker, standing near their metal carts filled with groceries, suitcases, fishing poles, tackle boxes, even beach chairs. Two small dogs barked in excitement as they trotted past me on leash.

“Do I have to go?” I asked my mom in a last-ditch effort. “I want to stay with you. Please! I’ll be good. I promise.”

Mom’s shoulders slumped. “Jake, we’ve been over and over this. I don’t know how long I’ll be there, and I can’t leave you alone in a rental all day.”

I was trying to be strong. But her words made me explode.

“It’s not fair! You’re dumping me on that island! What kind of summer vacation is this?”

I knew I had crossed the line. Mom was a lieutenant colonel in the Air Force and flew those giant C-17 transport planes. She was all about duty and following orders. She stepped closer to me, lowering her voice.

“I know you don’t want to go,” she said. I saw a flash of sadness in her eyes. Then she straightened her shoulders and I heard the commander in her voice. “We have to do what’s best for your father now and put our personal wants aside. We don’t know how bad he’s been hurt or how long his recovery will be. This isn’t a vacation, Jake. We each have to do our part. For Dad.”

I lowered my head, ashamed. Still, it was hard hearing that my dad was hurt but not knowing how bad or what happened to him.

“It isn’t good for you to sit around in hospitals all summer. And,” she said, reaching out to lift my chin so I looked into her eyes, “your grandmother needs you. She’s worried about your dad too.”

“I know, but…” I paused to take a shaky breath in. “I want to see him.”

“I know you do. But remember, you’re helping your dad by helping Honey. He’ll feel better knowing you’re with her.”

I scrunched my face and nodded in understanding.

I met her eyes and she flashed a soft smile.

“You’re in charge now, Private.”

She got me there. My dad was an officer in the Army, and he always called me Private. I tugged at my Army ball cap to hide my eyes.

“Yeah,” was all I could muster through the lump in my throat.

“All aboard!” called out the ferry captain.

“Let’s go!” said Mom, trying to be cheerful. I felt her gently nudge my back.

We walked down a metal ramp to the waiting ferry. The mate greeted us and wheeled my cart of stuff on board with everyone else’s belongings.

“I’ll call you as soon as I know anything,” Mom said, and then leaned in to kiss my cheek. “You’ll love Dewees Island. There’s so much to do—the beach, the woods. You had the best time when you were there before.”

“I was six, Mom.”

“Well, you’re almost twelve now, so that means you’ll have twice as much fun.”

“Right. It’s going to be great stuck on an island with no cars allowed, or stores, or restaurants. Are there even people there, other than Honey?”

“Of course there are.”

“At least I can game online with Carlos and Nick.”

Mom’s face cringed. “Well…” She hesitated. “There isn’t any Wi-Fi.”

“What!” I couldn’t believe there was a place on earth without Wi-Fi.

“You mean I not only have to spend my summer away from my friends, I’m stuck alone on some faraway island with my grandma? And I have no internet?” My jaw hung wide open in disbelief. “Tell me you’re joking.”

Mom laughed. I hadn’t heard her laugh since the first phone call about Dad.

“Come on, Jake. You’ve endured far worse. There’s Wi-Fi on the island, just not at Honey’s house. She doesn’t think she needs the internet.” Her voice lowered. “Your grandmother can have strong opinions about things.”

“Or she’s just weird,” I muttered. I had thought things couldn’t get any worse, but they just did.

“Ready!” called out the captain, opening wide the passenger door. He was urging us to go.

“Time to move,” Mom said, trying to sound cheery.

I puffed out my breath. Being a military family, we moved around a lot. I was always the new kid and making friends. I was used to saying goodbye to my parents.

But it never got easier.

“Bye,” I said, looking down.

Mom gave me a quick final hug. I didn’t want to return it. My arms hung limp at my sides.

She stepped off the ferry back onto the deck. I looked over my shoulder to see her walking down the dock, shoulders slumped.

“Mom!” I called out.

She stopped and turned as I ran toward her. She opened her arms, and I ran into them and hugged her with all my might.

“I’ll miss you, Mom,” I said, my face muffled in her chest.

I felt her arms tighten around me. “I’ll miss you too.” She kissed my cheek and I could see the tears in her eyes, just like mine.

“I’ll call you!” she said.

“I love you, Mom,” I called out as I ran back to the boat. The captain waved me inside and shut the door behind me.

Inside, the benches were filling up. I raced up the stairs to the top deck of the ferry. The sun glared hot in the sky, making the metal railing warm to the touch as I leaned over to wave goodbye to Mom.

But she was already gone.
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CHAPTER 2 [image: ] Welcome to the Island


It’s a Huck Finn life.

IN A BLAST OF BUBBLY growls, the ferry’s big engines fired up. The boat moved as slow as a turtle through the Intracoastal Waterway, past Isle of Palms where big white motorboats and Jet Skis waited at docks in front of enormous mansions.

The farther we got from all the docks, the farther away I felt from the world I knew. I wondered what my friends in New Jersey were doing right now on their first day of summer break. I pulled out my phone and texted: Hey guys, what’s up? Check out this selfie of me heading out to no-man’s-land.

I backed out of the text screen and looked at the surrounding landscape. I sure wasn’t in New Jersey anymore. All around me, the blue water spread out as far as I could see. Acres of bright green marsh grass waved in the breeze along the shore. I spied a long line of brown pelicans flying low over the marsh in tight formation, their six-foot wingspans almost touching the water. My dad called them “bombardiers on patrol.”

The clanging of footsteps on the metal stairs caught my attention. Turning my head, I saw a boy standing at the top of the stairs. He looked like he was my age, with short cropped hair and brown skin. I felt a shot of hope that there were other kids on the island. The boy was wearing gold-colored wireless headphones and blue Nikes. My parents would never buy me shoes that expensive. I wiggled my toes inside my sneakers, an old gray pair I’d had since Christmas.

I caught his eye and nodded at him, but the boy acted like he didn’t see me as he walked to the bench farthest away from me, gripping the boat railing.

Suddenly the captain went full throttle. The big engine churned and the boat took off so fast, my ball cap lifted off my head. I lurched after it. My phone slipped from my hand to the floor. I watched, frozen in horror, as it slid across the deck and disappeared over the edge into the white-capped waves that churned below.

“Noooooo!” I yelled.

I gripped the railing and leaned over, staring in shock and disbelief as sprinkles of salty water splashed my face. A white, foamy boat trail faded away into the deep blue. My last connection to home was gone. I swallowed hard and glanced over at the other kid. His hands were locked on the railing like his life depended on it. He cast me a quick glance and shrugged in commiseration.

I plopped down on the bench, my elbows on my knees, my hands feeling empty. The next fifteen minutes were a blur as we raced across the waterway.

When the ferry engines slowed to a gurgle, I looked up. We were approaching the island. I saw a dome of dense green trees and shrubs, like the island was a lost world, shrouded in mystery. I almost expected to see a dinosaur rush out. I stood and returned to the railing and watched as the ferry approached a long wooden dock.

I squinted in the glare of the sunlight and spotted my grandmother standing beneath a wooden sign that said DEWEES ISLAND, SC. WELCOME. Honey was smiling and waving both hands above her head like she’d been shipwrecked and I was coming to save her.

At last the boat stopped. In a whir, the boy in the Nike shoes raced past me down the stairs. I hoisted my backpack and followed him off the ferry and up the dock, our footsteps pounding the wood.

“Jake! My boy!” Honey cried as she wrapped her arms around me in a tight embrace. “Child, look at how you’ve grown. You might be taller than me now.”

“That’s not hard to do. Everyone’s taller than you, Honey,” I said.

It had been almost a year since I last saw Honey. She came to stay with me when both of my parents were away on missions. But she looked much older. Her usually tan skin was pale, with a lot more wrinkles on her face than I remembered.

“Let’s get you to the house. You must be starving after that long trip. My cart is parked just over there,” she said, pointing to the long line of golf carts parked near the dock. There were no cars on the island, so everyone drove a golf cart.

The boat captain pushed a cart with my duffel bag to our side and greeted my grandmother.

“Ms. Helen, aren’t you a sight to see! Sure is nice to see your bright smile out and about again.”

“I have the best reason to be out today. My grandson arrived. He’ll be staying all summer,” she said. “Come along, Jake. Let’s get you to the house.”

I followed Honey down the walkway to her golf cart. There were some nice ones all decked out. There were plain ones, mostly tan or gray. Then there was Honey’s cart. It looked like it was the oldest one in the lot, and worse, it was covered in sand and dirt. A small green flag with the words TURTLE TEAM was duct-taped to the back corner of the cart’s roof.

“Hop on.” Honey slipped on sunglasses.

I tossed my duffel bag and backpack onto the back seat of the cart and climbed in next to Honey. The sound of an approaching boat caught my attention. I swung my head around and did a double take. The driver of the single-engine motorboat was a girl. She was about my age—and she was alone.

“Honey, there’s a kid driving a boat. By herself!”

Honey looked over her shoulder. “Oh, that’s Lovie Legare.” She didn’t seem the least bit surprised.

“But… how can she drive a boat… by herself? I can’t even drive a golf cart.”

Honey chuckled. “Actually, I can get you permission to drive a golf cart on the island. You just got to pass my driving test. As for the boat, you can learn to do that, too.”

My mouth slipped open. I turned to watch in awe as Lovie tied up her boat and leaped onto the dock with the ease of a sailor. She had a long blond braid that hung down her back like the rope in her hands. When she lifted her gaze toward us, I quickly looked away.

The cart made a high beeping sound as Honey backed out of her parking spot. She stopped and turned the wheel.

“Lovie comes to Dewees from the Isle of Palms almost every day during the summer to stay with her Aunt Sissy while her mama’s at work.” She flipped a switch from reverse to forward. Before she turned her gaze back to the road, she told me, “Close your mouth, son. You’ll catch flies.”

As Honey sent the cart lurching forward, I shut my mouth in a big grin. “Can I really learn to drive a cart this summer? Even a boat?”

“Why not?” she asked as she drove out of the parking lot. We headed into the deep shade of the trees. Honey glanced at me appraisingly. “You’re not a little tyke any longer. You’re old enough to operate a cart. Even a boat. Course, you’ll need to pass a boater safety class.”

“I could do that,” I said, and imagined myself driving a boat on the water—fast.

Honey turned right onto a dirt road and took off in the golf cart. As we bumped along the shady path, the breeze ruffled my hair and cooled the sweat from my brow. The air smelled sweet, like flowers.

“Child, look around you,” Honey said, extending her arm. “Dewees is a very special place. There aren’t too many folks who live here. Mostly animals and birds and trees and all kind of wild.” She smiled. “The whole island is yours to explore.”

“Really?”

“Yep,” Honey said, and turned her head to wink at me. “It’s a Huck Finn life on the island.”

Suddenly I felt the first spark of happiness breaking through the gray of this terrible, dreadful day. Maybe it wouldn’t be the worst summer ever after all.



There were no paved roads on the island, only dirt paths with shells, pebbles, and ruts that we bounced across. Tall trees loomed over us, shading the road like a tunnel. I felt like I was in a jungle. To my right was a dense thicket of trees and shrubs and maybe a peek at a house far back, hidden from the road. To the left I saw a shimmering lagoon surrounded by tall marsh grass and more trees arching over the water like bony, long fingers.

Everywhere I looked were birds. Little ones flitting about in the trees, big white ones standing in the mudflats, and wading in the shallows of a lagoon were several bright pink birds. They looked like flamingos. I sure wasn’t in New Jersey anymore.

“What kind of birds are those?”

Honey turned her head, but she’d already zoomed past the lagoon. She pointed to a circular wooden building up high on stilts.

“That’s the Nature Center,” said Honey. “Remember it?”

“No.”

“I guess it was a few years back. That’s where you can learn all about what birds you spot here. Animals, too. They’ve got all sorts of information in there. You used to like to go there.”

“That was a long time ago,” I said.

Honey was silent as she drove. “True enough,” she said. “You know, Jake, I wanted you to come visit here every year. I asked over and over. But with your mama and daddy’s work schedules, and your school and sports schedule, it was hard to find a time that y’all could come visit me. Such a shame, because you used to love it here.” She sighed heavily. “Just like your daddy.”

I swallowed hard. “Yeah.”

“Well, you’re here now. Right?” She tried to sound cheerful and turned her head to smile at me.

Honey’s driving had me clinging for my life to the cart. I gripped the windshield frame with one hand and the back of our seat with the other as she plowed through a deep puddle.

“Oops, I didn’t see that one,” she said with a giggle. Honey’s short, gray, curly hair was puffed up from the breeze. I saw lots more gray in it than I remembered.

I couldn’t figure out if Honey could or could not see the puddles, because she seemed to splash through more than she dodged. And I wasn’t sure whether to laugh or be scared.

“What happens if a golf cart flips over?” I asked.

“Good question. What do you think you should do?” Honey asked.

“Uh… pray?”

“Nope. Island rule number one: If you start to fall off a golf cart, just let go.”

“You mean, fall off?”

“Yep.”

“Are we going to flip?”

“Well, I don’t plan on it. But whoever does?”

I gripped the cart tighter as we drove a little farther down the road. Honey suddenly brought the cart to a stop. I jerked forward in the seat.

Honey pointed to a lagoon in the distance. “This lagoon here’s where Big Al likes to hang out. Here’s island rule number two: We all leave Big Al alone.”

“Who’s Big Al?”

“Just the biggest, baddest alligator on the island. We have several alligators on Dewees, but Al is the biggest bull of them all. You won’t mistake him.” She pointed to the platform floating in the middle of the lagoon. “That’s his favorite spot. Did you know when a gator is sunning, it’s actually digesting its food?”

I shook my head, feeling a little scared that I was on an island with a bunch of gators.

“If you’re driving the golf cart and come across Big Al sunning himself on the road, put the golf cart in reverse and go the other way. No one messes with Big Al.”

Before I could respond, she tapped the steering wheel and said, “So, want to take a lesson?”

I was still imagining just how big Big Al really was—and where he was hiding—but her question quickly pushed that out of my mind.

“A driving lesson?” I asked. “Now?”

“Of course. You must learn to drive the golf cart. Else how are you going to get your chores done? You ready?”

“Uh, sure.” I couldn’t believe my luck.

Honey slid from the driver’s seat and patted the cushion. “Well, come on.”

I was getting the sense that Honey didn’t fool around. When she said something, she meant it. I scooted over on the front seat and took hold of the wheel. I was excited she was going to let me drive.

“First thing to learn is that this isn’t a toy,” Honey began in a teacher voice. “It’s a powerful machine and deserves respect. Follow the rules and you shouldn’t get hurt. But start acting like some fool race car driver and you’ll not only get hurt”—she paused to give me the stink eye—“I’d find out before you could park the cart back at my house. That would mean the end of your driving privileges. Got it?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Okay then.” She pointed out the accelerator, the brake, the switch for reverse and forward.

“Seems easy enough.”

She chuckled. “Well then, let’s go.”

“Now?”

“I sure don’t mean tomorrow.”

I scooted forward on the seat and put my foot on the accelerator. I imagined it was like driving a go-kart. I had done that bunches of times back home with Carlos and Nick. So I pressed hard on the pedal. The cart lurched forward. Shocked, I lifted my foot off the accelerator. We jerked to a stop.

Not too smooth. I was embarrassed, but Honey only laughed.

“That’s normal for the first time. But Jake, don’t rush it. You’ve got to remember to take it slow and easy. Kind of like life, eh?”

I took a deep breath. Slow and easy, I told myself. I carefully pressed the accelerator. This time, we took off without a jerk. I clutched the wheel tight. I was driving!

“Driving a cart is like riding a bicycle,” Honey said. “You have to find the right pace and balance for you.”

Honey guided me along the bumpy road. I drove really slowly, but Honey didn’t mind. Another cart zoomed by us, kicking up a dust cloud. I glanced over to see a woman wave. She was wearing a flowing dress with all the colors of the rainbow and big jewelry to match. She looked like she could be the queen of the island.

As they passed, I spotted the boy from the ferry riding in the back seat. He didn’t wave or smile, but his eyes widened and his jaw fell open when he spied me driving the golf cart.

I sat up a little straighter, pretending I didn’t see him. We caught up with their cart when they slowed to turn right onto a narrow driveway.

Honey waved cheerfully. “That must be the Simmons family. Moved in across the way from us. I’ll have to bring a pie to welcome them.”

In front of their driveway I saw a wooden sign that read TESSA & REGINALD SIMMONS, ATLANTA, GA.

“All the property owners out here mark their place with a sign that says where they are from,” Honey said. “Most folks here split their time between the island and elsewhere. Not many of us live here year-round.”

“Like you.”

“Like me,” Honey replied.

We drove a little farther when Honey told me to slow down and turn right onto a narrow path marked with a sign that read THE POTTERS, DEWEES ISLAND, SC. Weeds were starting to grow in front of it.

The dirt lane to Honey’s house was even more marked with ruts and overgrown vines and branches that smacked the sides of the cart. Tall, thick grasses scraped the bottom.

“I feel like we’re going through a car wash,” I said, ducking my head to avoid getting smacked by a thin, leafy branch.

“Oh dear. I’m afraid I’ve let this place get a bit out of control,” Honey said. The tone in her voice changed. “I’ve been meaning to get out here with clippers.”

A machete, more likely, I thought to myself.

But I couldn’t really think about that. I was too worried about getting through the tangles of vines and weeds. At the end of the winding path, looming high in the treetops, stood what looked like a gigantic tree house.

“Welcome home,” Honey told me.

I stopped the golf cart with relief. Taking a breath. Home? This wasn’t my home. Not really, I thought. But… where was home now?

Suddenly my dad and mom felt a million miles away.
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CHAPTER 3 [image: ] The House in the Trees


Books take you on an adventure.

I PARKED THE GOLF CART in an open area under the house that looked like a garage without any walls. A mixture of dirt, sand, and dead leaves covered the concrete floor. Cobwebs dangled from the ceiling. Yard tools and beach chairs hung from the walls.

All the houses on the island were built high off the ground on pilings of wood or cement, in case of flooding. This made the entrance to the house a long walk up. Honey led the way up the two flights of stairs, but so slowly I had to stop and wait as I followed behind, carrying my duffel bag and backpack, which were getting heavier by the second. She stopped one time to “look at the view,” she said, winded.

We finally reached the top. Her front door was painted a bright ocean blue with a metal turtle door knocker. On either side of the door were flowerpots filled with dead brown plants and sprigs of green weeds.

“Home sweet home,” Honey said, and pushed open the door.

I followed my grandmother inside the shadowed house. I caught the dank scent of dust and something old, maybe old fruit. I’d last been here when I was six but didn’t remember anything. From what I could tell, everything was made of wood, from floor to ceiling. Big windows opened to all the trees surrounding us.

“I call this place my Bird’s Nest. Don’t you remember?” Honey asked.

“Yeah,” I said, and thought it was a good name. That’s what it felt like up here in the trees. I dropped my backpack to the floor and craned my neck as I turned from left to right. Honey flicked on the lights.

Books were everywhere. On tabletops, the fireplace mantel, stacked on every surface and tilting in towers on the floors. I have to say, I love books. I won my school’s award for the most books read over the summer. But this many books lying around was kind of crazy. And not just books. Magazines were stacked twenty high under tables.

I scrunched my nose, holding off a sneeze. The books, the magazines—everything was coated with dust. Dirty coffee mugs and crumpled tissues were scattered on the table. This house looked more like a forgotten library than a home. Where would I sit down? Or eat?

Honey must have seen my expression. She hurried to the windows.

“I have to tidy up a bit. Your coming was a surprise. A happy surprise,” she hurried to add. I could tell she was a bit embarrassed. “I’ll throw open a few windows,” she said, and began pushing a few open. The air from the ocean gushed in, summer warm and smelling of the ocean not far away.

“Well now,” Honey said, wringing her hands. Her face wrinkled with worry and she glanced around the house with uncertainty. “I suppose you want to see where you’ll be sleeping?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said.

Her pale blue eyes glanced up toward the ceiling as she pointed. “It’s right up there.”

I looked up. The ceiling vaulted two stories high. I spied a wide wooden ladder against a wall that led up to a spindled railing.

“Up there?” I asked with doubt.

“It’s a loft!” she exclaimed. “Don’t you remember? Come along, child. You’ll love it.” She led me to the ladder. “Well, what are you waiting for?”

I gripped the sides of the ladder and, curious, scampered up. From the top I could look over the wooden railing down below to the entire first floor of the house. The area itself was small and compact, but cozy like a fort. It was private even though the space was missing a wall. But it was cool!

“This is better than a room,” I said as I walked toward the enormous round window perched over the bed like a window to the world. It dominated the wall and made me think of the window I’d imagined in a book my dad had read to me called Heidi. Only in that book, Heidi went to the mountains to live with her grandfather. I was sent to an island to live with my grandmother.

As I looked out, everything was so different from the small, square, treeless backyard I had in New Jersey. Here, I couldn’t see another house. Only the high branches of trees, tangled vines, and far beyond, a small glimpse of the blue ocean.

I heard Honey climbing into the loft.

“Lord help me, I’m too old to climb up here any longer.” She put her hand to her chest. “I need a moment to catch my breath.” Her face softened to a slight smile. “Do you know whose room this was?”

My gaze traveled to the wooden twin-size bed covered with a blue and gold star-patterned quilt. Beside it was a wooden nightstand, and on it a lamp carved in the shape of an anchor. Across the room stood a painted blue dresser. A wall of shelves stretched from floor to ceiling. I walked to it, curious. They were jammed full. Lots of kids’ books filled two shelves. They looked like they’d been read many times. There were some shark teeth, a small animal skull, and a small collection of stones. A tortoise shell sat next to a few faded green military action figures. I reached out to touch a pair of antlers, but my hand paused when I spotted a few framed photos. I picked one up.

A boy, about my age, with brown wavy hair dangled by his arms from an enormous tree branch. Standing beside him was a redheaded boy of about the same age. I reached for the second photograph. In this one, the brown-haired boy was at the beach, holding a dripping ice cream bar. His arms were wrapped over Honey’s shoulders—a younger Honey. I knew who the boy was.

I looked up to see my grandma watching me. “Is this my dad’s room?”

Honey’s lips curved into a grin and she nodded. But her eyes were teary. “Seeing you standing in this room… I swear, you’re the spitting image of your daddy when he was your age. Same brown eyes. Shaggy brown hair. Same posture even.”

My chest swelled—I was happy at the comparison.

“Eric spent a lot of time up here.” She pointed to the bookshelf. “He read every one of those books. Books take you on an adventure, you know. And your dad loved adventures.” She smiled at the memory. “Those were his favorites.”

Honey walked to the bed and smoothed out the wrinkles in the quilt. I noticed that this room was spotlessly clean. That made me feel she was happy I’d come to visit.

“I don’t come up to this room much,” she told me. “I can barely make the climb. Being up here sends my heart worrying all over again about your daddy.” She turned toward me, her eyes searching my face. “How are you doing since the news?”

I wanted to confess, I’m horrible. I have nightmares every night. I hate to see Mom so sad. But I was spared by the ringing of the doorbell.

“Jake, be a good boy and get the door. I’m slower than a slug getting down that ladder. It’s probably just a neighbor checking on me again.”

I flew down the ladder to the door, pulled it open, then stood stock-still. I was face-to-face with the girl who drove the boat. I recognized her long blond braid.

She shot out her right hand and said, “Hey! I’m Lovie Legare. You must be Jake. Honey talks about you a lot. Except when she’s talking about animals, and… oh!” Her smile fell. “I’m sorry to hear about your daddy. We all hope he’s going to be okay.”

Lovie was talking so fast I couldn’t even speak—which was good because I didn’t know what to say. I just extended my hand to shake hers.

Honey came up behind me. “Jake, where are your manners? Invite her inside and shut that door before all the mosquitoes swarm in.”

“Oh. Sorry,” I said, and quickly dropped Lovie’s hand.

Lovie stepped inside and held up a woven basket with her left hand. “Mama and I picked these out at the farmers market just for you, Honey.”

I was surprised to hear Lovie call my grandma “Honey.” Lovie showed us everything in the basket. “We got you fresh-baked bread, jam, tomatoes, and farm eggs. And I picked these wildflowers myself on my way to your house.”

“Mercy, what a treasure. Thank you, dear. And thank your mama. This is the second-best gift I’ve received today.” She smiled at me.

“You’re welcome,” said Lovie. “Mama told me I must bring the sweetgrass basket back, though. She’d kill me if I forgot it.”

“I know those baskets are treasured local art. You tell her I’m honored she used it for me.” Honey turned toward me. “I see you’ve met my grandson, Jake. I think y’all are the same age. He’s eleven, going into sixth grade. Isn’t that right?”

“Yes,” I said a bit shyly.

“I’m going to middle school this year too,” Lovie said to me.

I smiled. She seemed to be trying to be friendly.

“Isn’t that a nice coincidence? I have a feeling you two will be fast friends.” Having emptied the basket, Honey returned it to Lovie. “You wouldn’t mind showing Jake around the island, would you? He doesn’t know anyone from here.”

“Sure, I will. But first I’ve got to go check in with my Aunt Sissy.” She turned and flashed me a smile. Her eyes were bright blue, and her nose was lightly freckled. “See ya, Jake.”

I waved. With her, I could barely get a word in.

“Such a sweet girl,” Honey said, turning to begin putting away the food.

I turned to my grandmother. “What kind of name is Lovie?”

“Why, it’s her nickname. Her real name’s Olivia. She was named after a dear woman who passed a while back. She’s been Little Lovie since she was born. But now, seems everyone just calls her Lovie.”

Olivia… Lovie. No matter what her name was, I wanted her to show me her boat.
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CHAPTER 4 [image: ] The Tropical Depression


A naturalist observes and listens.

MY SUNNY ARRIVAL TO THE island was quickly dashed by two straight days of rain. The sky opened up and dumped bucketloads. Outside, the wind whistled and rattled the windows. Honey’s dirt driveway turned into a muddy creek. It was as if the house had become its own island.

Honey said the summer storm was called a tropical depression. It was depressing, all right, being cooped up in the house without a computer or video games or my phone. After breakfast of a piece of Lovie’s bread and jam, I walked around the house, browsing through the books, looking at photographs in frames on the tables and paintings of sea turtles on the walls. I even tried to make the TV work.

It looked older than I was and had skinny metal antennas that she called “rabbit ears.” After a lot of wiggling around I managed to get the local news station and one other that came in fuzzy because of the rain. It was so lame, I didn’t care and turned it off.

Honey seemed down in the dumps too. She cleared the table and washed the dirty dishes, then swept the floor. It made a dent in the cleaning. But I could see her heart wasn’t in it.

“Honey, want to play a game of cards with me?”

She offered a tired smile. “Not today, Jake. Maybe tomorrow, okay?”

She picked up a book from the table and walked over to a faded blue recliner in the corner of the living room. There was a table next to it with a lamp made to look like the shell of a turtle. As the rain pattered the roof, Honey sat in her recliner reading, or sometimes took a nap in her room. Her mood seemed to change just like the weather. One minute she was cheery, the next she seemed sad.

The worst part about sitting around with nothing to do was that I worried about my dad… a lot. It was not knowing about Dad’s condition that made the waiting so hard.

I wondered if a person could die of boredom. To pass the time, I hung out in the loft. I felt closer to my dad being with all his stuff. I studied the different shells my dad had collected. He carefully labeled each one in a shadow box: moon shell, whelk, angel wing, pen shell, lettered olive. He had a mason jar filled with sea glass and another with shark’s teeth. He even had a big horseshoe crab shell. Its rounded shape looked like an old Army helmet. I checked out his collection of rocks, too, careful not to peel away the layers of mica. I even played with the Army soldiers, but that didn’t last long.

As the afternoon passed, I turned to the bookshelf. It was jammed full of books. My dad was always reading something—a newspaper, a book, a magazine, even a cereal box. He had books by his bed, in his truck, downloaded on his phone. He even packed a book on our camping trips. I guess he was a lot like his mom.

I liked books too, but I liked playing video games more. When I squatted down to scan the book titles, I remembered all the times Dad read to me at bedtime when I was little. It was our ritual any night he was home from duty. He read to me even after I could read chapter books on my own. We would sit side by side in my bed, our legs outstretched and our backs against pillows. Sometimes his voice would lull me to sleep. I closed my eyes at the memory, wishing I could transport myself back to that time, when we were together… and safe.

I looked at all the books and magazines on the shelf and thought, Did Dad really read all of them? My finger slid past the titles: Hatchet, The Call of the Wild, Where the Red Fern Grows, The Swiss Family Robinson, A Wrinkle in Time. He must’ve liked Roald Dahl because there were a lot of titles of his. There were also nonfiction books, mostly about animals and living in the wild. The U.S. Army Survival Manual stood out to me. It was tucked among several guidebooks about Carolina beaches, identifying fossils, and night sky constellations.

I pulled My Side of the Mountain off the shelf and read the back cover. It was about a boy who taught himself to survive in the wild. I figured I had a lot in common with this kid and decided to read this book first.

Outside my window the storm moaned, and the trees shook like wild things. I clicked on a table lamp, lay down on the bed beneath the portal window, settled the pillows, and opened the book.

I don’t know how much time had passed, but when I suddenly looked up, it was dark outside. It wasn’t the noise of the storm, but the lack of it that distracted me. I looked outside the big, circular window to see that the storm had passed. In the foggy night, a sliver of moon was rising.

What time was it? My stomach rumbled. I climbed from my bed and went to lean over the railing. I could see the living room, kitchen, and the hall leading to Honey’s bedroom, but she was nowhere. I was shocked that Honey had not made dinner, or even hollered to tell me she was going to bed. In just my short time here, I’d learned that Honey wasn’t into cooking or cleaning or grocery shopping. But still, I was just a kid. And I was hungry.

I climbed down the ladder and began snooping around the kitchen. I didn’t see much to eat in her cabinets. Next, I opened the fridge. It was packed full! I had hope as I pulled out a small Pyrex bowl and peeled back the plastic wrap. Yuck! My stomach turned at seeing mold on whatever tomato sauce it was. I put that back and grabbed another plastic container. This time I was wary as I pried off the top. It looked like pasta salad, but giving it a whiff, I almost hurled.

Package after package I opened and gave it the sniff test. By the time I was through, I felt sick to my stomach. There wasn’t anything I could recognize or want to eat. Not even a frozen pizza.

My stomach rumbled again. Okay, so maybe I won’t die of boredom here. It’ll be starvation!

Then I remembered the bread that Lovie brought over. There was still half a loaf left. I sliced off a big piece and wrapped it in a paper napkin. Not trusting the milk, I poured water from the filter into a tall glass. Then I climbed back up to the loft with my loot. I lay back in bed, clicked off the lamp, and nibbled my bread while staring out the window, watching low clouds drift by in the moonlit sky.

My thoughts shifted to my dad lying in a hospital bed. Even though we were hundreds of miles apart, we were both lying under the same moon, the same stars. I wondered if he could see the night sky. If he was hungry. If he was hurting. Or if he was even thinking of me.

I’m not ashamed to admit I prayed that night too.



“Breakfast,” Honey hollered from downstairs.

“Oh boy,” I muttered under my breath. The only thing worse than the tropical depression was Honey’s food supply.

I rolled out of bed, made my way down the ladder, and plopped down on a wooden stool in front of the kitchen island, brushing away old food crumbs where I rested my arms.

“Morning, Jake,” Honey said.

She was still in her pajamas and slippers, like I was. My mom and dad always had me rise, wash, and dress before I showed up for breakfast. “Shipshape,” my mom liked to say. Being in the military, they didn’t lounge around much in their pj’s.

Honey stood peering into the fridge, though I couldn’t imagine how she knew what was inside all those foil-wrapped containers.

“I guess I fell asleep early last night and plumb missed dinner. I’m sorry,” Honey said. “I could do that when I lived alone, but now I have to think of you, isn’t that right? A growing boy has to eat.” She handed me a container of orange juice. “I reckon I wasn’t feeling myself.”

“Were you sick?” I asked, pouring juice into a glass.

“Oh, the rainy weather just got me down. But the sun’s out now, right?” she said more cheerfully. “I’m making scrambled eggs. Want some?”

I glanced past her to see that she was using the fresh eggs Lovie dropped off the other day.

“Yes, please. And may I have a slice of that bread Lovie brought over too?”

“Help yourself,” she said, pouring the whisked eggs into the hot pan. “That loaf of bread is disappearing fast.”

I didn’t reply as I cut two slices of bread and popped them in the toaster. I watched Honey as she opened a small plastic container from the fridge and sniffed it. “This one smells like ham. I think.” She held it out. “Want some?” she asked.

“No thanks,” I replied quickly. Not eating that.

That fridge was a time machine. As far as I could tell, almost everything in the kitchen was expired, smelled bad, or was as withered as an unwrapped mummy.

“Want some milk?” Honey asked, pulling out a carton.

“Uh, Honey, the milk is past the sell-by date.”

Honey waved her hand and said, “Oh, don’t you know those dates are just a suggestion? This milk has got a lot of life still in it.”

Like bacteria, I thought with a grimace. “No thanks. I’m good with orange juice.”

“Eggs are ready,” Honey said, sliding the plate across the countertop. “Want some shredded cheese on it?”

I remembered watching her slice green fuzz off the cheese block.

“Just plain, please.”

She handed me the plate and I dove into the eggs. When I was done, I spotted a sheet of paper on the counter that had my name on it. I pulled it close.

“What’s this?”

“That’s your list of chores,” Honey said. “You have to help out while you’re here.”

Chores? Wasn’t going to your grandma’s house supposed to be a treat?

“First and most important, I need you to fetch our drinking water,” she said.

“From a well?” I asked.

“Not quite,” she answered with a chuckle. Honey grabbed her coffee mug and leaned against the kitchen counter.
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