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Praise for Jennifer Weiner’s New York Times bestseller THE LITTLEST BIGFOOT [image: Image]



“Young readers who have ever felt too big or been made to feel small will feel just right in the cheerful glow of Weiner’s contemporary fairy tale.”

—New York Times Book Review

“A charming story about finding a safe place to let your freak flag fly.”

—People

“Enchanting right up to the sequel-beckoning end.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“A heartwarming tale about friendship and belonging that will resonate with those young readers who have ever struggled to fit in or find their place in the world.”

—SLJ

“Weiner makes a winning children’s book debut with this witty story of outcasts coming together.”

—Publishers Weekly
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PART ONE






CHAPTER 1 [image: Image] Charlotte


CHARLOTTE HUGHES HAD BEEN BORN in a dying town, to parents who didn’t survive to see her second birthday. They’d perished in a car accident after their minivan had hit a patch of black ice and skidded off the road. Charlotte’s father had been pronounced dead on the scene. Her mother had died in the hospital later that night. Baby Charlotte, strapped into her car seat, had survived without a scratch, and had been sent to live with her father’s mother, her only surviving relative, who, clearly, had no interest in raising another child. Grandma managed Upland’s only bed-and-breakfast, and it was an exhausting, thankless job—but one Grandma always said she was lucky to have, given how many in town couldn’t find any work at all.

In the winter, when the skiers who weren’t able to locate lodging closer to the mountain resorts booked rooms, Grandma worked from sunrise to late at night, doing laundry, cleaning, and cooking, and as soon as Charlotte was tall enough to push a broom or carry a load of dirty towels to the basement, she had to help her. There were floors to be swept and mopped, beds to be stripped and made, trash cans to be emptied, carpets to be vacuumed, and toilets to be scrubbed. Even when they didn’t have guests, there was always cleaning. The big, old house seemed to generate its own dust and grow its own cobwebs. Little Charlotte would wake up at five in the morning to iron napkins and to bake scones and clear snow off the porch. She made beds and cleaned bathrooms. She learned to be invisible, to slip in and out of the rooms when the guests were gone, so quickly that they hardly noticed she was there. Her hands would chap and her skin would crack and she’d yawn her way through her school days.

And, all around her, Upland was dying.

When Grandma Hughes was a girl, Upland had been a thriving town, with a ski resort and two different fabric mills that stained the river with whatever dyes they were using that week: indigo, crimson, goldenrod yellow, or pine-tree green.

Then one of the mills had caught fire, and the other mill had closed, and the Great Depression and the two World Wars had come.

Young men had gone off to fight and hadn’t returned; families packed up and moved to more prosperous communities. In 1965, the interstate highway, which went nowhere near Upland, was completed. Skiers used it to travel to the mountains that were close to the highway, and Upland was not. Two years after the interstate opened, Mount Upland was closed.

For as long as Charlotte could remember, her hometown had been full of run-down houses and rusty trailers, roads with more potholes than asphalt, where the schools were ancient and the bridges were elderly and every third storefront had a faded “GOING OUT OF BUSINESS” or “EVERYTHING MUST GO” sign hung over its soap-covered windows. Every year, more and more people moved away, to bigger towns with better opportunities.

Then, when Charlotte was twelve, Christopher Jarvis had come to town.

Famous Scientist to Establish New Labs in Upland, read the headline in the newspaper Charlotte saw on her grandmother’s desk. Famed scientist Christopher Jarvis, owner of Jarvis Industries, which holds patents on everything from dental tools to heartburn medications, is opening a new research and development facility in Upland. A spokesman for Dr. Jarvis said the renowned scientist and inventor has purchased the eighty acres of land that were formerly Ellenloe Farms, and plans to break ground on the labs next month, with an eye toward opening next year. “We’ll need everything from support staff, such as custodians and cooks, to researchers and security personnel,” a spokeswoman for Jarvis Industries said.

“Maybe we’ll get some more guests,” Grandma had said, not looking especially hopeful. She spooned a clump of macaroni and cheese onto Charlotte’s plate, where it landed with a dispirited plop. Charlotte tried not to sigh. She couldn’t remember her parents, not even a little bit, but somehow she thought that if her mother had survived, she’d buy name-brand mac and cheese, not the generic kind, and she’d make the sauce with milk instead of water.

The next day, the school was buzzing with the news. Courtney Miller said her mom had already applied for a job as an administrative assistant, and Lisa Farley said her mom had gotten a call about working in the cafeteria. Ross Richardson said his dad had heard there was going to be a job fair at the community center, and Mrs. McTeague, who taught English literature, said she’d heard that the lab would bring more than five hundred new jobs to Upland.

Charlotte took the long way home after school, wondering whether her grandmother would ever go to work for Jarvis Industries. Maybe they could sell the inn and move to a regular house, where they didn’t have to sleep in cramped bedrooms in the attic and worry about being quiet so the sound of their feet or their voices wouldn’t disturb their guests. Charlotte would be able to get a job babysitting, or she could be a lifeguard in the summertime, instead of making beds and scrubbing toilets for no money, not even an allowance. She could get an iPhone, instead of the crummy knockoff with limited data that was all her grandmother could afford, and a pair of the clogs that all the girls were wearing that year. She could get new clothes and concert tickets and a car when she was old enough to drive. Maybe her grandmother wouldn’t have to work so hard, and maybe she’d stop being so grumpy with Charlotte when she wasn’t so exhausted, with her back and her knees hurting her all the time. Maybe everything would change.

When Charlotte arrived at the inn that afternoon, she saw a shiny black car in the driveway, and a man in a suit and shoes as shiny and black as the car standing on the front porch. “I hope you’ll give our offer some serious thought,” he said to Grandma Hughes, who didn’t answer. The man shrugged, climbing into the car and giving Charlotte a quick, two-fingered salute before driving away.

Charlotte could tell from her grandmother’s tight-lipped expression that asking questions would only cause trouble, but she couldn’t keep quiet. “Who was that man?” Charlotte asked, taking her place in front of the kitchen sink to start on the afternoon’s dishes. “What’d he want?”

“He’s from the Jarvis company. They want to buy the place,” her grandmother said. She’d pulled a bunch of celery out of the refrigerator and was going at it with a cleaver as if she were imagining it was the Jarvis representative’s head.

“And you won’t sell?” Charlotte asked. Her heart was sinking.

“This place belonged to my parents. And my father’s parents before them,” said her grandmother. “It should have gone to my son. It’ll be yours someday, I imagine.”

I don’t want it, thought Charlotte. “Wouldn’t it be easier just to sell it? You could probably retire!”

“Easier doesn’t always mean better.” Her grandmother kept chopping, dicing the celery into tinier and tinier pieces. After a minute she muttered, “And it’s dirty money.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve learned a few things about Jarvis Industries.” Chop, chop, chop, went the heavy silver blade. “All those pharmaceutical companies are bad news. Profiting off people’s illnesses. Making their pills so expensive that regular people can’t afford them. Getting rich, while sick people suffer and go without to afford their medication. Dirty money.”

Charlotte decided she didn’t care if Jarvis Industries’ money was dirty or clean. If they’d offered it to her, she’d have taken it, and if Charlotte inherited the inn and the Jarvis people still wanted it, she would sell it to them and never look back.

Her grandmother pressed her lips together even more tightly. “I’ve heard other things too,” she said.

“What kind of things?” asked Charlotte.

Her grandmother set her cleaver down with a thump. She stomped across the kitchen, jerked open a drawer of the desk built into the wall, and pulled out a tabloid magazine printed on thin paper that felt flimsy, almost greasy. SECRETS OF JARVIS INDUSTRIES REVEALED! the headline screamed.

Charlotte’s heart sank even further. “Grandma,” she said. “That’s not a real newspaper.”

Her grandmother rattled the pages in Charlotte’s direction. “It’s paper. And it’s got news. That’s real enough for me.” She pulled her reading glasses out of her brassiere, pushed them into place, and read out loud. “ ‘Hobie Beukes, sixty-seven, worked as a janitor at the Jarvis facility in Florida. One afternoon, he was lifting a dumpster, and the lid slipped off. Mr. Beukes was horrified to see dozens of dead animals, mice and rats and even rabbits, inside.’ ”

Charlotte tried to keep from grimacing. “Grandma, they’ve got to test those drugs on something. Wouldn’t you rather have a lab rat suffering than a kid?”

Her grandmother glared at Charlotte, then held up one knobby finger and continued to read. “ ‘ “But that wasn’t the worst,” Mr. Beukes told the National Examiner. “Some of those animals had extra legs, or extra eyes. A few of the rats had extra paws, right in the middle of their chests and their bellies. Not sewn on. Like they’d been born with them there.” ’ ”

Charlotte shook her head. “If that’s really what’s going on, why hasn’t the regular media reported it? The big newspapers, or one of those TV shows that do investigations?”

Her grandmother scoffed. “Who do you think buys ads during those TV shows? And in the papers? Jarvis Industries! Of course those places won’t say a word against Christopher Jarvis!” She shook the tabloid in one of her big hands, which were permanently reddened and chapped by hot water and cleansers. “That’s why I only trust the Examiner. They can’t be bought.” With a sniff, she set down the paper, swept the celery to one side of the cutting board, and started in on an onion.

Charlotte looked at the tabloid. There was a story about vampire babies on the front cover, a headline promising a Miracle Cure for Arthritis the Doctors WON’T Tell You, and a photograph of a woman in a bikini beneath the headline Saggy Stars in Swimsuits!

“I heard that every single person who works there has to sign a contract swearing they won’t tell what goes on in the labs, and that, if they do, they’ll owe Christopher Jarvis millions and millions of dollars.” Thwack, thwack, thwack, went Grandma’s knife. “If I went to work for that man, or if I let him buy the inn, I’d be taking dirty money. And some things aren’t worth the cost.”

That night Charlotte dreamed of bloody rabbits and mice that were missing their eyes. She dreamed of iPads and diamond earrings, and a pile of money that turned into mud when she touched it, and when she woke up she knew that her grandmother wasn’t going to change her mind. Her classmates’ families would all get rich, and she, Charlotte, would be stuck sweeping and scouring, ironing and folding, smiling for guests when they could see her, whispering when they couldn’t, setting the table and scrubbing the toilets until her grandmother died and the inn was her own.

Jarvis Industries had its job fair. Charlotte’s classmates’ parents got jobs, and her classmates got new clothes, new shoes, new everything. Her best friend, Tessa, got a brand-new iPhone and a gold necklace with a pendant shaped like a heart. Logan Sinclair, who sat behind her in math class, took a trip to New York City with his family, where they saw two Broadway shows and got courtside seats for a basketball game. And Mrs. McTeague, who’d been Charlotte’s favorite teacher, left the school and went to work at the lab’s public relations department. “I’ll miss you, scholars,” she’d said on her last day, when she’d pulled into the parking lot in a new Prius, “but this was too good of an offer to pass up.”

One winter morning, Charlotte was trudging to school, thinking about one of her grandmother’s sayings: A rising tide lifts all boats. Charlotte could picture it: the tide coming in, and all kinds of boats—ferryboats and tugboats and giant cruise ships, the tiniest, crummiest rowboat with peeling paint and the biggest, sleekest yacht—rising up with the water. Jarvis Industries had been the tide, and the people of Upland were the boats, and all of them had been lifted. All of them but her grandmother and her newspaper and its stupid prejudice against pharmaceutical companies, and now Charlotte probably wouldn’t even be able to get her ears pierced for her birthday, like she’d planned, because what was the point of having pierced ears if you couldn’t afford to buy earrings?

She’d been so angry she’d given the nearest rock a good, hard kick, which only made her toes ache, and left her even angrier. She was looking for something more satisfying, or at least more yielding, to attack when a big black car glided up to the curb beside her, and the window slid down.

“Charlotte Hughes?” The man who spoke from the back seat had a blandly forgettable face and could have been anywhere from thirty to fifty. His eyes were pale, his hair was cut short, his white skin was lightly tanned. It took Charlotte a minute to realize that she’d seen him before, leaving the inn. He’d been the one with the shiny briefcase, the one who’d made the offer to buy the place.

“Yes. That’s me.”

“I represent Dr. Christopher Wayne Jarvis, of Jarvis Industries.” The man nodded in the direction of the new construction where the Jarvis Industries complex had risen above the town over the past six months. His smile showed small, even white teeth. “I’d like to offer you a job.”

“I have one already,” Charlotte muttered. Sweeping floors and scrubbing toilets, gathering the wet towels that strangers left on the bathroom floor and picking their hair out of the drains.

“I know,” said the man. “You help your grandmother at the inn.” His voice was sympathetic. “You must work very hard.”

Charlotte looked at him curiously. “You know I’m just twelve, right?”

“And perfectly situated for this task,” said the man. “Really, it’s barely a job at all. Hardly any work. Easy-peasy. I just want you to keep your eyes open.”

“What am I looking for?” she asked.

“Not what, but who,” the man said. “You’re looking for anyone unusual or out of the ordinary. People who don’t look like the normal run of visitors you get here in beautiful, bucolic Upland.” His expression didn’t change, but Charlotte thought she heard a hint of scorn when he said beautiful, bucolic Upland. Like maybe he didn’t think Upland was beautiful or bucolic at all. “For this small task, my employer is willing to pay you a hundred dollars a week.”

Charlotte stumbled and almost fell. “A hundred dollars a week? Just for watching?”

The man gave her a smile that showed his teeth and extended his hand out the window, toward Charlotte. In his palm was a box containing the newest iPhone; the same one Tessa had been showing off. “Keep it charged,” said the man. “There is one number stored in the contacts. That’s the number you’ll call if you see any unusual people.”

Charlotte’s tongue felt thick. “Unusual how?” she managed to ask.

“Oh, just folks that look different,” said the man, with a nonchalant wave of his hand. “People with too much hair, or people missing limbs. Or with extra ones. You’ll know them when you see them,” he said, and gave a tittering laugh that made Charlotte want to clap her hands over her ears.

She swallowed hard, thinking of the story from her grandmother’s newspaper, the lab rats with extra limbs and eyes. “You’re kidding, right?”

Instead of answering, the man held his hand out through the window again. When he spread his fingers, Charlotte saw five twenty-dollar bills.

Charlotte felt her own hand creep out of her pocket, reaching toward the car’s window, and the money. She drew it back and folded her fingers into a fist. “If I do what you’re asking—if I see these people, and I call the number—then what happens to them?”

The man didn’t respond. His face was an absolute blank.

Charlotte looked at the money and felt a prickle of unease work its way from the nape of her neck down her spine. Then she turned her head and looked toward the inn, and all the work that was waiting for her. Dirty money, she heard her grandmother say… but money was just money, and this money, clean or dirty, would let her buy the things she wanted. And what were the chances that she’d ever see unusual-looking people, that she’d need to call the number? It sounded like something that would happen in a movie or a comic book, not real life.

Charlotte walked to the car and took the cash and the phone.

“Don’t forget, now,” said the man. His voice was calm, with not even the hint of a threat.

“What do I tell my grandmother?” she asked.

The man smiled again. “Tell her you won the lottery,” he said. “In a way, it’s kind of true.” He gave her a wink, and the car pulled away.

That had been three years ago, and in that time, Charlotte had seen her town come back to life. There was an organic supermarket and a French café on Main Street. The elementary school’s bricks had been power-washed and repointed, and ground had been broken for the construction of a new high school that would have a natatorium and a technology lab with a pair of 3-D printers.

On the south side of town, about five miles away from the town center, Jarvis Industries occupied a sprawling campus of modern-looking buildings, all of them enclosed by a handsome brick fence topped with unlovely razor wire and guarded by men and women who wore fatigues and carried rifles. Everyone agreed that Jarvis Industries was a great place to work, even though none of them could, or would, talk in specifics about what was being done there. Research and development, they’d say when they were asked. Charlotte knew that the lab was full of scientists who’d come from other places—other cities, even other countries—and that the locals who made up the support staff had been subtly discouraged from asking too many questions. The pay was well above what they could earn anyplace else nearby, and the benefits and vacation policies were generous.

Every Fourth of July the company hosted a picnic at Lake Upland for employees and their families where there was face painting and games and carnival rides and chefs in tall white hats grilling steaks and burgers and hot dogs. Every Thanksgiving each employee was sent home with an organic turkey from a local farm; on the first day of December they each received a five-hundred-dollar gift certificate. Jarvis Industries, everyone agreed, was a wonderful place to work… and if the employees were troubled by the frequent shipments of lab rats and mice and rabbits that arrived, or the incinerator that sent ribbons of smoke into the sky all night long; if they’d heard strange noises that sounded like screams late at night, or saw barrels by the dozen labeled “MEDICAL WASTE” being loaded onto garbage trucks by men in hazmat suits, they’d learned it was best not to ask too many questions. People who asked questions were people who lost their jobs.

For three years, Charlotte had followed their example. She kept her special phone charged and at the ready. She kept her eyes open, looking for what she’d been told to watch out for. She collected the crisp twenty-dollar bills that showed up in her locker every Monday morning, in a plain white envelope, and deposited them in her savings account, dreaming of the life she would have someday, far away from Upland, Vermont. She bought herself an iPhone for her personal use, and got her ears pierced, and had almost convinced herself that she’d never have to make good on her promise; that the creatures that man in the shiny car had told her about didn’t exist outside of fairy tales.

She was wrong.






CHAPTER 2 [image: Image] Jeremy


WHEN HE WAS TEN YEARS old, Jeremy Bigelow saw a Bigfoot in the forest near his house in Standish, New York, and his life was changed forever. Jeremy spent every free moment of the next two years with his phone in his hand, walking in the woods, desperate for a glimpse of the creature he knew, without a doubt, that he’d spotted. When he wasn’t in the woods, Jeremy was online, alone or, eventually, with his friend Jo. They’d visit all the Bigfoot blogs and websites; they’d message other Bigfoot hunters; they’d sort through the conspiracy theories and scrutinize blurry photographs and photocopies of old newspapers, looking for any and all mentions of Bigfoots in upstate New York.

When he was twelve years old, Jeremy had his second sighting: a smaller, gray-furred creature on the shores of Lake Standish. He’d rallied the residents of Standish to join him in the woods one afternoon, where he’d seen, and run after, what he thought was a Bigfoot. But the chase had led to the gates of a private school called the Experimental Center for Love and Learning. The creature they’d been chasing that day turned out not to be a Bigfoot. It was, instead, just a girl named Alice, a student at the school, whose fur vest and bristling red hair gave her the appearance of something other than human. One by one, all the students and teachers stepped forward, proclaiming that they, too, were freaks—that Alice was bigger than other girls her age, that her cousin, Millie, the gray-furred person Jeremy had seen, had a glandular condition that made her face look furry, and that being different didn’t mean they had to be ashamed.

Jeremy had never been so humiliated in his life. In spite of his shame, he was still convinced that there were Bigfoots living in the woods. When he’d found a strand of reddish-blond hair mixed in with Millie’s fur, stuck to a branch in the forest, he and Jo had sent it to a scientist they’d met online. Jeremy hadn’t hoped for much, but then the scientist had confirmed that there were two different strands of DNA, neither of which was human.

Freshly vindicated, bursting with pride—he might have been wrong about which girl was the Bigfoot, but he hadn’t been wrong about their existence—Jeremy had tracked down Alice at the school and given her the news. Alice had been, understandably, extremely freaked-out. Jeremy could still remember the look on her face, the ache in her voice when she’d asked him, What am I?

Jeremy hadn’t had an answer… but, over the next few months, he and Alice had become friends. Alice was desperate to know who she really was, and how she’d come to be. Jeremy was happy to help her. What Alice didn’t know was that Jeremy was also helping a man named Milford “Skip” Carruthers. Mr. Carruthers worked for the government, for an agency called the Department of Official Inquiry, whose logo was a single, all-seeing eye. He’d chased Jeremy down when Jeremy had been on his bike one morning, and he’d explained to Jeremy that his agency could mess up his life, and his parents’ lives, if Jeremy and Jo didn’t cooperate. Mr. Carruthers had done it, too. Jeremy’s mother’s credit cards stopped working. Jeremy’s dad found out he was being audited by the IRS. His parents were stunned and terrified. Jeremy was sick with guilt, because he knew what had happened was his fault. Mr. Carruthers seemed like he understood and sympathized with Jeremy’s quest. He might have been frightening, and mysterious, and kind of a jerk, but he, like Jeremy, believed that Bigfoots were real.

Jeremy never completely trusted Mr. Carruthers. Still, he’d agreed to help him. He’d told him pieces of the truth, mixed in with lies, because grown-ups, in his experience, would use whatever information the kids had discovered, then take all the credit for themselves. And he never told the government agent anything that could put Alice in jeopardy.

Meanwhile, he and Jo kept searching, looking for clues about Bigfoots in Standish. They found an elderly woman named Priscilla Carruthers Landsman, whose father, long ago, had captured a Bigfoot, a creature that spoke like a human but had claws instead of hands and feet and was covered in fur. He’d kept her in a cage and named her Lucille. He’d been ready to sell her to a circus when Priscilla had freed her, sending her back to the woods and to her family. Priscilla told Jeremy and Jo that they’d have to find the biggest heart if they wanted to learn more, and it was Alice who’d solved that riddle, because she remembered that there was a giant model of a human heart in the Standish Children’s Museum. They’d gone there, and walked into the heart, where they’d found a hidden door leading to the labs of Marcus Johansson. Dr. Johansson had once worked for the government—the Department of Official Inquiry, in fact. Then he’d gone rogue. Dr. Johansson promised to help Alice learn the truth of who, and what, she was. He’d given Alice the phone number for a place called the Wayne Clinic, and Alice had made an appointment and had gone off to New York City to keep it. With Dr. Johansson’s encouragement, Jeremy had gone to the city to follow her, to watch her and make sure that she was safe. He’d told his parents he was going on a field trip and was glad, for once, that they barely noticed him, because all of their attention was reserved for his superstar brothers, who were fifteen and sixteen years old, tall and smart and handsome, where Jeremy was small and shrimpy with grades that were nothing special. Jeremy wasn’t a musical prodigy or an exceptional athlete. Jeremy was just a regular, normal, twelve-year-old boy, with dark-brown hair and normal brown eyes and an interest in the supernatural.

Jeremy had followed Alice and her classmate Jessica all the way to New York City, and to Carnegie Hall, where her “cousin” (not that Jeremy believed for a minute that Millie was actually Alice’s cousin) was going to audition for a television talent show called The Next Stage. He’d been in the audience, watching, as Millie started singing, and was interrupted by the sounds of a fight. Millie had gone running offstage, screaming Alice’s name. Jeremy had run off after them. He’d gone outside in time to see two men in suits trying to wrestle Alice into a white van, with Mr. Carruthers at the wheel. The goons had almost gotten her inside when a red-haired woman had come racing down the street. She’d thrown herself at the man holding Alice, wrestled Alice free, then pushed Alice into a Prius driven by a tiny, white-haired woman. Millie had gotten into the car, and they’d gone driving off. The goons, who’d seemed intent on having something to show for their efforts, had grabbed Jessica Jarvis and bundled her into the van. Jeremy had watched, feeling stunned and stupid, as he’d realized that Mr. Carruthers must have known about Alice all along. He hadn’t moved as the van had driven away and Benjamin Burton, the famous judge of the television show, had come outside and collected him. Benjamin had taken Jeremy down to his office and talked to him for a long time before driving him back to Standish where, just as he’d predicted, Jeremy’s parents hadn’t even noticed he was gone. Attention and love were in short supply in the Bigelow household. Jeremy had always assumed that his two talented brothers had taken every drop of it and that, by the time he’d arrived, his parents had been as empty and depleted as those bags chefs used to decorate cakes, after every bit of frosting had been squeezed out. But if this worked the way Jeremy hoped it would, his parents would finally see him. The whole world would see him. His brothers would beg him to hang out with them and their friends; the kids at school would invite him to their parties and want him to sit with them at lunch. His parents would see him as a boy who was smart, capable, brave, inventive, and worthy of their attention and love.

Jeremy had showered quickly to wash all the city smells off him, as Benjamin had instructed. Then he’d gone to the woods and restarted his hunt, walking and calling and calling and walking. For hours, Jeremy paced through the snowy woods, shouting, “I am your friend!” and “I come in peace!” and other conciliatory phrases that he’d learned from reading science fiction or watching old episodes of Star Trek. In spite of everything he’d learned and everything he’d seen, part of him still doubted that anyone would answer.

But then, someone had.

“Please, sir,” the Bigfoot had said, her body trembling all over, her big eyes in her furry face filled with tears. “Please help me find my lost Millietta.” This was Millie’s mother—a Bigfoot—and she’d talked to Jeremy, speaking to him like he was an adult, someone important and powerful and not a twelve-year-old kid who was regarded as a weirdo and a loser by almost all of his classmates. Jeremy had told her not to call him sir. He’d said he was just a kid, thinking that would make her comfortable enough to talk to him more, but, so far, though, she hadn’t. As soon as he’d agreed to help her, she’d beckoned him toward her, turned around, and led him deeper and deeper into the woods.

Jeremy shot quick glances over his shoulder as he hurried after Millie’s mother, but he saw nothing but trees and unbroken snow. “What is your name?” Jeremy asked her. His question emerged in a frosty cloud of breath. It was always cold in Standish in the wintertime, and even colder in the heart of the woods with the sun going down.

The Bigfoot didn’t answer. No, not Bigfoot—Yare. That’s what they call themselves, Benjamin Burton had told him. The nameless Yare kept walking over the snow. Real, thought Jeremy. He could see the shape of her body, could feel its warmth in the air. He could hear the whisper of her feet—her bare feet, her bare fur-covered feet—as they seemed to glide over the snow, along with the drip-drip-drip of icicles as they sent water pattering down onto the icy crust. Jeremy could smell his own anxious sweat, along with her scent, a faint odor that reminded him of the way his dog’s paws sometimes smelled, like corn chips mixed with cinnamon. He hurried on behind her, trying not to look back too many times, as he cataloged what he’d already learned.

The Yare spoke English. Or, at least, when this one had spoken to him, it had been in perfectly understandable English. She wasn’t unusually tall or large. Her proportions were those of a regular human woman, and her dark-blue dress was the kind of thing Jeremy’s mother might have worn. Except Jeremy’s mom had left the house that morning bundled into a puffy, down-filled coat, with a hat and mittens and fur-lined boots on her feet; this woman wore only the dress. She had no need of a coat, or a hat, or a scarf, or boots or mittens. All the exposed parts of her—her hands, her feet, her face—were covered with glossy black fur. Not shaggy fur, Jeremy noted, but smooth, soft-looking fur; well-groomed-looking fur. He wondered, a little wildly, if Bigfoots took baths and showers, if they used shampoo and conditioner and blow-dryers and brushes like people did.

“Is it much farther?” he asked.

The woman gave no answer. Jeremy tried again.

“Can you tell me where we’re going?”

Silence. Jeremy was starting to feel a little uneasy, even though he knew he could still turn around and find his way home. He was also comforted by the knowledge that Benjamin Burton was back there, somewhere, keeping track of his progress. At least, that’s where Benjamin had told him he would be. Jeremy snuck another look over his shoulder, hoping to catch a glimpse of the man, but he couldn’t see anything but the trees.

She’s scared, Jeremy realized. When she’d spoken to him, she’d been trembling all over, her eyes wide, like she wanted to run. But she hadn’t. Please, sir, she’d said, and when Jeremy had said, I’m just a kid, she’d said, Please, sir kid. Please help me find my lost Millietta. Mixed in with the excitement of knowing that she was real, that Bigfoots were real, and that he’d been right all along, Jeremy had felt almost sick with guilt. Millie was this Bigfoot’s daughter, and Jeremy had chased Millie, he’d threatened to expose her; he’d stalked her through the woods, first, all the way to the Experimental Center for Love and Learning, and then all the way to New York City. He’d led the bad guys right to her, and now he didn’t know where she was, or if the grown-ups who’d taken Millie and Alice were good guys or not. At least Millie and Alice were together, he thought. At least Millie wasn’t alone.

Jeremy and the Yare continued to tromp along, Jeremy moving as noisily as he could, his boots cracking the snow and his breath huffing out of his mouth, hoping Benjamin would hear him and be able to follow. The woman went gliding along without a sound. Just as Jeremy was about to try another question, the woman reached the top of a ridge and pushed aside a heavy pine bough. Jeremy looked down into the valley at the bottom of a gentle slope and saw a bonfire, blazing high and hot.

“Where are we—” That was as far as he’d gotten when he felt strong hands gripping his shoulders and lifting him off the ground. Jeremy gave an undignified yelp, kicking his legs frantically, arms flailing, legs kicking at nothing.

“Help!” he yelled.

“We aren’t going to hurt you,” a deep voice rumbled in his ear. Then something fell down over his head, and everything went dark as the world disappeared.






CHAPTER 3 [image: Image] Jessica


JESSICA JARVIS STOOD ON THE sidewalk, staring blankly at the back of the departing van from which she had just been summarily ejected. One minute, the goons in suits had been wrestling her into the back seat and driving away. Then Goon One had gotten on the phone and said things like “Yes,” and “No,” and “Sorry,” and “We’re not completely empty-handed. We got one of the girls.” Evidently, though, Jessica wasn’t the right one of the girls, because they’d asked what her name was. She’d thought about not telling them, except then she realized that the name tag they’d given her for The Next Stage was still hanging around her neck.

“Jessica Jarvis,” the goon had said into the phone. The voice on the other end had squawked. The van had pulled over. And they’d shoved Jessica out onto the sidewalk and driven away.

She took a deep breath, trying to short through everything that had happened prior to her being snatched and dumped.

Millie had been on The Next Stage stage, explaining to the judges of the reality show that she’d been too shy to sing on camera, so Jessica had lip-synced for her on the audition tape she’d sent. As Millie trembled and stammered through her explanation, Jessica stood still, bathed in the spotlight, basking in the attention of The Next Stage’s audience. She was right where she wanted to be, right where she was meant to be. She could imagine it unfolding—the judges ignoring Millie to look at the beautiful girl standing behind her; Benjamin Burton, the head judge, saying that the auditions were over, that everyone else could go home, that Jessica was the star they’d been looking for. Benjamin would come onstage and declare her the winner, and he would hand her a gigantic million-dollar check as the sky rained down glitter and everyone cheered. You’re perfect, Benjamin Burton would tell her, and Jessica would know that it was true.

Millie had been singing, and Jessica had just reached the part of the fantasy where her hands closed around the edges of the million-dollar check, when she’d looked to the wings just in time to see men in suits, with mirrored sunglasses and earpieces, grabbing Alice and dragging her away. Jessica and Millie had run out of the theater after them, and the men had almost succeeded in tossing Alice into a van that was waiting at the curb. Then some woman with red hair had come streaking down the sidewalk, charging right into the man who’d been holding Alice, knocking him off his feet. The woman grabbed Alice and threw her into a car. Millie had climbed in with them, and the car had sped away.

The man who hadn’t been knocked over had stretched out his hand and pulled his colleague off the sidewalk, shaking his head and looking disgusted. Then the two of them had looked at her… and, before Jessica could scream, or run, they’d grabbed her and pushed her into the van that had been waiting for Alice, a white vehicle with tinted windows. They’d sped away, leaving a crowd of confused onlookers snapping pictures with their phones and trying to figure out what had happened.

“Who are you?” Jessica had demanded. “Where are you taking me?” And why was Alice your first choice, she thought. The driver ignored her. The goon in the passenger’s seat pulled out a cell phone and started talking in a low, apologetic voice. “Yes,” Jessica heard, and, “No,” and, “We did get a girl.” The man turned around, staring at Jessica.

“What’s your name?”

Jessica didn’t reply. She also, unfortunately, didn’t remember that the producers at The Next Stage had given all the contestants name tags, with their names and ages and hometowns written on them. “Her name is Jessica Jarvis,” the man said. His face darkened at whatever he heard on the other end of the line. He said something, low-voiced, to the driver, who pulled over.

“Our apologies, miss,” he said, and helped her out of the van and onto the sidewalk. The van then sped away, leaving Jessica standing there, trembling, shaking all over.

Part of her terror was adrenaline, the natural reaction to being so close to an attempted crime. But some of it—most of it—had to do with the monogram she’d seen on the van. It was a tiny thing, a small golden decal over the driver’s door handle reading “JARVIS INDUSTRIES.” Which was run, Jessica knew, by Christopher Wayne Jarvis, the scientist and researcher. Dr. Jarvis had done groundbreaking work in neural and genetic engineering. He’d become fantastically wealthy thanks to the invention of a procedure that allowed people to see what diseases they were genetically at risk for. With headquarters in New York City, and a big campus in Vermont, Jarvis Industries employed hundreds of scientists, all of them working to cure diseases and help the environment—or, if you believed the conspiracy theorists, all of them working to create bioweapons, genetically-engineered viruses, and cyborg supersoldiers. Christopher Wayne Jarvis was unimaginably rich, notoriously reclusive, adored and despised in equal measure.


OEBPS/e9781481470827/fonts/Spectral-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781481470827/images/f0vii-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781481470827/fonts/Lato-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781481470827/images/f0031-01.jpg
3





OEBPS/e9781481470827/images/f0001-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781481470827/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Map of Upland


		Dedication


		Part One

		Chapter 1: Charlotte


		Chapter 2: Jeremy


		Chapter 3: Jessica


		Chapter 4: Alice


		Chapter 5: Jeremy


		Chapter 6: Jessica


		Chapter 7: Alice


		Chapter 8: Jeremy


		Chapter 9: Jessica


		Chapter 10: Jeremy


		Chapter 11: Christopher







		Part Two

		Chapter 12: Christopher


		Chapter 13: Jessica


		Chapter 14: Charlotte


		Chapter 15: Jeremy


		Chapter 16: Alice


		Chapter 17: Jessica


		Chapter 18: Christopher







		Part Three

		Chapter 19: Charlotte


		Chapter 20: Alice


		Chapter 21: Charlotte


		Chapter 22: Alice


		Chapter 23: Millie


		Chapter 24: Alice


		Chapter 25: Charlotte


		Chapter 26: Millie


		Chapter 27: Alice


		Chapter 28: Millie


		Chapter 29: Millie


		Chapter 30: Millie


		Chapter 31: Christopher







		Epilogue


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epilogue


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright








		I


		IV


		V


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		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


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342








OEBPS/e9781481470827/fonts/Lexend-Medium.ttf


OEBPS/e9781481470827/images/f0020-01.jpg
ki





OEBPS/e9781481470827/images/common01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781481470827/images/map01.jpg
L—

L
3 * g’arvzs v

‘rﬁ
X

old Ski

fa
nds O

..





OEBPS/e9781481470827/images/9781481470827.jpg
s : 4 3,

B (GEOOT &+
¥7QUEEN“- .

L oY

ALITTLEST BIGFOOT Novel





OEBPS/e9781481470827/images/title.jpg
Jennifer Weiner

THE

BIGFOOT
QUEEN

ALADDIN
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781481470827/fonts/Spectral-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781481470827/fonts/LifeSavers-Regular.ttf


